
-<r





The L ondon S ch ool o f  E conom ics and  P olitica l Scien ce

Windfall Wealth and Envy in Three Chinese Mining Villages

Hui Zhang

Thesis submitted to the Department of Anthropology 

of the London School of Economics for the degree of 

Doctor of Philosophy, London 

September, 2010

1



UMI Number: U615970

All rights reserved

INFORMATION TO ALL USERS  
The quality of this reproduction is dependent upon the quality of the copy submitted.

In the unlikely event that the author did not send a complete manuscript 
and there are missing pages, these will be noted. Also, if material had to be removed,

a note will indicate the deletion.

Dissertation Publishing

UMI U615970
Published by ProQuest LLC 2014. Copyright in the Dissertation held by the Author.

Microform Edition ©  ProQuest LLC.
All rights reserved. This work is protected against 

unauthorized copying under Title 17, United States Code.

ProQuest LLC 
789 East Eisenhower Parkway 

P.O. Box 1346 
Ann Arbor, Ml 48106-1346





Declaration

I  c e r t ify  t h a t  th e  th e s is  I  h a v e  p r e s e n te d  fo r  e x a m in a t io n  fo r  th e  

M P h il /P h D  d e g re e  o f  th e  L o n d o n  S c h o o l o f  E c o n o m ic s  a n d  P o litic a l 

S c ie n c e  is  so le ly  m y  o w n  w o rk  o th e r  t h a n  w h e re  I  h a v e  c le a r ly  in d ic a te d  

t h a t  i t  is  th e  w o rk  o f  o th e r s  ( in  w h ic h  c a se  th e  e x te n t  o f  a n y  w o rk  c a r r ie d  

o u t  jo in t ly  b y  m e  a n d  a n y  o th e r  p e r s o n  is  c le a r ly  id e n t i f ie d  in  it) .

T h e  c o p y r ig h t  o f  th i s  th e s is  r e s ts  w ith  th e  a u th o r .  Q u o ta t io n  f ro m  i t  is  

p e r m i t te d ,  p r o v id e d  t h a t  fu ll a c k n o w le d g e m e n t is  m a d e . T h is  th e s is  m a y  

n o t  b e  r e p r o d u c e d  w ith o u t  th e  p r io r  w r i t te n  c o n s e n t  o f  t h e  a u th o r .

I  w a r r a n t  t h a t  th i s  a u th o r is a t io n  d o e s  n o t ,  to  th e  b e s t  o f  m y  b e lie f , in f r in g e  

th e  r ig h ts  o f  a n y  th i r d  p a r ty .



Abstract

T h e  s u d d e n  a r r iv a l  o f  w e a l th  in  C h in a  -  m o re  sp e c if ic a lly , th e  a r r iv a l  o f  w e a lth  

f o r  s o m e  p e o p le  b u t  n o t  f o r  o t h e r s -  o f fe rs  a n th ro p o lo g is ts  a  g o o d  o p p o r tu n i ty  to  

r e v is i t  a n d  m o d ify  t h e i r  th e o r ie s  o f  en v y . W h ile  m o s t  a n th ro p o lo g ic a l  s tu d ie s  o f  

e n v y  h a v e  fo c u s e d  o n  s lo w -c h a n g in g  s o c ie tie s  a n d / o r  o n  th e  q u e s t io n  o f  r e d u c in g  

in e q u a l i ty  a s  a  w a y  o f  r e d u c in g  en v y , in  th e  C h in e se  c a s e  w e  f in d  ra p id ly  g ro w in g  

in e q u a l i ty  a n d , i t  s e e m s , a  s t r ik in g  in c re a s e  in  th e  p re v a le n c e  o f  en v y . C e rta in ly , th e  

a r r iv a l  o f  w in d fa ll  w e a l th  d u e  to  m in in g  a c tiv ity  in  th e  th r e e  v il la g e s  in  N o r th -e a s t  

C h in a  w h e re  I  c o n d u c te d  f ie ld w o rk  f o r  th i s  d i s s e r ta t io n  g e n e r a te d  a  w id e  a n d  r ic h  

r a n g e  o f  e n v y - re la te d  d is c u s s io n s  a n d  p ra c tic e s . H o w e v e r , u n lik e  o th e r  

e th n o g r a p h ic  c o n te x ts  w h e r e  w itc h c ra f t ,  so rc e ry , t h e  “ev il e y e ”, e tc . a r e  w e ll-k n o w n  

w a y s  o f  a r t ic u la t in g  a n d  d e a l in g  w ith  th e  p ro b le m  o f  en v y , n o  s u c h  c u l tu ra l  fo rm s  

h a v e  u p  to  n o w  b e e n  id e n t i f ie d  a n d  a n a ly s e d  f o r  th e  c a s e  o f  C h in a .

T h re e  k e y  f in d in g s  a r e  p r e s e n te d  in  th i s  th e s is .  F ir s t ,  a t  th e  c o n c e p tu a l  lev e l I  

a rg u e  th a t  re d -e y e  (y a n h o n g ), a  C h in e s e  t e r m /c o n c e p t  r e la te d  to  m a lic io u s  e n v y  

( r e le v a n t  to  c a s e s  w h e r e  p e o p le  fee l: “I  s t ro n g ly  w is h  y o u  d id  n o t  h a v e  w h a t  y o u  

h a v e ”), is  a  u n iq u e  c u l tu r a l  p r o d u c t  in  t h a t  i t  e x p re s s e s  a  d e s i r e  to  d e s tro y  w h a t  

o th e r s  h a v e , in  t h a t  i t  im p lie s  a n  o r ie n ta t io n  to w a rd s  a c t in g  u p o n  th i s  d e s ire  a n d  in  

t h a t  i t  is  in te r tw in e d  w i th  p a r t ic u la r  fo rm s  o f  p o lit ic a l a n d  d is c u rs iv e  p o w e r. S e c o n d , 

in  c o n t r a s t  w ith  c u l tu r e s  w h e r e  s t r a te g ie s  to  c o n tro l  e n v y  fo c u s  p r im a r i ly  o n  th e  

e n v ie r s  (i.e . o n  th o s e  w h o  e n v y  o th e r s ) ,  in  C h in a  th e  p e o p le  w h o  a r e  th e m s e lv e s  

e n v ie d  a p p e a r  to  b e a r  a  h ig h  d e g re e  o f  m o ra l  r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  fo r  th i s  s i tu a t io n . T h a t  

is , t h e y  m a y  b e  h e ld  r e s p o n s ib le  fo r  th e  im p r o p e r  a c t io n s  o f  o th e r s  t h a t  r e s u l t  f ro m  

th e m  h a v in g  p ro v o k e d  e n v y  in  th e s e  o th e r  p a r t ie s .  T h ird ,  F o s te r ’s  (1 9 7 2 ) th e o r y  o f  

e n v y  a rg u e s  t h a t  i t  is  t h e  p e rc e iv e d  s c a rc i ty  o f  d e s i r a b le  g o o d s  t h a t  m a k e s  th e  

d e p r iv e d  m o s t  e n v io u s . I n  m y  s tu d y , I  a rg u e  t h a t  w h a t  b r e e d s  e n v y  in  s i tu a t io n s  o f  

w in d fa l l  w e a l th  is  n o t  th e  s c a rc i ty  o f  d e s ira b le  g o o d s , a s  s u c h , b u t  r a th e r  th e  

p e rc e iv e d  s c a rc i ty  o f  o p p o r tu n i t ie s  fo r  u p w a r d  m o b ility .
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A c k n o w le d g e m e n ts

F ir s t  o f  a ll, I  w a n t  to  th a n k  a ll o f  m y  in f o r m a n ts  in  th e  th r e e  v illa g e s  w h e re  I  

c o n d u c te d  m y  f ie ld w o rk . T o  p r o te c t  th e  c o n f id e n tia l i ty  o f  th e s e  p e o p le  I  c a n n o t  l i s t  

t h e  n a m e s  o f  t h e  v il la g e s  o r  t h e  n a m e s  o f  m y  in f o r m a n ts  in v o lv e d  b u t  I  a m  d e e p ly  

g ra te fu l  to  th e m  f o r  th e  t r u s t ,  f r ie n d s h ip  a n d  h o s p i ta l i ty  t h a t  I  re c e iv e d  d u r in g  th e  

p e r io d  o f  m y  s ta y . E n v y  is  n o t  a t  a ll a  p le a s a n t  th in g  to  ta lk  a b o u t  a n d  I  th e r e f o r e  

w a n t  to  a lso  th a n k  th e m  fo r  b e a r in g  w ith  m e  d e s p i te  t h e  a b r u p tn e s s  a n d  

in t ru s iv e n e s s  o f  m y  in q u ir ie s  a n d  fo r  s h a r in g  th e i r  liv e s  w ith  m e , in  p a r t ic u la r  th e  

p a r t s  w h ic h  fe l t  f r u s t r a t in g  a n d  d is a p p o in t in g .

I  a lso  w a n t  to  th a n k  m y  s u p e rv is o r s  a t  th e  L o n d o n  S c h o o l o f  E c o n o m ic s  a n d  

P o lit ic a l  S c ie n c e  (L S E ), P ro fe s s o r  C h a r le s  S ta f fo rd  a n d  P ro fe s s o r  S te p h a n  

F e u c h tw a n g . T h e  th e s is  s im p ly  w o u ld  n o t  h a v e  ta k e n  i t s  p r e s e n t  fo rm  w i th o u t  th e i r  

e n d le s s  e f fo r ts  to  a s s is t ,  a d v is e  a n d  c r i t ic is e  m e  a n d  f o r  th i s  r e a s o n  I  o w e  th e m  a n  

e n o r m o u s  d e b t  o f  g r a t i tu d e .  S te p h a n  h a s  b e e n  a n  e x c e p tio n a lly  in s p i r in g  a n d  

in s ig h tfu l  m e n to r .  H is  s te a d y  s u p p o r t  a n d  w a rm  e n c o u r a g e m e n t  k e p t  m e  g o in g  

th r o u g h  th e  to u g h  t im e s  in  th e  P h D  p ro c e s s . C h a r le s  h a s  b e e n  e q u a lly  p e rc e p t iv e  

a n d  k in d . H e  h a s  o f fe re d  m e  e x a c tly  th e  k in d  o f  s u p p o r t  I  n e e d e d  f r o m  th e  

b e g in n in g  to  th e  e n d  a n d  i f  I  h a v e  a c h ie v e d  a n y th in g  in  te r m s  o f  p r e s e n t in g  a  c le a r  

th e s is  th e  c r e d i t  s h o u ld  go  to  h im .

I  b e n e f i te d  a  g r e a t  d e a l  f ro m  c o u n tle s s  d is c u s s io n s  w ith  c o lle a g u e s  a n d  f r ie n d s  

a t  th e  L SE . T h e  w r it in g  u p  s e m in a r  I  a t t e n d e d  f ro m  2 0 0 7  to  2 0 0 8  a t  t h e  

a n th ro p o lo g y  d e p a r tm e n t  w a s  a n  e x c e lle n t a n d  c h a lle n g in g  p la t f o r m  a llo w in g  m y  

in i t ia l  id e a s  to  ta k e  s h a p e  a n d , o f  t h e  r e g u la r  a t te n d e e s ,  H a n s  S te in m u lle r  a n d  

J a m e s  J o h n s to n  d e s e rv e  a  s p e c ia l  th a n k  y o u . E l is a b e th  L. E n g e b re ts e n , M e tte  

H ig h , D a n ie l R o b e r ts  a n d  E liz a b e th  F ra n tz  h a v e  a lso  o f fe re d  v a lu a b le  c o m m e n ts  a t  

v a r io u s  s ta g e s . I  a m  a ls o  g ra te fu l  to  D r  A n g u s  W r e n n  o f  th e  L S E  L a n g u a g e  C e n tre  

f o r  h is  p a t i e n t  h e lp  w ith  q u e r ie s  a b o u t  te rm in o lo g y  a n d  g e n e ra l  la n g u a g e  a d v ic e .

I  a m  a lso  v e ry  lu c k y  to  h a v e  b e e n  s u p p o r te d  b y  m a n y  te a c h e r s  a n d  f r ie n d s ,
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b o th  in  th e  U K  a n d  in  C h in a . P ro fe s s o r  J u n  J in g  c o n v in c e d  m e  to  p u r s u e  m y  

d r e a m s  a n d  so  m a d e  th is  P h D  p o s s ib le  w h ile  P ro fe s s o r  H a r r ie t  E v a n s  h a s  b e e n  

c a r in g  a n d  a t te n t iv e  o v e r  a ll o f  th e s e  y e a rs . M a r ia  d o  M a r  P e re ira ,  M o n ic a  G a rc ia  

Q u e s a d a , C la ire  L o u s s o u a rn , D a isy  J .  T a n , Y iyi W a n g , Y u jin g  Z h u , X ia o h u  X u , 

S h u o  Z h a n g  a n d  m y  b r o th e r  P e n g  Z h a n g  h a v e  c o n t in u o u s ly  s h a r e d  th e  jo y  a n d  th e  

p a in .  R o b e r t  W ilk in s o n , H e le n  G o o d w in  a n d  A n d y  W e s t  h a v e  a ls o  b e e n  in c re d ib ly  

g e n e ro u s  in  o f fe r in g  m e  v a r io u s  k in d s  o f  s u p p o r t  a lo n g  w ith  th e i r  p re c io u s  

f r ie n d s h ip .

M y  P h D  w a s  fu lly  f u n d e d  b y  a  D o ro th y  H o d g k in  P o s tg r a d u a te  A w a rd  (D H P A ) 

f ro m  2 0 0 4  to  2 0 0 8 .  W ith o u t  th is  g e n e ro u s  f in a n c ia l  s u p p o r t ,  s tu d y in g  a  P h D  in  

L o n d o n  w o u ld  n o t  h a v e  b e e n  p o s s ib le . I  p r e s e n te d  th e  m a te r ia l  f ro m  C h a p te r  1 a t  

t h e  3 rd G ra d u a te  C o n fe re n c e  h e ld  a t  th e  C e n tra l  E u ro p e a n  U n iv e rs ity , C h a p te r  2  a t  

t h e  E a s t  A s ia  S e m in a r  S e r ie s  a t  th e  L SE , C h a p te r  4  in  a  w o rk s h o p  o n  O rd in a ry  

E th ic s  in  C h in a  a t  th e  L S E  a n d  C h a p te r  5  a t  a  G a m b lin g  R e s e a rc h  w o rk s h o p  a t  

U n iv e r s i ty  C o lleg e  L o n d o n ; I  w o u ld  l ik e  to  th a n k  th e  o rg a n is e r s  fo r  in c lu d in g  m e  o n  

th o s e  o c c a s io n s  a n d  th e  p a r t ic ip a n ts  f o r  th e i r  s t im u la t in g  c o n tr ib u t io n s  to  m y  w o rk .

M y  d e e p e s t  g r a t i tu d e  g o e s  to  m y  p a r e n ts ,  D o n g x u  Z h a n g  a n d  X iu m in  X u , fo r  

t h e i r  u n fa i l in g  s u p p o r t  a t  a ll t im e s , f o r  th e i r  u n u s u a l  u n d e r s ta n d in g  a n d  

a p p r e c ia t io n  o f  m y  w o rk  a n d  fo r  th e i r  u n c o n d i t io n a l  f a i th  in  m e .
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Introduction: Emotion, envy and sociality

I f  I  c a n ’t  h a v e  it, n o b o d y  e lse  s h o u ld  e v e n  try . 

w o  d e b u d a o , s h e i  y e  b ie x ia n g  d e d a o .  

D u r in g  th e  t im e  s in c e  I  b e g a n  r e s e a r c h  o n  m y  P h D , a t  v a r io u s  p a r t ie s ,  

s e m in a r s  a n d  o th e r  so c ia l o c c a s io n s  in  L o n d o n , I  h a v e  b e e n  a s k e d  th e  s a m e  

q u e s t io n  c o u n tle s s  t im e s :  “S o , w h a t  is  y o u r  to p ic ? ” In v a r ia b ly , I  w o u ld  re p ly , “I ’m  

w o rk in g  o n  e n v y  a n d  je a lo u s y  in  a  C h in e s e  v illa g e ”. M o re  o f te n  t h a n  n o t ,  h o w e v e r , 

t h e  in q u i r e r s  c o u ld  n o t  b e lie v e  t h e i r  e a r s  o n  h e a r in g  th is .  O v e r  th e  y e a r s  i t  h a s  

a lm o s t  b e c o m e  f u n  to  o b s e rv e  th e  s h o r t  p a u s e ,  e i th e r  in d u c e d  b y  s u r p r is e ,  

c o n fu s io n , p u z z le m e n t  o r  e v e n , in  s o m e  c a s e s , f a s c in a t io n  o n  h e a r in g  a b o u t  th e  

n a tu r e  o f  m y  to p ic . M o re  q u e s t io n s  w e re  o f te n  tr ig g e re d  b y  m y  in i t ia l  re p ly . “H a v e  

y o u  s tu d ie d  e n v y  in  th e  U .K .?” “W h a t  h a v e  y o u  f o u n d  o u t  in  y o u r  r e s e a r c h ? ” “A re  

C h in e s e  p e a s a n ts  e n v io u s ? ” M o s t c o m m o n  o f  a ll h a s  b e e n  th e  q u e s tio n :  “H o w  d id  

y o u  c o m e  u p  w ith  th i s  to p ic  in  th e  f i r s t  p la c e ? ”

A p p a re n tly , e n v y  is  r e g a r d e d  a s  a  s o m e w h a t  u n lik e ly  c h o ic e  fo r  a  P h D  to p ic , 

p a r t ic u la r ly  w h e n  th i s  fo c u s  o n  e n v y  is  ju x ta p o s e d  w ith  C h in a  s tu d ie s .  H o w e v e r , 

p e o p le  a lw a y s  s e e m  c u r io u s  to  k n o w  m o re  a b o u t  t h e  s u b je c t ,  p e r h a p s  in  o r d e r  to  

c o m p a re  C h in e se  e n v y  w ith  e n v y  in  t h e i r  o w n  c o u n tr ie s  o r  j u s t  b e c a u s e  th e y  w a n t  to  

k n o w  m o re  a b o u t  s o m e th in g  t h a t  is  q u i te  u n h e a r d  o f  fo r  th e m . W h a t  p e o p le  h a d  

o f te n  h e a r d  a b o u t, th o u g h ,  w a s  th e  s t r ik in g  e c o n o m ic  d e v e lo p m e n t  t h a t  C h in a  h a s  

a c h ie v e d  in  th e  p a s t  3 0  y e a r s  a n d  th e  f a r - r e a c h in g  c o n s e q u e n c e s  o f  th is  w h ic h  h a v e
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b e e n  a  p r e d o m in a n t  th e m e  in  m o s t  c o n te m p o r a r y  s tu d ie s  o f  C h in a . O f  c o u rs e , th e  

fo c u s  in  th e s e  s tu d ie s  h a s  s h if te d  f ro m  its  p re v io u s  a t te n t io n  to  C h in a ’s  “t r a n s i t io n ” 

to  th e  n o w  w e ll- e s ta b l is h e d  e m e rg e n c e  o f  th e  n e w  r ic h  in  C h in a . M o re  sp e c if ic a lly , 

t h e  p o lit ic a l , s o c io -e c o n o m ic  a n d  c u l tu r a l  c o n s e q u e n c e s  o f  t h e  u n e v e n  d is t r ib u t io n  

o f  w e a l th  h a v e , to  s o m e  e x te n t ,  r e p la c e d  th e  p re v io u s  r e s e a r c h  fo c u s  o n  th e  

t r a n s i t io n  f ro m  “s o c ia l is m ” to  “p o s t- s o c ia l is m ”, f ro m  a  “p la n n e d  e c o n o m y ” to  a  

“m a r k e t  e c o n o m y ”, a n d  f ro m  “s h a r e d  p o v e r ty ” to  “th e  d iv e rg e n c e  b e tw e e n  th e  r ic h  

a n d  th e  p o o r ”. B e c a u se  o f  th is  s h if t ,  q u e s t io n s  a b o u t  “h o w  w e a l th  ( a n d  p o v e r ty )  is  

c r e a te d ”, “w h o  th e  re le v a n t  b e n e f ic ia r ie s , in d iv id u a ls  o r  g ro u p s ,  a re , e .g . w h o  a re  

th e  n e w  r ic h ”, “w h a t  th e s e  p e o p le  d o  w ith  th e i r  w e a l th ” a n d  “th e  im p a c t  o f  th i s  

w e a l th  o n  o th e r  a s p e c ts  o f  C h in e se  so c ia l l ife ” h a v e  in c re a s in g ly  w o n  sc h o la r ly  

a t t e n t io n  (D a v is  a n d  W a n g , 2 0 0 9 ;  G o o d m a n  a n d  Z h a n g , 2 0 0 8 ) .  A lth o u g h  e n v y  is 

th e  c e n tr a l  c o n c e rn  o f  m y  re s e a rc h , i t  o b v io u s ly  m u s t  b e  e x p lo re d  a g a in s t  th e  

b a c k g r o u n d  o f  th e s e  q u e s t io n s ,  a n d  w ith  r e fe re n c e  to  th e  m a n y  e x is tin g  s tu d ie s  o f  

“C h in a ’s  n e w ly  a c c u m u la te d  w e a l th ”.

T o  p u t  th is  d if fe re n tly , m y  s tu d y  is  a b o u t  a  n a r ro w e r ,  b u t  p o te n t ia l ly  v e ry  

i n te r e s t in g  a n d  im p o r ta n t ,  to p ic  w h ic h  r e la te s  to  C h in a ’s  e c o n o m ic  t r a n s i t io n :  th e  

r a n g e  o f  e m o t io n a l  r e s p o n s e s  to  C h in a ’s  n e w ly  a c c u m u la te d  w e a l th  — a n d  

e s p e c ia l ly  to  th e  p h e n o m e n o n  o f  w in d fa ll  w e a l th  — e x p e r ie n c e d  b y  o r d in a r y  

C h in e s e  p e o p le . T h e  la c k  o f  fo c u s  o n  C h in e s e  in d iv id u a ls  a n d  th e i r  e m o tio n a l  

e x p e r ie n c e s  in  b o th  th e  s tu d y  o f  C h in a ’s  “t r a n s i t io n ” p e r io d  a n d  th e  s tu d y  o f  

C h in a ’s  “n e w  w e a l th ” h a s  b e e n  id e n t i f ie d  b y  Y u n x ia n g  Y a n  in  h is  c o m p e ll in g  w o rk
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o n  lo v e , in t im a c y  a n d  C h in e se  fa m ilie s  (Y an  2 0 0 3 ) .  A s h e  r ig h t ly  p o in ts  o u t ,  “T h e  

in d iv id u a l  r e m a in s  a t  th e  m a rg in s  in  a ll th r e e  m o d e ls  [i.e . o f  th r e e  in d iv id u a l  

m o d e ls  o f  C h in e s e  k in s h ip  a n d  fa m ily  life ] , a n d  th e  e m o tio n a l  w o r ld  o f  

f le s h -a n d -b o n e  p e o p le  h a s  u s u a lly  b e e n  o v e r lo o k e d ” ; g iv e n  t h a t  “w i th o u t  

in d iv id u a ls  a n d  th e i r  liv e d  e x p e r ie n c e s  th e  [C h in e se ]  fa m ily  w o u ld  n o t  h a v e  e x is te d  

a n d  fa m ily  life  w o u ld  n o t  h a v e  b e e n  p o s s ib le ”, th is  is  a  v e ry  s e r io u s  o m is s io n  (Y an, 

2 0 0 3 :  x ii). S im ila r ly , w i th o u t  e x a m in in g  th e  m o re  in t im a te  a n d  im m e d ia te  p e r s o n a l  

e x p e r ie n c e s  in v o lv e d  in  th e  s tru g g le  to  a c q u ire , m a in ta in  a n d  n o t  fo r fe i t  w e a lth , th e  

p ic tu r e  w e  h a v e  o f  C h in a ’s  “n e w  w e a l th ” c a n n o t  d o  ju s t ic e  to  th e  re a lity . I n  m y  

a c c o u n t ,  f r a m e d  a r o u n d  th e  s u d d e n  a n d  u n e v e n  a r r iv a l  o f  w e a l th  in  th r e e  C h in e se  

v illa g e s , I  a t t e m p t  to  fo c u s  o n  th e  s u b t le t ie s  o f  in d iv id u a l  e x p e r ie n c e , in c lu d in g  

e m o tio n a l  e x p e r ie n c e  a n d  i ts  so c ia l c o n s e q u e n c e s .

P u b lic  c o n c e rn  a b o u t  e n v y  a n d  i t s  r e la t io n s h ip  to  th e  r e m a r k a b le  a c h ie v e m e n ts  

o f  C h in a ’s  e c o n o m ic  r e fo rm  e ra  f i r s t  e m e rg e d  in  th e  1 9 8 0 s . T h e  is s u e  o f  s o -c a lle d  

“re d -e y e  d is e a s e ” (h o n g y a n  b in g ) ,  a  s o c ie ta l  i l ln e s s  o r ig in a t in g  f ro m  en v y , w a s  

w id e ly  d is c u s s e d  in  P a r ty  n e w s p a p e r s  a  fe w  y e a r s  a f te r  t h e  r e fo rm s  b e g a n  in  1978. 

B y o r ig in , th e  t e r m  h o n g y a n  b in g  s im p ly  m e a n s  c o n ju n c tiv i t is ,  a n  in f la m m a t io n  o f  

th e  ey e  c h a r a c te r is e d  b y  r e d n e s s  a n d  o f te n  a c c o m p a n ie d  b y  d is c h a rg e . T h is  is  a lso , 

o f  c o u rs e , a  ty p e  o f  in fe c t io u s  d is e a s e — if  o n e  p e r s o n  g e ts  i t  a n d  i t  is  n o t  p ro p e r ly  

t r e a te d ,  m a n y  o th e r s  w ill b e c o m e  in fe c te d . T h e  w id e s p r e a d  d is c u s s io n  o f  e n v y  -  

w h ic h  m a d e  u s e  o f  t h e  e x p re s s io n  “re d -e y e  d is e a s e ”, im p ly in g  t h a t  e n v y  w a s  a  

s ic k n e s s  t h a t  m ig h t  s p r e a d  -  w a s  in  i ts e lf  a n  in te r e s t in g  p h e n o m e n o n  a t  th e
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b e g in n in g  o f  th e  p o s t - r e f o r m  e ra . A s I  w ill d is c u s s  b e lo w , a b u n d a n t  e x a m p le s  o f  

m a lic io u s  g o s s ip  d i r e c te d  a g a in s t  th e  su c c e s s fu l a n d  e v e n  o f  c r im e s  c a r r ie d  o u t  b y  

p e o p le  w h o  fe lt  t h a t  th e y  h a d  b e n e f i te d  le s s  o r  fa i le d  to  b e n e f i t  a t  a ll  f r o m  th e  

e c o n o m ic  re fo rm s  w e re  r e p o r te d  in  n e w s p a p e rs .  E d i to r ia l  r e m a r k s  c o n d e m n in g  

s u c h  b e h a v io u r  w e re  m a d e  to  w a r n  o r d in a r y  p e o p le  o f  th e  d a n g e r s  o f  

m is u n d e r s ta n d in g  th e  m e c h a n is m s  o f  r e fo rm , e x h o r t in g  th e m  n o t  to  b e c o m e  

in fe c te d  w ith  r e d -e y e  d ise a se . T h e  f lo o d  o f  d is c u s s io n  a b o u t  r e d -e y e  d is e a s e  

e v e n tu a l ly  d ie d  d o w n  s o m e  t im e  a r o u n d  th e  e a r ly  1 9 8 0 s ; h o w e v e r , in  th e  1 9 9 0 s , th e  

t e r m  w a s  re p la c e d  b y  a  n e w  o n e , “w e a l th - h a t r e d  m e n ta l i ty ” (c h o u fu  x i n ta i ), w h ic h  

w a s  a ls o  o b v io u s ly  d ire c t ly  l in k e d  to  th e  p ro b le m  o f  en v y .

L o o k in g  a t  th e  h u g e  so c ia l t r a n s f o r m a t io n s  w h ic h  h a v e  r e s u l te d  f ro m  th e  

e c o n o m ic  r e fo rm s  in  C h in a , e n v y  m ig h t  p e r h a p s  n o t  s e e m  to  m e r i t  b e in g  a  k ey  

s u b je c t  fo r  a t te n t io n ,  e .g . i t  is  a rg u a b ly  le s s  im p o r ta n t  t h a n  th e  p ro b le m  o f  r is in g  

e c o n o m ic  in e q u a l i ty  a n d  th e  im b a la n c e  b e tw e e n  r u r a l  a n d  u r b a n  d e v e lo p m e n t. 

E n v y  d o e s  n o t  s e e m  to  o c c u p y  a  d o m in a n t  p a r t  in  e v e ry d a y  life  e i th e r ,  a s  m a n y  

p e o p le  a p p e a r  to  a v o id  ta lk in g  a b o u t  i t  o p e n ly  (a s  I  w ill e x p la in  m o r e  fu lly  b e lo w ). 

M o re o v e r , s o m e  a n th ro p o lo g is ts  h a v e  s u g g e s te d  t h a t  e m o t io n  in  g e n e ra l  p la y s  a  

r e la t iv e ly  in s ig n if ic a n t  ro le  in  s t r u c tu r in g  C h in e s e  so c ia l life  a n d  C h in e s e  so c ia l 

r e la t io n s  ( P o t te r ,  1 9 8 8 ; K ip n is  1997). A lo n g  w ith  Y an , h o w e v e r , I  d is a g re e  w ith  th is  

o v e ra l l  v iew . I  w a n t  to  s u g g e s t  t h a t  th e  s tu d y  o f  e n v y  in  C h in a  to d a y  c a n  o ffe r  a  

n o v e l a n d  in d is p e n s a b le  a n g le  th r o u g h  w h ic h  to  u n d e r s t a n d  th e  c h a n g e s  b r o u g h t  

a b o u t  b y  d r a s t ic  so c ia l t r a n s f o r m a t io n  b y  h e lp in g  to  i l lu m in a te  is s u e s  s u c h  a s



e c o n o m ic  in e q u a li ty , th e  u r b a n - r u r a l  d iv id e  a n d  so c ia l in ju s t ic e . T h e  se e m in g ly  

h id d e n  n a tu r e  o f  e n v y  in  C h in a  to d a y , th e  fa c t  t h a t  i t  s e e m s  to  s lip  s o m e w h a t  b e lo w  

th e  r a d a r ,  s h o u ld  n o t  k e e p  u s  f ro m  re c o g n is in g  t h a t  i t  r e la te s  to  k e y  a s p e c ts  o f  

s o c ia l  life , in c lu d in g  r e la t io n s  b o th  in s id e  a n d  o u ts id e  o f  fa m ilie s  a n d  th e  g e n e ra l  

p r o b le m  o f  m o ra l i ty  a n d  m o ra l  c o n tro l  (cf. F o s te r  1972; W o o d b u rn , 1 9 8 2 ; S ch o eck , 

1 9 6 6  f o r  c o m p a ra t iv e  c a se s ) . I n  m y  v iew , t h e  d o w n p la y in g  o f  e m o tio n  in  a c c o u n ts  

o f  C h in e s e  so c ia l life  is , fo r  th e  m o s t  p a r t ,  d u e  to  th e  la c k  o f  d e ta i le d  e th n o g ra p h ic  

s tu d ie s  o n  C h in e se  e m o tio n s  a n d  th e i r  so c ia l s ig n if ic a n c e  in  th e  t r a n s i t io n a l  e ra . 

T h is  th e s is  th e re fo re  a im s  to  b e c o m e  o n e  o f  th e  fe w  a t te m p ts  to  e n r ic h  th i s  la rg e ly  

u n d e v e lo p e d  b o d y  o f  l i t e r a tu r e  a n d  to  e x a m in e  C h in e s e  e n v y  in  a  m u c h  w id e r  

c ro s s - c u l tu r a l  c o n te x t.

I n  a n  a p p r o a c h  s im i la r  to  t h a t  t a k e n  b y  E v e s  f o r  t h e  c a se  o f  P a p u a  N e w  G u in e a , 

m y  th e s is  a im s  to  u n d e r s ta n d  e m o tio n  a s  p a r t  o f  a  lo c a l “r e s p o n s e  to  th e  

in t r o d u c t io n  o f  n e w  fo rm s  o f  w e a l th  in to  a  sp e c if ic  c u l tu r a l  f r a m e w o rk ” (E v es, 

2 0 0 0 :  4 5 3 ) . I n  E v e s ’ s tu d y , “th e  e x p a n s io n  o f  fo rm s  o f  w e a l th  [ in  P N G ] h a s  le d  to  a  

lo s s  o f  c o n tro l  o v e r  t h e  p ro c e s s e s  b y  w h ic h  s o c ia lity  w a s  p re v io u s ly  r e g u la te d ” (E v es, 

2 0 0 0 :  4 5 3 ) . I n  C h in a , th e  e x p a n s io n  o f  w e a l th  a n d  th e  u n e v e n  e x p a n s io n  o f  

w in d fa l l  w e a l th  ( th is  in  p a r t ic u la r )  h a v e  p r o d u c e d  a  n e w  a n d  s o m e tim e s  tu r b u le n t  

o u t lo o k  o n  r u r a l  C h in e s e  so c ia l life . I n  th i s  s tu d y , in s te a d  o f  fo c u s in g  o n  h o w  

e m o t io n  is  so c ia lly  a n d  c u ltu ra l ly  c o n s tru c te d ,  e m p h a s is  is  p la c e d  o n  h o w  so c ia lly  

a n d  c u l tu ra l ly  c o n s t r u c te d  e m o tio n s  h a v e  re f le c te d  a n d  m e d ia te d  c h a n g in g  so c ia li ty  

a n d  s o c ia l  r e la t io n s  in  p o s t - r e fo rm  C h in a . M o re o v e r , m y  a im  is  to  p r e s e n t ,  la rg e ly



th r o u g h  sp e c if ic  c a se  s tu d ie s ,  a n  e th n o g ra p h ic a l ly  r ic h  a c c o u n t  o f  en v y , lo o k in g  

b o th  a t  s o p h is t ic a te d  lo c a l u n d e r s ta n d in g s  o f  i t  a n d  th e  c o m p le x  s t r a te g ie s  th r o u g h  

w h ic h  o r d in a r y  p e o p le  t r y  to  d e a l  w ith  it.

Envy and windfall wealth

A c c o rd in g  to  V a n  S o m m e rs , e n v y  s h o u ld  b e  d e f in e d  a s  p a in  fe l t  a t  th e  g o o d  

f o r tu n e  o f  o th e r s  (V a n  S o m m e rs , 1 9 8 8 : 1). F o r  F e rn a n d e z  d e  la  M o ra , e n v y  is  p a in  

o n e  fe e ls  in  th e  p re s e n c e  o f  s o m e o n e  e ls e ’s  h a p p in e s s  (n o rm a lly  a  s u p e r io r ,  d e s ire d , 

in a c c e s s ib le , a n d  u n re a c h a b le  h a p p in e s s )  (F e rn a n d e z  d e  la  M o ra , 1987 : 6 7 ). F ro m  

th e s e  d e f in i t io n s  e n v y  c a n  b e  s e e n  to  r e p r e s e n t  a n  u n p le a s a n t  fe e lin g , a  p a in  c a u s e d  

b y  s o m e o n e  e lse  a l th o u g h  in  re a li ty , o f  c o u rs e , t h i s  p a in  m ig h t  ta k e  v e ry  d if fe re n t  

fo rm s . A s S a lo v ey  (1991) s u m m a r is e s ,  m a n y  th e o r i s t s  h a v e  t r ie d  to  d is t in g u is h  

d i f f e r e n t  ty p e s  o f  e n v y  a n d  h a v e  s u g g e s te d  v a r io u s  c a te g o r ie s , s u c h  a s  “m a lic io u s  

e n v y ”, “e m u la t in g  e n v y ”, “e m u la tiv e  e n v y ” o r  “a d m ir in g  e n v y ”, to  id e n t i fy  th e m  

(S a lo v e y , 1991: 9 ) . F o r  S a lo v ey , “th e  v a r ie ty  o f  e n v io u s  e x p e r ie n c e  c a n  b e s t  b e  

in t r o d u c e d  b y  s ta r t in g  w ith  a  m o re  g e n e ra l  d is t in c t io n , o n e  b e tw e e n  a  s e n s e  o f  e n v y  

t h a t  is  m o ra lly  a c c e p ta b le  a n d  o n e  t h a t  is  m o ra l ly  r e p r e h e n s ib le ” (S a lo v ey , 1991: 9 ); 

t h a t  is , a  d is t in c t io n  b e tw e e n  “n o n m a lic io u s  e n v y ”, a s  S a lo v e y  c a lls  it ,  a n d

“m a lic io u s  e n v y ”. H e  f u r th e r  sp e c if ie s  t h e  fo llo w in g .

T h e  fo c u s  o f  n o n m a lic io u s  e n v y  is  “I  w is h  I  h a d  w h a t  y o u  h a v e ”. I t  m a y  

b e  e x p e r ie n c e d  in  a  v a r ie ty  o f  w ay s: a s  in fe r io r i ty  to  th e  e n v ie d  p e r s o n , 

lo n g in g  fo r  w h a t  t h e  o th e r  h a s ,  d e s p a i r  o f  e v e r  h a v in g  it , d e te r m in a t io n  

to  im p ro v e  o n e se lf , o r  a d m ir a t io n  o f  th e  e n v ie d  p e r s o n . T h e  fo c u s  o f  

m a lic io u s  e n v y , o n  th e  o th e r  h a n d ,  is  “I  w is h  y o u  d id  n o t  h a v e  w h a t  y o u  

d o ” (N e u , 1 9 8 0 ) . ... T h e  fo c u s  o f  m a lic io u s  e n v y  is  th e  r e m o v a l o r  

d e s t r u c t io n  o f  th e  e n v ie d  o b je c t  o r  q u a lity . T o  th e  p e r s o n  su f fe r in g  

m a lic io u s  en v y , th e  m a rv e llo u s  c a r  s h o u ld  b e  s to le n  o r  d a m a g e d , th e  

v i r tu o u s  p e r s o n  c o r r u p te d  o r  k ille d , th e  b e a u t i fu l  fa c e  c o v e re d  o r
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d is f ig u re d . I n  m a lic io u s  e n v y  i t  is  n o t  n e c e s s a ry  t o  d e s i r e  w h a t  th e  

o th e r s  h a v e — o n ly  to  d e s ire  t h a t  i t  b e  ta k e n  a w a y  f r o m  th e  o th e r .

(S a lo v ey , 1 9 9 1 :1 0 , e m p h a s is  a d d e d )

M a lic io u s  en v y , to  b o r r o w  S a lo v e y ’s  te rm in o lo g y , is  t h e  m a in  s u b je c t  o f  th is  

d i s s e r ta t io n .  I t  is  a  k in d  o f  e n v y  t h a t  is  w e ll i l lu s t r a te d  b y  th e  q u o te  I  u s e d  to  o p e n  

t h e  in t r o d u c t io n .  “I f  I  c a n ’t  h a v e  it , n o b o d y  e ls e  s h o u ld  e v e n  t r y ” ( w o  d e b u d a o , s h e i  

y e  b ie x ic in g  d e d a o )  c a p tu r e s  w e ll th e  id e a  t h a t  i f  I  c a n ’t  g e t  w h a t  I  w a n t  t h e n  m y  

p r e f e r e n c e  is  fo r  n o b o d y  to  h a v e  it. T h e  C h in e se  t e r m  f o r  t h i s  k in d  o f  m a lic io u s  

e n v y  ( o r  a t  le a s t  o n e  o f  th e  te r m s  t h a t  is  c o m m o n ly  u s e d  to  r e f e r  to  i t )  is  j i d u ,  

s o m e t im e s  n o w  c o llo q u ia lly  k n o w n  a s  y a n h o n g  ( re d -e y e ) ,  a s  I  h a v e  a lr e a d y  

e x p la in e d . T h e  q u o ta t io n  c i te d  a b o v e  ( i.e . “I f  I  c a n ’t  h a v e  i t .. .”) c a m e  f ro m  o n e  o f  

m y  in f o r m a n ts  a s  s h e  t r ie d  to  e x p la in  to  m e  h o w  b a d  a n d  d a m a g in g  th i s  k in d  o f  

e n v y  c a n  b e . T h is  w a y  o f  a r t ic u la t in g  m a lic io u s  e n v y  w a s  e c h o e d  b y  m a n y  o th e r  

v i l la g e rs  w h e n  th e y  c o m p la in e d  a b o u t  h o w  th e  c o n tro v e r s ie s  o v e r  m in in g  a c tiv ity  

( to  b e  e x p la in e d  b e lo w )  h a d  c r e a te d  h u g e  lo c a l c o n flic ts . A s a  r e s u l t ,  th e y  e x p la in e d , 

“i t ’s  n o w  v e ry  h a r d  to  a c h ie v e  a n y th in g  b e c a u s e  e v e ry o n e  is  r e a d y  to  s to p  y o u ” 

( “jd a n z a i  z u o c h e n g  s h i  ta in a n d e ,  s h e i  d o u  x ia n g  g e i  n i  d a o lu a n ”); “i t ’s  a ll  a b o u t  

h u r t in g  o th e r s  a n d  n o t  e v e n  b e n e f i t in g  o n e s e l f ’ (“z h e j i u s h i  s u n r e n  b u  li j i”). T h e s e  

u n c o o p e ra t iv e  a n d  t ro u b le s o m e  b e h a v io u r s  w h ic h  w e re  e n c o u n te r e d  a n d  r e p o r te d  

in  m y  f ie ld w o rk  v illa g e s  to o k  d if fe re n t  fo rm s , th e s e  r a n g in g  f r o m  h in d e r in g  m in in g  

p r o d u c t io n  to  in i t ia t in g  d is p u te s  o r  e x to r t in g  m o n e y , a ll  o f  w h ic h  I  w ill d is c u s s  in  

d e ta i l  in  s e p a r a te  c h a p te r s .  N o n -m a lic io u s  e n v y  w ill a ls o  b e  d is c u s s e d  a n d  

d is t in g u is h e d  f ro m  m a lic io u s  en v y . T h e  C h in e se  t e r m  fo r  n o n -m a lic io u s  e n v y  ( o r  a t  

l e a s t  o n e  o f  th e  t e r m s  u s e d  to  d e s c r ib e  it)  is  x ia n m u .  F o r  e a s e  o f  re fe re n c e , t h e  m a in



C h in e s e  te r m s  r e f e r r in g  to  e n v y  h a v e  b e e n  l i s te d  in  T a b le  1 b e lo w .

T a b le  1: C h in e s e  t e r m s  fo r  e n v y

X ia n m u N o n -m a lic io u s  en v y , a d m ir in g  e n v y

J id u M a lic io u s  e n v y

R e d -e y e  (y a n h o n g ) M a lic io u s  e n v y  (c o llo q u ia l t e r m  fo r  j i d u )

R e d -e y e  d is e a s e  

( h o n g y a n b in g )

A  te r m  u s e d  in  p u b l ic  d is c u s s io n  in  th e  1 9 8 0 s  

O rig in : m a lic io u s  e n v y

S y m p to m s : g o s s ip , h in d r a n c e  to  p ro g re s s  a n d  

c r im e  d ir e c te d  a t  th e  s u c c e s s fu l

W e a l th - h a t r e d  m e n ta l i ty  

( c h o u fu  x i n ta i )

A  t e r m  u s e d  in  p u b l ic  d is c u s s io n  in  th e  1 9 9 0 s

O rig in : m a lic io u s  e n v y

S y m p to m s : c r im e s  ta r g e te d  a t  th e  r ic h

O f c o u rs e , e n v y  c a n  b e  in s t ig a te d  b y  a  v a r ie ty  o f  th in g s ,  q u a l i t ie s  o r  p o s s e s s io n s .  

I n  th e  r e s e a rc h  p r e s e n te d  h e re ,  h o w e v e r , th e  m a in  fo c u s , a s  I  h a v e  s a id , is  o n  th e  

ty p e  o f  e n v y  t h a t  h a s  b e e n  o r  m ig h t  b e  b r e d  b y  u n e v e n ly  d i s t r ib u te d  w e a l th  a n d  

w in d fa l l  w e a l th  in  p a r t ic u la r .  W in d fa ll  w e a l th  ( b a o fu  in  C h in e se )  r e f e r s  to  th e  k in d  

o f  w e a l th  t h a t  is  a c q u ir e d  in  la rg e  a m o u n ts  a n d  in  re la t iv e ly  s h o r t  p e r io d s  o f  t im e , 

t h a t  is , s u d d e n  h u g e  p ro f i ts .  I n  th e  th r e e  v illa g e s  w h e re  I  c o n d u c te d  m y  f ie ld w o rk , 

s u c h  w in d fa ll  w e a l th  w a s  m a in ly  t h e  r e s u l t  o f  lu c ra t iv e  m in in g  a c t iv itie s  d r iv e n  b y  

th e  m o u n t in g  d e m a n d  fo r  a n d  s u b s e q u e n t  r is e  in  th e  v a lu e  o f  i ro n  o re . T h e  

a c q u is i t io n  o f  w in d fa ll  w e a lth  in  g e n e ra l  is  n o t ,  h o w e v e r , e x c e p tio n a l  in  th e  c o n te x t  

o f  t h e  p a s t  3 0  y e a r s  o f  e c o n o m ic  d e v e lo p m e n t  in  C h in a . T h e  S o u th e r n  P e o p le 's



W e e k ly  ( 2 0 0 6 )  c a r r ie d  a  s p e c ia l  r e p o r t  e n t i t le d  “F a re w e ll  t o  th e  P ro le ta r ia n  — f ro m  

1 9 7 6 -2 0 0 6  w h e n  w e  a r e  n o  lo n g e r  im p o v e r is h e d ”1 in  w h ic h  s e v e n  s e p a r a te  w a v e s  

o f  w in d fa ll  w e a lth  a c c u m u la t io n  (q ic i  b a o fu  la n g c h a o ) a r e  l is te d . T h e  f i r s t  w a v e  w a s  

s a id  to  h a v e  r e s u l te d  f ro m  th e  in t r o d u c t io n  o f  t h e  d u a l  p r ic e  s y s te m  ( j ia g e  

s h u a n g g u i  z h i)  w h ic h  a llo w e d  p e o p le  w ith  c o n n e c t io n s  to  b u y  th in g s  a n d  se ll th e m  

a t  v a s t ly  d if fe re n t  p r ic e s .2

T h e  s e c o n d  w a v e  w a s  c a u s e d  b y  th e  d if fe re n c e  in  in t e r e s t  r a te s  a n d  e x c h a n g e  

r a te s  o f  fo re ig n  c u r r e n c ie s  im p o s e d  b y  s ta te  b a n k s  a n d  th o s e  f o u n d  o n  th e  “b la c k ” 

m a rk e t .  T h e  th i r d  o n e  c a m e  f ro m  re a l  e s ta te  d u e  to  th e  p r iv a t i s a t io n  o f  h o u s in g . 

T h e  f o u r th  w a s  th e  r e s u l t  o f  r is in g  p r ic e s  o n  C h in e s e  s to c k  m a rk e ts .  W e a lth  d e r iv e d  

f r o m  in v o lv e m e n t in  IT  in d u s t r ie s  (a lo n g  w ith  th e i r  in v o lv e m e n t  w ith  in te r n a t io n a l  

c o m p a n ie s ) ,  in  th e  m a n a g e m e n t  a n d  d is t r ib u t io n  o f  r a w  m a te r ia ls  a n d  n a tu r a l  

r e s o u r c e s  a n d  in  s ta te -o w n e d  m o n o p o lie s  w e re  t h e  o n e s  t o  fo llo w .3 O n e  o f  th e  e n d  

r e s u l t s  o f  a ll th e s e  “w a v e s” w a s  a  r e m a rk a b le  in c r e a s e  in  t h e  n u m b e r  o f

e x t r a o r d in a r i ly  w e a l th y  in d iv id u a ls . I n  th e  e a r ly  1 9 9 0 s , o n ly  4 0 9  in d iv id u a ls  w e re

1 Southern People Weekly, 11 October 2006. “Farewell to Proletarian — from 1976-2006 
when we are no longer impoverished", pp 21-30. Unless otherw ise indicated, all the 
translations from C hinese into English are my own.
2 To lessen the social turbulence of completely transforming the price system  from one 
based  on allocation to a free price system  regulated by the m arket China adopted a unique 
dual price system  in 1984 which led to the coexistence of two prices for identical goods, one 
for the planned economy and one for the m arket economy. The two prices differed to a  vast 
extent. Take steel a s  an example: the price w as fixed by the sta te  a t 700 RMB (in the 1980s, 
5-6 RMB equalled 1 USD) per ton but the market price w as 2,000 RMB. If tons of steel could 
be obtained at the planned price through officials’ signing power and personal connections, 
when it w as sold at the market price one could becom e a millionaire overnight. Southern 
People Weekly, 11 October 2006. "Farewell to Proletarian —  from 1976-2006 when we are 
no longer impoverished”, pp18.
3 Southern People Weekly, 11 October 2006. “Farewell to Proletarian — from 1976-2006 
when we are no longer impoverished”, pp18.
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id e n t i f ie d  b y  th e  S ta te  I n d u s t r ia l  a n d  C o m m e rc ia l  B u re a u  a s  m il l io n a ire s ,« t h a t  is  

a s  h a v in g  p e r s o n a l  a s s e ts  v a lu e d  a t  o v e r  o n e  m ill io n  R M B  ( th o u s a n d s  o f  U S $ ), 

w h ile  in  2 0 0 9 ,  a c c o rd in g  to  th e  H u  R u n  r e p o r t  — th e  m o s t  p o p u la r  l i s t  o f  th e  r ic h  

in  C h in a , e d i te d  b y  R u p e r t  H o o g e w e rf  (C h in e s e  n a m e  H u  R u n )  — th e  1 ,0 0 0  r ic h e s t  

in d iv id u a ls  in  C h in a  w e re  l i s te d  w i th  a  c u t-o f f  o f  150  m ill io n  U S $ .5 I t  is  w o r th y  o f  

n o te  t h a t  th e  2 0 0 9  H u r u n  R ic h  L i s t  s e r ie s  is  m a d e  u p  o f  th e  m a in  r ic h  l i s t , 13 

in d u s t r y  lis ts ,  31 r e g io n a l  l is ts  a n d  a  l i s t  o f  th e  r ic h e s t  w o m e n  in  C h in a .6 T h e  

c u t-o f f  p o in t  o f  th e  r ic h  l i s t  h a s  s te a d i ly  in c re a s e d  o v e r  th e  y e a r s  a s  w ell.

T h e  w in d fa ll  w e a l th  e x a m in e d  in  m y  r e s e a r c h  fa lls  in to  th e  s ix th  w av e , to  

b o r r o w  th e  S o u th e r n  P e o p le  W e e k ly ’s  te r m ,  i .e . i t  r e la te s  t o  th e  m a n a g e m e n t  a n d  

d is t r ib u t io n  o f  r a w  m a te r ia ls  a n d  n a tu r a l  re s o u rc e s .  M u lt i-m il l io n a ire s  h a d  o n ly  

re c e n tly  a p p e a r e d  in  m y  f ie ld w o rk  re g io n , th i s  a s  a  c o n s e q u e n c e  o f  th e  b o o m in g  

i r o n  o re  in d u s t r ie s  lo c a te d  th e re .  T h e  th r e e  v illa g e s  w h e re  I  c o n d u c te d  m y  re s e a rc h  

f ro m  2 0 0 6  to  2 0 0 7  a r e  s i tu a te d  in  H e b e i  P ro v in c e , N o r th - e a s t  C h in a . H e b e i 

P ro v in c e  is  lo c a te d  in  th e  n o r th e r n  p a r t  o f  t h e  N o r th  C h in a  P la in  a n d  e x te n d s  in to  

th e  I n n e r  M o n g o lia n  P la te a u  w i th  B e ijin g , t h e  c a p i ta l  o f  C h in a , a n d  T ia n jin , th e  

m o s t  im p o r ta n t  t r a d in g  p o r t  in  t h e  n o r th  o f  C h in a , b e in g  s i tu a te d  in  th e  c e n t r e  o f  

t h e  p ro v in c e  (a l th o u g h  th e y  d o  n o t  fo rm  p a r t  o f  it) . D e s p ite  i ts  p ro x im ity  to  B eijin g , 

H e b e i is  a  re la tiv e ly  p o o r  p ro v in c e  w ith  h a r d ly  a n y  c o a s ta l  c it ie s  to  s h a r e  in  th e  

e a r ly  a d v a n ta g e s  o f  e c o n o m ic  d e v e lo p m e n t. I t  m a in ly  c o n s is ts  o f  a g r ic u l tu r a l  l a n d

4 Southern People Weekly, 11 October 2006. “Farewell to Proletarian — from 1976-2006 
when we are no longer impoverished", pp20.
5 China’s Luxury Business Magazine, www.hurun.net
6 China’s Luxury Business Magazine, www.hurun.net
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w ith  in c re a s in g  n u m b e r s  g o in g  to  w o rk  a s  m ig r a n ts  in  c i t ie s  lik e  B e ijin g  o r  T ia n j in  

a s  w e ll a s  o th e r  p ro v in c ia l  c e n tre s .  A s P o w e ll p o in ts  o u t,  th e  N o r th  C h in a  P la in  w a s  

t r a d i t io n a l ly  k n o w n  a s  o n e  o f  th e  “g r a n a r ie s ” o f  C h in a . T h e  s h o r t  s u m m e r  p e r io d  

l im i te d  c ro p p in g  s c h e d u le s  to  th r e e  c ro p s  in  tw o  y e a r s  c o m p a re d  to  th e  

d o u b le -c ro p p in g  c o m m o n  in  th e  s o u th ,  h o w e v e r . T h is  lo w e r  p ro d u c t iv i ty  w a s , 

m o re o v e r ,  c o u p le d  w ith  h ig h  r u r a l  p o p u la t io n  d e n s i t ie s  w h ic h  th e  r e s o u rc e  b a s e  

s t r u g g le d  to  fe e d . O p p o r tu n i t ie s  b e s id e s  g r a in  w e re  le s s  a b u n d a n t  t h a n  th o s e  

p r o v id e d  b y  th e  m o re  fe r t i le  a n d  v a r ie d  c o n d i t io n s  to  th e  s o u th  (P o w e ll, 1 9 9 2 : 1). 

T h e  c o u n ty  w h e re  m y  th r e e  f ie ld w o rk  v illa g e s  a r e  lo c a te d  s im ila r ly  r e m a in e d  

re la t iv e ly  im p o v e r is h e d  u n t i l  h u g e  i r o n  o re  d e p o s i ts  w e re  d e te c te d  a n d  th e  

p r iv a t is a t io n  o f  th e  m in in g  b u s in e s s e s  b e g a n . 7 A s th e  P a r ty  s e c re ta ry  o f  th e  

to w n s h ip  e x c ite d ly  s a id , “th e  a b u n d a n t  d e p o s i ts  c a n  b e  e x p lo ite d  fo r  1 0 0  y e a r s ! ” In  

2 0 0 6 ,  th e  a n n u a l  ta x  re v e n u e  o f  th e  to w n s h ip  w a s  0 .2  b i l l io n  R M B  w h ile  f o r  th e  

c o u n ty  i t  w a s  0 .6  b i l l io n  R M B ,8 th e s e  f ig u re s  b e in g  t e n  t im e s  th e  f ig u re s  f o r  2 0 0 2 . 

B lack  m e ta l  a s s o c ia te d  in d u s t r ie s  a c c o u n te d  f o r  6 8 .0 7 %  o f  th e  o v e ra ll  ta x  re v e n u e  

o f  th e  c o u n ty  a n d  th e  o u tp u t  o f  i r o n  o re  p o w d e r  w a s  3 .6 6  m ill io n  to n s  in  2 0 0 5 , th is  

r e p r e s e n t in g  a  41 .9%  o u tp u t  in c re a s e  c o m p a re d  to  1 9 9 9 .9

T h e  g ro w th  o f  m in in g  in d u s t r ie s  in  C h in a  w a s , o f  c o u rs e , g iv e n  a  h u g e  b o o s t  b y  

C h in a ’s  e c o n o m ic  d e v e lo p m e n t  a n d  th e  s u rg in g  d e m a n d  th i s  g e n e r a te d  fo r  s te e l. 

A c c o rd in g  to  T h e  E c o n o m is t , s te e l  p ro d u c t io n  in  C h in a  ro s e  b y  15% in  2 0 0 7 , th is

7 Natural resources and raw materials are state-ow ned and in the past could only be 

exploited by state-ow ned com panies.
8 At the time of my fieldwork 13 RMB roughly equalled 1 GBP.
9 Resource: County Economic Brief, 2006, County Statistics Bureau.
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r e p r e s e n t in g  m u c h  th e  s a m e  r a te  o f  g ro w th  a s  in  2 0 0 6 .  S in c e  2 0 0 0 ,  C h in a  h a s  

ro u g h ly  t r ip le d  i t s  o u tp u t ,  m a k in g  i t  b y  f a r  th e  w o r ld ’s  b ig g e s t  p ro d u c e r ,  w ith  37%  

o f  g lo b a l o u tp u t .  I n  te r m s  o f  th e  d o m e s t ic  p ro d u c t io n  o f  i r o n  o re , t h i s  h a s  m o re  

th a n  d o u b le d  s in c e  2 0 0 3 ,  a g a in  m a k in g  th e  c o u n tr y  th e  w o r ld ’s  la r g e s t  p ro d u c e r .  

N o n e th e le s s ,  th i s  g ro w th  h a s  n o t  b e e n  n e a r ly  e n o u g h  to  g u a r a n te e  a  s u ff ic ie n t 

s u p p ly  f o r  i t s  p ro l i f e r a t in g  s te e l  m ills . T h e  f i rm  S h o u g a n g , fo r  e x a m p le , o w n s  a  

m in e  in  H e b e i, c o n v e n ie n tly  c lo se  to  i t s  m ills . T h e  m in e , h o w e v e r , d o e s  n o t  p ro v id e  

e n o u g h  o re  fo r  a ll o f  th e s e  a n d  s in c e  o th e r  d o m e s t ic  s u p p l ie s  a r e  s c a rc e  t h e  f i rm  h a s  

h a d  to  lo o k  o v e rs e a s  to  m a k e  u p  th e  s h o r t f a l l .10 I t  w a s  a ls o  th e  s h o r ta g e  o f  s u p p ly  

t h a t  m a d e  th e  p r ic e  o f  i r o n  o re  c o n s ta n t ly  r is e . C o n s e q u e n tly  th e  m in in g  b u s in e s s e s  

in  m y  f ie ld  v il la g e s  h a v e  e ffe c tiv e ly  n e v e r  s to p p e d  e x p a n d in g . T h is  t r e n d  c o u ld  a lso  

b e  o b s e rv e d  lo c a lly  b y  m e a n s  o f  th e  c o n s ta n t  p h o n e  c a lls  f ro m  s te e l  c o m p a n ie s  

e n q u ir in g  a b o u t  i r o n  o re  p e l le ts 11 a n d  n e g o t ia t in g  p r ic e s . A s m y  h o s te s s  in  o n e  

v illa g e  to ld  m e , th e  i r o n  o re  p e l le ts  w e re  a lw a y s  a ll s o ld  o u t  in  n o  t im e . A ll th e  

m a c h in e r y  w a s  o p e r a t in g  a t  fu ll c a p a c ity  b u t  th e  s u p p ly  w a s  s ti l l  n o t  e n o u g h . I n  th is  

c o n te x t ,  a c q u ir in g  c o n s id e ra b le  (e v e n  g re a t)  w e a l th  in  a  s h o r t  s p a c e  o f  t im e  w a s  a  

r e a l  p o s s ib il i ty  fo r  lo c a l p e o p le  a n d  n o t  j u s t  a  d i s t a n t  d re a m .

Envy and inequality

B e fo re  g iv in g  m o re  d e ta i ls  a b o u t  m y  f ie ld w o rk  s e t t in g  a n d  a b o u t  m y  re s e a rc h ,

I  w a n t  to  t u r n  b r ie f ly 12 to  th e  e x is t in g  l i t e r a tu r e  o n  e n v y  a n d  in e q u a l i ty  s h o w in g  

h o w  th e  tw o  to p ic s  c a n  b e  in te r l in k e d  in  im p o r ta n t  w ay s . A s a  ty p e  o f  e m o tio n  it

10 The Economist, 15 March 2008. “A special report on China’s  quest for resou rces”: 5-6.
II That is, the product resulting from the basic processing of iron ore: crushed iron powders.
12 This literature will be explored more fully in C hapter 1.
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w ill a lso  b e  u s e fu l to  f i r s t  s i tu a te  e n v y  w i th in  th e  a n th ro p o lo g y  o f  e m o tio n s . I t  h a s  

b e e n  w id e ly  a c c e p te d  t h a t  e m o t io n  is  n o t  o n ly  a b o u t  in te r n a l  m e n ta l  s ta te s  a n d  

b o d ily  “fe e lin g s ” b u t  a ls o  a b o u t  c u l tu r a l  m e a n in g s . A s L u tz  p u ts  it, e m o tio n  is 

“c u ltu ra l ly  d e f in e d , so c ia lly  e n a c te d , a n d  p e r s o n a l ly  a r t ic u la te d ” (L u tz , 1 9 8 8 : 5). 

M o re o v e r , “th e  c o n c e p ts  o f  e m o tio n  c a n  m o re  p ro f i ta b ly  b e  v ie w e d  a s  se rv in g  

c o m p le x  c o m m u n ic a tiv e , m o ra l ,  a n d  c u l tu r a l  p u r p o s e s  r a th e r  t h a n  s im p ly  a s  la b e ls  

fo r  in te r n a l  s ta te s  w h o s e  n a tu r e  o r  e s s e n c e  is  p r e s u m e d  to  b e  u n iv e r s a l” (L u tz , 19 8 8 : 

5 ). R e s e a rc h  h a s  s h o w n  h o w  d is c o u rs e s  o n  e m o tio n  c a n  a lso  s e rv e  a s  c o m m e n ta r ie s  

o n  th e  p r a c t ic e s  e s s e n t ia l  to  so c ia l r e la t io n s  in  a  g iv e n  c o m m u n ity  (L u tz  a n d  

A b u -L u g h o d , 1 9 9 3 :1 9 ) .

T h e  c u l tu ra l  c o n s t r u c t io n is t  v ie w  o f  e m o tio n s  h a s  ra d ic a lly  r e d e f in e d  th e  fo c u s  

a n d  c o n to u r  o f  e m o t io n  s tu d ie s  s in c e  t h e  1 9 8 0 s . S u p p o r te d  b y  e th n o g ra p h ic  

e v id e n c e , e m o tio n  h a s  b e e n  in c re a s in g ly  f r a m e d  a s  a  c u l tu r a l  c o n s tru c t ,  in d e e d  a s  a  

p re - e m in e n t ly  c u l tu r a l  p h e n o m e n o n  d e r iv e d  f ro m  th e  p ra g m a tic s  o f  so c ia l life . L u tz  

c la im s  t h a t  “a l th o u g h  w e  m a y  e x p e r ie n c e  e m o t io n  a s  s o m e th in g  t h a t  r is e s  a n d  fa lls  

w ith in  t h e  b o u n d a r ie s  o f  o u r  b o d ie s , th e  d e c id e d ly  so c ia l  o r ig in s  o f  o u r  

u n d e r s ta n d in g s  o f  th e  se lf, t h e  o th e r ,  th e  w o r ld , a n d  e x p e r ie n c e  d r a w  o u r  a t te n t io n  

to  th e  in te r p e r s o n a l  p ro c e s s e s  b y  w h ic h  s o m e th in g  c a lle d  e m o tio n  o r  s o m e  th in g s  

l ik e  jo y , a n g e r ,  o r  f e a r  c o m e  to  b e  a s c r ib e d  to  a n d  e x p e r ie n c e d  b y  u s ” (L u tz , 1 9 8 8 : 

5 ). W h a t  L u tz  t r ie s  to  d e m o n s tr a te ,  th r o u g h  a n  e th n o g r a p h y  o f  e m o tio n a l  life  o n  a  

P a c if ic  is la n d , is  t h a t  “th e  u s e  o f  e m o t io n  c o n c e p ts , a s  e le m e n ts  o f  lo c a l id e o lo g ic a l 

p ra c tic e , in v o lv e s  n e g o t ia t io n  o v e r  th e  m e a n in g  o f  e v e n ts , o v e r  r ig h ts  a n d  m o ra lity ,



o v e r  c o n tro l  o f  r e s o u rc e s  — in  s h o r t ,  in v o lv e s  s tru g g le s  o v e r  th e  e n t i r e  ra n g e  o f  

is s u e s  t h a t  c o n c e rn  h u m a n  g ro u p s ” (L u tz , 1 9 8 8 : 5).

W h ils t  th e  c u l tu ra l  c o n s t r u c t io n is t  v ie w  h a s  u s e fu lly  l in k e d  e m o tio n  to  a  w id e  

r a n g e  o f  so c ia l a n d  c u l tu r a l  is s u e s , i t  h a s  a lso  b e e n  a c c u s e d  o f  o v e re m p h a s is in g  th e  

ro le  o f  la n g u a g e  a n d  d is c o u r s e  a n d  o f  ig n o r in g  th e  b o d ily  d im e n s io n  o f  e m o tio n s  

(s e e , f o r  e x a m p le , S v a se k , 2 0 0 5 :  11). A  f u r th e r  l im i ta t io n  o f  th e  c u l tu ra l  

c o n s t r u c t io n is t  v iew , a s  n o te d  b y  L yon , is  t h a t  w h ile  i t  u s e fu lly  s o u g h t  a t  b a s e  to  

u n d e r s t a n d  “th e  w a y s  t h a t  in n e r n e s s  is  s h a p e d  b y  c u ltu ra l ly  la d e n  s o c ia lity ” (L y o n , 

1 9 95 : 2 4 7 ) , th i s  p e r s p e c t iv e  m a y  “o b s c u re  o u r  v ie w  o f  th e  p h e n o m e n o n  o f  e m o tio n  

in  th e  la r g e r  s e n s e , t h a t  is , th e  u n d e r s ta n d in g  o f  th e  im p o r ta n c e  o f  e m o tio n  n o t  

o n ly  in  c u l tu ra l ly  p r o d u c e d  a n d  m e d ia te d  e x p e r ie n c e , b u t  in  so c ia l  a g e n c y  a s  

c o n c e iv e d  in  te r m s  o f  i t s  fo u n d a t io n  in  so c ia l s t r u c tu r e s ” (L y o n , 1995 : 2 4 8 ) . I n  

o th e r  w o rd s , i t  is  im p o r ta n t  to  a c k n o w le d g e  t h a t  e m o t io n  s ta n d s  b e y o n d  q u e s t io n s  

o f  sp e c if ic  c u l tu ra l  fo rm s  a n d  v a r ie s  a c c o rd in g  to  a  p e r s o n ’s  p la c e  in  so c ie ty  a n d  th e  

so c ia l  c o n te x t  o f  t h a t  so c ie ty . A s S te a r n s  a n d  S te a rn s  p o in t  o u t ,  “i t  is  in c o m p le te  to  

t r e a t  e m o t io n s  a s  ra d ic a lly  p e r s o n a l  r e s p o n s e s  t h a t  a re  to  b e  e x p la in e d  o n ly  w ith  

r e f e r e n c e  to  th e  p a r t ic u la r  h is to r y  o f  th e  in d iv id u a l .  R a th e r ,  e m o tio n s  a r e  to  b e  

u n d e r s to o d  in  te r m s  o f  t h e i r  c o m m u n a l  c o n te x t  a n d  in  r e la t io n  to  th e  la rg e r  so c ia l 

h i s to r y ” (S te a rn s  a n d  S te a rn s ,  1 9 8 8 : 3 5 ). I g n o ra n c e  o f  th e  so c ia l c o n n o ta t io n s  o f  

e m o t io n s  h a s  o b s c u re d  th e  u n d e r s ta n d in g  o f  th e  c o m p le x itie s  a n d  r ic h n e s s  o f  

e m o tio n a l  r e s p o n s e s  in  r e c e n t  s tu d ie s  (S te a rn s  a n d  S te a rn s ,  1 9 8 8 : 3 5 ).

O v e ra ll, I  a m  m o s t  s y m p a th e t ic  w ith  L e a v itt’s  a p p r o a c h  b e c a u s e  o f  h o w  i t
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r e c o n c ile s  th e  lo n g s ta n d in g  d ic h o to m y  b e tw e e n  fe e lin g s  a n d  m e a n in g s  in  s tu d ie s  o f

e m o tio n .

W e  w o u ld  h a v e  to  s e e  e m o tio n s  a s  p r im a r i ly  n e i th e r  m e a n in g s  n o r  

fe e lin g s , b u t  a s  e x p e r ie n c e s  l e a r n e d  a n d  e x p re s s e d  in  th e  b o d y  in  so c ia l 

in te r a c t io n s  th r o u g h  th e  m e d ia t io n  o f  s y s te m s  o f  s ig n s , v e rb a l  a n d  

n o n v e rb a l .  W e  w o u ld  h a v e  to  s e e  th e m  a s  fu n d a m e n ta l ly  so c ia l  r a th e r  

t h a n  s im p ly  a s  in d iv id u a l  in  n a tu r e ;  a s  g e n e ra l ly  e x p re s s e d , r a th e r  th a n  

a s  g e n e ra l ly  in e ffa b le ; a n d  a s  b o th  c u l tu ra l  a n d  s i tu a t io n a l .  B u t w e  

w o u ld  e q u a lly  re c o g n is e  in  th e o r y  w h a t  w e  a ll a s s u m e  in  o u r  e v e ry d a y  

liv e s : t h a t  e m o tio n s  a r e  fe lt  in  b o d ily  e x p e r ie n c e , n o t  j u s t  k n o w n  o r  

t h o u g h t  o r  a p p ra is e d .

(L e a v itt , 1 996 : 5 2 6 )

E n v y , lik e  o th e r  e m o tio n s ,  is , th e n ,  o f  c o u rs e  so c ia l. M o re  im p o r ta n t ly ,  e n v y  is  

in tr in s ic a l ly  r e la t io n a l .  A s m e n t io n e d  b e fo re , fo r  F e rn a n d e z  d e  la  M o ra  e n v y  is  p a in  

o n e  fe e ls  in  th e  p r e s e n c e  o f  s o m e o n e  e ls e ’s  h a p p in e s s  (F e rn a n d e z  d e  la  M o ra , 1987: 

6 7 ), th u s  m e a n in g  t h a t  e n v y  is  n o t  s t im u la te d  f ro m  in s id e  b u t  b y  a n o th e r .  M o re o v e r , 

s o c ia l  e n v y  m a y  b e  a m a s s e d  a n d  a im e d  a t  a  g ro u p , g e n e ra l ly  a g a in s t  a  so c ia l c la s s  o r  

so c ia l  le v e l, a s  F e rn a n d e z  d e  la  M o ra  n o te s  (1 987 : 6 7 ). I n  s u c h  a  c a se , a s  h e  f u r th e r  

p o in ts  o u t ,  “e n v y  m a y  b e  s h a r e d  a n d  ta c i t ,  o r  e x p re s s e d , a s s o c ia t io n s  m a y  b e  

fo r m e d  o f  p e o p le  w h o  c o in c id e  in  e n v y in g  th e  s a m e  s u p e r io r s  a s , f o r  e x a m p le , th e  

b o u rg e o is  p a r t ie s  e n v y in g  th e  a r is to c r a t ic ”. M o re o v e r , “c o n c re te  e n v io u s  fe e lin g s  

a r e  m ix e d  b e c a u s e , in  fa c t, th e r e  is  a  t ig h t  c o n n e c t io n  b e tw e e n  w h a t  o n e  is , th e  

p la c e  o n e  o c c u p ie s  a n d  w h a t  o n e  o w n s ” a n d  a ls o  “b e c a u s e  th e  e n v io u s  p e r s o n  

e s ta b l is h e s  m e n ta l  c o n n e c t io n s  b e tw e e n  b e in g , p o w e r , a n d  h a v in g ” (F e rn a n d e z  d e  

la  M o ra , 1987 : 7 0 ) . T h e  th r e e  e le m e n ts  F e rn a n d e z  d e  la  M o ra  in d ic a te s  — th e  p la c e  

o n e  o c c u p ie s , w h a t  o n e  o w n s  a n d  th e  c o n n e c t io n s  b e tw e e n  b e in g , p o w e r  a n d  h a v in g  

—c a n  b e  b o th  in d iv id u a l  a n d  co lle c tiv e . C o llec tiv e  e n v y  o f  th e  n e w  r ic h  is , th e re fo re ,
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o n e  o f  th e  m a jo r  th e m e s  to  b e  e x a m in e d  in  th i s  s tu d y , th i s  to  b e  a c h ie v e d  b y  lo o k in g  

a t  h o w  th e  th r e e  b a s ic  d im e n s io n s  o f  a n  e n v ia b le  o b je c tiv e  a r e  c u ltu ra l ly  a n d  

s o c ia lly  e s ta b lis h e d .

I t  s h o u ld  a lso  b e  n o te d  th a t  th e r e  a r e  tw o  th in g s  t h a t  m a k e  e n v y  d ire c t ly  

r e le v a n t  to  th e  s tu d y  o f  w e a l th  a n d  in e q u a li ty . F irs tly , th e  f a c t  t h a t  th e r e  is  a  

p r e c o n d i t io n e d  r e la t io n s h ip  b e tw e e n  tw o  ( o r  m o re )  p a r t ie s  a n d , se c o n d ly , t h a t  

t h e r e  is  a  r e la t io n  o f  u n e q u a l  p o s s e s s io n  b e tw e e n  th e  p a r t ie s  in v o lv e d ; t h a t  is , th e  

o n e  h a v in g  le s s  e n v ie s  th e  o n e  w h o  h a s  m o re , w h e th e r  th e  p o s s e s s io n s  e n v ie d  b e  

m a te r ia l  g o o d s  o r  d e s ira b le  q u a li t ie s . S u c h  a  s e e m in g ly  in t r in s ic  c o r r e la t io n  

b e tw e e n  e n v y  a n d  in e q u a l i ty  h a s  b e e n  d e b a te d  b y  m a n y  th e o r i s t s ^  b u t  fe w  h a v e  

e x p lo re d  th e  “c u l tu r a l  m a tr ix ”, to  b o r r o w  B lo ch  a n d  P a r ry ’s  w o rd s  (B lo c h  a n d  P a r ry , 

1 9 8 9 : 1), in  w h ic h  e n v y  a n d  w e a l th  a r e  s y m b o lis e d  a n d  in c o rp o ra te d .  T h e  

e m e rg e n c e  o f  w in d fa ll  w e a l th  in  C h in a  h a s  in  f a c t  e c h o e d  w h a t  C o m a ro f f  a n d  

C o m a ro f f  (1 9 9 9 )  s u g g e s t  m a y  b e  th e  c o m m o n  d e n o m in a to r  o f  m il le n n ia l  c a p ita l is m , 

t h a t  is , “th e  a l lu re  o f  a c c ru in g  w e a l th  f ro m  n o th in g ” (C o m a ro f f  a n d  C o m a ro ff , 1 999 : 

3 13 ). A s th e y  g o  o n  to  say , i t  h a s  s e e m e d  in e v ita b le  f o r  s o m e  t im e  t h a t  w e  a re  

e n te r in g  a  w o r ld  t h a t  h a s  “g o n e  a w ry ”, “a  w o r ld  in  w h ic h  th e  o n ly  w a y  to  c re a te  r e a l  

w e a l th  s e e m s  to  l ie  in  fo rm s  o f  p o w e r /k n o w le d g e  t h a t  t r a n s g r e s s  t h e  c o n v e n tio n a l , 

t h e  r a t io n a l ,  th e  m o ra l  — th u s  to  m u lt ip ly  a v a ila b le  te c h n iq u e s  o f  p ro d u c in g  v a lu e , 

f a i r  o r  fo u l” (C o m a ro f f  a n d  C o m a ro ff , 1 9 99 : 3 16 ). E n v y , a s  a  te c h n iq u e  f o r  

c o n tro l l in g  s u c h  t r a n s g re s s io n s ,  h a s  b e e n  d o c u m e n te d  b y  m a n y  a n th ro p o lo g is ts  

a r o u n d  th e  w o rld .

13 A more detailed discussion will follow in Chapter 1.
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Envy and social violation

E n v y  h a s  t r a d i t io n a l ly  b e e n  a n a ly s e d  b y  a n th ro p o lo g is ts  a s  a  w a y  o f  g e t t in g  th e  

m e a s u r e  o f  a n d  p u n is h in g  so c ia l v io la t io n , e sp e c ia lly  th e  v io la t io n  o f  r e c ip ro c ity  o r  

o f  e g a l i ta r ia n is m  o r  o f  p re -e x is t in g  h ie ra rc h ie s .  A s F o s te r  (1 9 7 2 ) p o in ts  o u t ,  e n v y  

a n d  th e  a s s o c ia te d  p r a c t ic e s  o f  w itc h c ra f t ,  ev il ey e  a n d  s o rc e ry  m ig h t  b e  th e  o n ly  

w a y  f o r  in fe r io r s  to  c o n s t r a in  s u p e r io r s  in  c e r ta in  s o c ie t ie s  (F o s te r , 1972: 168 ). 

R e m in ic k  a lso  p o in ts  o u t  h o w  “D o u g la s , in  a g r e e m e n t  w ith  S p o o n e r , id e n tif ie s  th e  

ev il e y e  b e l ie f  a s  a  sp e c ia l  c a se  o f  w i tc h c ra f t  b e l ie f  w h ic h  b e c o m e s  e x p re s s e d  a t  

c r it ic a l  so c ia l  d is ju n c t io n s  b e tw e e n  p e r s o n s  w h o  h o ld  s t ru c tu ra l ly  g e n e r a te d  e n m ity  

to w a r d s  e a c h  o th e r ” (R e m in ic k , 1974: 2 8 8 ) .  A s R e m in ic k  f u r th e r  d e ta i ls  v is -a -v is  

t h e  e v il-e y e  b e l ie f  a m o n g  th e  A m h a ra  p e o p le , “th e  p e a s a n t  w h o  is  e sp e c ia lly  g o o d  

lo o k in g  o r  w h o s e  c h i ld  is  c o n s id e re d  b e a u t i fu l ,  o r  s o m e o n e  w h o  d o e s  s o m e th in g  

e x tr a o rd in a ry ,  m a y  fe a r  th e  a t ta c k  o f  th e  ev il ey e  b e c a u s e  o f  th e  e n v y  b e lie v e d  to  b e  

k in d le d  in  th e  b u d a  (ev il ey e  p e o p le )” (R e m in ic k , 1974: 2 8 2 ) . A c c o rd in g  to  

R e m in ic k , th e  b u d a  is  th e  p r o je c t io n  o f  th e  f e a r  o r  d r e a d  o f  th e  t h r e a t  o f  a n  e q u a l  

s i tu a t io n  — a n  “e q u a l  s t a tu s  r iv a lry  b e tw e e n  k in  a n d  s ib l in g s  o u ts id e  o f  

w e ll-d e f in e d  s i tu a t io n s ”. S u c h  a  t h r e a t  to  th e  e q u a l  s i tu a t io n  is  th u s  p ro je c te d  o n to  

o u ts id e r s ,  b u d a  p e o p le , “th e r e b y  p re s e rv in g  th e  in te r n a l  s o l id a r i ty  (w h a t  th e r e  is  o f  

i t )  o f  t h e  A m h a ra  p e o p le ” (R e m in ic k , 1974: 2 9 0 ) .

G h o s h ’s  s tu d y  o f  e n v y  in  E g y p t e c h o e s  th e  id e a  o f  a  s t r u c tu r a l  t h r e a t  to  

p r e s u m e d  e q u a lity . A s h e  p o in ts  o u t:  “e n v y  is  p o s s ib le  a s  a  m o d e  o f  r e la t io n s h ip  in  

N a c a a w y  b e c a u s e  o f  t h e  v i l la g e r s ’ s e n s e  o f  e q u a l i ty  a n d  o n e n e s s  a n d , a s  I  h a v e

26



n o te d ,  in  r e la t io n  to  th e  o u ts id e  w o r ld  th i s  s e n s e  o f  e q u a li ty  h a s  r e a l  f o u n d a t io n s ” 

(G h o s h , 19 8 3 : 2 2 2 ) . S im ila r ly , D e  M o n to y a ’s  d is c u s s io n  o f  h u n g e r  a n d  e n v y  in  

B a ila d o re s  in  th e  1 9 9 0 s  a lso  i l lu s t r a te s  h o w  c o m m e n ta r ie s  o n  e n v y  c a n  b e  s e e n  a s  

“p a r t  o f  a  l a r g e r  d is c o u rs e  o n  c h a n g in g  e c o n o m ic  c u s to m s  a n d  so c ia l  f o rm s ” a n d  

h o w  e n v y  is  m a n ip u la te d  in  th e  m o ra l  d ia lo g u e  o f  a c q u ir in g  w e a l th  (D e  M o n to y a , 

1 9 9 6 : 2 2 6 ) . A s s h e  sp e c if ie s , “th e  c o n c e p t  o f  e n v id ia  m ig h t  w e ll b e  m o re  o f  a  

s t a t e m e n t  a b o u t  th e  p ro c e s s e s  b y  w h ic h  w e a l th  is  a c q u ire d , th a n  a b o u t  w e a l th  

i t s e l f . ... I t  is  th e  su c c e s s fu l w h o  c o m p la in  a b o u t  e n v id ia ,  g e n e ra l ly  th o s e  w h o  h a v e  

h a d  th e  m o s t  n e e d  to  m a n ip u la te  so c ia l  c o d e s , a n d  w h o  c o n s e q u e n t ly  h a v e  th e  m o s t  

r e a s o n  f o r  r e ta l ia t io n ” (D e  M o n to y a , 1 996 : 2 2 4 ) . A n o th e r  s tu d y  fo c u s in g  o n  th e  

M a p u c h e  d e m o n s t r a te s  h o w  n e w ly  b u i l t  so c ia l  c o n n e c t io n s  h a v e  b e e n  s u b je c t  to  

en v y .

T h e  n e w  w a y s  o f  a c c u m u la t in g  w e a l th  a n d  p o w e r  th r o u g h  in te r a c t io n  

w i th  n o n -M a p u c h e  c h a lle n g e d  th e  lo c a l so c io p o lit ic a l h ie r a r c h y  a n d  

id e o lo g y  o f  e g a l i ta r ia n is m , c r e a t in g  g re a t  u n c e r ta in ty .  C o m m u n ity  

m e m b e r s  w h o  la c k e d  a c c e ss  to  th e  n e w  s y s te m s  o f  p o w e r  w e re  e n v io u s  

o f  th o s e  w h o  d id  a n d  a c c u s e d  th e m  o f  u s in g  s o rc e ry  to  g a in  t h e i r  s ta tu s  

a n d  o f  u n d e r m in in g  M a p u c h e  id e n t i ty  a n d  c o m m u n a l  so lid a r i ty .

(B a c ig a lu p o , 2 0 0 5 : 3 2 2 -3 2 3 )

W e a lth , o r  r a th e r  t a in te d  w e a lth , is  a lso  s u b je c t  to  e n v y  c o n tro l .  H ig h ’s  ( 2 0 0 8 )  

s tu d y  o f  M o n g o lia n  g o ld  m in e s  s h o w s  th a t  m o n e y  e a r n e d  in  th e  m in in g  a r e a s  is  

d if f e r e n t  f ro m  w e a l th  e a r n e d  f ro m  a n im a ls ,  m o to rb ik e s  a n d  th e  p ro d u c t io n  o f  

g r a n d c h i ld r e n .  F o r  th i s  r e a s o n  w e a l th  o b ta in e d  th r o u g h  m in in g  is  s u b je c t  to  

m a lic io u s  g o s s ip  w h ic h  is  in d u c e d  b y  e n v y  o f  a  d if f e r e n t  d e g re e . T h e  o n ly  

r e q u i r e m e n t  fo r  in s t ig a t in g  m a lic io u s  e n v y  in  th e  M o n g o lia n  c o n te x t  is  in - d e p th  

in f o r m a t io n  a b o u t  th e  t a r g e t  in  q u e s t io n . T h e  c o v e r t  q u a l i ty  o f  th e  m in in g  p ro c e s s ,
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w h ic h  h a s  g iv e n  r is e  to  a n  in c o m e  t h a t  is  n o n -v is ib le  a n d  n o n -c o m p a ra t iv e ,  is  

t h o u g h t  to  h e lp  c o n c e a l th e  in f o r m a t io n  n e e d e d  fo r  m a lic io u s  g o ss ip ; t h a t  is , “b y  

t a k in g  p a r t  in  th e  g o ld  ru s h ,  h e r d e r s  c a n  a c h ie v e  a  h ig h e r  s t a tu s  w ith  fe w e r  so c ia l 

o b l ig a t io n s ” (H ig h , 2 0 0 8 :  1 0 -16 ). H o w e v e r , th e  q u a l i ty  o f  s u c h  w e a l th  is  

t r a n s g r e s s iv e  w i th  r e s p e c t  to  th e  h e r d e r s ’ t r a d i t io n a l  e th ic s . I n s te a d  o f  

a c c u m u la t in g  s u c h  w e a lth , th e n ,  i t  is  o f te n  q u ic k ly  u s e d  u p .

E n v y ’s  p o w e r  in  t e r m s  o f  so c ia l  c o n tro l  la rg e ly  lie s  in  p e o p le ’s  f e a r  o f  en v y . A s 

F o s te r  r ig h t ly  p o in ts  o u t , w h e n  p e o p le  e n v y  i t  is  q u i te  n a tu r a l  fo r  th e m  to  f e a r  th e  

c o n s e q u e n c e s  o f  th e  e n v y  o f  o th e r s .  A c c o rd in g  to  F o s te r , a t  o n e  le v e l th i s  f e a r  is 

d e a l t  w i th  in  a  s t r a ig h tfo rw a rd  a n d  s im p le  fa s h io n :  p e o p le  s im p ly  a t t e m p t  to  

c o n c e a l th o s e  th in g s  th e y  s u s p e c t  o r  k n o w  m a y  a r o u s e  e n v y  in  o th e r s  (F o s te r ,  1972: 

166). E n v y  a n d  th e  f e a r  o f  e n v y  p la y  s ig n if ic a n t  ro le s  in  in te r p e r s o n a l  r e la t io n s  a n d  

so c ia l  o rd e r in g . I n  s o m e  s o c ie t ie s  th e r e  e x is t  w e l l - e s ta b l is h e d  o r  e v e n  

in s t i tu t io n a l is e d  w a y s  o f  d e te c tin g , c o m m e n tin g  a b o u t  o r  d e f le c t in g  e n v y  

(e x p re s s e d  th r o u g h  g o ss ip , e v il-ey e  a t ta c k  o r  w itc h c ra f t) .  T h e  c u l tu ra l  e x p re s s io n s  

o f  e n v y  a n d  e n v y -d e f le c tin g  s t r a te g ie s  h a v e  b e e n  d o c u m e n te d  in  d if f e r e n t  p a r t s  o f  

th e  w o r ld . S h a r m a ’s  f ie ld w o rk  in  a n  I n d ia n  v illa g e  e c h o e s  h o w  c o n c e a lm e n t  ( a n d  

e v e n  d e c e p t io n  w h e re  n e c e s s a ry )  is  th e  b e t t e r  s t r a te g y  f o r  m a in ta in in g  c o n tr o l  o v e r  

so c ia l  r e la t io n s  (S h a rm a , 2 0 0 1 :1 2 0 ) .  A s S h a rm a  a rg u e s , " je a lo u sy  a n d  e n v y  a p p e a r  

a s  m a jo r  c o m p o n e n ts  o f  in te r p e r s o n a l  r e la t io n s h ip s  in  p e a s a n t  s o c ie t ie s ” b e c a u s e  in  

p e a s a n t  s o c ie tie s  th e  s h o r ta g e  o f  m a te r ia l  s u p p ly  is  m o re  e v id e n t  ( o r  a t  le a s t  m o re  

e v id e n t  to  p e a s a n ts ) .  T h e re fo re , t e n s io n  a n d  a n x ie ty  a r e  c o n s e q u e n t ly  e a s ie r  to
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in d u c e  th a n  in  a n  o p e n  c o m m u n ity  ( s u c h  a s  th o s e  f o u n d  in  c it ie s )  (S h a rm a , 2 0 0 1 : 

1 2 0 ). S h a r m a  a ls o  c i te s  S c h n e id e r ’s  (1 9 6 9 )  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  h o n o u r  a n d  c o n f lic t  in  a  

S ic il ia n  to w n  to  f u r th e r  d e m o n s t r a te  th e  a n x ie ty  t h a t  p e o p le  e x p e r ie n c e  in  

b a la n c in g  th e  n e e d  to  m a in ta in  u s e fu l  a ll ia n c e s  w ith  th e  n e e d  to  m a in ta in  o n e s  

r e p u ta t io n .  A s h e  sa y s , “th e  is s u e  is  n o t  o n ly  o n e  o f  p e r s o n a l  p o w e r  — th e  c o n tro l  

o v e r  p e o p le  a n d  th in g s  — b u t  a lso  th e  d ig n i ty  a n d  in te g r i ty  o f  th e  se lf , a n d  th i s  is  

n o t  to  b e  ta k e n  lig h tly ” (S h a rm a , 2 0 0 1 : 121). I n  th is  re g a rd , e n v y  h a s  a n  a d d e d  

s ig n if ic a n c e  b e y o n d  th e  c o m p e ti t io n  fo r  g o o d s  in  t h a t  i t s  c o n tro l  s e rv e s  a s  a  

p o s s ib le  m e a n s  o f  s e lf - r e a l is a t io n  a n d  to  e s ta b l is h  id e n t i ty  a n d  s t a tu s  in  

in te r p e r s o n a l  r e la t io n s h ip s  in  th e  c o m m u n ity . A t th e  s a m e  t im e , e n v y -a v o id a n c e  

s t r a te g ie s  c a n  a lso  fu n c t io n  a s  a  m e a n s  o f  c u t t in g  o f  so c ia l c o n n e c tio n s ,  a s  is  

s u g g e s te d  b y  H ig h ’s  e x a m p le .

A n o th e r  m e a n s  to  s u s ta in  s ta b le  r e la t io n s  in  p e a s a n t  s o c ie ty  is  p ro v id e d  b y  

w h a t  W o lf  c a lls  in s t i tu t io n a l  en v y . A s h e  s ta te s ,  “P a ra lle lin g  th e  m e c h a n is m s  o f  

c o n tr o l  t h a t  a r e  p r im a r i ly  e c o n o m ic  in  o r ig in  a re  p sy c h o lo g ic a l m e c h a n is m s  lik e  

in s t i tu t io n a l i s e d  en v y , w h ic h  m a y  f in d  e x p re s s io n  in  v a r io u s  m a n if e s ta t io n s  s u c h  a s  

g o s s ip , a t ta c k s  o f  th e  ev il eye , o r  f e a r  a n d  p ra c t ic e  o f  w i tc h c ra f t” (W o lf, 2 0 0 1 :1 0 0 ) .  

I n  s u c h  c o m m u n it ie s ,  w itc h c ra f t ,  a s  w e ll a s  m i ld e r  fo rm s  o f  in s t i tu t io n a l is e d  en v y , 

h a s  a n  in te g ra t iv e  e ffe c t in  r e s t r a in in g  n o n - t r a d i t io n a l  b e h a v io u r ,  a s  lo n g  a s  s o c ia l 

r e la t io n s  s u f fe r  n o  s e r io u s  d is r u p t io n .  A s W o lf  e x p lic itly  p o in ts  o u t ,  o n  th e  

in d iv id u a l  p la n e  e n v y  th u s  a c ts  to  m a in ta in  in d iv id u a ls  in  e q u i l ib r iu m  w ith  t h e i r  

n e ig h b o u r s .  O n  th e  so c ia l  p la n e , i t  a lso  r e d u c e s  th e  d is ru p t iv e  in f lu e n c e s  o f  o u ts id e



s o c ie ty  (W o lf, 2 0 0 1 : 2 0 4 ) . B u c h ille t  ( 2 0 0 4 )  a n d  B e rg lu n d  (1 9 7 6 ) p ro v id e  tw o  

e x a m p le s  o f  th e  in v o c a t io n  o f  s o rc e ry  a n d  w itc h c ra f t  a s  d e v ic e s  fo r  e x p la in in g , 

c o n tro l l in g  a n d  r e s p o n d in g  to  en v y . I n  th e  c o u rs e  o f  h is  f ie ld w o rk , B u c h ille t w a s  

t o ld  a b o u t  a  m a n  w e ll k n o w n  fo r  h i s  g r e a t  a b il i ty  to  c h a n t  w h o , d u r in g  a  fe s tiv a l in  

a n o th e r  v illa g e , s u d d e n ly  lo s t  h is  v o ice . T h is  m a n  im m e d ia te ly  b la m e d  th e  

h e a d m a n  o f  th e  o th e r  c o m m u n ity  fo r  u s in g  s o rc e ry  o n  h im  b e c a u s e  o f  th e

h e a d m a n ’s  je a lo u s y  o f  h is  g r e a t  k n o w le d g e  (B u c h ille t, 2 0 0 4 :1 1 7 -1 1 8 ) .

T h e  D e s a n a  a r e  r a r e ly  a t  a  lo s s  to  e x p la in  w h y  s o m e o n e  w o u ld  w a n t  to  

c a u s e  h a r m  to  lo c a l g ro u p  m e m b e r s  o r  to  a n y o n e  e ls e  w i th  w h o m  th e  

r e la t io n s h ip  is  c lo se . T h e ir  e x p la n a t io n s  in v a r ia b ly  c e n tr e  o n  en v y , 

je a lo u s y , re v e n g e  fo r  c o n f lic ts  o v e r  th e f t  in  th e  m a n io c  g a rd e n s ,  re fu s a l 

to  g iv e  o r  to  l e n d  s o m e th in g , m e a n n e s s ,  in s u l ts ,  a n g e r , o r  v e n g e a n c e  fo r  

s o m e  h a r m  o r  in ju s t ic e  d o n e  b y  th e  v ic tim . A ll th e s e  a r e  m o tiv e s  fo r  th e  

d e s i r e  to  h a r m  a n o th e r  o r  t o  s u s p e c t  s o m e o n e  o f  u s in g  s o rc e ry  a g a in s t  

a n o th e r .

(B u c h ille t, 2 0 0 4 :1 1 6 )

H e  f u r th e r  i l lu s t r a te s  t h a t  p re s t ig e ,  s ta tu s ,  w e a l th  o r  su c c e s s  ( m a te r ia l  o r

p o lit ic a l ,  f o r  in s ta n c e ) ,  h o w e v e r  te m p o r a r y  o r  q u a lif ie d  ( fo r  e x a m p le , d e p e n d in g  o n

th e  p e r s o n ’s  w o rk ) , in e v ita b ly  a ro u s e s  e n v y  a n d  ill w ill a m o n g  n e ig h b o u r s ,  c lo se  k in

a n d  o th e r s  n o t  so  lu c k y  o r  su c c e s s fu l. A s B u c h ille t  a rg u e s , b e c a u s e  o f  th is ,  a

p r u d e n t  p e r s o n  w ill n e v e r  b o a s t  o f  h is  a c c o m p lis h m e n ts  o r  w e a l th  s o  a s  n o t  to

a r o u s e  th e  e n v y  a n d  r e s e n tm e n t  o f  o th e r s  (B u c h ille t, 2 0 0 4 :1 1 7 ) .  F e a r  o f  w itc h c ra f t ,

w h ic h  m ig h t  b e  e n g e n d e re d  b y  en v y , is  a ls o  d o c u m e n te d  e ls e w h e re , s u c h  a s  a m o n g

th e  Z u lu . E n v y  a n d  je a lo u s y  c a n  c a u s e  h a t r e d  a n d  a t t r a c t  u b u t h o k a t h i D iffe re n t

s i tu a t io n s  m ig h t  a w a k e n  en v y , s u c h  a s  a n  in d u s t r io u s  m a n  w h o  h a s  su c c e s s  w ith

c a tt le , in  to w n  o r  in  b u s in e s s ;  s im ila r ly , a  w o m a n  m ig h t  a ro u s e  e n v y  b y  ti l l in g

14 Ubuthakathl is that which should not be done but which people do anyway when their . 
heart is filled to capacity with anger (Berglund, 1976: 272).
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o v e r ly  la rg e  f ie ld s  o r  s p e n d in g  m o re  t im e  c u lt iv a tin g  th e m  t h a n  o th e r s  d o  

(B e rg lu n d , 1976: 2 7 2 ). T h e  a n g e r , r o o te d  in  je a lo u s y , s la n d e r ,  s u s p ic io n , e n v y  a n d  

q u a r r e ls ,  e x p re s s e s  i t s e l f  in  p ra c t ic a l  t e r m s  th r o u g h  u b u th a k a th i ,  w i tc h c ra f t  a n d / o r  

so rc e ry . I n  t h e  Z u lu  c a se , b e c a u s e  o f  th e  v e ry  g r e a t  im p o r ta n c e  a t ta c h e d  to  

w i tc h c ra f t  a n d  so rc e ry , s o c ie ty  o ffe rs  o p p o r tu n i t ie s  w h e n  a n g e r  o r  i t s  a n te c e d e n ts  

c a n  b e  re v e a le d  in  c o n fe s s io n s  a n d  e x p re s s io n s  o f  g o o d w ill, w h ic h  le a d  to  r e s to r e d  

g o o d w ill a n d  h a r m o n io u s  c o n d i t io n s  (B e rg lu n d , 1976: 3 8 5 ) . C o n c e a lm e n t, 

in s t i tu t io n a l i s e d  en v y , w i tc h c ra f t  a n d  s o rc e ry  a r e  a ll w a y s  o f  m a in ta in in g  so c ia l 

c o n tr o l  a n d  w a y s  o f  s u s ta in in g  in te r p e r s o n a l  r e la t io n s .  T h e y  a ll re c o g n is e  e n v y  a s  a  

d a n g e r o u s  fo rc e  t h a t  d o e s  h a r m  to  p e o p le  w h o  m ig h t  b e  o r  a r e  s u s p e c te d  o f  b e in g  

e n v ie d . T h e  e n v ie d  a r e  b o th  t h e  s u p e r io r s  a n d  th e  p o te n t ia l  v ic t im s  o f  en v y . T h e  

e n v ie d  v io la te  th e  so c ia l c o n t r a c t  b y  b e in g  s u p e r io r  in  p re s t ig e ,  s ta tu s ,  w e a lth , 

s u c c e s s  o r  o th e r  a s p e c ts  to  th e i r  c lo se  e q u a ls .

N a s h  e x p la in s  h o w  so c ie ty  m a y , b y  fa il in g  to  r e w a rd  o r  v a l id a te  m a te r ia l  

s u c c e s s , d e f le c t en v y . S h e  d e s c r ib e s  h o w  th e  f e a r  o f  e x c itin g  e n v y  c a n  a c t  a s  a  b ra k e  

o n  p ro d u c t iv e  a c tiv ity  a n d  th e  e n jo y m e n t  o f  im p ro v e d  c o n s u m p t io n  r e s u l t in g  f ro m  

w e a lth . I n  h e r  s tu d y  o f  a  M a y a n  I n d ia n  c o m m u n i ty  in  th e  s ta te  o f  C h ia p a s , M ex ico , 

N a s h  d e s c r ib e s  a  c a se  h a v in g  to  d o  w ith  th e  e jid o  l a n d  g r a n ts  m a d e  in  t h e  1 9 3 0 s . 

T w o  b r o th e r s  b e c a m e  “v e ry  r ic h ” a s  a  r e s u l t  o f  th e i r  c a re fu l  m a n a g e m e n t  o f  th e i r  

e jid o  a n d  p r iv a te ly -o w n e d  l a n d  b u t  th e  p e o p le  o f  th e  to w n  b e g a n  to  ta lk  a b o u t  

g e t t in g  th e m  o ff  t h e  la n d . I n d e e d ,  th e y  s u c c e e d e d  in  th i s  a n d  th e  b r o th e r s  a t  th e  

t im e  o f  th e  s tu d y  d id  n o  m o re  t h a n  g o  to  w o rk  lik e  th e  o th e r  m e n . T h e y  a ls o  liv e d  in

31



p o o r  c o n d i t io n s ,  th e n .  N a s h  c o m m e n ts  t h a t  th e  o rg a n is a t io n  o f  c o -o p e ra tiv e s  is  o n e  

m e a n s  o f  d iv e r t in g  e n v y  d i r e c te d  to w a rd s  in d iv id u a ls  a n d  o f  p e r m it t in g  s o m e  

in c re a s e  in  p ro d u c t iv e  e f fo r ts , a l th o u g h  in  s u c h  c a se s  s o c ie ty  s t i l l  la c k s  th e  m e a n s  o f  

v a l id a t in g  h ig h e r  c o n s u m p t io n  s ta n d a r d s .  I n  th e  M a y a n  c a se  th e  r ic h e s t  m a n  in  

to w n  a te  b e t t e r  t h a n  h is  n e ig h b o u r s  b u t  h is  s ty le  o f  l iv in g  w a s  o th e rw is e  

in d is t in g u is h a b le  f ro m  th e i r s  (N a s h , 1979: 9 5 -9 6 ) . I n  th i s  c a se , w h a t  th e  e n v ie d  h a d  

v io la te d  w a s  c o -o p e ra tiv e  e th ic s .

F o s te r ’s  th e o r y  in te r p r e t s  so c ia l  v io la t io n  in  p e a s a n t  s o c ie tie s  a s  in v o lv in g  in  

s o m e  s e n s e  th e  d e p r iv a t io n  o f  o th e r s .  I n  h is  w e ll-k n o w n  m o d e l  o f  th e  Im a g e  o f  

L im ite d  G o o d , h e  a rg u e s  t h a t  b e c a u s e  d e s ir a b le  th in g s  in  life  a r e  a lw a y s  in  l im ite d  

s u p p ly  (a s  f a r  a s  p e a s a n ts  a r e  c o n c e rn e d ) ,  o n e  c a n  o n ly  im p ro v e  o n e ’s  p o s i t io n  a t  

t h e  e x p e n s e  o f  o th e r s  (F o s te r , 1 967b : 3 0 5 ) . W h e th e r  th i s  m o d e l is  a p p lic a b le  in  th e  

c a s e  o f  C h in a , w h a t  w in d fa ll  w e a l th  h a s  v io la te d  w ith  r e s p e c t  to  th e  so c ia l r e la t io n s  

o f  th e  m in in g  v illa g e s  a n d  h o w  s u c h  a  v io la t io n  h a s  b r e d  e n v y  w ill b e  th e  m a in  

q u e s t io n s  to  b e  e x p lo re d  in  th i s  d is s e r ta t io n .

Inclusive Chinese emotions

I t  is  n o t  d if f ic u lt to  s e e  s o m e  r e s e m b la n c e s  b e tw e e n  th e  C h in e se  c a s e  a n d  th o s e  

e n v y - re la te d  s c e n a r io s  a n d  p ra c t ic e s  d e s c r ib e d  b y  a n th ro p o lo g is ts  w o rk in g  in  o th e r  

s e t t in g s ;  n o n e th e le s s ,  w ith in  th e  C h in e se  c o n te x t , e x p re s s io n s  o f  e m o tio n s  a n d  

th e i r  so c ia l s ig n if ic a n c e  h a v e  n e v e r  s to p p e d  p u z z lin g  a n th ro p o lo g is ts .  P o t t e r ’s  

(1 9 8 8 )  e s sa y , “T h e  c u l tu r a l  c o n s t r u c t io n  o f  e m o t io n  in  r u r a l  C h in e s e  so c ia l l ife ”, 

w a s  a n  im p o r ta n t  s ta r t in g  p o in t  f o r  t h e  a n th ro p o lo g ic a l  s tu d y  o f  C h in e se  e m o tio n ,



a l th o u g h  i t  m a y  h a v e  g iv e n  a  v e ry  m is ta k e n  id e a  a b o u t  it. I n  th i s  w id e ly  c i te d  a n d  

q u e s t io n e d  a r tic le , P o t te r  a s s e r ts  t h a t  in  th e  so c ia l life  o f  r u r a l  C h in a  “th e  e m o tio n s  

a r e  c o n c o m ita n t  p h e n o m e n a ,  n o t  f u n d a m e n ta l  o n e s ”, “e m o tio n s  a r e  lo g ic a lly  

s e c o n d a r y ” a n d  “e m o tio n a l  e x p e r ie n c e  h a s  n o  fo rm a l  so c ia l c o n s e q u e n c e s  ( i t  m a y , 

o f  c o u rs e ,  h a v e  in fo rm a l  o n e s ) ” ( P o t te r ,  1 9 8 8 : 1 8 6 -1 8 7 ). P o t te r  f u r th e r  a rg u e s  t h a t  

e m o t io n  h a s  l i t t le  o r  n o  s ig n if ic a n c e  in  C h in e se  so c ia l  life  b e c a u s e  “th e  C h in e se  

a s s u m e  th e  e x is te n c e  o f  a  c o n t in u o u s  so c ia l  o r d e r  t h a t  r e q u ir e s  n o  a f f i rm a tio n  in  

in n e r  e m o tio n a l  r e s p o n s e , b u t  o n ly  in  b e h a v io u r ,  th e r e  is  n o  n e e d  fo r  th e m  to  t r e a t  

e m o t io n s  a s  in h e r e n t ly  im p o r ta n t” ( P o t te r ,  1 9 8 8 :1 8 5 ) .

I n  K ip n is ’ (1 9 9 7 ) s u b s e q u e n t  c r i t iq u e , i t  is  a rg u e d  t h a t  P o t te r  a lm o s t  e n tir e ly  

m is s e s  th e  s ig n if ic a n c e  o f  e m o tio n  in  C h in e se  so c ia l  life  d u e  to  th e  

“n o n r e p r e s e n ta t io n a l” n a tu r e  o f  C h in e s e  e m o tio n s ,  n a m e ly  “th e  c o n c e rn  is  m o re  

w i th  g u a n x i  p r o p r ie ty  [i.e . w i th  t h e  p r o p r ie ty  o f  so c ia l r e la t io n s ]  t h a n  w i th  a c c u ra te  

e m o tio n a l  r e p r e s e n ta t io n ” (K ip n is , 1997: 1 0 5 -1 0 9 ). I n  o th e r  w o rd s , th e  s in c e r i ty  o f  

C h in e s e  e m o tio n s  m a y  n o t  b e  o f  s u c h  c e n t r a l  c o n c e rn  to  th e  C h in e se  a s  i t  is  fo r  

t h e i r  W e s te r n  c o u n te r p a r ts .  T h is  d o e s  n o t ,  h o w e v e r , v a l id a te  P o t te r ’s  c la im  t h a t  “in  

C h in a , t h e  c u l tu r e  d o e s  n o t  re c o g n is e  i t s e l f  a s  u t i l is in g  th e  e m o tio n a l  life  o f  

in d iv id u a ls  in  th e  se rv ic e  o f  th e  so c ia l  o r d e r ” (P o t te r ,  1 9 8 8 : 181). K ip n is  sa y s , “I  

w o u ld  n o t  r e d u c e  a ll e m o tio n a l  a c t iv i ty  in  F e n g jia  [h is  r e s e a rc h  c o m m u n ity ]  to  th e  

s in g le  d im e n s io n  o f  g u a n x i  [so c ia l r e la t io n s ]  p ro d u c t io n ,  b u t  I  b e lie v e  t h a t  in  m a n y  

c o n te x ts  th e  e m b o d im e n t  o f  e m o tio n  is  in te r p r e te d  in  p re c is e ly  th i s  f a s h io n ” 

(K ip n is , 1997 : 2 8 ) . F o r  K ip n is , “to  c o n v e y  g a n g in g  ( e m o tio n s ) ,  i t  m u s t  h a v e  a



d is c e rn ib le  fo rm . G ift g iv in g , to a s t in g , a n d  s e rv in g  fo o d  a t  b a n q u e ts ,  a n d  r i tu a l is e d  

d e c o r u m  lik e  b o w  a n d  k e to u  (k o w to w ) a r e  a ll m e th o d s  o f  m a te r ia l is in g  g a n q in g  

th r o u g h  i t s  d i r e c t  e m b o d im e n t  in  sp e c if ic  h u m a n  e m o t io n s ” (K ip n is , 1997: 2 7 ). I t  is  

a ls o  n o te d  t h a t  th e  e m b o d im e n t  o f  g a n q in g  ( e m o tio n s )  w a s  im p o r ta n t  to  b o th  

r i tu a l  a n d  e v e ry d a y  p ra c t ic e s  o f  g u a n x i  p r o d u c t io n  (K ip n is , 1997: 2 7 ). G a n q in g ,  in  

K ip n is ’ v iew , is  m a n ip u la te d  in  r i tu a l is e d  o c c a s io n s  a n d  “in  F e n g jia  to o , th e  e th ic a l  

d y n a m ic s  o f  th i s  m a n ip u la t io n  w e re  m o re  a b o u t  r e la t io n s h ip s  t h a n  a b o u t  e m o tio n a l  

s in c e r i ty ” (K ip n is , 1 9 9 7 :1 0 4 ) .

K ip n is ’s  a c c o u n t  o f  C h in e se  “n o n r e p r e s e n ta t io n a l  e th ic s ” h a s  b e e n  

c o n v in c in g ly  c h a lle n g e d  b y  Y a n  ( 2 0 0 3 )  in  h is  s tu d y  o f  lo v e , in t im a c y  a n d  fa m ily  

c h a n g e  in  X ia jia  v illa g e . I n  Y a n ’s  o p in io n , K ip n is  ( lik e  P o t te r )  fa lls  in to  th e  t r a p  o f  a  

c o n tr a s t in g  s u p p o s e d ly  s o c io c e n tr ic  n o n - W e s te r n  s o c ie tie s  w i th  a n  

in d iv id u a l - c e n tr e d  W e s t  (Y an , 2 0 0 3 :  8 2 ) . B a se d  o n  e th n o g r a p h ic  e v id e n c e  f ro m  

X ia jia  v illa g e , in  N o r th - e a s t  C h in a , Y a n  a rg u e s  t h a t  “in  th e  f i r s t  p la c e , i t  is  h ig h ly  

q u e s t io n a b le  t h a t  C h in e se  v illa g e rs  a r e  in c a p a b le  o f  e x p re s s in g  th e i r  e m o tio n s , 

in c lu d in g  th e  m o s t  in t im a te  a n d  r o m a n t ic  a f fe c t io n ” (Y an , 2 0 0 3 :  8 2 ) . A s h e  v iv id ly  

d e m o n s t r a te s ,  e v e n  w i th o u t  u t te r in g  th e  . p h r a s e  “I  lo v e  y o u ”, v il la g e rs  in  X ia jia  

“su c c e s s fu lly  c o n v e y  th e i r  a f fe c tio n s  to  t h e i r  lo v e d  o n e s  in  o b v io u s , e a s ily  

u n d e r s to o d  w a y s ” (Y an , 2 0 0 3 :  8 2 ) . T h e  r e a s o n  t h a t  b o th  P o t te r  a n d  K ip n is  m is s e d  

th e s e  e x p re s s io n s  o f  “r e a l” e m o tio n s ,  a c c o rd in g  to  Y an , is  t h a t  “P o t te r  a n d  K ip n is  

d e f in e d  th e  e x p re s s io n  o f  e m o tio n s  to o  n a r ro w ly  a n d  a s s u m e d  e m o tio n s  s h o u ld  b e  

e x p re s s e d  v o c a lly  a n d  d ire c t ly ” (Y an , 2 0 0 3 :  8 0 ) .  I n  o th e r  w o rd s , f o r  K ip n is , th e



in d i r e c tn e s s  o f  C h in e s e  e m o tio n s  p a r t ia l ly  le a d s  to  h is  c o n c lu s io n  t h a t  e m o tio n  is  

n o n - r e p r e s e n ta t io n a l  in  th i s  c o n te x t . A c c o rd in g  to  Y an , th i s  c o n c lu s io n  is  p re c is e ly  

d u e  to  th e  b ia s e d  v ie w  t h a t  “C h in e se  v il la g e rs  a r e  n o t  in te r e s te d  in  t h e  e m o tio n a l  

a s p e c ts  o f  in te r p e r s o n a l  r e la t io n s ” (Y an , 2 0 0 3 :  8 0 )  w h ic h  h a s  le d  to  t h e  s tu d y  o f  

e m o t io n  in  C h in a  b e in g  la rg e ly  r e s t r a in e d  a n d  m a rg in a l is e d  f o r  a  v e ry  lo n g  t im e . I n  

m y  v ie w , b o th  P o t te r  a n d  K ip n is  m is u n d e r s ta n d ,  in  v a ry in g  d e g re e , th e  so c ia l 

n a tu r e  a n d  th e  p r im a r y  c o n c e rn  o f  C h in e s e  e m o tio n s ,  c o n s e q u e n t ly  e s ta b l is h in g  a  

m is le a d in g  c o n n e c t io n  b e tw e e n  e m o t io n  a n d  so c ia l  life . F o r  P o t te r  th e  c o n n e c tio n  

is  s e c o n d a ry  a n d  in s ig n if ic a n t  w h ile  f o r  K ip n is  e m o tio n s  d o  n o t  r e p r e s e n t  t h e i r  

e m o t io n a l  m e a n in g s  b u t  r a th e r  th e i r  r e la t io n a l  o n e s . H o w e v e r  i t  s h o u ld  b e  

m e n t io n e d  t h a t  a p p a r e n t  d is c r e p a n c ie s  in  C h in e s e  e m o tio n a l  e x p re s s io n s  a n d  th e i r  

s o c ia l  m e a n in g s  c o n t in u e  to  p u z z le  s c h o la r s  w o rk in g  o n  th e  s u b je c t .  F o r  in s ta n c e , a t  

a  w e d d in g  c e le b ra t io n , L iu  ( 2 0 0 0 )  o b s e rv e d  a  s h o c k in g ly  v io le n t  s c e n e  w h ic h  to o k  

p la c e  a s  p a r t  o f  th e  s u p p o s e d ly  h a p p y  c e le b ra t io n  w h ic h  le d  h im  to  c a te g o r is e  th e  

e m o tio n a l  r e a c t io n s  in v o lv e d  in  th e s e  c e r e m o n ia ls  a s  “p lia b le ”, b y  w h ic h  h e  m e a n t  

th e  fo llo w in g :

F ir s t ,  o n  g iv e n  so c ia l o c c a s io n s  in d iv id u a ls  m a y  d is p la y  e m o t io n s  t h a t  

d o  n o t  c o r r e s p o n d  to  a n y  c o lle c tiv e ly  r e q u i r e d  m o d e  o f  fe e lin g ; a n d  

s e c o n d , in d iv id u a ls  m a y  s h o w  v e ry  d if f e r e n t  e m o tio n a l  r e a c t io n s  to  

th o s e  so c ia l o c c a s io n s . T o  a n  o u ts id e r ,  in d iv id u a ls  a p p e a r  to  r e a c t  n o t  

w ith  s p o n ta n e o u s  e m o tio n s  b u t  w ith  a  p e r fo rm a n c e , a lw a y s  w ith  a n  ey e  

to w a r d  i ts  e ffe c ts  o n  th e  a u d ie n c e .

(L iu , 2 0 0 0 :1 5 6 )

T o  c la r ify  w h y  v io le n t  a c t io n s  w e re  p r e s e n te d  a s  p a r t  o f  w e d d in g  c e le b ra t io n s ,  

L iu  n o te s  t h a t  “fo r  th e  r u r a l  r e s id e n ts  in  n o r th e r n  S h a a n x i, v io le n c e  c a n  b e  u s e d  to  

c o m m u n ic a te  b o th  p o s it iv e  a n d  n e g a tiv e  f e e l in g s ” (L iu , 2 0 0 0 :  149 ). I n  p a r t ic u la r
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c o n te x ts ,  “th e  m e s s a g e s  c o n v e y e d  b y  th i s  m e a n s  a r e  d e p e n d e n t  o n  s i tu a t io n s  r a th e r  

t h a n  d e te r m in e d  b y  a  c e r ta in  m o d e  o f  e m o tio n  o r  a  c e r ta in  ty p e  o f  b e h a v io u r ” (L iu , 

2 0 0 0 :  1 49 ). T h e  a m b ig u o u s  c h a n n e ls  f o r  e x p re s s in g  c e r ta in  e m o tio n s  c a n  a lso  

c h a n g e  o v e r  t im e . A s L iu  d e s c r ib e s  in  h is  e th n o g ra p h y , w h e n  lo c a l p e o p le  lo o k  b a c k , 

e v e n  “f ig h ts  in  th e  p a s t  a r e  n o t  r e m e m b e r e d  a s  e x p re s s io n s  o f  a n g e r  o r  h a t r e d .  

I n s te a d ,  th e y  a r e  o f te n  e q u a te d  w ith  h a v in g  f u n ” (L iu , 2 0 0 0 :1 5 0 ) .  A s  h e  a rg u e s , th e  

p o in t ,  th e re fo re ,  is  n o t  “t h a t  th e  f ig h ts  in  th e  p a s t  o c c u r r e d  s im p ly  fo r  

e n te r ta in m e n t ,  b u t  t h a t  in  th e  p r e s e n t  v io le n c e  is  n o t  v ie w e d  s im p ly  in  t e r m s  o f  

n e g a tiv e  f e e l in g s ” (L iu , 2 0 0 0 :1 5 0 ) .  T h e  p lia b le  n a tu r e  o f  C h in e s e  e m o tio n  c a n  o n ly  

a d d  to  t h e  c o m p le x ity  o f  a p p ro a c h in g  i ts  so c ia l  m e a n in g  a n d  re la t io n a l  s ig n if ic a n c e . 

E n v y  is  a  k in d  o f  e m o tio n . E n v y  is  a ls o  t h e  k in d  o f  e m o t io n  t h a t  h a s  o n ly  r a re ly  e v e r  

b e e n  s tu d ie d  w ith in  t h e  A n th ro p o lo g y  o f  C h in a . I n  o r d e r  to  p ro v id e  th e  e s s e n t ia l  

b a c k g r o u n d  in f o r m a t io n  i t  is  th e r e f o r e  u s e fu l  to  e x p lo re  th e  b a s ic  a s s u m p t io n s  t h a t  

h a v e  u n d e r l in e d  th e  a n th ro p o lo g ic a l  u n d e r s ta n d in g s  o f  e m o tio n s  in  C h in a .

F irs tly , i t  is  c ru c ia l  to  c la r ify  th e  C h in e s e  w o rd s  t h a t  h a v e  b e e n  u s e d  in  

d is c u s s in g  e m o tio n s  in  C h in a  a s  w e ll a s  to  lo o k  a t  t h e i r  im p lic a t io n s .  B asica lly , q in g  

p ro v id e s  th e  m o s t  s t r a ig h tf o r w a r d  p a ra l le l  to  t h e  E n g lis h  w o rd s  “e m o tio n ”, 

“s e n t im e n t s ” a n d  “fe e lin g s ”. W h e n  c o m b in e d  w ith  r e n  ( h u m a n ) ,  q in g  b e c o m e s  

r e n q in g  ( h u m a n  fe e lin g s )  a n d  w h e n  c o m b in e d  w ith  g a n  ( to  fe e l)  i t  b e c o m e s  

g a n q in g  ( fe l t  e m o tio n s ) .  U p  to  n o w  b o th  g a n q in g  a n d  r e n q in g  h a v e  b e e n  th e  c o re  

c o n c e p ts  fo r  a n a ly s in g  C h in e se  e m o t io n s  a n d  th e r e  is  n o  d o u b t  t h a t  r e n q in g  is  a  

v e ry  im p o r ta n t  e le m e n t  in  C h in e s e  so c ia l life . A s Y a n  p u ts  i t , “th e  fu n d a m e n ta l



p r in c ip le  o f  in te r a c t io n  a n d  c o m m u n ic a t io n  a t  t h e  in d iv id u a l  le v e l is  e n c a p s u la te d  

in  r e n q in g  e th ic s , w h ic h  s h o u ld  b e  u n d e r s to o d  p r im a r i ly  a s  a  s e t  o f  m o ra l  n o r m s  

t h a t  g u id e  a n d  r e g u la te  o n e ’s  b e h a v io u r ” (Y an , 2 0 0 3 :  3 9 ) . I n  a  w ay , r e n q in g  r e fe r s  

m o r e  to  th e  e th ic a l  a s p e c ts  o f  e m o tio n s ,  th o s e  a s p e c ts  t h a t  p ro v id e  g u id a n c e  f o r  th e  

p r o p e r  c o n d u c t  o f  i n te r p e r s o n a l  r e la t io n s h ip s ,  t h a n  a n y th in g  e lse . A s M a y fa ir  Y an g  

a ls o  p o in ts  o u t ,  “r e n q in g  is  p a r t  o f  th e  in t r in s ic  c h a r a c te r  o f  h u m a n  n a tu r e .  H u m a n  

n a tu r e  h e r e  is  u n d e r s to o d  n o t  a s  in d iv id u a l ,  b u t  in  t e r m s  o f  so c ia l r e la t io n s h ip s  a n d  

in te r a c t io n ” (Y ang , 1 994 : 6 7 ); t h a t  is , “r e n q in g  q u e s t io n s  w h e th e r  a  p e r s o n  is 

m o ra l ly  w o r th y  o f  b e in g  c a lle d  h u m a n ,  w h e re  to  b e h a v e  a c c o rd in g  to  r e n q in g  is  to  

b e  a  v i r tu o u s  h u m a n ” (Y an g , 1 9 9 4 : 6 7 ). M o re o v e r , Y a n g  f u r th e r  sp e c if ie s  t h a t  

i(r e n q in g  is  a ls o  t h e  p r o p e r  w a y  o f  c o n d u c t in g  o n e s e lf  in  so c ia l r e la t io n s h ip s ” a n d  

t h a t  i t  “re f e r s  to  th e  b o n d  o f  r e c ip ro c ity  a n d  m u tu a l  a id  b e tw e e n  tw o  p e o p le , b a s e d  

o n  e m o t io n a l  a t ta c h m e n t  o r  th e  s e n s e  o f  o b lig a t io n  a n d  in d e b te d n e s s ” (Y ang , 1994 : 

67 ).

G a n q in g  is  n o rm a lly  c o n s id e re d  in  r e la t io n  to  r e n q in g  e th ic s  in  th e s e  

a n th ro p o lo g ic a l  s tu d ie s  a s  i t  is  o f te n  a r g u e d  t h a t  a l th o u g h  g a n q in g  c a n  b e  a  c ru c ia l  

p a r t  o f  r e n q in g  e th ic s , i t  is  n o t  a  p r e r e q u is i te  f o r  th e m . K ip n is  (1 9 9 7 ) e v e n  g o e s  a s  

f a r  to  s a y  t h a t  r e n q in g  is  t h e  m a te r ia l i s a t io n  o f  g a n q in g .  T h e  la c k  o f  g a n q in g  a n d  

th e  m a te r ia l i s a t io n  o f  so c ia l  r e la t io n s h ip s  m ig h t  b e  c o n d e m n e d  b y  Y a n g ’s 

in f o r m a n ts  th o u g h  s h e  d o e s  f u r th e r  e x p lic a te  t h a t  “i t  is  t r u e  t h a t  a  la rg e  p a r t  o f  

g a n q in g  in v o lv e s  in te r p e r s o n a l  r e la t io n s h ip  a n d  e x p re s s io n  o f  i t  n e e d s  to  m a k e  i t  

r ig h t ,  b u t  r e a l  a f fe c t io n  m a y  n o t  b e  p r e s e n te d ” (Y ang , 1 9 9 4 : 122 -123). A s s h e
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f a r t h e r  e x p la in s , “n o t  a ll p e r s o n a l  r e la t io n s h ip s  a r e  im b u e d  w ith  g a n q in g  

( e m o tio n s ) .  R e n q in g , th e  o b s e rv a n c e  o f  p r o p e r  so c ia l fo rm , in v o lv e s  le s s e r  d e g re e s  

o f  a f fe c tio n . W h e re a s  e m o tio n a l  s e n t im e n ts  a r e  c e n tr a l  to  th e  n o t io n  o f  g a n q in g ,  

th e  d is c o u r s e  o f  r e n q in g  a r t ic u la te s  th e  m o ra l  a n d  d e c o ro u s  c h a r a c te r  o f  so c ia l 

c o n d u c t” (Y ang , 1 994 : 1 2 2 -1 2 3 ). A s w e  c a n  se e , th e n ,  m o s t  o f  th e  p re v io u s  s tu d ie s  

h a v e  m a d e  e m o tio n  ( g a n q in g ) s e c o n d a ry  to  r e la t io n s h ip  ( r e n q in g ) p ro d u c t io n . 

W h a t  I  w a n t  to  s h o w  in  th i s  s tu d y , th o u g h , is  h o w  th e  c o n c e p t  o f  r e la t io n s h ip  

( r e n q in g )  re v o lv e s  a r o u n d  t h a t  o f  e m o tio n  (g a n q in g ) . W h ile  Y a n g  a n d  o th e r s  c la im  

t h a t  e m o tio n a l  s e n t im e n ts  m ig h t  n o t  b e  c e n tr a l  to  m o ra l  so c ia l  c o n d u c t ,  Y a n  p o in ts  

o u t  h o w  im p o r ta n t  i t  is  to  c a re  f o r  o th e r  p e o p le ’s  fe e lin g s  a n d  e m o tio n s  in  so c ia l 

c o n d u c t:

R e n q in g  is  a lso  t h e  so c ia lly  a c c e p te d  p a t t e r n  o f  e m o tio n a l  r e s p o n s e s  in  

t h e  s e n s e  t h a t  o n e  ta k e s  o th e r s ’ e m o tio n a l  r e s p o n s e s  in to  c o n s id e ra t io n .

O n e s  f a i lu re  to  fu lf il th e  o b lig a tio n  o f  re c ip ro c ity , o r  to  s h o w  n o  

c o n s id e ra t io n  f o r  o th e r s ’ fe e lin g s  a n d  e m o tio n a l  r e s p o n s e s ,  is  r e g a r d e d  

a s  a n  im m o ra l  a c t  a n d  th u s  a  v io la t io n  o f  r e n q in g  e th ic s . F u r th e r m o r e ,  

r e n q in g  s e rv e s  a s  a n  im p o r ta n t  s t a n d a r d  b y  w h ic h  v illa g e rs  ju d g e  

w h e th e r  o n e  is  a  p r o p e r  so c ia l  p e r s o n .

(Y an , 2 0 0 3 :  3 9 )

I n  o th e r  w o rd s , w h a t  is  im p o r ta n t  in  p r o p e r  so c ia l c o n d u c t  is  n o t  th e  p re s e n c e  

o f  o n e s  o w n  a ffe c tio n  o r  r e a l  e m o tio n s  b u t  th e  f a c t  o f  ta k in g  in to  c o n s id e ra t io n  

o th e r  p e o p le ’s  e m o tio n s  a n d  b e h a v in g  a c c o rd in g ly . E s se n tia lly , th e n ,  b o th  o n e s  o w n  

e m o tio n s  a n d  th e  e m o tio n s  o f  o th e r s  n e e d  to  b e  ta k e n  c a re  o f  in  p r o p e r  so c ia l 

c o n d u c t ,  th i s  r e p r e s e n t in g  a  r e c ip ro c a l  s y s te m  t h a t  I  ca ll “in c lu s iv e  e m o t io n ”. T h is  

w ill in e v ita b ly  in v o lv e  m u lt ip le  c o n c e rn s :  d is p la y in g  o n e s  e m o tio n , r e a d in g  o th e r  

p e o p le ’s  e m o tio n a l  r e s p o n s e s  a n d  a d o p t in g  th e  p r o p e r  so c ia l c o n d u c t  to  b e  fo llo w e d .
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I  w ill a rg u e  th a t  a ll th e s e  a r e  c e n tr a l  e le m e n ts  fo r  u n d e r s ta n d in g  C h in e se  e m o tio n s , 

e n v y  in c lu d e d . F u r th e r m o r e ,  th e  d is p la y  a n d  r e a d in g  o f  e m o tio n s  is  b a s e d  o n  a  

s h a r e d  u n d e r s ta n d in g  o f  th e  so c ia l  p ro d u c t io n  o f  c e r ta in  e m o tio n s ,  e v e n  th o u g h  

th i s  d o e s  n o t  m e a n  t h a t  th i s  is  a lw a y s  u n c h a n g e d .

O n ly  tw o  a n th ro p o lo g ic a l  s tu d ie s  u p  to  n o w  h a v e  p a id  d is t in c tiv e  a t te n t io n  to  

C h in e s e  e m o tio n s :  K le in m a n ’s  (1 9 8 6 )  s tu d y  o n  d e p re s s io n  a n d  Y a n ’s  ( 2 0 0 3 )  s tu d y  

o n  lo v e .

I n  h is  s tu d y  o f  th e  so c ia l o r ig in  o f  d is t r e s s  a n d  d is e a s e  in  th e  C h in a  o f  th e  

1 9 8 0 s , K le in m a n  lo o k e d  a t  th r e e  in te r r e la t e d  c lin ic a lly  id e n t i f ie d  d is e a s e s :  

“n e u r a s th e n ia  (o n e  o f  th e  m o s t  c o m m o n  m e d ic a l  a n d  la y  d ia g n o s e s  in  C h in a ) , 

d e p r e s s io n  (o n e  o f  th e  m o s t  p r e v a le n t  d ia g n o s e s  o f  m e n ta l  i l ln e s s  w o r ld w id e  b u t  

n o t  w id e ly  d ia g n o s e d  in  C h in a ) , a n d  s o m a tiz a t io n  ( th e  e x p re s s io n  o f  p e r s o n a l  a n d  

s o c ia l  d is t r e s s  in  a  la n g u a g e  o f  b o d ily  c o m p la in ts  a n d  th r o u g h  a  p a th w a y  o f  m e d ic a l  

h e lp - s e e k in g )” (K le in m a n , 1 9 8 6 : x ). By p r o b in g  th e  n a r r a t iv e s  o f  t h e  p a t ie n ts  in  

o r d e r  to  r e a c h  a  d e e p e r  u n d e r s ta n d in g  o f  th e  c u l tu r a l  c o n s t r u c t io n  o f  d e p re s s iv e  

i l ln e s s  a n d  th e  so c ia l s o u rc e s  o f  d e p re s s iv e  d is e a s e  K le in m a n ’s  b o o k  i l lu s t r a te s  h o w  

C h in e s e  p a t ie n ts  h a v e  e m b o d ie d  s e v e re  p o lit ic a l , f in a n c ia l  a n d  so c ia l  (w o rk  a n d  

fa m ily )  d is t r e s s  in  th e  fo rm  o f  c lin ic a lly  re c o g n is e d  s y m p to m s . In te re s t in g ly ,  th e  

C u ltu ra l  R e v o lu tio n  w a s  ty p ic a lly  th e  m o s t  d is a s t r o u s  e v e n t  in  in d iv id u a l  

e x p e r ie n c e s  (K le in m a n , 1 9 8 6 :1 6 7 ) .

A s K le in m a n  f u r th e r  sp e c if ie s , “th e  le g a c y  o f  th e  C u ltu ra l  R e v o lu tio n  w a s  n o t  

o n ly  to  d i s r u p t  liv e s  a n d  p la c e  e a c h  in d iv id u a l  in  th e  s o c ie ty  u n d e r  s t r e s s .  [ I ] t  a lso
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c r e a te d  a  d e le g i t im a t io n  c r is is  u n p r e c e d e n te d  s in c e  th e  fa ll o f  th e  Q in g , a f fe c tin g  

th e  c e n tr a l  v a lu e s  o f  th e  s o c ia l is t  s t a t e ” (K le in m a n , 1 9 8 6 : 123). D e p re s s io n , 

c o m m u n ic a te d  a s  a  s y m p to m  b u t  e x p e r ie n c e d  a s  a n  e m o tio n , is  th e  k in d  o f  e m o tio n  

t h a t  “p o s e s  a  t h r e a t  to  so c ia l a r r a n g e m e n ts  a n d  sy m b o lic  m e a n in g s ” (K le in m a n , 

1 9 8 6 : 178). A s K le in m a n  a rg u e s , i t  w a s  th e  so c ia l  tu r m o i l  d u r in g  a n d  a f te r  th e  

C u ltu r a l  R e v o lu tio n  a n d  th e  la c k  o f  th e  a c k n o w le d g e m e n t o f  a n d  la c k  o f  a  r e m e d y  

f o r  s u c h  a  so c ia l p ro b le m  th a t  le d  to  th e  h ig h  p re v a le n c e  o f  n e u r a s th e n ia .  D e s p ite  

t h e  s u b t le  a n a ly s is  o f  th e  c u l tu r a l  c o n s t r u c t io n  a n d  th e  so c ia l s o u rc e s  o f  d e p re s s io n , 

w h a t  I  f in d  t r u ly  c o n s tru c t iv e  h e r e  is  t h e  m e th o d o lo g ic a l  im p lic a t io n s  o f  K le in m a n ’s  

a p p r o a c h  fo r  h o w  to  d e a l  w ith  lo c a l c o n te x ts , p sy c h o b io lo g y , c u l tu r a l  v a r ia t io n  a n d  

s o c ia l  p ro c e s s .

T h e  g ra v a m e n  o f  th is  b o o k  is  t h a t  i t  is  th e s e  lo c a l c o n te x ts  w h ic h  

m e d ia te  t h e  e f fe c ts  o f  so c ia l  s t r u c tu r a l  fo rc e s  o n  th e  p sy c h o b io lo g y  o f  

t h e  p e r s o n , a n d  t h a t  i t  is  a ls o  w i th in  th e s e  c o n te x ts  t h a t  c u l tu ra l  n o rm s  

a n d  p e r s o n a l  o r ie n ta t io n s  a r e  n e g o t ia te d  in  th e  e x p e r ie n c e  o f  

m is f o r tu n e  a n d  d is o rd e r .  F o r  th i s  r e a s o n , w h a t  is  p a n - h u m a n  in  

d e p r e s s io n  a n d  n e u r a s th e n ia  is  th e  r e s u l t a n t  n o t  o n ly  o f  a  s h a r e d  

p sy c h o b io lo g y , b u t  e q u a lly  im p o r ta n t ly  o f  a  s h a r e d  so c ia l p ro c e s s  w h ic h , 

d e s p i te  g re a t  c u l tu ra l  v a r ia t io n  in  th e  p a r t ic u la r  m e a n in g s  o f  e v e n ts  a n d  

r e la t io n s ,  c o n s t i tu te s  a n d  e x p re s s e s  a  l im i te d  n u m b e r  o f  w a y s  o f  b e in g  

h u m a n  (e x p re s s in g  lo ss , th r e a t ,  a n g e r , a n d  a l ie n a t io n ) .

(K le in m a n , 1 9 8 6 :1 9 2 )

T h is  m e a n s  t h a t  c u l tu r a l  v a r ia t io n  a n d  lo c a l c o n te x ts  a r e  p la y e d  o u t  in  a  s h a r e d  

s o c ia l  p ro c e s s  w h e n  c o n s tru c t in g  e m o tio n . M e a n w h ile , c u l tu ra l  n o r m s  a n d  p e r s o n a l  

o r ie n ta t io n s  a r e  n e g o t ia te d  a n d  m e d ia te d  b y  th e  s o c io - s t ru c tu ra l  fo rc e s , w h ic h  a ll 

h a v e  e ffe c ts  o n  th e  p s y c h o b io lo g y  o f  t h e  p e r s o n . I t  is  a ll th e s e  e ffe c ts , c e n t r e d  o n  

e n v y , t h a t  c o n s t i tu te  t h e  m a jo r  fo c u s  o f  m y  s tu d y .

F o r  Y an , “th e  in c re a s in g  im p o r ta n c e  o f  e m o tio n a l i ty  a n d  s e n t im e n ta l i ty  in
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f a m ily  life  is  o n e  o f  th e  c e n tr a l  th e m e s  o f  m y  b o o k ” (Y an , 2 0 0 3 :  2 2 3 ) . H e  t r ie s  to  

s h o w  h o w  th e  r is e  o f  th e  “p r iv a te ” fa m ily  c o u ld  a lso , in  fa c t, b e  r e g a rd e d  a s  “th e  

t r a n s f o r m a t io n  o f  th e  fa m ily  f ro m  a  d is c ip l in e d  c o r p o r a te  g ro u p  to  a n  e m o tio n a l ,  

a n d  o f te n  s e n t im e n ta l ,  re fu g e  f o r  in d iv id u a ls ” (Y an , 2 0 0 3 :  2 2 3 ) . T h is  h a s  h a p p e n e d  

b e c a u s e ,  o n  th e  o n e  h a n d ,  th e  s u b je c tiv e  w o r ld  o f  v il la g e rs  h a s  b e e n  e n r ic h e d  a s  

y o u n g  p e o p le  c o n s id e r  th e  a b il i ty  to  e x p re s s  th e i r  in n e r  fe e lin g s  a n d  a f fe c tio n s  to  b e  

a n  im p o r ta n t  q u a l i ty  in  a n  id e a l  s p o u s e  a n d , o n  th e  o th e r  h a n d ,  “r o m a n t ic  love , 

in t im a c y , a n d  c o n ju g a li ty  h a v e  b e c o m e  ir r e p la c e a b le  in  t h e  v i l la g e rs ’ m o ra l  

e x p e r ie n c e s ” (Y an , 2 0 0 3 :  2 2 3 ) .

A c c o rd in g  to  Y an , th e  in c re a s in g  im p o r ta n c e  o f  e m o tio n a l i ty  a n d  

s e n t im e n ta l i ty  in  fa m ily  life  is  th e  r e s u l t  o f  th e  d e v e lo p m e n t  o f  in d iv id u a l  

s u b je c tiv ity ;  th e  so c ia l  s p a c e  n e c e s s a ry  fo r  s u c h  a  c h a n g e  h a s  iro n ic a lly  b e e n  

e n a b le d  b y  th e  s o c ia l is t  s t a te  (Y an , 2 0 0 3 :  2 2 3 ) . T h is  is  i r o n ic  b e c a u s e  i t  w a s  

u n in te n d e d .  By “d ire c tly  in i t ia t in g  th e  t r a n s f o r m a t io n  o f  p r iv a te  life  d u r in g  th e  

c o lle c tiv e  p e r io d  a n d  in d ir e c t ly  f a c i l i ta t in g  th e  c o n t in u a t io n  o f  t h a t  t r a n s f o r m a t io n  

in  th e  p o s t-c o lle c tiv e  e r a ” (Y an , 2 0 0 3 :  2 3 2 ) , i t  is  th e  s t a te  t h a t  h a s  t r a n s f o r m e d  th e  

fa m ily  b y  c h a n g in g  th e  lo c a l m o ra l  w o r ld  w h e re  in d iv id u a l  v il la g e rs  liv e  t h e i r  liv e s , 

th is ,  in  a  w ay , e n a b l in g  th e  e x p re s s io n  o f  e m o tio n  a n d  d e s ir e  o r  a t  le a s t  th e  

e x p re s s io n  a n d  p u r s u i t  o f  s u c h  e m o tio n  a n d  d e s ire .  T h is  is  d e e m e d  b y  so m e , i f  n o t  

a ll, t o  b e  m o ra lly  ju s t i f ia b le  (Y an , 2 0 0 3 :  2 3 2 ) . T h e  r is e  o f  in d iv id u a l  s u b je c tiv i ty  o r , 

r a th e r ,  th e  r is e  o f  a  fo rm  o f  u n b a la n c e d  a n d  in c o m p le te  in d iv id u a l i ty  h a s  n o t  o n ly  

e n a b le d  th e  e x p re s s io n  o f  lo v e  a n d  in t im a c y  a m o n g  y o u n g  c o u p le s  b u t  a ls o  “th e
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d is c u s s io n  o f  in te r g e n e r a t io n a l  te n s io n s ,  c o n te s ta t io n s ,  a n d  c o n f lic ts  [ th a t ]  a re  

e q u a lly  r e la te d  to  e m o tio n s ,  a lb e i t  le s s  jo y fu l o n e s , s u c h  a s  a n g e r , je a lo u s y , g rie f, 

a n d  d e s p a i r ” (Y an , 2 0 0 3 :  2 2 3 -2 2 6 ) .

I n  K le in m a n ’s  s tu d y  th e  C u ltu ra l  R e v o lu tio n , a m o n g  v a r io u s  o th e r  th in g s ,  is  

id e n t i f ie d  a s  s ig n if ic a n t  in  th e  s o m a t is a t io n  o f  d e p re s s io n  w h ile  fo r  Y an  th e  

c o m b in e d  r e s u l t  o f  th e  “s o c ia l is t  e n g in e e r in g  o f  th e  lo c a l m o ra l  w o r ld ” is  th e  r i s e  o f  

th e  in d iv id u a l  a n d  th e i r  d is t in c t iv e  e x p re s s io n  a n d  m a n ip u la t io n  o f  th e i r  

e m o tio n a li ty .  P u t t in g  th e  tw o  s tu d ie s  to g e th e r ,  i t  c a n  b e  s e e n  t h a t  i t  is  th e  s h if t in g  

b o u n d a r ie s  o f  e x p r e s s in g  e m o tio n s  a n d  th e  so c ia l  c a u s e s  a n d  e ffe c ts  o f  s u c h  a  

c h a n g e  t h a t  a r e  p a r t ic u la r ly  in te r e s t in g  a n d  s ig n if ic a n t  in  u n d e r s ta n d in g  

e m o tio n a l i ty  in  C h in a  a n d  th e  so c ia l  w o r ld  o f  th e  lo c a ls . Y a n ’s  a r g u m e n t  c o n c e rn in g  

th e  r is e  o f  in d iv id u a l is m  s u g g e s ts  t h a t  th i s  h a s  m a d e  th e  ro le  o f  in d iv id u a l  e m o tio n s  

m o re  c e n t r a l  a l th o u g h  th e  s t r e s s  o n  th e  re c ip ro c i ty  o f  a t te n d in g  to  o th e r s ’ e m o tio n s  

h a s  b e e n  in  c o n f lic t  w i th  s u d d e n  so c ia l c h a n g e  a s  m y  r e s e a r c h  w ill s h o w  la te r  o n .

Three villages

L a n y in g  a n d  X ita i  w e re  m y  m a in  f ie ld  s i te s , w h e re  I  l iv e d  f o r  t e n  m o n th s  f ro m  

O c to b e r  2 0 0 6  to  S e p te m b e r  2 0 0 7  a n d  w h ic h  I  v is i te d  a g a in  in  th e  s u m m e r  o f  2 0 0 8 .  

L a n y in g  a n d  X ita i  w e re  c o m b in e d  a s  o n e  a d m in is t r a t iv e  v il la g e 15 b u t ,  d u e  to  th e  

d if f e r e n t  d e v e lo p m e n t  t r a je c to r ie s  o f  th e  tw o  v illa g e s , I  h a v e  s e t  th e  tw o  a p a r t  

p r e s e n t in g  th e m  a s  tw o  s e p a r a te  p la c e s . W a n g  v illa g e  w a s  a  m o d e l  v illa g e  in  th e  

s a m e  c o u n ty  a s  L a n y in g  a n d  X ita i  k n o w n  f o r  i t s  e c o n o m ic  a f f lu e n c e  a n d  e n v ia b ly  

h ig h  in d ic a to r s  o f  w e ll-b e in g  — I  s ta y e d  th e r e  fo r  a  m o n th  fo r  c o m p a ra t iv e

15 That m eans only one elected village committee for one administrative village.
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p u r p o s e s .  W a n g  v illa g e  h a d  b e e n  n a m e d  “N o .i  v il la g e ” in  th e  p re f e c tu re  a n d  th e  

v illa g e  h a d  u p  to  0 .1 6  b i l l io n  R M B  in  co lle c tiv e  a s s e ts  a n d  a  r e v e n u e  o f  fo r ty  m ill io n  

R M B  p e r  y e a r . L a n y in g  a n d  X ita i  o n ly  h a d  r e v e n u e s  o f  s e v e ra l  th o u s a n d  Y u a n  a  

y e a r  o r  e v e n  le s s . T h e  g e o g ra p h ic  lo c a t io n  o f  th e  th r e e  v illa g e s  is  s h o w n  in  M a p  1 

w h e r e  i t  c a n  b e  s e e n  t h a t  C h e n g d e  c ity  is  th e  c lo s e s t  c ity  to  th e  th r e e  v illa g e s . A ll 

th r e e  v il la g e s  a r e  c lo se ly  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  a n d  d e e p ly  in f lu e n c e d  b y  th e  m in in g  

b u s in e s s  in  o n e  w a y  o r  a n o th e r  a s  d e s c r ib e d  b e lo w .

O v e ra ll, th e r e  w e re  a b o u t  6 4 7  h o u s e h o ld s  a n d  2 ,3 3 0  r e s id e n ts  r e g is te r e d  in  

L a n y in g  a n d  1 3 0  h o u s e h o ld s  a n d  4 4 0  r e s id e n ts  in  X ita i. T h e  tw o  v illa g e s  w e re  

s e p a r a te d  b y  a  m a in  ro a d , e a c h  v illa g e  o c c u p y in g  o n e  s id e  o f  th is .  I t  s h o u ld  a ls o  b e  

n o te d  t h a t  th e  a r e a  to  th e  n o r th  o f  th e  m a in  r o a d  w a s  d o t te d  w i th  o th e r  v illa g e s  a n d  

2 0  o r  s o  m in in g  s i te s . W h ile  L a n y in g  w a s  s i tu a te d  o n  g e n e ra l ly  f la t  l a n d ,  X ita i  w a s  

in  a  v a lle y  e n c irc le d  b y  m o u n ta in s .  I n  g e n e ra l ,  ro u g h ly  7 0 %  o f  m a le s  a g e d  f ro m  18 

to  4 0  in  L a n y in g  h a d  jo b s  in  m in in g  c o m p a n ie s  w ith  m o n th ly  w a g e s  r a n g in g  f ro m  

1.5 th o u s a n d  R M B  to  3  th o u s a n d  R M B .16 T h e  r e s t  h a d  fa i le d  to  s e c u re  a  jo b  in  

m in in g  d u e  to  la c k  o f  a  c o n n e c tio n , b e in g  p h y s ic a lly  w e a k  o r  h a v in g  o th e r  o p t io n s  

l ik e  r u n n in g  a  g ro c e ry  s h o p  o r  o w n in g  a  t r u c k  to  t r a n s p o r t  i r o n  o re . M o s t  o f  th e  

p e o p le  w h o  u s e d  to  m ig ra te  to  th e  b ig  c it ie s  a s  te m p o r a r y  w o rk e r s  h a d  b y  th i s  t im e  

r e tu r n e d  to  th e i r  v illa g e  s in c e  th e y  c o u ld  n o w  liv e  a t  h o m e  (s a v in g  o n  r e n t  a n d  fo o d )  

a n d  b e  w i th  th e i r  f a m ilie s  w h ile  e a rn in g  a  ro u g h ly  s im i la r  a m o u n t .  T h e re  w e re  

a r o u n d  fiv e  to  e ig h t  h o u s e h o ld s  r u m o u r e d  to  b e  p a r t ic u la r ly  w e a l th y  ( th a t  is ,

16 This might have been even higher including more skilled work such a s  that involving 
operating more complex machinery.
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millionaires)1? and these were among the newly wealthy households most of which 

were strongly associated with the mining business.

Materially, Xitai was not as well off as Lanying. It was located in a valley where 

agricultural land was distributed patchily and was somewhat barren. People were 

also far away from the market, restaurants and hospitals. Residents in Xitai had to 

walk about 4.5 km to the weekly market which was set up in the middle of Lanying 

village. Fewer people in Xitai had regular jobs in the mines because they were not 

as well-connected as the people in Lanying. They were, however, waiting in 

anticipation of a promising opportunity to be offered by a renowned mining 

company, Sky.

Mapi: The three villages

17 Even though they could not say for sure how wealthy they were or even though they 

maybe only had tens o f thousands Yuan, the people in question would certainly never adm it 

their wealth.

Wang V illg a e

•  Chengde
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m il l  ussss. 
Jinn j t i u t

Picture 1.1 Lanying

Picture 1.2 Xitai
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Picture 1.3 Tailing storage in Xitai

Picture 1.4 Lanying’s Paddy field
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S k y ’s  o r ig in a l  p la n  w a s  to  r e n t  a  v a lle y  in  X ita i  to  s to r e  ta i l in g s .18 H o w e v e r , th e  

v i l la g e r s  o f  X ita i h a d  re je c te d  t h a t  p la n  b e c a u s e  i f  th e y  h a d  a c c e p te d  i t  th e y  w o u ld  

o n ly  h a v e  b e e n  a b le  to  b e n e f i t  f ro m  th e  o n e -o f f  le a s in g  p a y m e n t .  F u r th e r m o r e ,  th e y  

h a d  a ls o  b e e n  c o n c e rn e d  a b o u t  p o te n t ia l  p o l lu t io n . A s a  r e s u l t  o f  th i s  in i t ia l  

r e je c t io n , S k y  d e c id e d  to  s e t  u p  a  p r o d u c t io n  m ill  in  a d d i t io n  to  r e n t in g  a  p a r t  o f  th e  

v a lle y  to  s to r e  ta i l in g s . T h is  w a s  s e e n  a s  a  m o re  s u s ta in a b le  o p t io n  b y  th e  v illa g e rs  

g iv e n  t h a t  i t  w o u ld  a llo w  th e m  to  lo o k  fo r  o p p o r tu n i t ie s  to  w o rk  in  t h e  p r o d u c t io n  

m ill o r  to  b u y  c a r r ia g e  t r u c k s  to  t r a n s p o r t  i r o n  o re . In i t ia l ly , th e  c o n tr a c t  f o r  r e n t in g  

th e  v a lle y  ( a b o u t  5  k m  lo n g )  w a s  s e t t le d  a t  th e  p r ic e  o f  16 0  th o u s a n d  R M B  w ith o u t  

in fo rm in g  th e  v illa g e rs . T h e  v illa g e rs  w e re  in f u r ia te d  w h e n  th e y  f o u n d  o u t , h o w e v e r , 

s in c e  16 0  th o u s a n d  d iv id e d  b y  4 4 0  m e a n t  e a c h  p e r s o n  o n ly  g e t t in g  a  c o u p le  o f  

h u n d r e d  R M B  w h e n  th e y  b e lie v e d  th e y  c o u ld  o b ta in  m u c h  m o re . I t  w a s  w id e ly  h e ld  

t h a t  th e y  h a d  b e e n  d e c e iv e d  b y  th e  h e a d  o f  th e  v illa g e  o n  th is  m a t te r  a n d  th e  

p r o p o s e d  a g r e e m e n t  w a s  th e re fo re  tu r n e d  d o w n . A f te r  th i s  S k y  w a s  c o m p e lle d  to  

n e g o t ia te  in d iv id u a l  c o n tr a c ts  w ith  e a c h  h o u s e h o ld  fo r  a n y  p ie c e  o f  l a n d  t h a t  

n e e d e d  to  b e  r e q u is i t io n e d .1? T h e  p r ic e  o f  r e q u is i t io n  v a r ie d  to  a n  e n o rm o u s  e x te n t ,  

th e  c o s t  r a n g in g  f ro m  1.2 m illio n  Y u a n  to  a  c o u p le  o f  th o u s a n d  Y u a n , b u t  in v a r ia b ly  

fa v o u re d  th e  w e a lth y  m a k in g  th e  p o o r  p o o r e r  a n d  th e  r ic h  r ic h e r  (q io n g d e q io n g , 

f u d e f u ) .  W h e n  I  v is i te d  a g a in  in  th e  s u m m e r  o f  2 0 0 8  p r o d u c t io n  m ills  h a d  a lr e a d y

b e e n  s e t  u p  in  X ita i a n d  w e re  o p e ra t in g  o n  t r i a l  a l th o u g h  s o m e  o f  t h e  le a s e s  h a d

18 As non-stop production continued long-term, more and more tailings (the remaining 

unused minerals/rocks etc. after iron extraction) needed  to be stored. Mining com panies 
would generally purchase tailing storage years ahead  of production.

19 Land is still in collective ownership but it has been divided into p ieces and rented to 
individuals on a  30-year lease. For more details se e  C hapter 2.
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s t i l l  n o t  b e e n  s ig n e d  b y  a  fe w  v illa g e rs .

T h e  e x c e p tio n a l  s t a tu s  t h a t  W a n g  v illa g e  h a d  a c h ie v e d  w a s  a lso  d u e  to  th e  

m in in g  b u s in e s s .  I n  c o n t r a s t  w ith  L a n y in g  a n d  X ita i, w h e re  v il la g e rs  m a in ly  e i th e r  

w o rk e d  f o r  o r  p o s s ib ly  n e g o t ia te d  le a s in g  c o n tr a c ts  w ith  e x te rn a l  c o m p a n ie s  s u c h  

a s  S ky , a  c o m p a n y  b a s e d  in  I n n e r  M o n g o lia , th e  la rg e s t  m in in g  b u s in e s s  in  W a n g  

v illa g e  w a s  a c tu a lly  o w n e d  b y  th e  v illa g e  c o m m itte e .  S u b s ta n t ia l  p ro f i t s  th e re fo re  

w e n t  to  th e  c o lle c tiv e ,20 n o t  to  o u ts id e r s .  A f te r  su c c e s s fu lly  b e c o m in g  th e  b ig g e s t 

s h a r e h o ld e r  o f  th e  f o r m e r  s ta te d -o w n e d  m in in g  m ill  in  W a n g  v illa g e  in  2 0 0 6 ,  th e  

c o lle c tiv e  a s s e ts  o f  th e  e n te r p r is e  r e a c h e d  0 .1 6  b i l l io n  R M B  w ith  a  y e a r ly  ta x  

r e v e n u e  o f  a t  le a s t  f o r ty  m il l io n  R M B . I n  W a n g  v illa g e , 4 0 0  h o u s e h o ld s  o u t  o f  a  

to ta l  o f  4 8 0  r a n  th e i r  o w n  b u s in e s s e s  w h ile  t h i r ty  h a d  p r iv a te  c a r s .21 B e s id e s  

c o lle c tiv e  e n te r p r is e s ,  s e v e n te e n  e n te r p r is e s  w e re  o w n e d  b y  in d iv id u a l  v illa g e rs , t e n  

o f  t h e s e  b e in g  o n  a  la rg e  sc a le , w ith  a  g ro s s  p r o d u c t  v a lu e  a m o u n t in g  to  0 .1  b i l l io n  

R M B  in  to ta l .  T h e  v a s t  m a jo r i ty  o f  th e  e n te r p r i s e s  ( b u t  n o t  a ll)  w e re  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  

m in in g .22

Envy as scenarios

I  w a s  in t r o d u c e d  to  L a n y in g  th r o u g h  m y  f a th e r ’s  c o n n e c t io n s .23 H e  u s e d  to  b e  

a  p a r ty  s e c r e ta r y  fo r  th e  c o u n ty  in  th e  la te  1 9 9 0 s . W h e n  I  d e c id e d  to  c o n d u c t

20 Even the allocation of such profits was questioned to som e extent.
21 The num ber of those with transport vehicles is not included here. Here I am  referring to 
four-seater cars.
22 The village committee used to run other business a s  well, such a s  a  brick factory, a  sugar 
refinery and a fireworks factory. However, they were not a s  profitable a s  the main business 

and have all now been closed down.

23 I w as introduced to Xitai by the village head of Lanying village after living in Lanying for a 
few months.
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r e s e a r c h  o n  w in d fa ll  w e a l th 2* in  th e  re g io n , m y  f a th e r  a r r a n g e d  a  fe w  t r ip s  fo r  m e  

to  h e lp  m e  s e le c t  a  s u i ta b le  f ie ld  s ite . L a n y in g  a t t r a c te d  m e  im m e d ia te ly  b e c a u s e  i t  

w a s  w h e r e  th e  o ffice s  f o r  L a n y in g 2s to w n s h ip  w e re  s i tu a te d .  T h e  to w n s h ip  h a d  

m o r e  t h a n  tw e n ty  i r o n  o re  p ro c e s s in g  c o m p a n ie s  a n d  L a n y in g  v illa g e  s e e m e d  to  b e  

r ig h t  in  th e  c e n tr e  o f  a ll t h e  g o in g s  o n . P e o p le  w e n t  th e r e  f o r  n e g o tia t io n s ,  to  m a k e  

d e a ls  a n d  to  s e t t le  d is p u te s  a n d  g o v e rn m e n t  o ff ic ia ls , b u s in e s s m e n  a n d  p e t i t io n e r s  

w e re  c o n s ta n t ly  c o m in g  in  a n d  o u t . T h e  r e s id e n ts  o f  L a n y in g  a n d  X ita i w e re  in  th e  

p ro c e s s  o f  w itn e s s in g  th e  g ro w th  o f  w e a l th  in  th e  lo c a l e c o n o m y 26 b u t  w e re  n o t  

s h a r in g  in  th e  b e n e f i t s  in  th e  s a m e  w a y  a s  th e  n e ig h b o u r in g  v illa g e s  w h e re  la rg e  

i r o n  o re  d e p o s i ts  w e re  s i tu a te d  (L a n y in g  a n d  X ita i  h a d  m u c h  s m a lle r  i r o n  o re  

d e p o s i t s ) .2? W itn e s s in g  w in d fa ll  w e a l th  b u t  b e in g  d e p r iv e d  o f  i t  p r o v id e d  ju s t  th e  

c i r c u m s ta n c e s  t h a t  m ig h t  p ro v o k e  en v y . W h e n  th e  p a r ty  s e c re ta ry  o f  th e  to w n s h ip  

d e s c r ib e d  h o w  th e i r  ta x  re v e n u e  h a d  r is e n  to  0 .2  b i l l io n 28 R M B  in  2 0 0 6  ( c o m p a re d  

to  o n ly  t e n s  o f  m il l io n s  R M B  th e  y e a r  b e fo re )  a n d  h o w  th e  a b u n d a n t  d e p o s i ts  h a d  

s u r p r i s e d  e v e ry o n e , I  j u s t  c o u ld  n o t  h e lp  s u g g e s tin g  to  m y  f a th e r  t h a t  th is  w a s  th e  

p la c e  f o r  m y  re s e a rc h . M y  f a th e r  t h e n  l e t  i t  b e  k n o w n  t h a t  i t  w a s  m y  in te n t io n  to  

s ta y  f o r  h a l f  a  y e a r  to  a  y e a r  to  u n d e r s t a n d  r u r a l  d e v e lo p m e n t  in  th e  a re a . I  f o u n d

24 The windfall wealth w as only just noticeable when I started my fieldwork; now the tax 
revenue of the county has doubled or even tripled, however.
25 Lanying village shares its nam e with the township. In the thesis, unless otherwise 

indicated, Lanying by itself indicates Lanying village.
26 As described above, it w as the mining com panies who gained the biggest share of the 
profits. If the village had iron ore deposits or a  valley to rent out for tailings, however, a s  in 

Xitai’s  case , considerable wealth could still be accum ulated.
27 Xitai has more iron ore deposits in the valleys under the barren land but these  still seem  
minimal com pared to the large deposits found in other villages of the Lanying Township.
28 It accounted for one third of the county’s tax revenue, there being 22 townships in the 

county.
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t h a t  I  c o u ld  n o t  s im p ly  in t ro d u c e  m y  r e s e a rc h  a s  b e in g  o n  e n v y  o r  “re d -e y e ” a s  i t  

w a s  h a r d  to  e x p la in  w h y  I  w a s  n o t  s tu d y in g  s o m e th in g  g r a n d  a n d  im p o r ta n t  l ik e  th e  

lo c a l e c o n o m ic  a c h ie v e m e n ts . E n v y  ju s t  s e e m e d  to o  n e g a tiv e  a n d  in s ig n if ic a n t  a  

to p ic  f o r  g o v e rn m e n t  o ff ic ia ls  a n d  v illa g e rs  a lik e  to  ta k e  s e r io u s ly . A s c o u ld  h a v e  

b e e n  e x p e c te d , th e  p a r ty  s e c re ta ry  o f  th e  to w n s h ip  w a s  n o t  s u r e  w h y  I  in te n d e d  to  

s ta y  th e r e  fo r  t h a t  lo n g . N o n e th e le s s , h e  c a lle d  in  t h e  v illa g e  h e a d  w h o  q u ic k ly  

f o u n d  m e  m y  f i r s t  h o s te s s .  I  m o v e d  in  th e  fo llo w in g  w eek .

T h e  d e te c t io n  o f  e n v y  in  th e  d is c o u rs e  a n d  p ra c t ic e  o f  lo c a l p e o p le  w a s , 

h o w e v e r , f a r  m o re  c o n v o lu te d  a n d  d if f ic u lt  th a n  f in d in g  a  p ro m is in g  f ie ld  s ite . 

T h e re  w e re  lo ts  o f  d a y s  w h e n  I  c o u ld  n o t  f in d  a n y o n e  to  ta lk  to  a b o u t  en v y . N e i th e r  

d id  p e o p le  s e e m  p a r t ic u la r ly  k e e n  to  d is c u s s  th i s  s u b je c t  w i th  e a c h  o th e r .  N o r , fo r  

t h a t  m a t te r ,  c o u ld  I  id e n tify  a n y  o b v io u s  s ig n s  o f  e n v y  a r o u n d  m e , b e  th i s  in  th e  

fo r m  o f  g o s s ip , a rg u m e n ts ,  re a l  f ig h ts  o r  m in o r  o ffe n c e s . F o r  q u i te  s o m e  t im e , I  w a s  

a lm o s t  c o m p le te ly  b a f f le d  b y  th is  s ta te  o f  a ffa irs . I t  fe l t  in a p p r o p r ia te  a n d  a w k w a rd  

to  b r in g  u p  th e  to p ic  w h e n  p e o p le  d id  n o t  w a n t  to  ta lk  a b o u t  it. A s a  C h in e s e  p e r s o n  

I  w a s  e x p e c te d  to  r e s p e c t  th is  u n w illin g n e s s . I f  I  d id  n o t  I  f e a r e d  t h a t  I  c o u ld  e a s ily  

d e s t r o y  th e  n e w ly  b u i l t  r e la t io n s h ip s  I  w a s  b u i ld in g  u p  w i th  p e o p le . A m o n g  o th e r  

th in g s ,  I  fe l t  i t  w o u ld  b e  a w k w a rd  i f  I  r a is e d  th e  q u e s t io n  o f  en v y  a n d  i f  p e o p le  th e n  

e x p re s s e d  th e i r  e n v y  to w a rd s  m e  -  s e e in g  I  w a s  b e t t e r  e d u c a te d , c a m e  f ro m  a  c ity  

(w h ic h  im p lie d  b e t t e r  m a te r ia l  c o n d i t io n s )  a n d  h a d  e v e n  s tu d ie d  a n d  liv e d  

a b r o a d .2? T h e n  o n e  d a y  I  w a lk e d  in to  a  n o o d le  s h o p  fo r  n o  p a r t ic u la r  r e a s o n  a n d

29 I tried to play down my (or rather my father’s) connections with the township officials a s  
much a s  I could.
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m e t  a  s u rp r is in g ly  in c is iv e  a n d  c a n d id  la d y  w h o  e x p la in e d  e v e ry th in g  to  m e . S h e  

to ld  m e  a b o u t  th e  d if fe re n c e s  b e tw e e n  x ia n m u  ( n o n -m a lic io u s  e n v y ) a n d  re d -e y e  

(m a lic io u s  e n v y ), a b o u t  h o w  p e o p le  w o u ld  s e e  m e  ( in  m y  ro le  a s  a  P h D  s tu d e n t) ,  

u n d e r  w h a t  c i r c u m s ta n c e s  th e y  w o u ld  e n v y  o th e r s ,  u n d e r  w h a t  c i r c u m s ta n c e s  e n v y  

w o u ld  b e  o u t  o f  th e  q u e s t io n , h o w  s h e  c o u ld  d e te c t  en v y , w h e re  to  p a y  a t te n t io n  

w h e n  lo o k in g  f o r  it , a n d  so  o n . I t  w a s  n o t  u n t i l  th e n  th a t  a ll m y  p re v io u s  

o b s e rv a tio n s  o f  w e d d in g s , in fo rm a l  g a th e r in g s , lu n c h e s ,  d in n e r s ,  fa m ily  v is its  a n d  

e v e ry d a y  c o n v e r s a t io n s  s t a r t e d  to  m a k e  s e n s e . O n  th e  o n e  h a n d ,  a s  a  n o v ic e  in  r u r a l  

life , I  w a s  n o t  a b le  to  m a s te r  th e  s u b t le ty  o f  th e i r  la n g u a g e  u s e , th e i r  s e n s e  o f  

p ro p r ie ty  a n d  th e i r  m o ra l  b e h a v io u rs .  O n  th e  o th e r  h a n d ,  I  w a s  u n c o n s c io u s ly  

p a r t ic ip a t in g  in  th e  c o n c e a lm e n t  o f  en v y . I t  w a s  n o t  u n t i l  I  m a d e  m y  o w n  

c o n c e a lm e n t  e x p lic i t  a n d  c o n s tru c tiv e  t h a t  I  c o u ld  ju s t i f y  a n d  b e g in  to  u n d e r s t a n d  

a ll t h a t  I  h a d  o b s e rv e d  a n d  r e c o rd e d  in  r e la t io n  to  r u r a l  so c ia l life .

E m o tio n a l  in te r s u b je c t iv i ty  h a s  p ro v e n  to  b e  p r o d u c t iv e  a n d  f ru i t fu l  in  m a n y  

e th n o g ra p h ie s .  A s  L a u ’s  e x p lo ra t io n  o f  d ia s p o r ic  T ib e ta n s ’ e m o tio n a l  e x p e r ie n c e  

a n d  c o n c e p tu a l is a t io n  o f  s h a m e  sh o w s , th e  e n t r y  p o in t  w a s  g a in e d  b y  m e a n s  o f  a  

k e y  e p is o d e  in  h i s  o w n  e m o tio n a l  e x p e r ie n c e  w h e n  h e  in te r f e r e d  in  a  v io le n t  f ig h t, 

w h ic h  c a u s e d  h im  to  fe e l s h a m e . T h is  e x p e r ie n c e , h o w e v e r , a s  L a u  r e c o g n is e d  la te r ,  

“le d  to  v a lu a b le  in s ig h ts  in to  th e  ro le  o f  e m o tio n s  in  lo c a l so c ia l h ie r a r c h ie s ”, 

s e n s i t is in g  h im  “to  th e  im p o r ta n c e  o f  h ie r a r c h ic a l  b o u n d a r ie s  a n d  th e  g aze  o f  

o th e r s ” in  h is  in f o r m a n ts ’ liv e s  (L au , 2 0 0 8 :  152). I n  m y  c a se , i t  w a s  m y  c u l tu r a l  

p ro x im ity  (o r  a t  le a s t  th e  e x p e c ta t io n  o f  p ro x im ity  to  m y  in f o r m a n ts )  t h a t  m a d e



e n v y  u n u t te r a b le  f o r  m e  in  th e  b e g in n in g . T h is  w a s  n o t  t h e  m o s t  im p o r ta n t  r e a s o n  

fo r  th i s  u n f o r tu n a te  p e r io d  o f  “id le ” f ie ld w o rk  in  th e  f i r s t  fe w  m o n th s ,  th o u g h . I t  

w a s  n o t  u n t i l  ta lk in g  to  th e  n o o d le  s h o p  la d y  t h a t  th e  b i t s  a n d  p ie c e s  I  h a d  o b s e rv e d  

c a m e  to g e th e r  a n d  i t  w a s  n o t  u n t i l  th e n  t h a t  I  r e a l is e d  t h a t  i f  la n g u a g e , b e h a v io u r , 

s o c ia l  g a th e r in g s  a n d  n a r r a t iv e s  c o u ld  n o t  b e  p u t  to g e th e r  in to  a n  e n v y -s c e n a r io , 

th e n  th e y  w o u ld  j u s t  r e m a in  b i t s  a n d  p ie c e s . I t  th e r e f o r e  b e c a m e  c le a r  t h a t  th e  

c o n d it io n s ,,  b e lie fs , b e h a v io u rs ,  e v e n ts  a n d  p a r t ic u la r  r e a c t io n s  to  e v e n ts  t h a t  h a d  

m a d e  o r  h a d  n o t  m a d e  m u n d a n e  h a p p e n in g s  e n v y  s c e n a r io s  s h o u ld  r e p r e s e n t  th e  

m a jo r  s p h e r e  o f  m y  e n q u iry . A s L y o n  p o in ts  o u t ,  “s o c ia l  r e la t io n s  t e n d  to  b e  

a c k n o w le d g e d  in  t e r m s  o f  h o w  th e y  a r e  p a r t  o f  a n  e th n o g r a p h ic  c o n te x t , th e  

c u l tu r a l  c i r c u m s ta n c e s  t h a t  g ive  e m o tio n s  th e i r  e x p re s s iv e  f o rm s  a n d  th e i r  m e a n in g , 

r a th e r  t h a n  a s  f o u n d a t io n a l  in  th e  g e n e s is  o f  e m o t io n ” (L y o n , 1995 : 2 5 7 ). M o re o v e r , 

“a n  im p o r ta n t  im p lic a t io n  o f  a  t r u ly  s o c ia l- r e la t io n a l  p e r s p e c t iv e  o n  e m o tio n  is  to  

se e  n o t  o n ly  h o w  e m o tio n  h a s  so c ia l  c o n s e q u e n c e s , b u t  h o w  so c ia l r e la t io n s  

th e m s e lv e s  m a y  g e n e ra te  e m o t io n ” (L y o n , 1995: 2 5 8 ) . T h is  b e in g  th e  c a se , m y  

r e s e a r c h  s e ts  o u t  to  d is c e rn  th e  so c ia l c o n d it io n s ,  b e lie fs , b e h a v io u r s  a n d  e v e n ts  

w h ic h  a r e  k e y  to  g lu in g  to g e th e r  o r  d is s ip a t in g  e n v y  s c e n a r io s .

The chapters

C h a p te r  1 s t a r t s  w i th  t h e  p u b lic  d is c o u rs e  o n  e n v y  a f te r  1978 ; m o re  sp ec if ica lly , 

I  p ro v id e  a  re v ie w  o f  th e  d is c u s s io n  o f  re d -e y e  d is e a s e  (h o n g y a n  b in g ) a n d  

w e a l th - h a t r e d  m e n ta l i ty  (c h o u fu  x in ta i ) f o u n d  in  th e  h ig h ly  in f lu e n t ia l  n e w s p a p e rs  

P e o p le ’s  D a ily  a n d  E c o n o m ic  D a ily  f ro m  th e  e a r ly  1 9 8 0 s  to  th e  p r e s e n t .  W h e th e r
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in c r e a s e d  in e q u a l i ty  le a d s  to  m o re  e n v y  h a s  b e e n  th e  c e n tr a l  c o n c e rn  fo r  m a n y  

th e o r is ts .  T h is  c h a p te r  fo llo w s  o n  lo g ica lly  f ro m  th i s  c o n c e rn  a n d  e x a m in e s  th e  

d e b a ta b le  c o r r e la t io n  b e tw e e n  r is in g  e c o n o m ic  in e q u a l i ty  in  p o s t - r e f o r m  C h in a  a n d  

th e  o c c u r re n c e  o f  en v y . T h e  c h ie f  q u e s t io n  f e a tu r e d  in  th i s  c h a p te r  c o n c e rn s  h o w  

th e  so c ia l is t  s ta te  h a s  ta c k le d  r is in g  in e q u a l i ty  b y , in  p a r t ,  c o n d e m n in g  re d -e y e  

d is e a s e  a n d  w e a l th - h a t r e d  in  s ta te - m a n ip u la te d  n e w s p a p e r s  a n d  h o w , in  so  d o in g , 

in e q u a l i ty  h a s  b e e n  s u c c e s s fu lly  in t r o d u c e d  a n d  e n v y  d is m is s e d . T h e  r e a s o n  fo r  

b e g in n in g  th e  d is c u s s io n  b y  lo o k in g  a t  p u b l ic  d is c o u r s e s  is  n o t  o n ly  to  s h o w  h o w  

th e  p ro b le m  o f  e n v y  h a s  c a u g h t  th e  p u b l ic ’s  a t te n t io n  b u t  a ls o  to  d e m o n s t r a te  h o w  

th e  w id e ly  in f lu e n t ia l  p u b l ic  d is c u s s io n  h a s  in  m a n y  w a y s  im p a c te d  o n  d is c o u rs e s  

o f  e n v y  a t  th e  lo c a l lev e l. C h a p te r  2  m o v e s  o n to  th e  lo c a l d e f in i t io n  o f  re d -e y e  a n d  

i ts  a s s o c ia t io n  w ith  m in in g  d is p u te s  in  X ita i. I t  d is c u s s e s  h o w  v illa g e rs  d is t in g u is h  

x ia n m u  ( n o n -m a lic io u s  en v y , in  m y  te r m s )  a n d  j i d u  (m a lic io u s  en v y , in  m y  te r m s )  

a n d  h o w  th e y  d r a w  th e  b o u n d a r ie s  b e tw e e n  re d -e y e  a c t io n s  a n d  o th e r ,  p e r h a p s  

m o re  ju s t i f ia b le ,  a c tio n s . T h e s e  b o u n d a r ie s  h a v e  b e e n  c o n te s te d  a n d  n e g o t ia te d  

u n d e r  d i f f e r e n t  c o n te x ts  a n d  th e  a t t r ib u t io n  o f  m a lic io u s  e n v y  h a s  th e re fo re  

s o m e tim e s  b e e n  a p p l ie d  a n d  s o m e tim e s  re je c te d . C h a p te r  3  is  a b o u t  e v e ry d a y  

e n c o u n te r s  w ith  e n v y  in  L an y in g . I t  in c lu d e s  k e y  s c e n a r io s  o f  e n v y  t h a t  w e re  

e x p e r ie n c e d  b y  m y  in fo rm a n ts ,  m o re  sp e c if ic a lly  th o s e  r e la te d  to  m o n e y , w e a lth  

a n d  “c u l tu r e ”. I n  th i s  c h a p te r ,  I  f u r th e r  d is t in g u is h  m a lic io u s  e n v y  f ro m  a d m ir in g  

e n v y  a n d  in v e s t ig a te  th e  p o s s ib le  f a c to r s  t r a n s f o r m in g  n o n -m a lic io u s  en v y  in to  

m a lic io u s  en v y , w h ic h  a lso  le a d s  to  a  d is c u s s io n  a b o u t  a m b iv a le n t  te n d e n c ie s
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r e la t in g  to  d is p la y in g  a n d  c o n c e a lin g  o n e s  w e a lth .

C h a p te r  4  f u r th e r  e x a m in e s  th e  d i le m m a  a r is in g  b e c a u s e  o f  t h e  n e e d /d e s i r e  to  

d is p la y  w e a l th  a n d  th e  im p o r ta n c e  o f  a v o id in g  e n v y  in  th e  c o n te x t  o f  c h a n g in g  

m o r a l  p ra c t ic e s  in  C h in a  to d a y . T h is  c h a p te r  e x p la in s  h o w  i t  w a s  la rg e ly  d e e m e d  to  

b e  a  s in  to  b e  e n v ie d  in  C h in e se  c la s s ic a l w r i t in g s . T h e  ta c t ic s  m y  in f o r m a n ts  u s e  to  

a v o id  c o m m it t in g  s u c h  a  s in , a n d  in  p a r t ic u la r  th e  ro le  o f  h a v in g  g o o d  r e n y u a n  ( in  

b r ie f ,  h a v in g  g o o d  so c ia l r e la t io n s h ip s )  in  a v e r t in g  re d -e y e , a r e  e x p la in e d  in  th is  

c h a p te r .  I t  is  a rg u e d  t h a t  i f  y o u  h a v e  g o o d  r e n y u a n  m a lic io u s  e n v y  s h o u ld  in  th e o ry  

n o t  b e  p ro v o k e d  in  o th e r s .  H o w e v e r , g o o d  r e n y u a n  c a n  o n ly  fu n c t io n  in  th i s  w a y  

w h e n  th e  e n v io u s  h a v e  h ig h -q u a l i ty  (g a o  s u z h i ) c h a r a c te r is t ic s  to  b e g in  w ith  ( th a t  

is , w h e n  th e y  a r e  u n d e r s ta n d in g  a n d  “c iv ilis e d ”); o th e rw is e ,  m a lic io u s  a c t io n s  m a y  

s ti l l  fo llo w . B y e x a m in in g  th e  e x te n t  to  w h ic h  th e  s in  o f  e n v y  c a n  b e  su c c e s s fu lly  

re m o v e d , th i s  c h a p te r  re v e a ls  th e  h id d e n  m o ra l  d i le m m a  a r is in g  f ro m  th e  c o n f lic t  

b e tw e e n  th e  s o c ia l is t  id e a l  a n d  p r e s s in g  so c ia l re a l i t ie s . C h a p te r  5  is  a b o u t  c u l tu r a l  

s t r a te g ie s  u s e d  to  p la c a te  th e  e n v ie r . T h e  b e l ie f  in  a u s p ic io u s n e s s ,  lu c k  a n d  fa te  

s e e m s  to  b e  c ru c ia l  in  fe n d in g  o f f  en v y , ju s t i fy in g  th e  w in d fa ll  w e a l th  o th e r  p e o p le  

h a v e  a c h ie v e d  a n d , m o s t  im p o r ta n t ly ,  c o n s o lin g  th o s e  w h o  h a v e  b e e n  le s s  fo r tu n a te .  

O n  th e  o n e  h a n d ,  b y  s tr a te g ic a lly  a t t r ib u t in g  s u d d e n  w e a l th  to  o n e s  a u s p ic io u s n e s s ,  

lu c k  a n d  fa te , a n y  a c tio n s  m o t iv a te d  b y  e n v y  c a n  b e  c o n s t r u e d  a s  u n ju s t if ia b le . O n  

th e  o th e r  h a n d ,  th e  b e l ie f  in  a u s p ic io u s n e s s ,  lu c k  a n d  f a te  c a n  a lso  c o n so le  o n e s  

s e n s e  o f  f a i lu r e  a n d  in fe r io r i ty  th r o u g h  fe e lin g s  o f  en v y . A s  I  s h o w  in  th is  c h a p te r ,  

b y  m e a n s  o f  e la b o ra t in g  o n  th e  c o m p le x it ie s  a n d  a m b ig u i t ie s  o f  th e s e  b e lie fs , th e y
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h a v e  s ig n if ic a n tly  r e s t r ic te d  th e  sp a c e  in  w h ic h  e n v y  a n d  a s s o c ia te d  m a lic io u s  

a c t io n s  c a n  o p e ra te .  C h a p te r  6  in v e s t ig a te s  th e  s ig n if ic a n c e  o f  th e  p a r e n t- c h i ld  

r e la t io n s h ip  fo r  a n  u n d e r s ta n d in g  o f  e n v y  in  C h in a  to d a y . U p w a rd  m o b il i ty  is  a  

c e n tr a l  c o n c e rn  f o r  b o th  p a r e n t s ’ a n d  c h i ld r e n ’s  s e p a r a te  v e n tu re s .  H ie ra rc h ic a l  

s to p s  -  i.e . t h e  fe e lin g  t h a t  w h a t  o n e  a s p ir e s  to  is  u n a t t a in a b le  -  a lso  r e p r e s e n t  o n e  

k in d  o f  fe e lin g  d e p r iv e d  t h a t  m ig h t  a ro u s e  en v y . A s d is c u s s e d  b y  V a n e s s a  F o n g  a n d  

o th e r s ,  th e  e x c e p tio n a l  h o p e s  o n e  h a s  fo r  o n e s  c h i ld r e n  in  C h in e se  fa m ilie s  

c o m p le m e n ts  t h e  p a r e n t s ’ o w n  u n fu lf i l le d  e n d e a v o u r s .  I n  th e  c o n c lu s io n , I  re v ie w  

th e  m o s t  e la b o r a te d  a n th ro p o lo g ic a l  th e o r y  o f  en v y , th e  o n e  p u t  fo rw a rd  b y  F o s te r  

(1 9 7 2 ), a n d  s u m m a r is e  h o w  th e  c a se  o f  C h in a  h a s  re v is e d  o u r  u n d e r s ta n d in g  o f  th e  

c o n d i t io n  o f  e n v y  a n d  h o w  th is  n e w  v is io n  o ffe rs  im p o r ta n t  a l te rn a t iv e s  fo r  

a n a ly s in g  e n v y  i n  f a s t - c h a n g in g  so c ie tie s .
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Chapter 1: The public discourse on envy after 1978

F ir s t  in  th e  c o u n try s id e ,  th e n  in  c itie s , s o m e  p e o p le  s ta r te d  

b e c o m in g  r ic h . T h is  s h o u ld  h a v e  b e e n  a  g o o d  th in g . B u t s o m e  p e o p le  

c a u g h t  th e  “re d -e y e ” d is e a s e  (h o n g y a n  b in g )  a n d  “w e re  h a p p y  w h e n  

o th e r  p e o p le  b e c a m e  im p o v e r is h e d  w h ile  g ru d g in g  o th e r s  th e i r  b e in g  

w e a l th y  (x ir e n q io n g , y u a n r e n fu ) ”. W h e n  o th e r  p e o p le  b e c a m e  w e a lth y , 

e n v y  c a m e  in to  b e in g  a n d  l ib e llo u s  t a lk  w a s  u t t e r e d  (x in s h e n g d u , 

k o u s h e n g b a n g ). T h e re  w e re  a ls o  o th e r s  w h o  s a w  m o n e y  a c c u m u la te  in  

o th e r  p e o p le ’s  p o c k e ts  a n d  w h o  th e n  e a rn e s t ly  b e g a n  c ra v in g  fo r  e q u a l 

w e a l th  fo r  th e m s e lv e s .

P e o p le ’s  D a ily ,  19843°

R e m a rk s  o n  w e a l th - h a t r e d 31 (c h o u fu  x i n ta i ) c a n  o f te n  b e  s e e n  in  

t h e  n e w s p a p e rs .  T h e  h in t  s e e m s  to  b e  o b v io u s , i.e . o u r  p e o p le  h a v e  b e e n  

a c c u s to m e d  to  b e in g  p o o r  a n d  n o w  th a t  th e y  s e e  o th e r  p e o p le  g e tt in g  

r ic h , t h e i r  m in d s  b e c o m e  tw is te d  a n d  th e i r  h e a r t s  h a te fu l .  T h is  is  

s u p p o r te d  b y  fa c ts  lik e  m il l io n a ir e s  b e in g  k id n a p p e d ,  lu x u ry  c a r s  b e in g  

s c r a tc h e d . T h e  c r im in a ls  a r e  s u b s e q u e n t ly  r e f e r r e d  to  a s  “s o m e  o r  

a n o th e r  p o o r  p e r s o n ”. I  th in k  w e  s h o u ld  b e  c a u t io u s  a b o u t  u s in g  th e  

t e r m  “w e a l th - h a t r e d ”, th o u g h .  I t  m a y  g iv e  o u t  th e  w ro n g  im p re s s io n .

P e o p le ’s  D a i ly , 2 0 0 s 32

E n v y , a c c o rd in g  to  V a n  S o m m e rs ,  is  t h e  p a in  fe lt  a t  t h e  g o o d  f o r tu n e  o f  o th e r s  

(V a n  S o m m e rs ,  1 9 8 8 : 1). I n  o th e r  w o rd s , th e  p a in  is  p r e c o n d i t io n e d  b y  th e  re la t iv e  

p o s i t io n  o f  in e q u a l i ty  m a d e  e v id e n t  b y  th e  c o m p a r is o n  b e tw e e n  th e  s u b je c t  a n d  th e  

o b je c t  o f  en v y . T h is  h a s  le d  m a n y  th e o r i s t s  to  r e g a r d  e n v y  a s  “th e  d e s i r e  to  

e l im in a te  in e q u a l i ty ” a n d  to  th e r e f o r e  m a k e  s u b s e q u e n t  c la im s  r e g a rd in g  th e  

e n v y - in e q u a li ty  r e la t io n s h ip ,  s u c h  a s  th e  c la im s  th a t  “th e  b a s is  fo r  e n v y  is  a  c o n c e rn  

f o r  e q u a l i ty ” a n d  “r e d u c in g  in e q u a l i ty  w ill r e d u c e  e n v y ”, a s  B en  Z e ’e v  h a s  s u c c in c tly

30 Unless otherwise indicated, all the translations from Chinese into English are mine.
Fei, Zhi. 1984. “Hongyan and yanhong" (“Red-eye and eye-red"). People’s Daily, 13 

Septem ber
31 It is also argued that this originated from malicious envy too. A more detailed discussion 
will follow.

32 Lei, Shuyan. 2005. “Manshuo ‘choufu’ (Be careful when labelling it wealth-hatred)”, 

People’s Daily, 15 November: Supplement.
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s u m m a r is e d  (B e n  Z e ’ev , 1 992 : 551). E n v y  is  a ls o  t h e  s u b je c t ’s  fe e lin g  o f  in fe r io r i ty  

a s  e x p e r ie n c e d  w ith  r e g a r d  to  o th e r  p e o p le ’s  g o o d  f o r tu n e .  U n e q u a l  p o w e r  r e la t io n s  

m a y  a lso , th e re fo re ,  g iv e  r is e  to  e n v y  o r  in te n s ify  th e  e n v io u s  fe e lin g  a s  “th e  fe e lin g  

o f  e n v y  is  b o th  a  m a n if e s ta t io n  o f  th is  la c k  o f  p o w e r  a n d  a  c o m p e n s a t io n  f o r  th e  

la c k  o f  p o w e r  s u f f e r e d ” (S c h u tte , 1 983 : 2 2 7 ).

I t  a p p e a r s  t h a t  e n v y  is  in e v ita b ly  r e la te d  to  e g a l i ta r ia n  c o n c e rn s . A s d e  

T o c q u e v ille  a n d  D o u g la s  c o m m e n t ,  e n v y  c a n  b e  s e e n  a s  a  m o tiv a t io n  fo r  a c q u ir in g  

g o o d s  a n d  fo r  e c o n o m ic  d e v e lo p m e n t  m o re  g e n e ra lly ; s t r a te g ie s  a n d  p o lic ie s  to  

a d d r e s s  e n v y  c a n , th u s ,  p o s it iv e ly  le a d  to  th e  b e t t e r  a c h ie v e m e n t  o f  d e m o c ra c y  

(D o u g la s  a n d  I s h e rw o o d , 1 996 : 6 -2 0 ;  L lo b e ra , 2 0 0 3 :  6 7 ). I n  o th e r  w o rd s , th e s e  

a u th o r s ,  o n  g r o u n d s  o th e r  t h a n  th o s e  to  d o  w i th  en v y , a d v o c a te  a  r e d u c t io n  o f  

in e q u a l i ty  a n d  th e  r e a l is a t io n  o f  e q u a li ty  o f  o p p o r tu n i ty .  T h e y  a r e  n o t  a rg u in g  fo r  

e q u a li ty  o f  o p p o r tu n i ty  b e c a u s e  o f  en v y , r a th e r  th e y  s e e  e n v y  a s  a  m o tiv a t io n  fo r  

c h a n g e  t h a t  b r in g s  a b o u t  a  r e d u c t io n  o f  in e q u a li ty . B en  Z e ’e v  a rg u e s , o n  th e  o th e r  

h a n d ,  t h a t  b o th  th e  c la im  th a t  “th e  b a s is  fo r  e n v y  is  a  c o n c e rn  fo r  e q u a li ty ” a n d  th e  

c la im  th a t  “r e d u c in g  in e q u a l i ty  w ill re d u c e  e n v y ” a r e  e r r o n e o u s ,  su g g e s tin g  in s te a d  

th a t  “th e  c la im  t h a t  e g a l i ta r ia n is m  is  a  c e n t r a l  c o n c e rn  in  e n v y  s h o u ld  b e  r e je c te d ”. 

H e , m o re o v e r , a rg u e s  “t h a t  r e d u c e d  in e q u a l i ty  d o e s  n o t  le a d  to  le s s  e n v y  - o n  th e  

c o n tra ry , in  m o s t  c a se s  i t  r a is e s  th e  in te n s i ty  o f  e n v y ” (B e n  Z e ’ev , 1992 : 5 5 1 -5 5 2 ).

T h e  s t ro n g  d is a g r e e m e n t  o v e r  th e  c o r r e la t io n  b e tw e e n  e n v y  a n d  in e q u a l i ty  

m a in ly  c e n tr e s  o n  th r e e  d i f f e r e n t  a p p ro a c h e s  to  th e  fo r m u la t io n  o f  en v y , n a m e ly : 1) 

t h a t  e n v y  is  c o n c e rn e d  w ith  th e  s u b je c t’s  in fe r io r i ty ;  2 ) t h a t  e n v y  is  c o n c e rn e d  w ith
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th e  o b je c t’s  u n d e s e rv e d  g o o d  fo r tu n e ;  3 )  t h a t  e n v y  is  c o n c e rn e d  w ith  th e  s u b je c t’s 

u n d e s e r v e d  in fe r io r i ty  (B e n  Z e ’ev, 1 992 : 551 -5 8 1 ). I n  B en  Z e’e v ’s  rev iew , th e  

in te r p r e ta t io n s  o f  S m ith , R aw ls  a n d  o th e r s  s e e m  to  b e  c o m p a tib le  w ith  th e  f i r s t  

a p p ro a c h , t h a t  is , e n v y  is  n o t  a  m o ra l  c o n c e rn  fo r  e g a l i ta r ia n is m  b e c a u s e  e n v y  is  

m a in ly  in d u c e d  b y  th e  s u b je c t’s  u n fu lf i l le d  d e s ir e  w i th  r e s p e c t  to  o th e r  p e o p le ’s 

fo r tu n e  (B e n  Z e’ev , 1992 : 5 5 2 ). I n  d e  T o c q u e v ille  a n d  D o u g la s ’s  v iew , e n v y  is  m o re  

a b o u t  th e  s e c o n d  k in d  o f  c o n c e rn . B e c a u se  o f  th i s  t a x a t io n  a n d  o th e r  m e a n s  o f  

e q u a lis in g  s o c ie t ie s  w e re  a d o p te d  to  e v e n  o u t  p e o p le ’s  u n d e s e r v e d  g o o d  fo r tu n e . 

B en  Z e’e v  h im s e lf  s h if ts  th e  fo c u s  b a c k  to  th e  s u b je c tiv e  a s p e c t  o f  e n v y  a g a in  ( th e  

t h i r d  a p p ro a c h )  s u g g e s tin g  t h a t  i t  s h o u ld  b e  t h e  s u b je c t ’s  in f e r io r i ty  t h a t  m a t te r s  

th e  m o s t  a n d  th a t  r e d u c in g  in e q u a l i ty  c a n  o n ly  m a k e  in f e r io r i ty  le s s  d e s e rv e d  a n d  

e n v y  m o re  in te n s if ie d  b e c a u s e , in  c o n d i t io n s  w h e re  e q u a l i ty  o f  o p p o r tu n i ty  h a s  

b e e n  a c h ie v e d , t h e  in e q u a l i ty  t h a t  r e m a in s  is  a t t r ib u ta b le  to  in c o m p e te n c e  o r  

in c a p a c ity  a n d  th e  fe e lin g  t h a t  th is  is  u n d e s e rv e d  is  e v e n  m o re  f r u s t r a t in g  a n d  

in f la m m a to ry .

D if fe re n t  so c ia l s e t t in g s  h a v e  a lso  b e e n  ta k e n  in to  c o n s id e ra t io n  in  t h e  

e n v y - in e q u a li ty  d e b a te .  S im p ly  p u t ,  in  a  so c ie ty  w h e r e  e q u a li ty  is  c o m m o n ly  

a c h ie v e d  a n d  g e n e ra l ly  e x p e c te d , e n v y  s e e m s  to  p la y  a  b ig g e r  ro le  in  th e  

m a in te n a n c e  o f  ru le s  o f  e g a l i ta r ia n is m . A s W o o d b u r n ’s  s tu d y  o f  

h u n te r - a n d - g a th e r e r  so c ie tie s , a n d  in  p a r t ic u la r  th e  H a d z a  p e o p le , in d ic a te s ,  

“in e q u a l i ty  o f  w e a lth , p o w e r  a n d  p re s t ig e  a r e  a  p o te n t ia l  s o u rc e  o f  e n v y  a n d  

r e s e n tm e n t  a n d  c a n  b e  d a n g e ro u s  fo r  h o ld e r s  w h e re  m e a n s  o f  e ffe c tiv e  p r o te c t io n

58



a re  la c k in g ” (W o o d b u rn , 1 9 82 : 4 3 6 ) .  I n  o th e r  w o rd s , w h e n  in e q u a l i ty  is  a  p o te n t ia l  

s o u rc e  o f  en v y , th e  m a lic io u s  e n v y -m o tiv a te d  a c t io n  c a n  b e  d a n g e ro u s  a n d , 

f u r th e r m o r e ,  t h e  c o r r e s p o n d in g  p u n i s h m e n t  fo r  th i s  k in d  o f  a c t i o n s  is  la c k in g ; 

e q u a l i ty  w ill, th e n ,  in  e ffe c t b e  e n fo rc e d . H o w e v e r , in  a  s o c ie ty  t h a t  h a s  a  

lo n g s ta n d in g  a n d  s t r u c tu r e d  h ie r a r c h y , e n v y  c a n , in  a  w ay , s e rv e  a s  a  m e a n s  o f  

s t r e n g th e n in g  e x is tin g  in e q u a lity . A s a  s tu d y  o n  e n v y  a m o n g  H a d h r a m i  im m ig ra n ts  

in  K u w a it sh o w s , in  th e  c a se s  w h e re  h ie r a r c h y  a m o n g  th e  H a d h r a m i  a n d  th e i r  h o s ts  

is  w id e ly  a c c e p te d , in s te a d  o f  b e in g  a n  e g a l i ta r ia n  to o l  o f  ju s t ic e ,  H a d h r a m i  e n v y  is  

a n  in d iv id u a l  m e c h a n is m  fo r  p u ll in g  d o w n  a n d  p u s h in g  a s id e  o th e r s  w ith  th e  s a m e  

so c ia l status.34 W h ile  m o s t  th e o r i s t s  r e g a r d  t h e  so c ia l  s e t t in g s  a s  r a th e r  s ta t ic , 

e i th e r  b e in g  e q u a l  o r  u n e q u a l ,  B en  Z e ’e v  a c tu a lly  t r ie s  to  e x a m in e  w h e th e r  r e d u c in g  

in e q u a l i ty  w o u ld  le a d  to  le s s  e n v y  a n d  c o m e s  to  th e  c o n c lu s io n  t h a t  th e  a n s w e r  to  

th i s  q u e s t io n  is  n o  (B e n  Z e’ev , 1 9 9 2 : 551). T h e  c a s e  o f  C h in a  is  th e  c o n v e rs e  

s i tu a t io n  to  t h a t  f o u n d  in  B en  Z e ’e v ’s d is c u s s io n , h o w e v e r . I t  p ro v id e s  a  c a se  

in v o lv in g  s u d d e n  c h a n g e  a n d  th e r e f o r e  o ffe rs  a n  o p p o r tu n i ty  to  in v e s t ig a te  w h e th e r  

in c r e a s e d  in e q u a l i ty  h a s  le d  to  m o r e  en v y . D w e llin g  o n  c i r c u m s ta n c e s  o f  in e q u a li ty  

w h e n  e n v y  is  d e e m e d  u n w a r r a n te d  a n d  th e re fo re  s h o u ld  n o t  o c c u r , th e  p u b lic  

d is c o u r s e  in  C h in a  h a s  p r o d u c e d  th e i r  o w n  th e o r ie s  a b o u t  in c re a s e d  in e q u a l i ty  a n d

33 As W oodburn noted, with lethal w eapons available to all men, the possibility of using 

them for the purposes of undetected murder, the likelihood that even if detected no action 

will be taken, the knowledge that such w eapons have indeed been used for murder in the 
past, the dangers of conflict (in relation more generally to wealth, to power or to prestige) are 

well understood. Woodburn, Jam es. 1982. “Egalitarian Societies” in Man, New Serials, Vol. 
17, No.3, pp 436.
34 Alajmi, Abdullah. 2006. "An image of a  limited space: Envy am ong Hadhrami immigrants 

in Kuwait”. Friday Seminar, Department of Anthropology, LSE.
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envy .

T h e  p u b l ic  d is c o u rs e  o n  e n v y  in  C h in a  is  c le a r ly  v is ib le  in  th e  d is c u s s io n  o f  

“re d -e y e  d is e a s e ” a n d  “w e a l th - h a t r e d  m e n ta l i ty ” a s  t h e  tw o  e x c e rp ts  g iv e n  a t  th e  

b e g in n in g  o f  th is  c h a p te r  sh o w . R e le v a n t  p ie c e s  t h a t  h a v e  m e n t io n e d  “re d -e y e  

d is e a s e ” o r  “w e a l th - h a t r e d  m e n ta l i ty ” w e re  f i r s t  p u b l is h e d  in  t h e  1 9 8 0 s  a n d  th e  

e a r ly  2 0 0 0 s ,  re sp e c tiv e ly . B o th  t e r m s  w e re  a n a ly s e d  a s  m e n ta l  s t a te s  a n d  m a n ife s t  

a c t io n s  t h a t  o r ig in a te d  o u t  o f  m a lic io u s  e n v y  ( j id u ) .  T a k e  th e  P e o p le 's  D a ily  

( r e n m in  r ib a o ) — th e  o rg a n  o f  t h e  C e n tr a l  C o m m itte e  o f  t h e  C o m m u n is t  P a r ty  o f  

C h in a  (C C P ), th e  d a ily  n e w s p a p e r  t h a t  p ro v id e s  d i r e c t  in f o r m a t io n  o n  th e  p o lic ie s  

a n d  v ie w p o in ts  o f  th e  P a r ty  — f o r  e x a m p le : re d -e y e  d is c u s s io n  f i r s t  a p p e a re d  in  

1 9 8 0  w h ile  f if te e n  m o re  re d -e y e  r e la te d  a r t ic le s  w e re  p u b l is h e d  b e tw e e n  th e n  a n d  

1 9 8 9 . I n  c o n tr a s t ,  o n ly  th r e e  a r t ic le s  in c lu d in g  th e  k e y  w o rd  “re d -e y e ” w e re  

p u b l is h e d  b e tw e e n  1 9 9 0  a n d  2 0 0 0  a n d  n o n e  a f te r  2 0 0 0 .  A s f o r  “w e a l th - h a t r e d ”, 

th e r e  w e re  fiv e  a r t ic le s  p u b l is h e d  b e tw e e n  2 0 0 3  a n d  2 0 0 5 . I n  t h e  E c o n o m ic  D a ily  

Q in g ji r ib a o )  —  th e  to p  e c o n o m ic s  a n d  b u s in e s s  n e w s p a p e r  in  C h in a  — se v e n  

a r t ic le s  o n  “re d -e y e ” w e re  p u b l is h e d  b e tw e e n  1 9 8 0  a n d  1 9 8 9  a n d  f o u r  f ro m  1 9 9 0  to  

2 0 0 0 .  I t  c a n  b e  s e e n  th a t  th e  f r e q u e n c y  w ith  w h ic h  re d -e y e  o r  re d -e y e  d is e a s e  w a s  

m e n t io n e d  w a s  s ig n if ic a n tly  g r e a te r  in  t h e  1 9 8 0 s  t h a n  a f te rw a rd s  a n d  th a t  th e r e  h a s  

a lso  b e e n  a  s ig n if ic a n t  s p a te  o f  “w e a l th - h a t r e d ” d is c u s s io n  f ro m  2 0 0 0  o n w a rd s .

I t  s h o u ld  b e  n o te d  t h a t  a ll d is c u s s io n s  o f  en v y , e i th e r  f ro m  so c io lo g ic a l, 

p sy c h o lo g ic a l o r  p h ilo s o p h ic a l  p e r s p e c t iv e s  (a s  p r e s e n te d  a b o v e ) , a t t r ib u te  s o m e  

s o r t  o f  fe e lin g  a s  b e in g  th e  c o re  p a r t  o f  en v y . M y  th e s is ,  o n  th e  o th e r  h a n d ,  is  n o t
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c o n c e rn e d  w ith  id e n tify in g  th e  fe e lin g  in  i ts e lf  b u t  r a t h e r  in  a t t r ib u t io n s  o f  s u c h  a  

fe e lin g  o f  p a in  in  d if f e r e n t  k in d s  o f  d is c u s s io n  a n d  th e  s u b je c ts  w h o  m a k e  th e s e  

a t t r ib u t io n s ,  to  th e m s e lv e s  o r  to  o th e r s .35 I n  th e  c a se  o f  p u b l ic  d is c o u rs e  p r e s e n te d  

th r o u g h  th e  tw o  m a jo r  P a r ty  n e w s p a p e rs ,  th e  a t t r ib u t io n  o f  e n v y  is  d e c id e d  

e d ito r ia lly . T h e  e d i to r ia l  s e le c t io n  o f  re d -e y e  a n d  w e a l th - h a t r e d  is , th e re fo re ,  a n  

in d ic a to r  o f  th e  ley e l o f  e n v y - in e q u a li ty  c o n c e rn  in  p o s t - r e f o r m  C h in a  a n d  o f  th e  

w a y s  in  w h ic h  th i s  c o n c e rn  w a s  d e a l t  w ith  b y  P a r ty  n e w s p a p e rs .

T h e  e a r ly  1 9 8 0 s  w a s  th e  t im e  r ig h t  a f te r  t h e  e c o n o m ic  r e fo rm s  w e re  in i t ia te d  in  

1978  d u r in g  w h ic h  C h in a  t r a n s f o r m e d  i ts e lf  f ro m  a  p la n n e d  e c o n o m y  to  a  so c ia l is t  

m a r k e t  e c o n o m y  a n d  f ro m  a n  e g a l i ta r ia n  so c ie ty  to  a  s o c ie ty  t h a t  ‘l e t  s o m e  p e o p le  

g e t  r ic h  f i r s t” .36 By th e  y e a r  2 0 0 0 ,  th e  r e f o r m s  h a d  b e e n  u n d e rw a y  f o r  m o re  t h a n  

2 0  y e a r s  a n d  a  s tu n n in g  a m o u n t  o f  w e a l th  h a d  b e e n  c r e a te d  a n d  a c c u m u la te d  b y  a  

s m a ll  m in o r i ty  o f  p e o p le . B o th  e c o n o m ic  a n d  so c ia l  in e q u a l i ty  h a d  b y  th e n  b e c o m e  

o n e  o f  th e  m a jo r  c o n c e rn s  o f  t h e  C h in e se  g o v e rn m e n t .  A s s t a t e d  b y  A sh , “e c o n o m ic  

a n d  so c ia l p o la r is a t io n  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  C h in a ’s  g r o w th -m a x im is a t io n  s t r a te g y  h a s  

b e c o m e  th e  s in g le  m o s t  im p o r ta n t  d o m e s t ic  is s u e  fa c in g  th e  C h in e s e  g o v e rn m e n t” 

(A sh , 2 0 0 6 :  177). I t  c a n  b e  s e e n  t h a t  in  p o s t - r e f o r m  C h in a  t h e  e m e rg in g  p u b lic  

d is c o u rs e  o n  e n v y  h a s  in  c e r ta in  w a y s  b e e n  in  c o r r e s p o n d e n c e  w ith  t h e  q u ic k ly  

in c re a s in g  in e q u a li ty . K e e p in g  in  m in d  b o th  th e  “s u b je c t ’s  in fe r io r i ty ” a n d  “th e  

o b je c t’s  u n d e s e r v e d  g o o d  f o r tu n e ” a s  th e  c e n tr a l  c o n c e rn s  g e n e ra t in g  en v y , I  w ill 

e x a m in e  e n v y - r e la te d  s c e n a r io s ,  n a r r a t iv e s  a n d  le g a l c a s e s  p u b l is h e d  in  th e  tw o

35 I thank Professor S.Feuchtw ang for this point.
36 From Deng Xiaoping Quotes.
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m a jo r  C o m m u n is t  P a r ty  n e w s p a p e rs ,  th e  P e o p le ’s  D a ily  a n d  th e  E c o n o m ic  D a ily ,  

a n d  e x a m in e  th e  im p lie d  a n d  e x p lic itly  h ig h l ig h te d  r e la t io n s  b e tw e e n  e n v y - re la te d  

s c e n a r io s ,  n a r r a t iv e s ,  le g a l c a s e s  a n d  th e  e m e rg in g  e c o n o m ic  a n d  so c ia l in e q u a lity . 

I n  c o n t r a s t  to  B en  Z e’ev , w h o  e x a m in e s  th e  q u e s t io n  o f  w h e th e r  r e d u c in g  in e q u a li ty  

w o u ld  le a d  to  le s s  en v y , in  th i s  c h a p te r  I  w ill b e g in  to  a d d r e s s  th e  q u e s t io n  w h e th e r  

in c r e a s e d  in e q u a l i ty  h a s  le d  to  m o re  e n v y  in  p o s t - r e f o r m  C h in a  a n d  h o w  th e  p u b lic  

d is c o u r s e  h a s  s e t  o u t  to  ta c k le  th e  c o r r e la t io n  e x is t in g  b e tw e e n  in e q u a l i ty  a n d  envy .

Envy and perceived  inequality

E n v y , a s  b r ie f ly  m e n t io n e d  a b o v e , in c lu d e s  b o th  th e  u n fu lf i l le d  d e s ir e  fo r  o th e r  

p e o p le ’s  g o o d  f o r tu n e  a n d  th e  s u b je c t’s  in a b i l i ty  to  s a t is fy  th i s  d e s ire . I  b e lie v e  b o th  

to  b e  e s s e n t ia l  c o n d i t io n s  f o r  e n v y  to  o c c u r  a n d  I  a ls o  th in k  t h a t  th e y  a r e  h ig h ly  

in te r c o n n e c te d .  O n  th e  o n e  h a n d ,  th e  in a b i l i ty  m e n t io n e d  a b o v e  c a n  r e s u l t  f ro m  

o n e ’s  u n ju s t i f ie d  e x p e c ta t io n s ,  w h ic h  c a n  a rg u a b ly  b e  r e d u c e d  b y  m a k in g  so c ia l 

c o m p a r is o n  le s s  im p o r ta n t  a n d  b y  p e o p le  s e t t l in g  fo r  le s s  (B e n  Z e’ev , 1992 : 5 5 8 ); 

o n  th e  o th e r  h a n d ,  th i s  in a b i l i ty  c a n  a lso  b e  c o n s t r u e d  in  te r m s  o f  u n e q u a l  p o w e r  

re la t io n s ,  in  w h ic h  c a se  f lu c tu a t in g  e q u a li ty  o r  in e q u a l i ty  ( e i th e r  in  p o w e r , w e a l th  

o r  o th e r  p o s s e s s io n s )  w ill h a v e  a n  e ffe c t o n  th e  in s t ig a t io n  o f  en v y . M o re o v e r , th e  

s u b je c t ’s  fe l t  in f e r io r i ty  a n d  th e  o b je c t’s  e s ta b l is h e d  s u p e r io r i ty  c a n  h a r d ly  b e  

s e p a ra b le .  I n  th e  c a se  o f  en v y , th e  in f e r io r i ty  a n d  s u p e r io r i ty  a r e  b y  n o  m e a n s  

s e t t l e d  o r  ta k e n  a s  g iv en ; in d e e d , i t  is  a c tu a lly  a lw a y s  th e  p e r c e iv e d  in fe r io r i ty  a n d  

s u p e r io r i ty  t h a t  f e r m e n ts  en v y . S im ila r ly , i t  is  n o t  th e  a c tu a l  in e q u a l i ty  in  t e r m s  o f  

o f  w e a l th ,  p o w e r  o r  p re s t ig e  t h a t  in s t ig a te s  en v y ; r a th e r ,  i t  is  th e  p e r c e iv e d  a n d
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s o m e tim e s  im a g in e d  in e q u a l i ty  t h a t  m a k e s  c e r ta in  d if fe re n c e s  u n b e a r a b le  f o r  th e  

e n v io u s .

T h e  s u b je c t ’s  in a b i l i ty  to  s a tis fy  h is  d e s ir e  fo r  g o o d  fo r tu n e  a n d  th e  p o te n t ia l  

so c ia l  c o n d i t io n s  t h a t  m ig h t  p ro v o k e  e n v y  a re  s p e c u la te d  o n  b y  m a n y  th e o r is ts .  

S c h u tte  a d d r e s s e s  th e  s e n s e  o f  p o w e r le s s n e s s  in  t h e  fo llo w in g  w ay : “th e  s e n s e  o f  

p o w e r le s s n e s s  m ig h t  b e  f u r th e r  c h a ra c te r is e d  a s  a  s e n s e  o f  fe e lin g  t r a p p e d  in  o n e ’s  

im m a n e n c e  o r  l im ita t io n s  w h ile  a t  th e  s a m e  t im e  p e rc e iv in g  th e  o b je c t  o f  e n v y  — 

i.e . th e  o th e r  p e r s o n  — a s  t r a n s c e n d in g  th e  sp e c if ic  l im i ta t io n  w ith  r e s p e c t  to  w h ic h  

o n e  fe e ls  f r u s t r a t io n  o r  s h a m e ”. F o r  S c h u tte , “i t  is  n o t  th e  o c c u r re n c e  o f  d if fe re n c e s  

a s  s u c h  t h a t  c o n tr ib u te s  to  th e  in c id e n c e  o f  en v y , b u t  r a th e r  th e  fe e lin g  o f  b e in g  

lo c k e d  in to  a  p o s i t io n  w h e re  o n e  c a n n o t  m e e t  o n e ’s  a s p i r a t io n s  o r  e x p e c ta t io n s ” 

(S c h u tte , 1 9 8 3 : 2 2 7 ). F e rn a n d e z  d e  la  M o ra  (1 9 8 7 ) a rg u e s  h is  p o in ts  in  m u c h  th e  

s a m e  v e in . F o r  h im , e c o n o m ic  in e q u a l i ty  is  n o t  th e  p r im a r y  c o n d i t io n  fo r  a ro u s in g  

en v y , th e  p r im a r y  c o n d i t io n  b e in g  u n re a c h a b il i ty .

U n re a c h a b i l i ty  c a n  b e  a  s u b je c tiv e  m e n ta l  s ta te  b u t  o n e  t h a t  is  p r e c o n d i t io n e d  

a n d  h ig h ly  in f lu e n c e d  b y  e x te rn a l  so c ia l a n d  c u l tu r a l  f a c to r s  o r  t r a n s f o r m a t io n s .  

F o s te r  (1 9 6 7 a ), a s  b r ie f ly  m e n t io n e d  in  th e  in t r o d u c t io n  a n d  a l lu d e d  to  th r o u g h  

d a ta  c o lle c te d  f ro m  p e a s a n t  s o c ie tie s , d e m o n s t r a te s  th e  p r e v a le n c e  o f  e n v y  in  p o o r  

s m a ll  c o m m u n it ie s  ru le d  b y  th e  Im a g e  o f  L im ite d  G o o d , t h a t  is , w h e re  “a ll o f  th e  

d e s i r e d  th in g s  in  l ife  s u c h  a s  la n d , w e a lth , h e a l th ,  f r ie n d s h ip  a n d  lo v e , m a n l in e s s  

a n d  h o n o r ,  r e s p e c t  a n d  s ta tu s ,  p o w e r  a n d  in f lu e n c e , s e c u r i ty  a n d  sa fe ty , e x is t  in  

f in i te  q u a n t i ty  a n d  a r e  a lw a y s  in  s h o r t  s u p p ly , a s  f a r  a s  th e  p e a s a n t  is  c o n c e r n e d ”
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(F o s te r , 1 967b : 3 0 4 ) .  T h e  p r im a r y  c o ro lla ry  to  th e  Im a g e  o f  L im ite d  G o o d  is  th e  

c o n c lu s io n  th a t  i f  “G o o d ” e x is ts  in  l im ite d  a m o u n ts  t h a t  c a n n o t  b e  e x p a n d e d  a n d  if  

th e  s y s te m  is  c lo s e d  i t  fo llo w s  t h a t  a n  in d iv id u a l  o r  a  fa m ily  c a n  im p ro v e  i ts  

p o s i t io n  o n ly  a t  th e  e x p e n s e  o f  o th e r s .  H e n c e  a n  a p p a r e n t  r e la t iv e  im p ro v e m e n t  in  

s o m e o n e ’s  p o s i t io n  w ith  r e s p e c t  to  a n y  “G o o d ” is  v ie w e d  a s  a  t h r e a t  to  th e  e n t i r e  

c o m m u n ity  (F o s te r , 1967b : 3 0 5 ) . A lth o u g h  th e  p e a s a n t  c o m m u n ity  is  n o t  

c o m p le te ly  c lo s e d  to  c o n s id e r in g  o p p o r tu n i t ie s  o u ts id e  o f  i ts  o w n  l im its  ( fo r  

e x a m p le , w a g e  la b o u r )  a n d  a l th o u g h  s o m e o n e ’s  a c c e s s  t o  G o o d  n e e d  n o t  in e v ita b ly  

b e  a t t r ib u te d  to  th e  d e p r iv a t io n  o f  s o m e o n e  e ls e , b e t t e r m e n t  o f  p o s i t io n  is  s t i l l  

lik e ly  to  a r o u s e  t h e  e n v y  o f  th o s e  w h o  c o n s id e r  th e m s e lv e s  le s s  fo r tu n a te  (F o s te r ,  

1967a: 153). I n  th i s  th e o ry , i t  is  n o t  th e  in e q u a l i ty  i ts e lf  t h a t  b r in g s  o u t  e n v y  b u t  th e  

id e a  o f  b e in g  e x p lo ite d  ( n o t  n e c e s s a r i ly  w ith  r e la t io n  to  G o o d s  b u t  a lw a y s  to  

o p p o r tu n i t ie s )  b y  o th e r s .  U n lik e  S c h u tte , w h o  s t r e s s e s  t h e  v is io n  o f  b e in g  t r a p p e d  

a n d  p o w e r le s s n e s s ,  F o s te r  in s te a d  p la c e s  t h e  e m p h a s is  o n  e x p lo i ta t io n  b y  o th e r s .

S c h o e c k  p u s h e s  th i s  a r g u m e n t  e v e n  f u r th e r  b y  p o in t in g  o u t  t h a t  in e q u a l i ty  

d o e s  n o t  in  f a c t  a ffe c t th e  in c id e n c e  o f  e n v y  b e c a u s e  e v e n  in  a  s u p p o s e d ly  “g o o d  

so c ie ty ” o r  a  c o m p le te ly  “ju s t  s o c ie ty ” p e o p le  c a n  s t i l l  in e v ita b ly  d is c o v e r  s o m e th in g  

n e w  to  en v y . A s h e  e x p la in s , e v e n  " in  t h e  u to p ia n  s o c ie ty  i n  w h ic h  w e  a ll w o u ld  h a v e  

n o t  o n ly  t h e  s a m e  c lo th e s  b u t  th e  s a m e  fa c ia l e x p re s s io n s ,  o n e  p e r s o n  w o u ld  s till  

e n v y  th e  o th e r  fo r  th o s e  im a g in e d , in n e r m o s t  fe e lin g s  w h ic h  w o u ld  e n a b le  h im , 

b e n e a th  th e  e g a l i ta r ia n  m a s k , to  h a r b o r  h is  o w n  p r iv a te  th o u g h ts  a n d  e m o tio n s "  

(S c h o e c k , 1 9 6 6 : 11). I t  s h o u ld  b e  n o te d  t h a t  e n v y  c a n  o n ly  h a p p e n  w h e n  th e  o b je c t
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o f  e n v y  is  c o m p a ra b le  to  th e  s u b je c t  in  s o m e  w ay ; t h a t  is , “w e m a y  e n v y  r ic h  o r  

f a m o u s  p e o p le  w ith  w h o m  w e  h a r d ly  c o m p a re  a n d  in  a n y  c a s e  d o  n o t  th in k  o f  

c o m p e t in g ” b u t  th i s  d o e s  n o t  “c o n tr a d ic t  th e  c o n te n t io n  t h a t  e n v y  is  ty p ic a l o f  s m a ll  

s u b je c t-o b je c t  g a p s ” (B e n  Z e ’ev , 1992 : 5 6 9 ) . T h u s  w e  t e n d  to  c o m p a re  o u rs e lv e s  

w i th  p e o p le  f ro m  s im i la r  b a c k g ro u n d s , p e o p le  w h o  a r e  in  c lo s e r  p o s i t io n s  in  t e r m s  

o f  s ta tu s ,  s a la ry  o r  p o s s e s s io n s  a n d  p e o p le  w h o  a re  r e le v a n t  f o r  s e lf -e v a lu a tio n . In  

th i s  s e n s e ,  p e rc e iv e d  in e q u a li ty , c o m p a ra b le  in e q u a l i ty  a n d  e v e n  im a g in e d  

in e q u a l i ty  a ll w e ig h  m o re  t h a n  a c tu a l  in e q u a l i ty  in  th e  in c id e n c e  o f  envy .

I n  th e  c a s e  o f  C h in a , I  w o u ld  a rg u e , i t  is  n o t  o n ly  t h e  r a p id  t r a n s i t io n  f ro m  a n  

a lle g e d ly  e g a l i ta r ia n  p la n n e d -e c o n o m y  to  d e  fa c to  e c o n o m ic  in e q u a l i ty  t h a t  h a s  

g e n e r a te d  v a r io u s  c o n f lic ts  in  e n c o u n te r in g  a n d  a c c e p tin g  in e q u a li ty ;  th e  u n e v e n  

p ro c e s s  o f  th e  e c o n o m ic  r e fo rm  h a s  a ls o  c o n tr ib u te d  c o n tr a d ic to r y  id e a s  a s  to  h o w  

to  a c k n o w le d g e  e m e rg in g  in e q u a lity . T h e  re fo rm  o f  t h e  e a r ly  1 9 8 0 s  w a s  s e e n  a s  th e  

f i r s t  s ta g e  o f  r e fo rm , w ith  p e a s a n ts  m o s tly  b e in g  b e n e f ic ia r ie s  a t  th i s  s ta g e . N o t o n ly  

w e re  o r g a n is a t io n s  o f  a g r ic u l tu ra l  p ro d u c t io n  a l te r e d , s m a ll- s c a le  r u r a l  i n d u s t r y ^  

a ls o  f lo u r is h e d  d u r in g  th is  p e r io d . A s s ta te d  in  I n c o m e  D is p a r i t ie s  in  P o s t -R e fo r m  

C h in a  (M a u r ic e  a n d  W h ite fo rd , 2 0 0 4 ) ,  th e  f i r s t  s ta g e  b o o s te d  th e  r u r a l  e c o n o m y , 

p a r t ic u la r ly  th r o u g h  th e  im p le m e n ta t io n  o f  th e  h o u s e h o ld  r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  s y s te m ,

th e  r e - o p e n in g  o f  r u r a l  m a r k e ts  a n d  th e  s p r e a d  o f  n o n - a g r ic u l tu r a l  a c tiv it ie s . I n

37 The scale of the industries varied from those involving less than 50 em ployees to those 
involving around 600 em ployees. They were run by the com m unes and largely devoted their 

efforts to the service of agricultural production. After people’s  com m unes were dissolved, 

th ese  industries (known a s  Xiangzhen qiye) were taken over by parallel local government. 
The organization may change to private-owned or joint-stock industries during the reform 

process. S ee  The American Rural Small-Scale Industry Delegation, 1977, Rural 

Small-Scale Industry in the People’s Republic of China.
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a d d i t io n ,  th e  d e v e lo p m e n t  o f  r u r a l  in d u s t r y  in  th e  fo r m  o f  to w n s h ip  a n d  v illa g e  

e n te r p r i s e s  (T V E ) b r o u g h t  a  n e w  s o u rc e  o f  in c o m e : w a g e s  (M a u r ic e  a n d  W h ite fo rd , 

2 0 0 4 :  9 8 ) .

A f te r  19 8 5 , w h e n  u r b a n  re fo rm  s ta r te d ,  th e  w h o le  e m p h a s is  s h if te d  f ro m  r u r a l  

t o  u r b a n  C h in a  a n d  d is p a r i t ie s  b e tw e e n  u r b a n  a n d  r u r a l  a r e a s  w id e n e d . A c c o rd in g  

to  s ta t i s t ic s  fo r  in c o m e  d is p a r i ty ,  b e tw e e n  1978  a n d  1 9 8 5  th e  d is p a r i ty  d e c re a s e d  

(F e n g , 2 0 0 4 :  2 8 -2 9 ) .  I n  1978 , th e  r a t io  o f  th e  a n n u a l  p e r  c a p i ta  d is p o s a b le  in c o m e  

o f  u r b a n  r e s id e n ts  to  th e  a n n u a l  p e r  c a p i ta  n e t  in c o m e  o f  r u r a l  r e s id e n ts  w a s  2 .57:1 . 

D u r in g  th e  p e r io d  1 9 7 9 -1 9 8 5 , th e  g o v e rn m e n t  in c re a s e d  th e  p r ic e s  o f  a g r ic u l tu ra l  

p r o d u c ts  a n d  r e fo rm e d  th e  a g r ic u l tu ra l  s y s te m  (c h a n g in g  i t  to  th e  h o u s e h o ld  

c o n t r a c t  m a n a g e m e n t  s y s te m ) . F a r m e r s ’ in c o m e  th u s  g re w  s ig n if ic a n tly  a n d  th e  

g a p  b e tw e e n  th e  in c o m e s  o f  r u r a l  a n d  u r b a n  r e s id e n ts  n a r ro w e d . T h e  

a b o v e -m e n t io n e d  a n n u a l  p e r  c a p ita  in c o m e  r a t io  d e c r e a s e d  to  1 .86 :1  in  1985 . T h e  

s e c o n d  s ta g e  o f  r e fo rm  in v o lv e s  th e  p e r io d  s in c e  1 9 8 6 . T h e  G in i c o e ff ic ie n ts  o f  

u r b a n  a n d  r u r a l  r e s id e n ts  w e re  0 .1 6  a n d  0 .2 3  in  19 7 8 , a n d  0 .2 3  a n d  0 .3  in  1 9 8 9 , 

re sp e c tiv e ly . T h e  G in i c o e ff ic ie n t o f  u r b a n  r e s id e n ts  e x c e e d e d  0 .3  in  1 9 9 9  a n d  t h a t  

o f  r u r a l  r e s id e n ts  e x c e e d e d  0 .3 5  in  2 0 0 0  (F e n g , 2 0 0 4 :  2 8 -2 9 ) .  T h e  r e a s o n s  fo r  th e  

r u r a l - u r b a n  d is p a r i ty  w e re  c o m p le x  a n d , a s  F e n g  c la im s , m ig h t  in c lu d e  th e  e ffe c ts  

o f  r e s o u rc e  e n d o w m e n ts ,  h is to r ic a l  h e r i ta g e , e c o n o m ic  s t r u c tu r e ,  g o v e rn m e n t  

p o lic y  a n d  m a rk e t is a t io n .  O th e r  f a c to r s  w e re  r e le v a n t  to o , th e s e  in c lu d in g  th e  

i n s t i tu t io n a l  s y s te m , th e  le g is la tiv e  s y s te m , in d iv id u a l  d if fe re n c e s  a n d  e c o n o m ic  

d e v e lo p m e n t .  N o n e th e le s s ,  th e  fa c t  o f  in e q u a l i ty  w a s  a p p a r e n t  n o t  o n ly  to  s c h o la r s



b u t  to  o r d in a r y  p e o p le  a s  w e ll (F e n g , 2 0 0 4 :  3 0 ) .

R e g io n a l in e q u a l i t ie s  b e c a m e  m o re  r a th e r  t h a n  le s s  e v id e n t  a s  th e  c o a s ta l  a re a s  

c o n t in u e d  to  p u l l  a h e a d  o f  th e  s ti l l  d e s p e ra te ly  p o o r  c e n tr a l  a n d  w e s te r n  re g io n s . 

P e a s a n t  d is c o n te n t  in  s o m e  c a se s  e r u p te d  in to  u n r e s t ,  m o s tly  in  th o s e  p o o r  

a g r ic u l tu r a l  re g io n s  o f  th e  c o u n try  t h a t  h a d  b e n e f i te d  l i t t le  f ro m  th e  re fo rm s . 

In c o m e s  h a v e , o n  a v e ra g e , in c re a s e d  s te a d i ly  a t  a r o u n d  fiv e  p e r  c e n t  a  y e a r  s in c e  

1991 b u t  th i s  a ls o  m e a n s  t h a t  th o s e  w h o  h a v e  fa i le d  to  b e n e f i t  f ro m  th e s e  in c re a s e s  

fe e l p o o r e r  b y  c o m p a r is o n  (O i, 1999 : 617). A sh  a lso  s t a te s  t h a t  “o n e  o f  th e  i r o n ie s  o f  

r e c e n t  d e v e lo p m e n ts  in  C h in a  is  t h a t  a lo n g s id e  m a s s iv e  p o v e r ty  r e d u c t io n  a n d  

a lm o s t  u n iv e r s a l  im p ro v e m e n ts  in  m a te r ia l  c o n s u m p t io n  c o n fe r r e d  b y  e c o n o m ic  

re fo rm , th e r e  e x is ts  u n p r e c e d e n te d  so c ia l  a n d  e c o n o m ic  d is s a t is f a c t io n ”. I t  is  

a r g u e d  t h a t  th i s  h a s  m u c h  to  d o  w ith  “c h a n g in g  p e r c e p t io n s  o f  e c o n o m ic  s ta tu s :  

f r o m  a  p r e o c c u p a t io n  w ith  a b s o lu te  w e ll-b e in g  to  c o n c e rn s  a b o u t  r e la tiv e  

w e ll-b e in g ” (A sh , 2 0 0 6 :  179). A c c o rd in g  to  f in d in g s  in  a  s tu d y  on . C h in a ’s  p ro g re s s  

c o m b a t in g  p o v e r ty , a l th o u g h  th e  o v e ra ll  le v e l o f  p r o g r e s s  h a s  b e e n  h u g e , i t  h a s  a lso  

b e e n  la rg e ly  u n e v e n . In e q u a l i ty  h a s  g e n e ra l ly  b e e n  r is in g , a l th o u g h  n o t  

c o n tin u o u s ly ,  a n d  m o re  so  d u r in g  s o m e  p e r io d s  o f  t im e  t h a n  d u r in g  o th e r s  

(R a v a ll io n  a n d  C h e n , 2 0 0 7 : 1-2). I t  h a s  a lso  b e e n  r e m a r k e d  t h a t  th e  u r b a n - r u r a l  

g a p  a n d  f lo a tin g  p o p u la t io n  h a v e  b e c o m e  o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t  c r it ic a l  th e m e s  fo r  

e c o n o m is ts  a n d  so c io lo g is ts . A s R e u te r s w a rd  n o te s ,  th e  p r in c ip a l  c a u s e s  o f  in c o m e  

in e q u a l i ty  in  C h in a  w e re  th e  fo llo w in g : lo w  p ro d u c t iv i ty  in  a g r ic u l tu re  a n d  u n e v e n  

d is t r ib u t io n  o f  n o n - f a r m  jo b  o p p o r tu n i t ie s  a n d  e d u c a t io n  (R e u te r s w a rd , 2 0 0 4 :
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n 8 ) .  U n e v e n  e c o n o m ic  d e v e lo p m e n t  h a s  a lso  le d  to  c o n f lic tin g  id e a s  a b o u t  th e  re a l  

e f fe c ts  o f  th e  re fo rm . I n  th e  fo llo w in g  s e c tio n s , u s in g  th e  c a s e s  o f  re d -e y e  d is e a s e  

a n d  w e a l th - h a t r e d  m e n ta l i ty  p r e s e n te d  in  th e  1 9 8 0 s  a n d  th e  1 9 9 0 s , I  w ill e x p lic a te  

h o w  th e  c h a n g in g  p e rc e p t io n  o f  e g a l i ta r ia n is m  v e r s u s  in e q u a l i ty  h a s  b e c o m e  c lo se ly  

b o u n d  u p  w ith  th e  g ro w in g  p ro m in e n c e  o f  e n v y - re la te d  d e b a te s .  M o re  sp ec if ica lly , 

b a s e d  o n  th o s e  c a se s  o f  e n v io u s  a c tio n , a n  in te r n a l  th e o r i s a t io n  o f  th e  r e la t io n  o f  

in c r e a s e d  in e q u a l i ty  to  e n v y  h a v e  b e e n  p r o d u c e d  a n d  a d v o c a te d  b y  C h in e se  

c o m m e n ta to r s  w h ic h  in  i ts e lf  d if fe rs  f ro m  th e  th e o r ie s  I  h a v e  d is c u s s e d  b e fo re .

Red-eye disease

I t  w a s  r e p o r te d  t h a t  a  2 1 -y e a r-o ld  y o u n g  n u r s e  c o m m it te d  su ic id e  

w h e n  s h e  c o u ld  n o  lo n g e r  s t a n d  r u m o u r s  a n d  g o s s ip  s p r e a d  a b o u t  h e r  

s u c c e s s . T h is  p e r s o n  w a s  o r ig in a lly  a  n u r s e  k n o w n  b y  n o  o n e  b u t  w h o  

h a d  d o n e  a  g r e a t  a m o u n t  o f  g o o d  d e e d s  a n d  w h o  w a s  w id e ly  r e s p e c te d  

b y  h e r  p a t ie n ts .  A  n e w s p a p e r  r e p o r te d  h e r  g o o d - h e a r te d  d e e d s  w h ic h  

m a d e  s o m e  o f  “th o s e  w h o  lo o k  a s k a n c e ” u n h a p p y . T h e y  s t a r t e d  to  h a w k  

r u m o u r s  a b o u t  th e  “h id d e n  a g e n d a s ” b e h in d  th e s e  g o o d  d e e d s , c la im in g  

t h a t  th e s e  in v o lv e d  “a m b it io u s  in te n t io n s  o f  jo in in g  th e  C o m m u n is t  

P a r ty 38 a n d  b e in g  p r o m o te d ”. T h e  n u r s e  c o u ld  n o t  ta k e  th e  m a l ig n a n t  

s l a n d e r  a n y  lo n g e r , h o w e v e r , a n d  p o is o n e d  h e rs e lf .  E v e n  h e r  

u n f o r tu n a te  s u ic id e  c o u ld  n o t  s to p  th e s e  f a b r ic a te d  a c c u s a tio n s ,  th o u g h .

P e o p le  w ith  “a s k a n t  s ig h t” a lw ay s  s e e  th in g s  in  d e v io u s  w ay s . T h e y  

w ill r e g a r d  “s t r a ig h t” a s  “a sk e w ” , “r ig h t” a s  “w ro n g ” a n d  d is to r t  

e v e ry th in g  f ro m  its  o r ig in a l fo rm . T h is  k in d  o f  “a s q u in t  d is e a s e ” is  

a c tu a lly  r o o te d  in  j i d u .  W h e n  th is  i l l - fo rm e d  m in d  to o k  s h a p e , ev il 

th o u g h ts  e m e rg e d  d ir e c te d  a t  h a t in g  a n y th in g  m o r e  s u b l im e  th a n  w h a t  

h e  h a s .  “I f  y o u  h a v e  w h a t  I  h a v e n ’t  g o t,  I w ill u s e  e v e ry  c o n c e iv a b le  

m e a n s  to  t e a r  y o u  d o w n ”. P e o p le  w ith  je a lo u s  h e a r t s  h a v e  p ro b a b ly  

fo rg o t te n  o n e  im p o r ta n t  p r in c ip le :  d is p a ra g in g  o th e r s  c a n  o n ly  p u t  

s u s p ic io n  o n  y o u rse lf .

P e o p le 's  D a i ly , 198539 

R e d -e y e  d is e a s e  (h o n g y a n  b in g ) in  M a n d a r in  m e ta p h o r ic a l ly  m e a n s  b e in g

38 At that time this w as considered a  privileged and honourable thing to do.

39 Gao, Liu’an. 1985. Xieyan bing’ yu jidu xin" (“Askant and jealous heart”). People’s Daily, 

27 October: Discussion.
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e n v io u s  o r  je a lo u s  o f  o th e r  p e o p le ’s  fo r tu n e , s u c c e s s  o r  a c h ie v e m e n ts , a s  b r ie f ly  

e x p la in e d  in  th e  in t ro d u c t io n .  A s w ith  th e  a s q u in t  d is e a s e  o r  th e  d is e a s e  o f  th e  

o b l iq u e  eye , w h e n  p e o p le  g e t re d -e y e , i t  d o e s  n o t  a c tu a l ly  m e a n  t h a t  t h e i r  ey e s  w ill 

t u r n  re d ;  r a th e r ,  i t  im p lie s  th e  d i s to r te d  v is io n  b r o u g h t  a b o u t  b y  th e i r  “r e d ” o r  

“o b l iq u e ” ey es, d i s to r t in g  r ig h t  in to  w ro n g  a n d  r ig h tfu l  in to  r e s e n tfu l  so  a s  to  s u i t  

t h e i r  o w n  in te r e s ts .  W h e n  re d -e y e  is  c o m b in e d  w ith  b in g  ( s ic k n e s s ) ,  i t  t h e n  re fe r s  

sp e c if ic a lly  to  a  ty p e  o f  s o c ia l “s ic k n e s s ” s im ila r  to  e n v y  a n d  je a lo u s y  (a l th o u g h  th is  

c o n c e p t  e x te n d s  to  in c lu d e  a  w id e r  s c o p e  a s  im p lie d  in  th e  e x c e rp t) .  M o re o v e r , th e  

m a n if e s ta t io n  o f  r e d -e y e  d is e a s e  a lso  e x te rn a l is e s  in d iv id u a l  fe e lin g s  o f  e n v y  a n d  

j e a lo u s y  in to  v is ib le  so c ia l a c t io n s  s u c h  a s  s p r e a d in g  r u m o u r s ,  d is p a ra g in g  o th e r  

p e o p le  o r  t e a r in g  p e o p le  d o w n , a s  d e m o n s t r a te d  in  th e  e x c e rp t  ab o v e .

I t  s h o u ld  a ls o  b e  n o te d  t h a t  u n lik e  th e  E n g lis h  d is t in c t io n  b e tw e e n  je a lo u s y  

a n d  en v y , w h e re  je a lo u s y  is  a b o u t  w h a t  o n e  p o s s e s s e s  a n d  e n v y  is  a b o u t  w h a t  o n e  

d e s i r e s  a n d  a b o u t  w h a t  o th e r s  p o s s e s s , s u c h  a  d is t in c t io n  is  n o t  c le a r  in  th e  C h in e se  

u s a g e  o f  e n v y  (x ia n m u ) a n d  je a lo u s y  ( j id u ) .  A s V a n  S o m m e rs  h a s  n o te d , “je a lo u s y  

is  n o t  a lw a y s  e a s y  to  d is t in g u is h  f ro m  en v y , b u t  th e  d ic t io n a ry  m a k e s  th is  

s e p a r a t io n :  e n v y  c o n c e rn s  w h a t  y o u  w o u ld  lik e  to  h a v e  b u t  d o n ’t  p o s s e s s , w h e re a s  

je a lo u s y  ( f ro m  th e  s a m e  o r ig in  a s  ‘z e a lo u s ’) c o n c e rn s  w h a t  y o u  h a v e  a n d  d o  n o t  

w is h  to  lo s e ” (V a n  S o m m e rs , 1 9 8 8 : 1). S u c h  a  d is t in c t io n ,  n o n e th e le s s ,  d o e s  n o t  

r e f le c t  th e  d is t in c t io n  im p lie d  in  t h e  e q u iv a le n t  C h in e s e  w o rd s  fo r  e n v y  ( x ia n m u )  

a n d  je a lo u s y  ( j id u ) .  A s I  h a v e  a lr e a d y  c la s s if ie d  j i d u  a s  a  c a se  o f  m a lic io u s  e n v y  in  

t h e  in t r o d u c t io n ,  th e  d is t in c t io n  b e tw e e n  x ia n m u  a n d  j i d u  I  w o u ld  a rg u e  is  m o re



o n e  o f  t h e  d is t in c t io n  b e tw e e n  a d m ir in g  e n v y  a n d  m a lic io u s  en v y . R e d -e y e  is  o f te n  

d i s c u s s e d  in  c lo se  a s s o c ia t io n  w ith  J id u  (a c c o rd in g  to  m y  in te r p r e ta t io n ,  m a lic io u s  

e n v y ) , w h ic h  in c lu d e s  u n h a p p in e s s ,  s e lf - to r tu re ,  v e x a tio n  o r  e v e n  m o re  h o s ti le  

fe e lin g s , a n d  th u s  m o tiv a te s  r e a l-w o r ld  a c t io n s . R e d -e y e  is  a ls o  d is t in g u is h e d  f ro m  

j i d u  in  t h e  w a y  th a t  j i d u  c a n  s im p ly  b e  d is p la y e d  in  p e o p le ’s  b i t t e r  fe e lin g s  w h ile  

re d -e y e  c a n n o t  b e  re c o n c ile d  b y  a d d re s s in g  b i t te r n e s s  b u t  in e v ita b ly  in v o lv e s  th e  

c o n s ta n t  t h r e a t  o f  a t ta c k in g  o th e r s .40Jz 'du  is  a ls o  m e ta p h o r ic a l ly  c o m p a re d  to  a  

d o u b le - e d g e d  s w o rd  in  t h a t  i t  h u r t s  o n e s e lf  a s  w e ll a s  o th e r s .  M o re o v e r , a s  o n e  

a r t ic le  r e m a r k s ,  “J id u  is  a  k in d  o f  a b n o r m a l  m e n ta l i ty  a n d  i t s  o u tb r e a k  w ill le a d  

p e o p le  t o  s p r e a d  r u m o u r s  a n d  b r in g  fa ls e  c h a rg e s  a g a in s t  su c c e s s fu l p e o p le ” 41 

S u c c e s s fu l p e o p le  w e re  a p p a re n t ly  th e  d is t in c tiv e  ta r g e ts  o f  m a lic io u s  e n v y  in  th e  

1 9 8 0 s . I t  is  n o t  u n u s u a l  to  fee l j i d u  b u t  d if f e r e n t  p e o p le  m a y  r e a c t  d if fe re n tly  in  

r e s p o n s e  to  th e i r  j i d u  a n d  n o t  e v e ry  in c id e n c e  o f  j i d u  w ill t u r n  in to  a  c a se  in v o lv in g  

e x tr e m e  h o s t i le  a c tio n s , t h a t  is , re d -e y e  a c t io n s .42 V a r io u s  c a se s  h a d  b e e n  

p r e s e n te d  in  n e w s p a p e r s  i l lu s t r a t in g  t h a t  a f te r  th e  re fo rm , w h e n  p e o p le  b e c o m e  

s u c c e s s fu l  o r  w e a lth y  in  a  n u m b e r  o f  w a y s  t h a t  w e re  u n e x p e c te d  o r  u n s e e n  b e fo re

th e  r e fo rm , a  c e r ta in  a m o u n t  o f  re d -e y e  h a d  b e e n  in d u c e d .

T h e  ( re fo rm )  p o licy  o f  th e  P a r ty  h a s  m o b il is e d  th e  in i t ia t iv e s  o f  

th o u s a n d s  o f  m il l io n s  o f  p e a s a n ts ,  m a n y  o f  w h o m  h a v e  b e c o m e  w e a lth y . 

H o w e v e r , a  k in d  o f  re d -e y e  d is e a s e  is  p r e v a le n t  in  so c ie ty . P e o p le  

r e d -e y e  o th e r s  w h o  g e t  r ic h  a n d  p e o p le  w h o  a r e  a l r e a d y  r ic h  f e a r  th e

40 W ang, Qunsheng. 1994. “Cu shichibuwan de (Vinegar [metaphorically m eans jealousy] 
would not be eaten  up)”. Economic Daily, 1 January: Lvyuan/Wangfujing Teahouse.

41 Shi, Jiao. 1986. “Jidu, wugao j i  qita (Malicious envy, false Accusation and other things)”. 

People’s Daily, 4 June: Discussion.
42 S ee  Chen, Xu. 2007. “ Yanhongye fengkuang (Red-eye can be crazy)”! China Healthcare 

and Nutrition 5: 60-61.
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r e d -e y e  c o m in g  f ro m  o th e r s .  I f  th is  d is e a s e  is  n o t  c u re d , th e  p ro c e s s  o f  

m o d e r n is a t io n  w ill in e v ita b ly  b e  h in d e re d . T o  c u re  th i s  d is e a s e , f i r s t  o f  

a ll  w e  n e e d  to  m a k e  th e  “p a t ie n ts ” u n d e r s ta n d ,  in  r u r a l  a re a s ,  t h a t  

p e a s a n ts  w h o  g e t r ic h  a r e  in tr in s ic a l ly  d if f e r e n t  f ro m  th e  k in d  o f  

e x p lo ita t iv e  r ic h  f o u n d  in  t r a d i t io n a l  s o c ie tie s  w h e re  “r ic h  in  o n e  fam ily , 

g ru m b lin g  in  a  th o u s a n d  fa m ilie s ”.

I n  t h e  p a s t ,  w e a l th  w a s  a c c u m u la te d  th r o u g h  e x p lo it in g  a n d  

d a m a g in g  th e  in te r e s t s  o f  m a n y  o th e r s  w h ile  to d a y  th e  a c q u is i t io n  o f  

w e a l th  d e p e n d s  o n  o n e s  ta le n ts  a n d  d i l ig e n t  e f fo r ts . T h e ir  e x t r a  g a in  is, 

th e r e fo re ,  b a s e d  o n  th e i r  e x tr a  w o rk  a n d  th i s  c o m p lie s  w ith  th e  

p r in c ip le  o f  w e a lth  d i s t r ib u t io n  a c c o rd in g  to  w o rk  d o n e . T h e re  s h o u ld  

b e  n o  ju s t i f ia b le  r e a s o n  fo r  re d -e y e  a n d  p e o p le  w h o  g e t  r ic h  th r o u g h  

h a r d  w o rk  s h o u ld  n o t  h a v e  to  w o r ry  a b o u t  o th e r  p e o p le ’s  re d -e y e . 

G e t t in g  r ic h  th r o u g h  h a r d  w o rk  ( la o d o n g  z h i fu ) is  j u s t  a n d  r ig h tfu l.

I t  s h o u ld  a ls o  b e  n o te d  th a t  p e o p le ’s “r e d -e y e ” m a y  n o t  b e  e n tir e ly  

o w in g  to  j id u ;  s o m e  o f  th e s e  p e o p le  m ig h t  b e  w o r ry in g  a b o u t  “b ip o la r  

d i f f e r e n t ia t io n ”. B u t w h e n  th e y  u n d e r s t a n d  t h a t  th e  n e w  p ra c t ic e  o f  th e  

h o u s e h o ld  re s p o n s ib i l i ty  s y s te m  is  s t i l l  a  k in d  o f  s o c ia l is t  co lle c tiv e  

e c o n o m y  a n d  t h a t  i t  d o e s  n o t  r e p r e s e n t  a  p r o b le m  o f  b ip o la r  

d if f e r e n t ia t io n  b u t  a  p ro b le m  o f  “g e t t in g  r ic h  f i r s t ” a n d  “g e t t in g  r ic h  

to g e th e r ” ( x ia n fu ,  h o u fu ) th e y  s h o u ld  n o t  w o rry  a b o u t  i t  a n y m o re .

E c o n o m ic  D a ily ,  1 9 8 3 43

T h is  e x c e rp t  s u g g e s ts  th r e e  in te r l in k e d  m e s s a g e s . F irs tly , th e r e  is  c le a r ly  a  

l in k  b e tw e e n  in e q u a l i ty  ( s o m e o n e  g e t t in g  r ic h  a n d  s o m e  o th e r s  r e m a in in g  p o o r )  

a n d  re d -e y e . S e c o n d ly , w h e n  a  c e r ta in  ty p e  o f  in e q u a l i ty  is  ju s t i f ie d  (b e c o m in g  r ic h  

t h r o u g h  h a r d  la b o u r )  th is  s h o u ld  b e  a c c e p te d  a n d  th e r e  s h o u ld  b e  n o  r e a s o n  fo r  

r e d -e y e  to  o c c u r . T h ird ly , in e q u a li ty  s h o u ld  n o t  b e  a  c a u s e  f o r  w o r ry  a s  “g e tt in g  r ic h  

to g e th e r ” (b e in g  e q u a l  a g a in )  w ill o n ly  b e  a  m a t te r  o f  t im e . I t  o f fe rs  b o th  p u b lic  a n d  

p o li t ic a l  s u p p o r t  f o r  th o s e  b e c o m in g  ( a n d  fo r  th o s e  w h o  w ill b e c o m e )  r ic h . T h e  

a r t ic le  m a n ife s t ly  im p lie s  t h a t  re d -e y e  in c re a s e d  a f te r  t h e  r e fo rm  b u t  t h a t  th i s  w a s  

o n ly  b e c a u s e  p e o p le  d id  n o t  u n d e r s ta n d  th e  n a tu r e  o f  th i s  k in d  o f  in e q u a lity . W h e n  

th e y  d o , re d -e y e  w ill d e c re a s e . T h e re fo re , th e  m o ra l  c o n te n t  o f  th i s  a r t ic le  is

43 Xu, Jiatun. 1983. "Kaituo yanjie, laodong zhifu(W\deri\ng scope, getting rich through hard 
work)". Economic Daily, 9 March: Economic Forum.



d e s ig n e d  to  p e r s u a d e  p e o p le  to  m a k e  th e  e f fo r t  to  d is c e rn  d if fe re n t  k in d s  o f  

in e q u a l i ty  a n d  to  b e a r  ju s t i f ia b le  ty p e s . I n  th e  1 9 8 0 s , th e  fo r e m o s t  ta s k  o f  th e  

C h in e s e  g o v e rn m e n t  w a s  to  m o v e  fo rw a rd  th e  e c o n o m ic  r e f o r m  b y  in c o rp o ra t in g  

t h e  m a rk e t- e c o n o m y  in to  th e  e x is t in g  p la n n e d  e c o n o m y . H o w e v e r , a ll i t s  e ffo r ts  in  

th i s  d i r e c t io n  w e re  b o th  u n p re d ic ta b le  a n d  e x p e r im e n ta l .  A s r e p o r te d  in  P e o p le 's  

D a ily  in  r e s p o n s e  to  th e  s u s p ic io n s  a b o u t  th e  re fo rm s , th e  m a y o r  o f  T ia n jin  

a f f irm a tiv e ly  p ro c la im e d  t h a t  “w e  w o n ’t  w h ip  a  f a s t  m o v in g  c o w  ( b ia n d a  k u a in iu ) 

a n d  w e  w ill e n c o u ra g e  e n te r p r is e s  to  c a r ry  o u t  e x p e r im e n ta l  re fo rm a tiv e  

in i t ia t iv e s ”. T h e  m a y o r  a lso  s t r e s s e d  t h a t  “w e  s h o u ld  n o t  re d -e y e  p e o p le  w h o  a re  

g e t t in g  w e a lth y  a n d  w e  w ill n o t  p i ty  th o s e  g o in g  b a n k r u p t” ( d u i  f a c a i  d e  b u  

y a n h o n g ,  d u i  k u a ta i  d e  b u  l ia n m in ) .44 A s re fo rm s  w e re  p ro p e l le d  fo rw a rd s , 

v a r io u s  ty p e s  o f  in e q u a l i ty  d id , in d e e d , a p p e a r .  T h e  c a se  b e lo w  is  a n  e x a m p le  o f  

p e o p le  w i th  f ix e d  s a la r ie s  r e d -e y e in g  p e o p le  w h o  m a d e  “u n l im i te d ” a m o u n ts  o f

m o n e y  th r o u g h  p r iv a te  b u s in e s s  e n te rp r is e .

O n e  s e lf -e m p lo y e d  b u s in e s s p e r s o n  ( g e t i  h u ) } w h o  se lls  f r u i t  fo r  a  

liv in g , to ld  m e  th a t  h e  w a n te d  to  w r i te  a n  a u to b io g ra p h y . I t  w ill b e  

t i t l e d  “H ey , d o n ’t  a lw ay s  s ta r e  a t  m e !”. H e  sa id , “s o m e  p e o p le  a lw ay s  

s ta r e  in te n t ly  a t  o u r  m o n e y  [w ith  re d -e y e ]  b u t  th e y  n e v e r  th in k  th a t ,  

b e s id e s  m o n e y , w e  a ls o  h a v e  a n x ie ty  a n d  e x h a u s t io n . W e  a re  

d is c r im in a te d  a g a in s t  b y  o th e r s .  W e  a re  c o n s ta n t ly  w o rry in g  a b o u t  

b a n k ru p tc y ,  a n  u n s ta b le  in c o m e  a n d  a n  u n s e t t le d  life  s p e n t  o n  t r a in s ,  

a i r p la n e s  o r  s te a m e rs .  B u t o n  th e i r  [ th e  s t a r e r ’s] p a y  s lip , b e s id e s  

m o n e y , th e y  h a v e  la b o u r  p r o te c t io n  (z h iy e  b a o h u ) p lu s  p r o m o t io n  e v e ry  

y e a r , a  f re e  m e d ic a l s e rv ic e , r e t i r e m e n t  p ay , a  s ta b le  w o rk in g  

e n v ir o n m e n t  a n d  so c ia l s ta tu s .  C o m p a re d  to  m o n e y , a ll  th e s e  th in g s  

th e y  h a v e  a r e  n o t  tr iv ia l.

P e o p le  w h o  h a v e  th e  c o u ra g e  to  g iv e  u p  th e i r  “i r o n  r ic e  b o w l” a re

44 Xiao, Di. 1991. “ Tianjin jinxing gaohuo dazhongxing qiye gaige shiyan niebichu biaotai 

juebu bianda kuainiu — dui facai de bu yanhong dui kuatai de bu lianmin". People's Daily, 

27 July: Economy.
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few . A n d  e v e n  i f  th e y  a c tu a lly  g iv e  i t  u p , th e y  a r e  n o t  d e te r m in e d  

e n o u g h  to  w o rk  l ik e  u s  an y w ay . T h e y  m a y  w e ll r e m in is c e  a b o u t  t h e  d a y s  

o f  “a  b i t  o f  n e w s p a p e r , a  c u p  o f  t e a ”45 w h e n  th e  re a l i ty  [ a f te r  th e  

re fo rm ]  d is m a n t le d  th e  d i s t r ib u t io n  p r in c ip le s  t h a t  w e re  p re v a le n t  in  

th e  p a s t ,  w h e n  p e o p le  b e g a n  to  g ru m b le  a b o u t  th o s e  w h o  w e re  n o t  

s u p p o s e d  to  g e t r ic h  b u t  w h o  n e v e r th e le s s  g o t  r ic h . I n  fa c t, t h e  s t a t e ’s 

p o lic y  d id  n o t  r u le  o u t  th e i r  o p t io n s  to  c h o o s e  th e  p ro fe s s io n  in  w h ic h  it  

s e e m e d  to  b e  e a s ie r  to  a c c u m u la te  w e a lth . B u t in  c h o o s in g  a  b e t t e r  

in c o m e , th i s  w ill in e v ita b ly  b e  a c c o m p a n ie d  b y  h ig h e r  r isk s . T h e re  a re  

n o  w in - in -b o th -w o r ld s  s o lu tio n s .  T h e re fo re , a ll th e y  c a n  d o  is  n o t  h a v e  

th e  c o u ra g e  to  g iv e  u p  th e i r  s ta b le -b u t- le s s -w e ll -p a id  jo b s  a n d  b e  

r e lu c ta n t  to  w o rk  h a r d  a t  t h e i r  jo b s  a s  w ell.

E c o n o m ic  D a i ly , 1 9 8 8 46 

A s w e  c a n  se e , a p a r t  f ro m  th e  in c o m e  d is p a r i ty  c a u s e d  b y  th e  u n e v e n  p ro c e s s

o f  u r b a n - r u r a l  r e fo rm , th i s  s i tu a t io n  h a s  a lso  r e s u l te d  f ro m  a llo w in g  p r iv a te

e n te r p r is e s  to  b o o m . G iv en  t h a t  th e  r e fo rm  w a s  u n d e r ta k e n  th r o u g h  a  s e r ie s  o f

p h a s e d  re fo rm s  r a t h e r  th a n  th r o u g h  a  p a r t ic u la r  c o m m o n  p ra c t ic e  a p p l ie d  to  e v e ry

so c ia l s e c to r  d e  fa c to  in e q u a l i ty  b e tw e e n  p u b l ic  s e c to r s  a n d  p r iv a te  p ro fe s s io n s  h a s

b e e n  s a l ie n t  e v e n  th o u g h  th e  t r a n s i t io n  h a s  b e e n  c o m p le x  a n d  u n p re d ic ta b le .

R e d -e y e  w a s  a p p a r e n t ly  p ro v o k e d  to  a  c e r ta in  e x te n t  a l th o u g h  i t  is  n o ta b le  t h a t

r e m a rk a b le  in e q u a l i ty  h a s  a lso  b e e n  la rg e ly  to le r a te d . P r in c ip le s  o f  d i s t r ib u t io n

w e re  a lso  a l te r e d  a s  a  r e s u l t  o f  t h e  in t r o d u c t io n  o f  a  m a r k e t  e c o n o m y  s o  t h a t

u n e q u a l  d i s t r ib u t io n  a lso  r e s u l te d  in  g ru m b lin g  a n d  re d -e y e . T h e  fo llo w in g  c a s e  is

a lso  q u i te  i l lu s t r a t iv e  a s  i t  su g g e s ts  t h a t  a  g r e a te r  n u m b e r  o f  s p e c ia l r e w a rd s  s h o u ld

b e  g iv e n  o u t  to  m a k e  o th e r  p e o p le  re d -e y e  in  o r d e r  to  c o m b a t  e x c e ss iv e

e g a li ta r ia n is m .

I t  is  a  g o o d  th in g  [ to  g iv e  o u t  b ig  r e w a rd s ]  b e c a u s e  th e y  c a n  s e rv e

45 This is the vivid expression describing how easy  work is in the public sector, spending 

your day drinking tea  and reading new spapers.
46 Zhou, Yong. 1988. “Shouru tanfang lu (An interview on incom es)”. Economic Daily, 12 
May: Latest News.
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a s  a n  e ffec tiv e  c h a lle n g e  to w a rd s  e x c e ss iv e  e g a l i ta r ia n is m  (p in g ju n  

z h u y i ) a t  w o rk . T h e  b o n u s  s y s te m  h a s  r e s u m e d  in  r e c e n t  y e a rs . T o  give 

o u t  b o n u s e s  s h o u ld  f i t  n ic e ly  w ith  th e  p r in c ip le  o f  th e  so c ia l is t  

d is t r ib u t iv e  s y s te m  i.e . d i s t r ib u t io n  a c c o rd in g  to  w o rk  d o n e , “w o rk in g  

m o r e  g e t t in g  m o r e ”. B u t in  o u r  c o u n tr y  th e  m e n ta l i ty  o f  “ex c e ss iv e  

e g a l i ta r ia n is m ” ( p in g ju n  z h u y i ) is  d e e p ly  ro o te d  in  p e o p le ’s  m in d s  a n d  

i t  is  n o t  e a sy  to  g e t  r id  of. E v e n  g iv in g  o u t  b o n u s e s  e n d s  u p  lik e  “e a tin g  

f r o m  th e  s a m e  p o t” (d a g u o fa n ) in  th e  s e n s e  t h a t  i f  o n e  p e r s o n  g e ts  o n e  

i t  is  th o u g h t  t h a t  o th e r s  s h o u ld  g e t  o n e  to o . E v e n  in  th e  c a se  o f  th o s e  

s c ie n t is ts  w h o  h a v e  m a d e  s ig n if ic a n t  sc ie n tif ic  a n d  te c h n o lo g ic a l 

c o n tr ib u t io n s ,  b e c a u s e  o f  th e  e n o r m o u s  n u m b e r  o f  b o n u s e s  o u r  s ta te  

h a s  o ffe re d , th e  m o n e y  th a t  h a s  f in a lly  t r ic k le d  d o w n  to  th e m  h a s  

s o m e tim e s  b e e n  o n ly  a  c o u p le  o f  h u n d r e d  Y u a n .4? T h is  is  s u p p o s e d  to  

b e  c a lle d  a  r e w a rd  a l th o u g h  in  fa c t  i t  d o e s  n o t  p la y  a n y  s o r t  o f  

r e w a rd in g  ro le .

P e o p le 's  D a i ly , 1 9 8 4 48 

I n  o th e r  a r t ic le s  ex c e ss iv e  e g a l i ta r ia n is m  ( p in g ju n  z h u y i ) w a s  m o re  ex p lic itly

a r g u e d  to  b e  th e  r o o t  c a u s e  o f  re d -e y e . I t  w a s  a r g u e d  t h a t  w h e n  ex c e ss iv e

e g a l i ta r ia n is m  c a n n o t  b e  a c h ie v e d  p e o p le  d is p a ra g e  o th e r  p e o p le .4^ T h e  C h in e se

t e r m  p in g ju n  z h u y i  a c tu a lly  co n v e y s  th e  id e a  t h a t  e v e ry o n e  s h o u ld  g e t  a n  e q u a l

s h a r e  o f  e v e ry th in g . T h is  is  d if f e re n t  f ro m  e g a l i ta r ia n is m  w h ic h  u p h o ld s  th e  id e a

t h a t  e v e ry o n e  s h o u ld  s im p ly  h a v e  e q u a l  r ig h ts  a n d  b e  t r e a te d  eq u a lly . H e re ,

th e r e f o r e ,  I  t r a n s la te  th is  t e r m  a s  e x c e ss iv e  e g a l i ta r ia n is m . A s s u g g e s te d  in  th e

a b o v e  e x c e rp ts , th e  in c id e n c e s  o f  r e d -e y e  r e s u l t  f ro m  e i th e r  p e o p le ’s  e x cess iv e ly

e g a l i ta r ia n  id e a s  o r  m is u n d e r s ta n d in g s  a b o u t  th e  n a tu r e  o f  th e  c u r r e n t  in e q u a li ty

w h ic h  m a k e  th e m  le s s  to le r a n t  o f  th e  “g o o d ” in e q u a l i ty  b r o u g h t  a b o u t  b y  th e

e c o n o m ic  re fo rm s . A s I  h a v e  a rg u e d  b e fo re , in e q u a l i ty  i t s e l f  c a n n o t  b e  th e  o n ly

e s s e n t ia l  c o n d i t io n  fo r  a ro u s in g  en v y . I n  fa c t, p e r c e iv e d  in e q u a li ty , c o m p a r a b le

47 1 Yuan w as equal to 0.06 GBP at the time of my research.

48 Zhong, Huai. 1984. “ Yao jiangde bieren yanhong (More rewards to m ake others 

red-eye)”. People’s Daily, 8 Septem ber. Today’s  Topic.
49 Gao, Zhanxiang. 1986. "Jiaqiang pinde xiuyang fangzhi sixiangbing (Strengthening moral 
education, preventing moral illness)”. Economic Daily, 10 April: Party Life.
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in e q u a l i ty  a n d  e v e n  im a g in e d  in e q u a l i ty  a ll w e ig h  m o re  th a n  a c tu a l  in e q u a li ty  

w h e n  i t  c o m e s  to  in c it in g  envy . T h u s , w h e n  re a l  in e q u a l i ty  is  e v id e n t  a t  a  p a r t ic u la r  

t im e , p e o p le ’s  p e rc e p t io n s  o f  s u c h  a n  in e q u a l i ty  a r e  in e v ita b ly  c ru c ia l  in  t e r m s  o f  

h o w  th e  p r o b le m  o f  e n v y  is  c o n s id e re d . I n  th e  c a se  o f  C h in a  im m e d ia te ly  a f te r  th e  

r e fo rm , i t  w a s  th e  c o n f lic tin g  a n d  c o m p e tin g  n o t io n s  o f  in e q u a l i ty  t h a t  g iv e  r is e  to  

e n v y  a n d  re d -e y e .

I n  th e  1 9 9 0 s , re d -e y e  w a s  m u c h  le s s  d is c u s s e d  in  b o th  th e  P e o p le 's  D a ily  a n d  

th e  E c o n o m ic  D a ily .  M o re  p r o m in e n t  in  th i s  p e r io d  w a s  th e  c h a n g in g  p e r c e p t io n  o f  

t h e  r ic h . H e re  is  a  c o lle c tio n  o f  s e le c te d  in te rv ie w s  a b o u t  h o w  o r d in a r y  p e o p le  fee l

w h e n  th e y  s e e  o th e r  p e o p le  c a re le s s ly  s p e n d in g  m o n e y  f o r  p le a s u re .

K n o w in g  h o w  to  e a r n  m o n e y  a n d  to  s p e n d  m o n e y  is  n o rm a l.  L e t 

th e  r ic h  b e  r ic h . T h a t  is  b e t t e r  t h a n  b e in g  b o u n d  to g e th e r  to  e a t  c a b b a g e  

[ to  b e  e q u a lly  p o o r ] . T h e re  is  n o  r ig h t  o r  w ro n g  w h e n  i t  c o m e s  to  

c o n s u m p tio n . I t  is  p e r s o n a l .  I f  I  h a d  h a d  m o n e y , I  w o u ld  h a v e  b o u g h t  

lu x u ry  g o o d s  to o .
A  w o m a n  w o rk in g  in  g o v e rn m e n t

I ’m  o f fe r in g  se rv ic e s  to  r ic h  w o m e n  e v e ry  d a y . F o r  c o sm e tic s  

c o s t in g  o v e r  1 ,0 0 0  Y u a n , th e y  a lw a y s  b u y  s e v e ra l  s e ts ;  f o r  a  2 0 0 0 -Y u a n  

e le c tr ic  to y , th e y  j u s t  p ic k  i t  u p  a n d  p a y . I f  y o u  th in k  I  fe e l n o th in g  th a t  

w o u ld  b e  a  b lu ff . B u t th e y  h a v e  m o n e y . T h e  o n ly  th in g  I  c a n  d o  is  to  p u ll  

e v e ry  s t r in g  I  c a n  to  m a k e  m o n e y !”

A  s a le s p e r s o n

L u x u ry  c o n s u m p tio n  is  n o t  c a n c e r  b u t  th e  g o a l o f  o u r  s tr iv in g . A t a  

p a r t ic u la r  t im e , s o m e o n e  to o k  th e  in i t ia t iv e  f o r  l u x u ry  c o n s u m p t io n  a n d  

t h a t  h a s  s im p ly  s h o w n  u s  a  n e w  w o rld .

A  jo u r n a l i s t

. N o n e th e le s s ,  th e  lev e l o f  c o n s u m p t io n  s h o u ld  m a tc h  th e  lev e l o f  

n a t io n a l  p ro d u c tiv i ty . I t  is  n o t  s e n s ib le  to  a im le s s ly  c o m p a re  o n e s e lf  

w ith  lu x u ry  c o n s u m e rs  a n d  th e  u n h e a l th y  a t t i tu d e  o f  s p e n d in g  to o  

m u c h  s h o u ld  n o t  b e  e n c o u ra g e d  e i th e r .

E d i to r s ’ A f te rw o rd
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P e o p le 's  D a ily ,  1 992s0 

I n  th e  1 9 9 0 s , n o  o n e  s e e m e d  to  h a te  th e  r ic h . T o  p u t  i t  d if fe re n tly , th e  P e o p le 's

D a i ly  w a s  n o t  y e t c o n c e rn e d  e n o u g h  a b o u t  th e  is s u e  to  p u b l is h  r e p o r ts  a b o u t  h a t in g

t h e  r ic h . A t th i s  p a r t ic u la r  t im e , b e in g  r ic h  w a s  s e e n  a s  a  s ig n  o f  b e in g  c a p a b le . I t

w a s  a d m ire d .  P e o p le  e n v ie d  th e  r ic h  a n d  w a n te d  to  b e  o n e  o f  th e m  a n d  th i s  a lso

s e e m e d  h o p e fu l .  I t  w a s  n o t  u n t i l  a f te r  th e  y e a r  2 0 0 0  t h a t  th e  id e a  o f  w e a l th - h a t r e d

b e g a n  to  g a in  e x te n s iv e  a t te n t io n  b o th  in  th e  m e d ia  a n d  in  a c a d e m ic  d is c u s s io n s .

Wealth-hatred mentality

“C h o u ” a s  in  c h o u fu  [ th e  h a t r e d  o f  th e  r ic h ] , n a m e ly  “m a lic io u s  

e n v y ” ( j id u ) ,  c o m m o n ly  r e f e r r e d  to  a s  “re d -e y e  d is e a s e  (h o n g y a n  

b in g ) ”, 51 is  o n e  o f  th e  p itfa lls  t h a t  c o m e s  w ith  h u m a n  n a tu r e  a n d  e x is ts  

c o m m o n ly . N o t  o n ly  th e  r ic h  w ill b e  o b je c ts  o f  m a lic io u s  en v y , th o u g h ;  

th e  b e a u t i fu l ,  th e  ta le n te d  a n d  p e o p le  w h o  s e e m  to  b e  lu c k y  in  p o li t ic s  

w ill a ll  a ls o  h a v e  e x p e r ie n c e d  th e  fe e lin g  o f  b e in g  e n v ie d  b y  o th e r  

p e o p le .

B u t j i d u  d o e s  n o t  n e c e s s a r i ly  t u r n  in to  h a t r e d .  O n c e  h a t r e d  

e m e rg e s , th e  o b je c t  o f  th e  h a t r e d  w ill b e  s e e n  a s  a n  e n e m y  to  b e  

d e s tro y e d  to  m a k e  o th e r s  h a p p y . W h e n  th e  r ic h  b e c o m e  su c c e s s fu l, i t  is  

n o r m a l  fo r  th e m  to  b e  e n v ie d  o r  e v e n  to  b e c o m e  o b je c ts  o f  j i d u .  B u t i f  

w e  r e g a r d  th i s  k in d  o i j i d u  a s  “w e a l th - h a t r e d ”, t h e n  th e  C h in e s e  n o t  

o n ly  h a te  th e  r ic h  b u t  a lso  b e a u t i f u l  p e o p le , g o v e rn m e n t  o ff ic ia ls , 

f o r tu n a te  p e o p le  a n d  a ll p e o p le  liv in g  w i th o u t  d is a s te r s  o r  d if f ic u ltie s . I f  

th i s  is  so , th e n  w h a t  k in d  o f  n a t io n  is  o u rs ?  T o  p u t  i t  s im p ly , i f  t h e r e  is  

n o  j i d u  in  th e  w o r ld , w h a t  k in d  o f  h u m a n  b e in g s  a r e  w e?

T h e re fo re ,  w h e n  th e  r ic h  p e r s o n  c o m e s  a c ro s s  p r e d ic a m e n ts ,  f o r  

in s ta n c e  t h a t  o f  b e in g  b la c k m a ile d  o r  k id n a p p e d , i t  c a n n o t  b e  

c o n c lu d e d  t h a t  th e s e  a r e  a ll c a u s e d  b y  th e  m in d s e t  o f  “w e a l th - h a t r e d ” .

T h e  r ic h  a r e  j u s t  a n  e a sy  t a r g e t  fo r  c r im in a ls  b e c a u s e  th e y  im p ly  “s m a ll  

in v e s tm e n t ,  h ig h  r e w a rd ”. M o re o v e r , th e  h a rm fu l  a c t io n  is  n o t  

n e c e s s a r i ly  p e r p e t r a te d  b y  th e  p o o r .

W e a l th  is  in n o c e n t. W h a t  a f fe c ts  h u m a n  r e la t io n s h ip s  is  n o t  th e  

a m o u n t  o f  w e a l th  p e o p le  h a v e  b u t  th e  g o o d  o r  b a d  q u a l i t ie s  in d u c e d  b y

50 Gong, Wen. 1992. "Gaodang shangdian shengyi zenm zhem huo? Shenm ren yizhi 

qianjin? Laobaixing bu yanhong ma? —  qingkan xiaofei 'guizu'". People’s Daily, 27  

December: Economy.
51 It can be argued that wealth-hatred is a  particular type of red-eye, that is, red-eye directed 

a t the rich.
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w e a lth . T h e  m o ra ls  o f  w e a l th  d e p e n d  o n  i t s  b e g in n in g s  [ th e  m e a n s  o f  

o b ta in in g  w e a lth ]  a n d  th e  e n d s  i t  is  p u t  to  [ th e  w a y s  o f  s p e n d in g  it] . 

T h e s e  a r e  th e  k e y  fa c to r s  a f fe c tin g  h o w  p e o p le  lo v e  o r  h a te  p e o p le  w ith  

w e a lth . T h e re fo re , o n e  s h o u ld  n o t  l ig h tly  d is m is s  w e a l th  b e c a u s e  i f  o n e  

d o e s  th i s  w o u ld  im p ly  th a t  o n e  in e v ita b ly  s u f fe rs  f r o m  g e t t in g  w e a l th y  

o r  t h a t  o u r  s o c ie ty  c o u ld  n o t  to le r a te  w e a lth .

P e o p le 's  D a ily ,  2 0 0 5 s 2 

T h e  th r e a t  p r e s e n te d  b y  w e a l th  h a t r e d  (c h o u fu ) f i r s t  b e c a m e  e v id e n t  a s  a  r e s u l t

o f  a  s e r ie s  o f  m u r d e r s  r e p o r te d  b y  th e  m e d ia . O n  21 J a n u a r y  2 0 0 3 ,  th e  v ice

c h a i r m a n  o f  th e  A ll C h in a  F e d e r a t io n  o f  I n d u s t r y  a n d  C o m m e rc e , th e  “S te e l K in g ”

o f  S h a a n x i, w a s  k ille d . T h e  fo llo w in g  F e b ru a ry , a  b i l l io n a i r e  in  Z h e jia n g  w a s  fo u n d

d e a d  in  f r o n t  o f  h is  h o m e ; th e  b o d y  w a s  f o u n d  to  h a v e  14 w o u n d s  in f l ic te d  b y  a

k n ife . S u s p ic io n s  t h e n  tu r n e d  in to  a  p o p u la r  b e l ie f  t h a t  th e s e  c r im e s  w e re  c a u s e d  b y

a  k in d  o f  “w e a l th - h a t r e d ” m e n t a l i t y .53 A s Q in  a rg u e s ,  i t  w a s  e v id e n t  t h a t  th e

b ig g e s t  p ro b le m  in  C h in a  w a s  th e  d i le m m a  a r is in g  f ro m  u n e q u a l  in c o m e

d is t r ib u t io n .  O n  th e  o n e  h a n d ,  a f te r  m o re  t h a n  2 0  y e a r s  o f  e c o n o m ic  r e fo rm  c o a s ta l

a r e a s  h a d  d e v e lo p e d  f a s te r  th a n  in la n d  a re a s ,  u r b a n  a r e a s  f a s te r  t h a n  r u r a l  o n e s

a n d  s o m e  fa m ilie s  f a s te r  th a n  o th e r s  a n d  in c o m e  d is p a r i t i e s  w e re  w id e n in g . I f  th is

p r o b le m  w a s  n o t  d e a l t  w ith , so c ie ty  w o u ld  f in d  i ts e lf  in  tu r m o i l .  O n  th e  o th e r  h a n d ,

h o w e v e r , to  p r o m o te  th e  d e v e lo p m e n t  o f  c e r ta in  in d u s t r i e s  i t  w a s  in e v i ta b le  t h a t

p r iv a te  e n te r p r i s e s  b e  a llo w e d  to  in v e s t  a n d  e a r n  p ro f i ts .  M o re o v e r , h ig h

in v e s tm e n t  r e tu r n  w a s  th e  p r im a iy  r e q u i r e m e n t  f o r  p r iv a te  in v e s tm e n t .  I t  w a s

p o in te d  o u t  t h a t  th e  d i le m m a  a ro s e  f ro m  th e  fa c t  t h a t  in c o m e  in e q u a l i ty  r e m a in e d

in e v i ta b le  f o r  e c o n o m ic  d e v e lo p m e n t  b u t  th a t ,  o n  t h e  o th e r  h a n d ,  th i s  c a u s e d

52 Lei, Shuyan. 2005. "Manshuo ’choufu’(Be careful about labelling it wealth-hatred)”. 
People’s Daily, 15 November: Supplement.
53 Qin, Pei. 2003. "’Choufu xintai xiangxiang haishi shishi (W ealth-hatred mentality: 
imagination or truth?)”. New West 4: 66-67.
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u n s e t t l in g  w e a l th -h a tr e d . Q in  a rg u e s  s t ro n g ly  t h a t  a p a r t  f ro m  t ry in g  to  n a r r o w  

d o w n  th e  in c o m e  g a p  w e  s h o u ld  a ls o  a v o id  d r a m a t is in g  “w e a l th - h a t r e d ” m e n ta l i ty .  

T h e  w e a l th - h a t r e d  m e n ta l i ty  is  s im p ly  m a k in g  s o c ie ty  d e te r io r a te  s in c e  th e  p ro b le m  

in  C h in a  c a n n o t  b e  so lv e d  b y  “k ill in g  th e  r ic h  s o  a s  to  h e lp  th e  p o o r  ( s h a fu  j i p i n ) ” 

(Q in , 2 0 0 3 :  6 6 -6 7 ) .

A  d e ta i le d  d e f in i t io n  o f  th e  w e a l th - h a t r e d  m e n ta l i ty  e x is t in g  in  p e a s a n t

s o c ie t ie s  h a s  b e e n  p r e s e n te d  b y  S u n . S h e  s u g g e s ts  th a t ,  to  d e f in e  w e a l th - h a t r e d ,  o n e

s h o u ld  d e f in e  b o th  “w e a l th ” a n d  “h a t r e d ”. “H a t r e d  is  th e  r e a c t io n  to  th e

p sy c h o lo g ic a l fe e lin g  o f  j i d u  a n d  re v e n g e , a n d  w e a l th  s h o u ld  n o t  o n ly  b e

u n d e r s to o d  a s  t h e  a b u n d a n c e  o f  m o n e y  b u t  s h o u ld  a lso  in c lu d e  a d v a n ta g e o u s  liv in g

c o n d it io n s ,  th e  a d e q u a c y  o f  n a tu r a l  r e s o u rc e s  a n d  e ffe c tiv e  a g g re g a tio n  o f  t a l e n t ”

(S u n , 2 0 0 8 :  4 3 ) . 54 S h e  f u r th e r  s ta te s  t h a t  w e a l th  in  a ll th e s e  a s p e c ts  is  o n ly  a

c o m p a ra t iv e  c o n c e p t  a n d  t h a t  i t  is  th e  id e a l  d e s i r e d  p o s i t io n  a f te r  c o m p a r is o n  h a s

b e e n  m a d e . S h e  a rg u e s  t h a t  th e  fe e lin g  o f  h a t r e d  in  “w e a l th - h a t r e d ” is  d e e p e r  t h a n

j i d u  b u t  le s s  t h a n  re a l  h a t r e d .  T w o  ty p e s  o f  b e h a v io u ra l  m a n if e s ta t io n  o f

w e a l th - h a t r e d  a r e  p ro v id e d  in  h e r  p a p e r .  O n e  is  s h o w n  b y  re d -e y e  d is e a s e  in  th e

f o r m  o f  u n h a p p y  fe e lin g s  d i r e c te d  a t  th e  r ic h , a lw ay s  a c c o m p a n ie d  b y  v e rb a l  a b u s e ,

im p u ta t io n s  o r  d e n ig ra t io n . W h e n  p e o p le  c a n n o t  s to p  s o m e o n e  b e c o m in g  r ic h , th e y

c a n  o n ly  u s e  th e s e  k in d s  o f  m e th o d s  to  re lie v e  th e i r  j i d u  a n d  a n g u is h . T h e  o th e r

ty p e  is  u n c o o p e ra t iv e  c o n d u c t  d r iv e n  b y  w e a l th - h a t r e d ,  th i s  in c lu d in g  n o  lo n g e r

o f fe r in g  re c ip ro c a l  h e lp  to  r ic h  n e ig h b o u r s  a n d  n o  lo n g e r  le n d in g  p ro d u c t io n

m a te r ia ls  t h a t  c o u ld  p o s s ib ly  m a k e  o th e r  p e o p le  r ic h  (S u n , 2 0 0 8 :  4 3 ~4 5 )-

54 All the quotations from journals articles are my translation from the Chinese texts.
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W h e n  m o v in g  f ro m  “re d -e y e  d is e a s e ” to  “w e a l th - h a t r e d  m e n ta l i ty ”, th e  ta r g e t  

o f  j i d u  s e e m s  to  n a r r o w  d o w n  th e  t a r g e t  o f  m a lic io u s  e n v y  f ro m  b e in g  s u c c e s s fu l in  

v a r io u s  w a y s  to  j u s t  b e in g  r ic h . W h ile  r e d -e y e  d is e a s e  w a s  fo rc e fu lly  d is m is s e d  a n d  

e x c e ss iv e  e g a l i ta r ia n is m  a b a n d o n e d ,  th e  h a t r e d  o f  t h e  r ic h  s e e m s  to  b e  le s s  e a sy  to  

s h a k e  off. W h e n  in e q u a l i ty  w a s  la rg e ly  to le r a te d  in  th e  1 9 8 0 s , th e  g ro w in g  n u m b e r  

o f  e x tr e m e  r ic h  a n d  th e  w id e n in g  g a p  b e tw e e n  th e  r ic h  a n d  th e  p o o r  s ig n if ic a n tly  

c o m p lic a te d  th e  p ro b le m . P u b lic  d is c o u r s e  s e e m e d  to  c a ll f o r  a  d is t in c t io n  b e tw e e n  

“w e a l th ” a n d  “th e  r ic h  p e o p le ”, t r y in g  to  p e r s u a d e  th e  r ic h  to  b e h a v e  b e t t e r  a n d  th e  

p o o r  to  b e  m o re  u n d e r s ta n d in g .  A s L iu  s u m m a r is e s  th e  r e s e a r c h  o n  th e  w a y s  h o w  

C h in e s e  o b ta in  t h e i r  w e a l th  d o n e  b y  th e  C h in e s e  A c a d e m y  o f  S o c ia l S c ie n c e s , th e  

fo r e m o s t  w a y  o f  g e t t in g  r ic h  t h a t  o r d in a r y  p e o p le  a p p r o v e d  o f  w a s  th r o u g h  

“c u l tu r a l  c a p i ta l”, n a m e ly  b y  u s in g  k n o w le d g e , te c h n o lo g y  a n d  o th e r  in te ll ig ib le  

f a c to r s  to  g a in  w e a lth . T h e  s e c o n d  m o s t  a p p ro v e d  w a y  w a s  th r o u g h  “e c o n o m ic  

c a p i ta l”, n a m e ly  th r o u g h  th e  e x p a n s io n  o f  c a p i ta l  a n d  th e  p r im it iv e  a c c u m u la t io n  o f  

c a p ita l .  T h e  w a y  p e o p le  c o u ld  n o t  to le r a te  a n d  te n d e d  to  h a te  w a s  “p o w e r  c a p i ta l”; 

t h a t  is , a c h ie v in g  w e a lth  th r o u g h  in a p p r o p r ia te  “g re y ” t r a n s a c t io n s  (L iu , 2 0 0 8 :  

159). C o m m e n ta r ie s  a lso  s u g g e s te d  t h a t  d e n o u n c in g  th e  w ro n g d o in g s  o f  th e  r ic h

w o u ld  b e  a  g o o d  s u b s t i tu te  f o r  w e a l th - h a t r e d .

M a n y  fa b le s  a r e  s a t i r ic a l  a b o u t  th e  r ic h  a n d  re f le c t  p e o p le ’s  g e n e ra l  

a t t i tu d e  to w a rd s  th e  r ic h . B u t th i s  r e s u l ts  f ro m  th e  n a tu r e  o f  w e a l th  in  

t r a d i t io n a l  s o c ie tie s  w h e n  w e a l th  w a s  g a in e d  b y  e x p lo it in g  o th e r s .  B u t 

u n d e r  th e  m a r k e t  e c o n o m y , t h e  a c q u is i t io n  o f  w e a l th  c a n n o t  b e  

a c h ie v e d  w i th o u t  o n e s  o w n  a b i l i ty  a n d  e ffo r t. T h e re fo re ,  e v e n  th o u g h  

th e r e  m a y  h a v e  b e e n  m is c o n d u c t  in  a c c u m u la t in g  w e a l th ,  t h e  r ic h  a r e  in  

g e n e ra l  c r e a t in g  p r o s p e r i ty  f o r  so c ie ty  a n d  p r o m o t in g  so c ia l 

a d v a n c e m e n t .  By a n d  la rg e , t h e  r ic h  in  C h in a  a r e  n o t  a s  w id e ly  

r e s p e c te d  a s  th e i r  c o u n te r p a r t s  in  th e  U S. E v e n  th o u g h  m o s t  p e o p le

79



w o u ld  h a v e  to  a d m i t  t h a t  p e o p le  g e tt in g  r ic h  is  a d v a n ta g e o u s  fo r  

so c ie ty , w e a l th - h a t r e d  is  s t i l l  q u i te  c o m m o n . T h e  r e a s o n s  fo r  th i s  c a n  b e  

s u m m e d  u p  a s  fo llo w s.

T h e  f i r s t  r e a s o n  is  th e  in f lu e n c e  o f  in h e r i te d  t r a d i t io n a l  th o u g h t;  

t h a t  is , th o u s a n d s  o f  y e a r s  o f  r e s e n tm e n t  to w a rd s  th e  r ic h , 

d e m o n s t r a te d  b y  th e  p o p u la r i ty  o f  th e  “W a te r  M a rg in ’̂  [p e o p le  w h o  

b e c o m e  h e ro e s  b y  k ill in g  t h e  r ic h  a n d  h e lp in g  th e  p o o r  s h a fu j ip in ] .  T h e  

t r a d i t io n a l  w a y  o f  v ie w in g  th e  r ic h  is  d e e p ly  r o o te d  in  p e o p le ’s  m in d s  

a n d  th e  b r o a d e n in g  g a p  b e tw e e n  th e  r ic h  a n d  th e  p o o r  h a s  f u r th e r  

c u l t iv a te d  th i s  id e a . T h e  s e c o n d  r e a s o n  is  th e  w id e s p re a d  b e l ie f  in  

“o r ig in a l  s in ” [ th a t  o f  c a p ita l is m ] . I t  is  u n d e n ia b le  t h a t  in  th e  p ro c e s s  o f  

g e t t in g  r ic h  s o m e  o f  th e  w e a l th y  p e o p le , e sp e c ia lly  th e  “b a o fu ” [ th o s e  

w h o  g e t  e x tre m e ly  r ic h  o v e rn ig h t] ,  m ig h t  h a v e  ta k e n  ille g a l a c t io n  o r  

b e e n  in v o lv e d  in  m is c o n d u c t  b u t  th i s  s h o u ld  n o t  d e t r a c t  f ro m  th e  

g e n e ra l  im a g e  o f  a ll r ic h  p e o p le . T h e  th i r d  r e a s o n  is  th a t ,  in  t h e  c a se  o f  

s o m e  o f  th e  w e a l th y  p e o p le  in  C h in a , th e i r  m o ra ls  d id  n o t  im p ro v e  in  

a c c o rd a n c e  w i th  t h e  g ro w th  o f  th e i r  w e a lth . S o m e tim e s , i t  w a s  th e i r  

m is b e h a v io u r  t h a t  p ro v o k e d  h a t r e d  a m o n g  o th e r s .

T h e re fo re ,  i f  a  r ic h  p e r s o n  is  to  b e  r e s p e c te d , h e  s h o u ld  f i r s t  ta k e  

n o te  o f  th e  id e a  o f  e q u a lity ;  t h a t  is , h e  s h o u ld  n o t  th in k  o f  h im s e lf  a s  

s u p e r io r  to  o th e r s  a n d  s h o u ld  n o t  a c t  o n ly  a s  h e  w ish e s . S e c o n d ly , th e  

r ic h  s h o u ld  h a v e  h ig h e r  m o r a l  s ta n d a r d s  a n d  a c t  a s  so c ia l  e x e m p la rs .

T h e y  s h o u ld  b e  m o re  c a u t io u s  a b o u t  t h e i r  w o rd s  a n d  d e e d s ,  b e in g  

w e a l th y  a n d  v i r tu o u s .  T h ird ly , th e  r ic h  s h o u ld  a ls o  b e  m o re  d e d ic a te d  to  

so c ia l  a f fa irs , b e a r in g  in  m in d  th a t  t h e i r  m o n e y  c o m e s  f ro m  s o c ie ty  a n d  

s h o u ld  b e  p a id  b a c k  in  th e  fo rm  o f  c h a r ity . A  n o r m a l  so c ie ty  s h o u ld  n o t  

h a v e  e i th e r  w e a l th - h a t r e d  o r  p o o r - h a t r e d .  P e o p le  s h o u ld  r e s p e c t  e a c h  

o th e r  in  s p i te  o f  th e  a m o u n t  o f  m o n e y  th e y  m a y  o r  m a y  n o t  h a v e .

P e o p le ’s  D a ily ,  2 0 0 4  56

A s is  a rg u e d  h e r e ,  i t  is  n o t  a p p a r e n t  in e q u a l i ty  t h a t  in s t ig a te s  h a t r e d .  I f  y o u  a r e  

r ic h  b u t  s t i l l  t r e a t  o th e r  p e o p le  a s  e q u a ls ,  w e a l th - h a t r e d  s h o u ld  n o t  b e  a  p ro b le m . 

E n v y , j i d u ,  r e d -e y e  a n d  e v e n  h a t r e d  s e e m  to  b e  in e v ita b le  in  a ll e ra s  a n d  a ll 

s o c ie tie s . A s L iu  a rg u e s ,  th e  o n ly  d if fe re n c e  h e re  is  t h a t  p e o p le  t e n d  to  c o n sc io u s ly  

s e a r c h  f o r  r e a s o n s  to  e q u a te  w ith  t h e i r  e n v io u s  m in d s e ts .  F o r  in s ta n c e , 

u n d e r s ta n d in g  t h a t  t h e  r ic h  h a v e  a c tu a lly  o b ta in e d  th e i r  w e a l th  o n ly  a t  e n o rm o u s

55 O ne of the Four G reat Classical Novels of C hinese literature
56 Liang, Xiaomin. 2004. “Furen de ziW  (“The self-discipline of the rich”). People’s Daily, 3 
August: Theory/Scholar’s View.
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c o s t ,  t h a t  th e y  h a v e  in h e r i te d  i t  f ro m  re la t iv e s  o r  t h a t  th e y  h a v e  w o rk e d  re a lly  h a r d  

fo r  i t  c a n  b a la n c e  o u t  th e i r  e n v io u s  fe e lin g s . H o w e v e r , w h e n  th e  r e a s o n s  th e  

e n v io u s  f in d  fo r  s o m e o n e  b e in g  r ic h  a r e  n o t  s e e n  a s  c r e d ib le  o r  w h e n  t h e  e n v io u s  

b e lie v e  t h a t  th e  c o s t  th e  r ic h  p e r s o n  h a s  p a id  fo r  t h e i r  w e a l th  is  f a r  to o  lo w , th e  

fe e lin g  o f  in ju s t ic e  th e n  in c i te s  th e  j i d u  t o  t u r n  in to  h a t r e d  w ith  th e  m e n ta l i ty  o f  

“h a t r e d  o f  th e  r ic h ” th u s  b e in g  g e n e r a te d  (L iu , 2 0 0 8 :  157). T h is  is  so , i t  is  a rg u e d , 

b e c a u s e  w h a t  p e o p le  h a te  is  n o t  a ll r ic h  p e o p le  b u t  th e  f a c t  o f  h a r m in g  o r  r e d u c in g  

p u b l ic  p r o p e r ty  o r  th e  a c t  o f  t r a n s f o r m in g  n a t io n a l  a s s e t s  in to  p r iv a te  w e a l th  

th r o u g h  b a c k s ta g e  d e a ls .57 T h e  k e y  d is t in c t io n  t h a t  m a k e s  w e a l th  h a te f u l  is  t h a t  

m a d e  b e tw e e n  le g i t im a te  w e a l th  a n d  i l le g it im a te  w e a lth , a  d is t in c t io n  e v id e n c e d  b y  

th e  c o n t r a s t  b e tw e e n  ta x  e v a s io n  ( i l le g it im a te  w e a l th )  a n d  th e  “b e n e v o le n t  r ic h ” 

( th o s e  w h o  t r y  to  re p a y  s o c ie ty ) .58 M o re o v e r , th e  p ro d ig a l i ty  o f  t h e  r ic h  h a s  

s t r e n g th e n e d  t h e  m e n ta l i ty  o f  w e a l th - h a t r e d .  I t  w a s  r e p o r te d ,  f o r  in s ta n c e ,  t h a t  

w h e n  B e n tle y  o ffic ia lly  e n te r e d  th e  C h in e s e  m a r k e t  in  2 0 0 2 ,  8 5  c a r s  w e re  so ld  

w i th in  a  y e a r . O th e r  lu x u ry  b r a n d s  q u ic k ly  p o u r e d  in to  th e  C h in e s e  m a r k e t  o n e  

a f te r  a n o th e r .5? T h e re  w a s  a lso  d is c u s s io n  a b o u t  w h e th e r  lu x u ry  c o n s u m p tio n  

s h o u ld  b e  r e s t r ic te d  in  C h in a  s in c e  th e  r ic h  w e re  c a p a b le  o f  s p e n d in g  h u n d r e d s  a n d

57 New W est. 2003. “Gaibian choufu qingxu yao kao furen ziji (Changing wealth-hatred 

mentality depends on the rich them selves)”. Xin xibu (New W est), pp 67.

58 Wu, Zhili. utRenfu nanmi’ yu 'choufu xintai1 (The ra reness of the benevolent rich and 

wealth-hatred mentality)”, www.cnki.net.

59 Lin, A. 2004. “Furen langfei jiashen le shehui de ‘choufu xinta\ (Prodigal consumption of 
the rich deepened  the "wealth-hatred mentality”)’” Lianzheng liaowang (Honesty Outlook): 

7-8.

81

http://www.cnki.net


th o u s a n d s  o f  Y u a n  o n  o n e  m e a l  o r  t e n  th o u s a n d  Y u a n  o n  ju s t  a  b o t t le  o f  w in e . 60 I t  

w a s  th e r e f o r e  s u g g e s te d  t h a t  t h e  r ic h  m u s t  a lso  b e  h e ld  r e s p o n s ib le  fo r  t h e  h a t r e d ,  

th i s  s in c e  “fo r  th e  n e w  r ic h , a l th o u g h  th e i r  w e a l th  c a n n o t  m a tc h  th e  w e a l th  o f  B ill 

G a te s , th e i r  e x p e n d i tu r e  is  r a r e ly  s e e n  e ls e w h e re ”. T h e  r e m a r k a b le  fa c t  is  e x a c tly  

w h a t  o n e  m il l io n a ire  p o in te d  o u t:  “in  C h in a , n o  o n e  w ill b e lie v e  h o w  r ic h  y o u  a r e  

u n le s s  th e y  s e e  y o u  s p e n d  m o n e y ”.61 E x cess iv e  e x p e n d i tu r e  h a s  b e e n  a r g u e d  to  b e  

o n e  o f  th e  in i t ia l  c a u s e s  o f  w e a l th - h a t r e d  a n d  w h a t  h a s  m a d e  th i s  w o rs e  h a s  b e e n  

th e  d e l ib e ra te  in te n t io n  o f  th e  r ic h  to  s h o w  o f f  a n d  t h e i r  o f t  a r t ic u la te d  n e e d  to  b e  

a c k n o w le d g e d  a s  h a v in g  a  s u p e r io r  p o s i t io n . I n e q u a l i ty  h a s  b e c o m e  e v id e n tly  

in e v ita b le .  W h a t  m a t te r s  n o w , a s  th e  e d ito r ia l  s u g g e s te d , s e e m s  to  b e  s im p ly  h o w  to

m a k e  th e  r ic h  le s s  h a te fu l .

A  c e r ta in  w e a l th  g a p  h a s  r e m a in e d  d u e  to  p e r s o n a l  d if fe re n c e s  

e x is t in g  a t  a ll  le v e ls . D if fe re n t  so c ia l s ta tu s ,  p r a c t ic a l  e x p e r ie n c e s , 

k n o w le d g e  o r  a b il i t ie s  a s  w e ll a s  d if f e r e n t  c u l tu r a l  b a c k g ro u n d s , fa m ily  

e n v ir o n m e n ts  o r  p h y s ic a l  q u a li t ie s  c o n s e q u e n t ly  r e s u l t  in  d i f f e r e n t  

in c o m e  le v e ls  a n d  liv in g  c o n d it io n s .  A f te r  th e  r e fo rm , p a r t s  o f  c e r ta in  

re g io n s  a n d  s o m e  p e o p le  h a v e  b e c o m e  w e a lth y  th r o u g h  h o n e s t  w o rk  

a n d  la w fu l m a n a g e m e n t .

U n d e r  s u c h  c irc u m s ta n c e s ,  b o th  t h e  p e o p le  w h o  g o t  r ic h  f i r s t  

Cx ia n fu  z h e ) a n d  th e  p e o p le  w h o  h a v e  n o t  b e c o m e  r ic h  y e t  (h o u fu  z h e ) 

s h o u ld  m a in ta in  a  h e a l th y  m in d s e t .  P e o p le  w h o  g e t  r ic h  f i r s t  s h o u ld  n o t  

“b e  r ic h  b u t  w i th o u t  b e n e v o le n c e ”. T h e y  s h o u ld  a s s i s t  th o s e  w h o  h a v e  

n o t  g o t  r ic h  a s  m u c h  a s  th e y  c a n . P e o p le  w h o  h a v e  n o t  g o t  r ic h  y e t  

s h o u ld  n o t  c o m p la in  a ll t h e  t im e  (y u a n t i a n  y o u r e n ) o r , e v e n  le s s , h a te  

t h e  r ic h . T h e y  s h o u ld  r e s p e c t  o th e r  p e o p le ’s  w e a l th  a c h ie v e d  th r o u g h  

d i l ig e n t  e f fo r t  a n d  la w fu l b u s in e s s  a n d  s tr iv e  h a r d  to  s h a k e  o f f  th e i r  

p o v e r ty  in  th e  n e a r  fu tu re .

60 Zhang, Hongqing. “Furen de shechigai bu gaiguan  (Should we control the prodigality of 

the rich?)” Lianzheng liaowang(Honesty Outlook): 9.
61 Lin, A. 2004. “Furen langfei jiashen le shehuide 'choufu xintal (Prodigal consumption of 
the rich deepened  the “w ealth-hatred mentality”)”’ Lianzheng liaowang (Honesty Outlook): 
7-8.
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P e o p le 's  D a i ly , 2 0 0 5 62 

A p a r t  f ro m  c a llin g  f o r  h ig h  m o r a l  s t a n d a r d s  a n d  se lf -d is c ip lin e  a m o n g  th e

r ic h , tw o  o th e r  ty p e s  o f  r e p r e s e n ta t io n  w e re  a ls o  u s e d  in  o ff ic ia l m e d ia  s to r ie s .  A s a

s tu d y  o f  th e  a r t ic le s  sh o w s , “th e  r ic h  a ls o  p ro v id e  s y m b o lic  r e s o u rc e s  fo r  f a n ta s ie s

a b o u t  th e  u l t im a te  a f f lu e n t  n a t io n ”. T h e  a r t ic le  c o n s t r u c ts  a  n a t io n a l is t ic  f r a m e  a n d

e v e n  in v i te s  i ts  fe m a le  r e a d e r s  to  id e n t i fy  w ith  r ic h  m a le s  a s  h e ro e s  o f  n a t io n a l

d e v e lo p m e n t  a n d  to  f a n ta s is e  a b o u t  t h e  u l t im a te  r ic h  life  o n e  c o u ld  le a d  w i th  th e m

(Z h a o , 2 0 0 1 : 118). T h e  o th e r  w a y  to  f r a m e  th e  r ic h  is  t o  p o in t  o u t  t h a t  a l th o u g h

w e a l th  is  th e  s o u rc e  o f  h a p p in e s s  a n d  s t a tu s  f o r  t h e  r ic h  m o n e y  is  a lso  r e la te d  to

m is e ry  a n d  c r im in a l i ty  (Z h a o , 2 0 0 1 : 119). T h e  r ic h  a r e  a p p a r e n t ly  a  s o u rc e  o f

a d m ir a t io n  b u t  w h e n  th e y  e l ic i t  o th e r s ’ s e lf - in fe r io r i ty  th e y  c a n  q u ic k ly  t u r n  in to

h id d e n  r e a s o n s  to  f e r m e n t  j i d u  a n d  h a t r e d .

Conclusion

E m e rg in g  in e q u a l i ty  in  p o s t - r e f o r m  C h in a  h a s  c le a r ly  le d  to  m o r e  p u b lic  

d e b a te s  o n  e n v y , j i d u ,  r e d -e y e  a n d  w e a l th - h a t r e d .  A s  m e n t io n e d  in  th e  in t r o d u c t io n  

to  th i s  c h a p te r ,  e n v y  is  c o n c e rn e d  w i th  b o th  th e  s u b je c t ’s  in fe r io r i ty  a n d  th e  o b je c t’s  

u n d e s e r v e d  g o o d  fo r tu n e . I t  c a n  b e  s e e n  t h a t  th e  p u b l ic  d is c o u rs e  o n  b o th  re d -e y e  

a n d  w e a l th - h a t r e d  h a s  c o n t in u o u s ly  a rg u e d  a b o u t  th e  o b je c t’s  ( th e  s u c c e s s fu l o r  

r ic h  p e o p le ’s )  d e s e rv e d n e s s .  I n  t h e  c a s e  o f  re d -e y e , i t  w a s  e x p la in e d  t h a t  th e  

a d v a n ta g e s  p e o p le  h a d  a c h ie v e d  b y  v i r tu e  o f  t h e  r e f o r m  w e re  c o m p le te ly  d e s e rv e d  

a n d  t h a t  n o  re d -e y e  w a s  ju s t i f ie d .  I t  w a s  th e  e n v io u s  w h o  s h o u ld  f ig h t  a g a in s t  th e i r

e x c e ss iv e  e g a l i ta r ia n is m , e m b ra c e  th e  b e n e f i t s  o f  e c o n o m ic  d e v e lo p m e n t  a n d

62 Dou, Hao and Liu, Jie. 2005. “/-/ex/e shehui xuyao hexie xintai (A Harmonious society 
needs a  harmonious mindset)”. People’s Daily, 28 November: Theory.
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to le r a te  in e q u a li ty ,  s o m e th in g  d e e m e d  in e v ita b le  in  o r d e r  to  a c h ie v e  e c o n o m ic  

p ro s p e r i ty .  B y c o n tr a s t ,  in  th e  c a se  o f  w e a l th - h a t r e d ,  c e r ta in  r ic h  p e o p le  d e s e rv e  

le s s  o f  t h e i r  w e a l th  a n d  in v ite  h a t r e d  b y  v i r tu e  o f  th e i r  w ro n g d o in g s . N o n e th e le s s , 

in  g e n e ra l ,  “w e a l th  is  in n o c e n t” a n d  w e a l th  a c h ie v e d  th r o u g h  h a r d  w o rk  a n d  la w fu l 

b u s in e s s  is  w e ll-d e se rv e d . P e o p le  w ith  w e a l th  m a y  o r  m a y  n o t  d e s e rv e  to  re c e iv e  

h a t r e d ,  th i s  b e in g  h ig h ly  d e p e n d e n t  o n  h o w  th e y  c u lt iv a te  th e m s e lv e s .

T h e  s u b je c t ’s  in fe r io r i ty  h a s  o n ly  b e e n  im p lic i t ly  a d d r e s s e d  in  th e  p u b lic  

d is c o u rs e .  I n  d is m is s in g  re d -e y e , th e  lo g ic  is  c le a r : o n e s  in f e r io r i ty  is  s im p ly  d u e  to  

o n e s  in c a p a b il i ty . I t  h a s  b e e n  a rg u e d  t h a t  th e  r e fo rm  o f fe re d  e q u a l  o p p o r tu n i t ie s  

f o r  e v e ry o n e . I f  y o u  h a d  th e  c o u ra g e  a n d  a b il i ty  to  u n d e r ta k e  th e  n e c e s s a ry  r is k s , 

y o u  w o u ld  b e  r e w a rd e d  w ith  c o r r e s p o n d in g  w e a lth . F o r  w e a l th - h a t r e d  o n e s  

in f e r io r i ty  is  m o re  d iff ic u lt  to  ta c k le , th o u g h . O n  th e  o n e  h a n d ,  th e  id e a  o f  e q u a l  

o p p o r tu n i t ie s  f o r  g e t t in g  r ic h  s e e m s  m u c h  le s s  c re d ib le ;  o n  th e  o th e r  h a n d ,  th e  

s u b je c t ’s  in f e r io r i ty  is  s e e n  a s  la rg e ly  u n d e s e rv e d . T h e  o p p o r tu n i t ie s  f o r  g e tt in g  r ic h  

h a v e , in  re a l i ty , b e e n  o p e n  to  o n ly  a  m in o r i ty  o f  p e o p le . T h e  r e s t  h a v e  b e e n  le f t  

re la t iv e ly  p o o r ,  to  th e  c o n tr a ry  o f  w h a t  th e  r e fo rm  p r o m is e d  f ro m  th e  o u ts e t .

E n v y , j i d u , re d -e y e  d is e a s e  a n d  w e a l th - h a t r e d ,  a s  m e n t io n e d  in  th e  

in t r o d u c t io n ,  c a n  b e  s e e n  a s  r e p r e s e n t in g  a  s p e c t r u m  o f  fe e lin g s  o f  en v y . I t  s t a r t s  

w ith  th e  s l ig h te s t  f o rm  — e n v y  — a n d  e n d s  w ith  th e  s t r o n g e s t  — h a t r e d .  A s o n e  

m o v e s  f ro m  e n v y  to  h a t r e d ,  c e r ta in  c o n d i t io n s  c h a n g e . A s B en  Z e ’e v  c le a r ly  p o in ts  

o u t ,  “e n v y  o c c u rs  w h e n  th e  w ro n g n e s s  is  r e la te d  to  o u r  in f e r io r  s i tu a t io n ;  

r e s e n tm e n t  o c c u rs  w h e n  w ro n g d o in g  is  p e rc e iv e d : i t  c o n v e y s  a n  im p lic i t
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a c c u s a t io n ” (B e n  Z e ’ev , 1992 : 5 5 3 ); t h a t  is , “w h e n  u n ju s t  t r e a tm e n t ,  b u t  n o t  

in fe r io r i ty ,  is  p e rc e iv e d , a n g e r  a n d  r e s e n tm e n t  a r e  m o re  d o m in a n t  t h a n  e n v y ” (B e n  

Z e ’ev , 1 9 9 2 : 5 5 3 )- F ro m  re d -e y e  to  w e a l th - h a t r e d ,  th e  fo c a l p o in t  o f  th e  c o n d i t io n s  

n e c e s s a ry  to  in s t ig a te  re d -e y e  o r  w e a l th - h a t r e d  h a s  b e e n  a lm o s t  e n t i r e ly  

t r a n s f o r m e d  f ro m  in e q u a l i ty  to  in ju s t ic e . A s L iu  a n d  o th e r s  h a v e  c o m m e n te d , 

“R e p a ir in g  th e  im p a ir e d  re s o u rc e  a l lo c a tio n  m e c h a n is m  a n d  f a irn e s s  m e c h a n is m  is  

n e c e s s a r y  to  c o m b a t  th e  h a t r e d  o f  th e  r ic h ” (L iu , 2 0 0 8 :1 5 7 ) .

A s I  h a v e  a rg u e d  e a r l ie r ,  i t  is  n o t  th e  a c tu a l  in e q u a l i ty  o f  w e a lth ,  p o w e r  o r  

p r e s t ig e  a lo n e  t h a t  in s t ig a te s  env y ; r a th e r ,  i t  is  m o re  th e  p e rc e iv e d  a n d  s o m e tim e s  

e v e n  th e  im a g in e d  in e q u a l i ty  t h a t  m a k e s  c e r ta in  d if fe re n c e s  u n b e a r a b le  f o r  th e  

e n v io u s . T h e  p e rc e iv e d  in e q u a l i ty  is  s ig n if ic a n tly  a f fe c te d  b y  b o th  th e  s u b je c t ’s 

u n d e s e r v e d  in f e r io r i ty  a n d  th e  o b je c t’s  u n d e s e rv e d  f o r tu n e ,  e v e n  i f  th e s e  p e rc e iv e d  

s t a t e s  a r e  n o t  f o u n d e d  in  re a lity . T h e  in c id e n c e  o f  e n v y  is  a ls o  h ig h ly  d e p e n d e n t  o n  

t h e  c o n d i t io n  o f  u n re a c h a b il i ty . T h e  p e rc e iv e d  in e q u a l i ty  in  c e r ta in  w a y s  

c o r r e s p o n d s  w i th  th e  a c tu a l  in e q u a l i ty  b u t  o th e r  c o n d i t io n s ,  s u c h  a s  t h e  m o ra l  

c o n d e m n a t io n  p r o v id e d  b y  th e  m e d ia  d is c u s s e d  in  th i s  c h a p te r ,  g re a tly  s h a p e  th e  

le v e l o f  e n v y  e x p re s s io n  in  a  so c ie ty . T h e re fo re , w h e n  in e q u a l i ty  in c r e a s e d  

c o n t in u o u s ly  a f te r  t h e  re fo rm , th e  in c id e n c e  o f  en v y  d id  n o t  s e e m  to  fo llo w  a  s t r ic t ly  

l in e a r  p ro g re s s io n . T h e  in c re a s in g  in c id e n c e  o f  r e d -e y e  in  th e  1 9 8 0 s  c a n  o n ly  b e  

s e e n  a s  th e  m a n if e s ta t io n  o f  th e  c o n f lic tin g  id e a ls  o f  e x c e ss iv e  e g a l i ta r ia n is m  a n d  

in e q u a l i ty ,  w i th  w e a l th - h a t r e d  a s  th e  in d ic a to r  o f  s o c ia l  to le r a n c e  o f  in ju s t ic e .  T h is  

w a s  e v id e n t  w h e n  o n e  sa w  w h a t  th e s e  m e d ia  w e re  a t t r ib u t in g  to  p e o p le ’s  m in d s  a n d



h o w  th e y  s o u g h t  to  c h a n g e  p e o p le ’s m in d s . B y  d is m is s in g  re d -e y e  a n d  

w e a l th - h a t r e d ,  th e  g o v e rn m e n t  in  fa c t  ta c tfu l ly  in t r o d u c e d  a n d  m a in s t r e a m e d  th e  

s o c ia l  in e q u a l i ty  e x is tin g  in  w h a t  h a d  p re v io u s ly  b e e n  a  p r e d o m in a n t ly  s o c ia l is t  

s ta te .

A s B e n  Z e ’e v  a rg u e s , r e d u c e d  in e q u a l i ty  w ill n o t  re d u c e  e n v y  a s  i t  w ill o n ly  

in c re a s e  th e  s u b je c t ’s  fe e lin g  o f  u n d e s e rv e d  in e q u a li ty . I n  th e  s a m e  v e in , I  h a v e  

a r g u e d  t h a t  b o th  s u b je c t’s  u n d e s e r v e d  in f e r io r i ty  a n d  o b je c t’s  u n d e s e r v e d  f o r tu n e  

a r e  in d is p e n s ib le  in  c o n s id e r in g  w h e th e r  e n v y  w ill b e  in s t ig a te d  b y  in c re a s e d  

in e q u a l i ty .  I n  t h e  c a s e  o f  C h in a , a s  w e  c a n  se e , in c r e a s e d  in e q u a l i ty  h a s  o n ly  

in s t ig a te d  s h o r t - l iv e d  p u b l ic  d e b a te s  ( a n d  p u b l ic  u t te r a n c e s )  a b o u t  e n v y  b u t  h a s , 

n e v e r th e le s s ,  n o t  s te a d i ly  in c r e a s e d  en v y . T h is  is  n o t  o n ly  b e c a u s e  th e  m e d ia  

a d v o c a te d  th e  o b je c t’s  d e s e r v e d  f o r tu n e  b u t  a ls o  b e c a u s e  th e y  im p lie d  t h e  s u b je c t ’s  

d e s e r v e d  in fe r io r i ty . M o re o v e r , b y  p ro m o t in g  th e  id e a  o f  “l e t  s o m e  g e t r ic h  f i r s t  a n d  

th e n  w e  c a n  g e t  r ic h  to g e th e r ” th e  c o n d i t io n  o f  u n r e a c h a b i l i ty  h a s  b e e n  fo rc e fu lly  

r e p u d ia te d .  I n  t h e  n e x t  c h a p te r ,  I  w ill e x p la in  h o w  a  s im i la r  p ra c t ic e  w a s  re p l ic a te d  

a n d  r e p r o d u c e d  a t  th e  lo c a l lev e l.
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Chapter 2: M ining disputes and red-eye attribution

I t  w a s  4  o ’c lo c k  o n e  m o rn in g  in  th e  s p r in g  o f  2 0 0 7 . A u n t  Y a n g  b e g a n  to  c o m e  

in  a n d  o u t  o f  m y  ro o m  to  p r e p a r e  th e  b r e a k f a s t  m a k in g  th e  d o o r  s q u e a k  e v e ry  t im e  

a s  s h e  d id  so . T h e  r ic e  c o o k e r  w a s  s i tu a te d  o n  th e  ta b le  r ig h t  n e x t  to  m y  b e d . 

A l th o u g h  I  d e s p e ra te ly  a t te m p te d  to  ig n o re  h e r ,  th is  c o u ld  n o  lo n g e r  w o rk  o n c e  th e  

a r o m a  o f  c o o k e d  r ic e  h a d  t r u ly  w o k e n  m e  u p . S it t in g  a t  th e  b r e a k f a s t  t a b le  a t  4 .3 0  

a .m . U n c le  Y an g , h is  te e n a g e  s o n  a n d  G ra n d m a  w e re  a ll f r e s h e n in g  th e m s e lv e s  u p , 

g e t t in g  r e a d y  to  s t a r t  th e  d ay . I  w a s  s h o c k e d  to  s e e  p la te s  b e in g  c r a m m e d  o n to  th e  

ta b le ;  f o u r  b ig  d is h e s  h o ld in g  f r ie d  eg g s, a u b e rg in e s  a n d  m e a t,  p e a n u ts  a n d  s o m e  

le f to v e rs  f ro m  th e  p re v io u s  d a y  a p p e a re d . A  b ig  b o w l o f  r ic e  w a s  fo rc e d  in to  m y  

h a n d  w h ile  A u n t  Y a n g  w a s  p u t t in g  a  h a m b u rg e r - s iz e d  s te a m e d  b u n  o n  to p  o f  m y  

r ic e . A s  p o li te ly  a s  I  c o u ld  b e , I  t u r n e d  d o w n  h a l f  th e  b o w l o f  r ic e  a n d  th e  lo v e ly  

s te a m e d  b u n .  T h e  fa m ily  d id  n o t  s to p  t ry in g  to  p e r s u a d e  m e  to  e a t  m o re , h o w e v e r , 

te l l in g  m e  t h a t  lu n c h  w a s  h o u r s  aw ay . I t  w a s  g e n e ra l ly  t h o u g h t  t h a t  i f  m e n  a te  lik e  

m e  th e y  w o u ld  n o t  b e  a b le  to  su rv iv e  th e i r  h a r d  w o rk  a n d  th i s  le d  th e m  to  te a s e  m e  

fo r  e a t in g  a s  l i t t le  a s  th e i r  c a t. S o o n  a f te r  b r e a k f a s t  th e  m e n  le f t  fo r  w o rk  le a v in g  th e  

w o m e n  to  c o m p le te  a ll th e  c h o re s  in v o lv e d  in  r u n n in g  a  h o u s e h o ld . T h is  w a s  h o w  

w e  s t a r t e d  a n  o r d in a r y  d a y  in  X ita i.

A f te r  b r e a k f a s t  I  d o z e d  o f f  fo r  a  w h ile  b e fo re  s t ro l l in g  d o w n  to  o n e  o f  th e  

v i l la g e ’s  p u b lic  o p e n  sp a c e s  to  lo o k  fo r  p e o p le  to  ta lk  w ith .  T h e  o p e n  s p a c e  I  c h o se  

w a s  a t  a  k e y  ju n c t io n  o f  th e  tw o  m a in  ro a d s  in  X ita i. W h o e v e r  c a m e  in  o r  o u t  o f  th e



v illa g e  c o u ld  n o t  a v o id  b e in g  s e e n  b y  th e  o n lo o k e rs  th e r e .  T h e  s p a c e  w a s  c irc le d  b y  

a  f iv e - s to ry  h ig h  m o u n ta in  a n d  s e v e ra l  b r ic k  h o u s e s  s i tu a te d  o n  to p  o f  a  sm a ll  

s lo p e . I n  th e  e a r ly  m o rn in g s  o ld  m e n  a n d  w o m e n  w o u ld  c o m e  a n d  s i t  o n  th e  h u g e  

s to n e s  s c a t te r e d  a ro u n d . A t a b o u t  10 a .m ., h o u se w iv e s  w o u ld  n o rm a lly  t u r n  u p  to  

e n jo y  th e  s u n  o r  to  c a tc h  u p  w ith  t h e i r  n e ig h b o u rs .  I t  w o u ld  n o t  b e  u n t i l  e a r ly  to  

la te  a f te r n o o n  (3  to  4  p .m .) , h o w e v e r , t h a t  m e n  w o u ld  r e tu r n  f ro m  w o rk  ( f ro m  

s m a ll  p e d d l in g  b u s in e s s e s ,  w o rk  a t  c o n s t r u c t io n  s i te s  o r  m a n u a l  m in in g , e tc .)  to  

g a th e r  fo r  c a s u a l  c h a ts  o r  p o k e r  g a m e s . T h e y  w o u ld  ty p ic a lly  e x c h a n g e  th e  la te s t  

in f o r m a t io n  o n  S k y ’s  l a n d  re q u is i t io n  p la n s  o r  th e  u p d a te d  i r o n  o re  p r ic e s  o r  j u s t  

s h a r e  c a s u a l  g o ss ip . H e re  is  o n e  o f  th e  ty p ic a l  c o n v e r s a t io n s  to  d o  w ith  m in in g

d is p u te s  t h a t  I  o v e r h e a r d  a t  o n e  o f  th e s e  r e g u la r  a f te r n o o n  g a th e r in g s .

M a n  A : I ’v e  c o n s u l te d  a  la w y e r . I f  th e i r  e le c tr ic i ty  l in e s  p a s s  

t h r o u g h  m y  w o o d s , I  s h o u ld  le a s e  t h e  w h o le  w o o d la n d  to  th e m  a n d  c u t  

d o w n  a ll t h e  tr e e s .  O th e rw ise , i f  e le c tr ic i ty  l in e s  a r e  s e t  u p  a n d  g e t 

c a u g h t  in  a n y  o f  m y  t r e e s  o n  r a in y  o r  w in d y  d a y s , I ’ll  n e e d  to  p a y  th e m  

in s te a d .

M a n  B: T ru e . N o w  e v e ry th in g  is  lik e  th a t .  F o r  th e  c a s e  to  d o  w ith  

t h e  w a te r  p e n e t r a t io n ,  th e r e  a r e  o n e s  w h o  w e re  p a id  m o re  a n d  o th e r s  

le s s .

W o m a n  A: I f  y o u  h a v e  th e  a b il i ty  ( n e n g n a i) , y o u  c a n  a s k  f o r  a  lo t  

m o re . I f  y o u  d o n ’t  h a v e  th e  a b il i ty  y o u  e v e n  n e e d  to  g o  th e r e  a n d  c la im  

th e  m o n e y  t h a t ’s y o u rs . I f  n o t ,  th e y  w o n ’t  e v e n  g iv e  t h a t  to  y o u !

M a n  A : T h a t ’s  c e r ta in ly  th e  c a se . I f  y o u  d o n ’t  u n d e r s t a n d  th e  la w , 

t h e y  w ill b u lly  y o u . T h e  b u r ia l  g r o u n d  is s u e 63 s h o u ld  b e  s e t t le d  s o o n , 

o th e rw is e , i f  a n y o n e  d ie s  w h o  n e e d s  to  b e  b u r ie d  in  th o s e  b u r ia l  

g r o u n d s  a n d  th e  fa m ilie s  ta k e  t h e  d e a d  to  th e  m in e s ,  c ry in g  th e r e ,  w h a t  

a r e  th e y  g o in g  to  d o ?  64 [T u rn in g  to  W o m a n  A ] W h y  a r e n ’t  y o u  s ta y in g  

o n  y o u r  l a n d  to d a y ?

W o m a n  A: T h e  S ky  t r u c k  is n ’t  th e r e  y e t. I ’ll g o  w h e n  th e y  p a s s  

th ro u g h .  I f  th e y  d o n ’t  p ay , I  w o n ’t  l e t  th e m  c o n t in u e .

63 Normally people will secure a piece of burial land for the old (before they die); som e of 
this land is about to be leased to Sky, however.
64 This m eans that it will be much more difficult for the com pany to settle this by then.
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A s b r ie f ly  m e n t io n e d  in  th e  in tro d u c t io n ,  S k y  w a s  th e  c o m p a n y  th a t  p la n n e d  to  

c o n s t r u c t  a  ta i l in g  s to ra g e  a r e a  a t  X ita i  a n d  w a y s  o f  e x tra c t in g  m o n e y  f ro m  th e m  

h a d  b e e n  q u ic k ly  le a r n t  a n d  th is  in fo rm a tio n  s h a r e d  a m o n g  th e  v illa g e rs . I n  th is  

c h a p te r  I  w ill o u t l in e  th e  b a c k g ro u n d  o f  t h e s e  m in in g  d is p u te s  a n d  th e  lo c a l te r m s  

f o r  en v y . I  w ill a ls o  p r e s e n t  th r e e  n a r r a t iv e s  a s  e x a m p le s  o f  c a se s  o f  en v y  

a t t r ib u t io n .  T h e  th r e e  n a r r a t iv e s  a r e  m a in ly  c o n c e rn e d  w i th  m in in g  d is p u te s  a n d , 

a s  w e  c a n  se e , a r e  s im i la r  to  th e  p u b lic  d is c o u rs e  o n  en v y ; th e  lo c a l d is c u s s io n  o f  

r e d -e y e  w a s  a ls o  a  m o ra l  d is c o u rs e  to  d is t in g u is h  ju s t i f ia b le  a c t io n s  a n d  

u n ju s t i f ia b le  o n e s . T h e  m a lp ra c t ic e  o f  th e  m in in g  c o m p a n ie s  h a d  g e n e r a te d  

d is a g r e e m e n ts  a n d  m o u n t in g  c o n flic ts . A s a  m e a n s  o f  so c ie ta l  c o n tro l ,  r e d -e y e  w a s  

a  r e f le c t io n  o f  th e  v io la t io n  o f  c o m m o n  u n d e r s ta n d in g s  o f  w h a t  w a s  a p p r o p r ia te  

a c t io n  in  s u c h  c a se s .

Mining: the background

L a n y in g  a n d  X ita i  c o n s is te d  m o s tly  o f  a g r ic u l tu r a l  v illa g e s , g e n e ra l ly  w ith  

p a d d y  a n d  m a iz e  f ie ld s . T h e  n u m b e r  o f  p a d d y  f ie ld s  h a s  d w in d le d  r a p id ly  d u e  to  

t h e  o v e r -e x p lo i ta t io n  o f  g r o u n d  w a te r  a n d  m o n th s  o f  d r o u g h t  o v e r  t h e  p a s t  fe w  

y e a r s .  T h e  a n n u a l  in c o m e  p e r  h o u s e h o ld  c o m in g  f ro m  a g r ic u l tu ra l  p r o d u c t io n  

r a n g e d  f ro m  a  fe w  th o u s a n d  Y u a n  u p  to  t e n  th o u s a n d  Y u a n . M a n y  v illa g e rs  h a d  a t  

s o m e  p o in t  m ig r a te d  a w a y  to  w o rk  a s  te m p o r a r y  la b o u r s  in  c it ie s  b u t  m o s t  o f  th e s e  

p e o p le  h a d  c o m e  b a c k  t o  f in d  a  jo b  in  th e  m in in g  c o m p a n ie s  o v e r  th e  l a s t  f iv e  y e a rs , 

m o n e y  f r o m  th e s e  jo b s  fo rm in g  a  s u b s ta n t ia l  b a s is  o f  m a n y  h o u s e h o ld s ’ in c o m e s . 

T h e  m o n th ly  s a la ry  in  th e  lo c a l m in in g  in d u s t r y  r a n g e d  f ro m  1.5 th o u s a n d  to  th r e e
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th o u s a n d  Y u a n .6s

I r o n  o re  p r o d u c t io n  w a s  n o t  n e w  to  th e  to w n s h ip  b u t  a ll  th e  f a c to r ie s  h a d  b e e n  

s ta te - o w n e d  u n t i l  t h e  1 9 9 0 s . B y t h a t  t im e , h o w e v e r , a ll o f  th e  c o m p a n ie s  w e re  

r u n n in g  h u g e  d e f ic its . F o r  th i s  r e a s o n , w h e n  th e  u r b a n  re fo rm  b e g a n  in  t h e  1 9 9 0 s , 

a ll  o f  t h e  c o m p a n ie s  c la im e d  b a n k ru p tc y , o n e  a f te r  th e  o th e r .  T h e  c o u r t  w a s  

s u b s e q u e n t ly  r e s p o n s ib le  f o r  r e o rg a n is in g  th e i r  c o lle c tiv e  a s s e ts ,  s o m e  o f  w h ic h  

w e re  s o ld  d ire c t ly  in to  p r iv a te  o w n e rs h ip . S ta te -o w n e d  p r o d u c t io n  fa c to r ie s  h a v e  

s in c e  b e c o m e  p r iv a te ly  o w n e d . I n  t h e  p a s t  five  y e a r s  o r  so , th e  q u a n t i ty  o f  k n o w n  

i r o n  o re  d e p o s i ts  in  th e  to w n s h ip  h a s  in c re a s e d  e n o rm o u s ly , th is  a t t r a c t in g  

in v e s tm e n t  f ro m  b o th  w i th in  a n d  o u ts id e  th e  to w n s h ip . E n te r p r is e s  in  th e  to w n s h ip  

h a v e  a ls o  a c c u m u la te d  s ig n if ic a n t  a m o u n ts  o f  w e a l th  d u e  to  th e  in c re a s e  in  i r o n  o re  

p r ic e s  a n d  th e  m o u n t in g  d e m a n d  fo r  c r u s h e d  i ro n  o re  p e lle ts .  T h e  w h o le  c o u n ty ’s 

ta x  r e v e n u e  w a s  le s s  t h a n  f if ty  m il l io n  Y u a n  a  c o u p le  o f  y e a r s  b e fo re  f ie ld w o rk  w h ile  

in  2 0 0 7  th e  ta x  re v e n u e  o f  th e  to w n s h ip  r e a c h e d  0 .2  b i l l io n  Y u a n  a n d  th e  ta x  

r e v e n u e  o f  th e  c o u n ty  a s  a  w h o le  r e a c h e d  o n e  b il l io n  Y u a n .

I n  g e n e ra l ,  th r o u g h o u t  th e  p r o d u c t io n  p e r io d , e a c h  m in in g  c o m p a n y  h a s  a  

n u m b e r  o f  a g r e e m e n ts  t h a t  i t  h a s  to  r e a c h  w ith  th e  lo c a l v i l la g e s / to w n s h ip 66 w h e re  

th e  m in e s  a r e  lo c a te d . B e fo re  s e t t in g  u p  m in e s  i t  is  e s s e n t ia l  to  s e c u re  a  c e r ta in  

a m o u n t  o f  i r o n  o re  fo r  f u tu r e  p ro d u c t io n , to  r e q u is i t io n  la n d  to  b u i ld  p r o d u c t io n  

w o rk s h o p s  a n d  to  r e s e rv e  l a n d  to  s to r e  ta i l in g s . D u r in g  p ro d u c t io n  i t s e l f  r e s o u rc e s

s u c h  a s  w a te r ,  e le c tr ic i ty  a n d  t r a n s p o r t  s e rv ic e s  ( ro a d )  a r e  a c q u ir e d  f ro m  d if fe re n t

65 T hese jobs were mostly for men.
66 Permission is certainly needed from government agencies above the township level but 
this is beyond the scope of this chapter.
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v illa g e s . M in in g  p r o d u c t io n  c a n  a ls o  d a m a g e  th e  c o m m u n ity  th r o u g h ,  f o r  e x a m p le , 

w a te r  p o l lu t io n , f lo o d in g  d u e  to  e n v iro n m e n ta l  c h a n g e s , n o is e  p o l lu t io n  a n d  m a n y  

o th e r  s t ip u la te d  i te m s , h o w e v e r , th i s  le a d in g  to  th e  n e e d  to  p ro v id e  s u b s e q u e n t  

c o m p e n s a t io n .  T o  s e t  u p  a  m in e  th e  c o m p a n y  n e e d s  to  w o rk  w ith  th e  g o v e rn m e n t  

a g e n c ie s  a t  a ll le v e ls  in  o r d e r  to  g e t  v a r io u s  p e rm its .  I n  th i s  c h a p te r ,  h o w e v e r , I  w ill 

o n ly  in t r o d u c e  th e  r e le v a n t  r e g u la t io n s  c o n c e rn in g  la n d  r e q u is i t io n ,  w h ic h  a r e  th e  

m o s t  a p p lic a b le  to  th e  th r e e  n a r r a t iv e s  I  w ill t a lk  a b o u t  in  c o n t in u a t io n .

A c c o rd in g  to  th e  la n d  a d m in is t r a t io n  la w  o f  th e  P e o p le ’s  R e p u b lic  o f  C h in a , 

“l a n d  in  r u r a l  a n d  s u b u r b a n  a r e a s  s h a l l  b e  o w n e d  b y  p e a s a n t  c o lle c tiv e s , e x c e p t  fo r  

th o s e  p o r t io n s  w h ic h  b e lo n g  to  th e  S ta te  a s  p r o v id e d  f o r  b y  la w ”.67 G e n e ra lly , “T h e  

S ta te  f o r m u la te s  o v e ra ll  p la n s  fo r  l a n d  u t i l i s a t io n  in  w h ic h  i t  d e f in e s  th e  p u r p o s e s  

o f  l a n d  u s e  a n d  c la s s if ie s  l a n d  in to  la n d  f o r  a g r ic u l tu re ,  l a n d  fo r  c o n s t r u c t io n  a n d  

u n u s e d  l a n d ”. B as ica lly , “l a n d  o w n e d  b y  p e a s a n t  c o lle c tiv e s  is  u s e d  u n d e r  c o n tr a c t  

b y  m e m b e r s  o f  th e  e c o n o m ic  o r g a n is a t io n s  o f  th e  p e a s a n t  c o lle c tiv e s  f o r  c ro p  

c u lt iv a t io n , fo re s try ,  a n im a l  h u s b a n d r y  o r  f ish e ry . T h e  d u r a t io n  o f  th e s e  ty p e s  o f  

c o n t r a c t  is  3 0  y e a r s ”.68 T h e  l a n d  f o r  c ro p  c u lt iv a tio n  is  a l lo c a te d  e q u a lly  to  p e o p le  

in  t h e  v illa g e  w h ile  l a n d  fo r  o th e r  u s e s  is  c o n t r a c te d  to  t h e  a p p r o p r ia te  v il la g e rs . 

T h u s , w h e n  a  m in e  n e e d s  to  u s e  a  c e r ta in  p o r t io n  o f  la n d ,  t h e  a g r e e m e n t  n e e d s  to  

b e  s ig n e d  w ith  th o s e  in d iv id u a l  v i l la g e rs  w h o  h o ld  th e  3 0 - y e a r  le a s in g  c o n tr a c ts ;  fo r  

l a n d  t h a t  is  u n u s e d  (w h ic h  is  t h e  c a se  in  th e  f i r s t  n a r r a t iv e ) ,  n o t  a l lo c a te d  to  

in d iv id u a l  v il la g e rs , a c c o rd in g  to  t h e  law , “w i th in  th e  d u r a t io n  o f  th e  c o n t r a c t  fo r

67 Land administration law of the People’s  Republic of China, 28 August 2004.
68 Land administration law of the People’s  Republic of China, 28 August,2004.
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th e  o p e r a t io n  o f  th e  la n d , a n y  p e rm is s ib le  r e a d ju s tm e n t  o f  t h e  la n d  b e tw e e n  

in d iv id u a l  c o n tr a c to r s  s h a ll  b e  m a d e  w ith  th e  a g re e m e n t  o f  a t  le a s t  tw o - th i r d s  o f  

t h e  m e m b e r s  o f  th e  v illa g e  a s s e m b ly  o r  o f  t h e  r e p re s e n ta t iv e s  o f  th e  v illa g e rs  a n d  

s u b m i t te d  to  th e  to w n s h ip  [ to w n ]  p e o p le 's  g o v e rn m e n t  a n d  th e  a g r ic u ltu re  

a d m in is t r a t io n  d e p a r tm e n t  o f  th e  p e o p le 's  g o v e rn m e n t  o f  th e  c o u n ty  fo r  

a p p r o v a l”.6?

T h e  S ta te  a ls o  e n fo rc e s  s p e c ia l  r e g u la t io n s  o n  th e  p r o te c t io n  o f  c u lt iv a te d  la n d , 

s o m e th in g  w h ic h  h a s  u n e x p e c te d ly  le d  to  m u c h  m a lp ra c t ic e  o n  th e  p a r t  o f  th e  

m in in g  c o m p a n ie s  a n d  w h ic h  h a s  a rg u a b ly  g e n e r a te d  re d -e y e  a c tio n s . T h e re  a r e  

c le a r  a r t ic le s  s t ip u la te d  in  th e  la n d  a d m in is t r a t io n  la w  a b o u t  c o m p e n s a t io n  fo r  

r e q u is i t io n e d  la n d . “T h e  S ta te  a p p lie s  th e  s y s te m  o f  c o m p e n s a t io n  fo r  th e  u s e  o f  

c u l t iv a te d  la n d  f o r  o th e r  p u r p o s e s .” T h e  p r in c ip le  o f  " re c la im in g  th e  s a m e  a m o u n t  

o f  l a n d  a s  is  u s e d ” s h a ll  b e  a p p l ie d  to  a n y  u n i t  th a t ,  w i th  a p p ro v a l ,  u s e s  c u lt iv a te d  

l a n d  f o r  c o n s t r u c t io n  o f  n o n -a g r ic u l tu r a l  p ro je c ts ,  t h a t  is , th e  u n i t  s h a l l  b e  

r e s p o n s ib le  f o r  p ro v id in g  th e  s a m e  a m o u n t  a n d  q u a l i ty  o f  th e  c u l t iv a te d  la n d  i t  u se s . 

F u r th e r m o r e ,  a c c o rd in g  to  th e  L aw , “i f  c o n d i t io n s  fo r  s u c h  a  p ro v is io n  d o  n o t  e x is t  

o r  i f  th e  s u b s t i tu te d  l a n d  fa ils  to  m e e t  th e  r e q u ir e m e n ts ,  th e  u n i t  s h a l l  p a y  e x p e n s e s  

f o r  a l te r n a t iv e  p ro v is io n  in  a c c o rd a n c e  w ith  th e  r e g u la t io n s  s e t  b y  p e o p le 's  

g o v e rn m e n ts  o f  p ro v in c e s , a u to n o m o u s  re g io n s  a n d  m u n ic ip a l i t ie s  d ire c t ly  u n d e r  

th e  C e n tra l  G o v e rn m e n t  w ith  th e  m o n e y  to  b e  e x c lu s iv e ly  u s e d  fo r  th is  p u r p o s e ”.70

G e n e ra lly , “l a n d  re q u is i t io n e d  s h a ll  b e  c o m p e n s a te d  fo r  o n  th e  b a s is  o f  i ts

69 Ibid.
70 Land administration law of the People’s  Republic of China, 28 August 2004
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o r ig in a l  p u r p o s e  re g a rd in g  i ts  u s e . C o m p e n s a tio n  f o r  r e q u is i t io n e d  c u lt iv a te d  l a n d  

s h a l l  in c lu d e  c o m p e n s a t io n  fo r  la n d ,  r e s e t t l e m e n t  s u b s id ie s  a n d  a t ta c h m e n ts  a n d  

f o r  y o u n g  c ro p s  o n  th e  r e q u is i t io n e d  la n d . C o m p e n s a t io n  fo r  th e  r e q u is i t io n  o f  

c u l t iv a te d  la n d  s h a ll  b e  s ix  to  t e n  t im e s  th e  a v e ra g e  a n n u a l  o u tp u t  v a lu e  o f  th e  

r e q u is i t io n e d  la n d  c a lc u la te d  u s in g  th e  th r e e  y e a r s  p re c e d in g  s u c h  r e q u is i t io n .” 

T w o  s t r e s s e d  c o n d i t io n s  o f  th e  re v is e d  la n d  a d m in is t r a t iv e  la w  in  2 0 0 4  s h o u ld  b e  

n o te d .  O n e  c o n d i t io n  is  t h a t  r e q u is i t io n in g  a g r ic u l tu r a l  la n d  f o r  o th e r  u s e s  s h o u ld  

b e  p a r t ia l ly  r e s t r ic te d  a n d  in  c a s e s  w h e re  i t  h a s  t o  b e  u s e d  th e  l a n d  n e e d s  to  b e  

r e c la im e d , w ith  r e g a r d  to  i ts  p re v io u s  u s e , a f te r  th e  p e r io d  in  q u e s t io n  (e v e n  i f  i t  is  

n o t  th e  s a m e  p ie c e  o f  la n d ) .  T h e  o th e r  c o n d i t io n  sa y s  t h a t  c o m p e n s a t io n  h a s  to  

in c lu d e  n o t  o n ly  th e  la n d  in  q u e s t io n  b u t  a ls o  a n y th in g  a t ta c h e d  to  th e  l a n d  a n d  

r e s e t t le m e n t  s u b s id ie s . T h e  f i r s t  c o n d i t io n  h a s  g iv e n  r is e  to  w ro n g fu l  c o llu s io n  

b e tw e e n  lo c a l g o v e rn m e n t  a n d  m in in g  c o m p a n ie s  b e c a u s e  th e y  b o th  k n o w  t h a t  th e  

a m o u n t  o f  a g r ic u l tu ra l  la n d  is  d e c re a s in g  f a s t  a n d  h a r d  to  re p la c e . A t th e  s a m e  t im e , 

t h e  p ro f i ts  o f  th e  m in in g  b u s in e s s  c a n n o t  b e  r e l in q u is h e d . T h e  s e c o n d  c o n d it io n  h a s  

r e s u l te d  in  i r r e c o n c ila b le  d is a g re e m e n ts  to  d o  w i th  th e  q u a l i ty  o f  th e  a t ta c h m e n ts  

a n d  w h a t  is  a  r e a s o n a b le  a m o u n t  o f  s u b s id is a t io n .

I n  re a lity , th e  s i tu a t io n  w a s  e v e n  m o re  c h a o t ic  t h a n  th e  f le x ib ility  g e n e r a te d  b y  

th e  la w  w o u ld  h a v e  s u g g e s te d . F ro m  th e  o u ts e t ,  t h e  c o m p a n y  fa i le d  to  s e t  u p  a  

s t a n d a r d  r a te  f o r  s u c h  c o m p e n s a t io n ;  in s te a d ,  th e y  w o u ld  g o  to  th e  p o o r  o r  

e a s y - to -n e g o t ia te -w ith  h o u s e h o ld s ,  p ro m is e  c e r ta in  a m o u n ts  o f  m o n e y  a n d  g e t  th e  

c o n tr a c ts  s ig n e d . W h e n  v illa g e rs  b e c a m e  in c re a s in g ly  a w a re  o f  t h e  la w  o r  o f  o th e r s



g e t t in g  la r g e r  a m o u n ts  o f  m o n e y , h o w e v e r , th e  p ro c e s s  o f  r e q u is i t io n in g  la n d  

s t a r t e d  in v o lv in g  m o re  “o b s ta c le s ”. G iv e n  t h a t  c e r ta in  a m o u n ts  o f  m o n e y  h a d  

a l r e a d y  b e e n  p a id  to  f a r m e r s  w h o  h a d  s ig n e d  c o n tr a c ts  e a r l ie r ,  th e  c o m p a n y  h a d  to  

a g re e  o n  a  h ig h e r  p r ic e  fo r  f a rm e r s  w h o  in i t ia l ly  r e fu s e d  to  s ig n  th e  c o n tr a c t  la te r  

o n  w h e n  th e  la n d  in  q u e s t io n  w a s  e s s e n t ia l  fo r  i ts  p ro d u c t io n . I n  a d d i t io n  to  th is , 

th e  c o m p a n ie s  w e re  s o m e tim e s  o b lig e d  to  p a y  e x tr a  in  th e  h o p e  o f  g e t t in g  th in g s  

d o n e  a s  q u ic k ly  a s  p o s s ib le . T o  b e  fu lly  in  a c c o rd a n c e  w ith  th e  law , th e  m in e  h a d  to  

r e g is te r  s o m e  la n d  a s  n o n -a g r ic u l tu ra l  la n d  s o  t h a t  i ts  r e q u is i t io n in g  c o u ld  b e  

p r o p e r ly  a p p ro v e d . T h e re  w e re  g re y  a r e a s  in  th e  im p le m e n ta t io n  a n d  e v e n  c e r ta in  

ille g a l p r a c t ic e s  g o in g  o n . D u e  to  th e i r  in i t ia l  m a lp ra c tic e ,  th e  a m o u n ts  f a rm e r s  

l a t e r  a s k e d  f o r  w e re  s o m e tim e s  d e e m e d  to  b e  u n re a s o n a b le .  E v e n  s o  th e  c o m p a n y  

s o m e t im e s  to le r a te d  th is  ty p e  o f  e x to r t io n . S o m e  f a r m e r s  w e re  a lso  c o n sc io u s ly  

ta k in g  a d v a n ta g e  o f  th i s  to le ra n c e .

T h e  m in in g  c o m p a n ie s  w o u ld  n o rm a lly  re ly  o n  v illa g e  c a d re s  o r  th e  to w n s h ip  

g o v e r n m e n t  to  d e a l  w i th  th e s e  u n r e a s o n a b le  r e q u e s ts .  S o m e  p e o p le  s u c c e e d e d  in  

t h e i r  c la im s , h o w e v e r , w h ile  o th e r s  fa ile d . A s a  r e s u l t ,  th e  c o m p e n s a t io n  fe e s  w e re  

h a r d ly  e v e r  c o n s is te n t .  I n  c e r ta in  c a se s , e x tre m e  m e th o d s  w e re  a ls o  u ti l is e d . I  w a s  

to ld ,  f o r  e x a m p le , t h a t  o n e  f a r m e r  w h o  h a d  a s k e d  fo r  a  r id ic u lo u s  a m o u n t  o f  

c o m p e n s a t io n  h a d  b e e n  m u g g e d  a n d  th r e a te n e d .  E v e ry o n e  w a s  s p e c u la t in g  th a t  

th i s  m u s t  h a v e  b e e n  in s t ig a te d  b y  th e  m in in g  c o m p a n y . I n  th e  m e a n t im e ,  w h a t  th e  

v il la g e rs  a s k e d  fo r  a n d  s u b s e q u e n t ly  re c e iv e d  w a s  s o m e tim e s  n o t  th e  c o m p e n s a t io n  

s t ip u la te d  in  th e  la n d  a d m in is t r a t io n  la w  b u t  a  o n e -o f f  p a y m e n t  to  “s e l l” th e  la n d
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that they did not even officially own. This may cause further problems in the future 

especially when the 30-year leases expire and the land needs to be reallocated; this 

is not imminent enough for anyone to care about, however. The actual negotiations 

between the different parties involved can be more complicated but what is crucial 

here is that neither the company nor the villagers are bound by clear codes of 

practice, either in conventional or legal terms. The divergent views as to whether 

ones action is, or is not, attributable to red-eye depend on whether the request is 

justifiable, either in conventional or legal terms. People’s idea of justice is not fully 

in compliance with the law and a set of conflicting values and ideas may well be in 

place for how to judge a case.

Picture 2.1 Xitai- before Sky’s construction work in 2007
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Picture 2.2 Xitai- after Sky’s construction work in 2008

Picture 2.3 Sky’s workshop in 2008
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Local term s for envy

T h e  v illa g e  I  w a s  w o rk in g  in  is  a  M a n d a r in  s p e a k in g  c o m m u n ity  w ith  o n ly  a  

h a n d f u l  o f  d ia le c t ic  w o rd s  in  u sa g e . F o r  e x a m p le , p e o p le  w o u ld  c a ll e v e n in g s  

h o u s h a n g  in s te a d  o f  w a n s h a n g  a n d  c o o k in g  d in n e r  a s  s h a o h u o  ( b u r n in g  fire,) 

in s te a d  o f  z u o fa n .  E d u c a te d  p e o p le  a n d  im a g e -c o n s c io u s  p e o p le  — t h a t  is , th o s e  

w h o  h a d  w o rk  e x p e r ie n c e  in  to w n s h ip s  o r  c it ie s  — w e re  m o re  s e lf -c o n s c io u s  a b o u t  

ta lk in g  to  m e  in  s t a n d a r d  M a n d a r in .? 1 W ith  re s p e c t  to  en v y , th e r e  a r e  th r e e  w o rd s  

r e f e r r in g  to  th i s  c o n c e p t:  x ia n m u  ( a d m ir in g  e n v y ), j i d u  (m a lic io u s  e n v y ) a n d  

y a n h o n g  (m a lic io u s  e n v y ), a ll a s  b r ie f ly  in t r o d u c e d  in  th e  in tro d u c t io n .  In  g e n e ra l ,  

x ia n m u  a n d  j i d u  a r e  m o re  l i te r a l  a n d  y a n h o n g  72 is  m o re  c o llo q u ia l. S im ila r  to  

y a n h o n g  ( l i te ra lly , eye-red ,), o th e r  c o llo q u ia l w o rd s  a ls o  in c lu d e  y a n q i  ( e y e -a n g e r) , 

y a n c h a n  (e y e -c o v e to u s )  a n d  q id e h u a n g  ( to  b e  a n g e re d ) .  X i a n m u  in  i t s  m e a n in g  is  

c lo s e r  to  “a d m ir e ” a s  th i s  is  u n d e r s to o d  in  E n g lis h  a n d  is  m o re  a p p re c ia t iv e . 

Y a n h o n g  ( re d -e y e ) , o n  th e  o th e r  h a n d ,  m y  in f o r m a n ts  a g re e d , is  t h e  c o llo q u ia l 

e q u iv a le n t  o f  j i d u  a s  b o th  y a n h o n g  a n d  j i d u  in d ic a te  th e  e le m e n ts  n o t  o n ly  o f  p a in  

b u t  a lso  o f  a n g e r  a t  th e  g o o d  fo r tu n e  o f  o th e r s .  U n c le  L in  e x p la in e d  th e  d is t in c t io n

b e tw e e n  y a n h o n g  ( j id u ) a n d  x ia n m u  in  th e  fo llo w in g  w ay .

I t  o c c u rs  w h e n , fo r  e x a m p le , I  s e e  y o u  h a v in g  s o m e th in g  t h a t  I  a lso  

w a n t  to  h a v e , b u t  w h ic h  I  h a v e  n o  w a y  o f  g e tt in g . I f  I  th in k  y o u  d e s e rv e  

w h a t  y o u  h a v e  a n d  t h a t  y o u  a re  w e ll q u a lif ie d  f o r  w h a t  y o u  h a v e  ( y o u  

b e n s h i , y o u  n e n g n a i ) ,  th e n ,  th i s  is  x ia n m u .  I f  I  th in k ,  “W h y  th e  h e ll  d o  

y o u  h a v e  i t  w h e n  I  d o n ’t ? ” I  c a n  g e t  i t  to o  a n d  f ig h t  fo r  i t  o r  t r y  to  ta k e  i t  

a w a y  f r o m  y o u , th e n  th i s  is  y a n h o n g .  P lu s , th is  ty p e  o f  f ig h t  o r

71 This shows that they have the ability to talk in standard Mandarin; people will mock them 
if they use th ese  words am ongst them selves, though.

72 Yanhong and hongyan m ean the sam e thing. They can both be nouns but only yanhong 

can also be used a s  a verb.
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c o m p e ti t io n  is  n o t  a  f a i r  c o n te s t .  F o r  e x a m p le , i f  y o u  a r e  a lso  c a p a b le  o f  

d o in g  th e  jo b  o r  g e t t in g  th e  d e s ira b le  th in g s ,  th e n  i t ’s  fa ir . B u t i f  y o u  

d o n ’t  h a v e  th e  a b il i ty  to  o b ta in  th e s e  a n d  th e y  [ th e  j o b  o r  m o n e y ]  h a v e  

n o th in g  to  d o  w ith  y o u  b u t  y o u  w a n t  to  g e t  th e m  an y w a y , th e n  th i s  is  

c le a r ly  y a n h o n g .

F o r  U n c le  L in , th r e e  e le m e n ts  a re  in c lu d e d  in  a n  e n v y  s i tu a t io n :  a  d e s ira b le  

th in g ,  th e  f a c t  t h a t  i t  is  o w n e d  b y  s o m e o n e  e ls e  a n d  o n e s  in a b i l i ty  to  h a v e  it. 

M o re o v e r , fo r  h im , th e  k e y  to  d is t in g u is h in g  x ia n m u  f ro m  y a n h o n g  ( j id u ) lie s  in  

th e  p e r c e p t io n  o f  w h e th e r  th e  o b je c t d e s e rv e s  w h a t  h e / s h e  h a s  o r  w h e th e r  th e  

s u b je c t  s h o u ld  f ig h t  a g a in s t  th e  p e rc e iv e d  u n f a i r n e s s  o f  h i s / h e r  in fe r io r ity . T h is  

d i s t in c t io n  m ir r o r s  th e  d e f in i t io n  p r e s e n te d  in  th e  p re v io u s  c h a p te r  id e n tify in g  th e  

s u b je c t ’s  u n d e s e r v e d  in fe r io r i ty  a n d  th e  o b je c t’s  u n d e s e r v e d  f o r tu n e . B o th  a r e  

in d is p e n s a b le  c o n d i t io n s  fo r  y a n h o n g  to  b e  a t t r ib u te d .  T h e  d i r e c t  o u tc o m e  o f  

y a n h o n g , s o m e th in g  to  w h ic h  U n c le  L in  re f e r r e d , is  to  f ig h t  fo r  th e  d e s ira b le  th in g  

a n d / o r  to  ta k e  i t  a w a y  f ro m  th e  e n v ie d  p e r s o n . F o r  x i a n m u , h o w e v e r , th e  u n e q u a l  

s i tu a t io n  is  d e e m e d  to  b e  d e s e rv e d ;  th e re fo re ,  n o  a c t io n  is  ta k e n . A  n o o d le  s h o p  

la d y  I  m e t  a t  b r e a k f a s t  o n e  d a y  i l lu s t r a te d  th i s  p o in t  w ith  m o re  c o n c re te  e x a m p le s .

S h e  g a v e  th e  fo llo w in g  in fo rm a tio n .

X i a n m u  is  w h e n  y o u  th in k  s o m e th in g  is  r e a lly  n ic e , s u c h  a s  

s o m e o n e  w h o  u s e d  to  h a v e  n o  m o n e y  b u t  b e c a u s e  o f  t h e  m in e s  n o w  h a s  

lo ts  o f  m o n e y  o r  s o m e o n e  lik e  y o u  w h o  g r a d u a te d  f ro m  a  to p  u n iv e r s i ty  

a n d  h a s  g o n e  to  E n g la n d  to  s tu d y . I  x ia n m u  fo r  b o th  s i tu a t io n s .  F o r  

y a n h o n g , h o w e v e r , th e r e  is  a n  e le m e n t  o f  i l l- fe e lin g  (<b u fu q i);  fo r  

in s ta n c e ,  i f  w e  u s e d  to  b e  in  s im ila r  p o s i t io n s  a n d  y o u  s u d d e n ly  g o t  r ic h , 

t h e n  I  w o u ld  h a v e  b e e n  t r u ly  r e d -e y e d . B u t w e  a r e  n o t  a t  th e  s a m e  level.

Y o u  h a v e  c u l tu r e  b u t  I  a m  j u s t  a n  o r d in a r y  p easan t^  so  I  w ill x ia n m u  

w h a t  y o u  h a v e  b u t  I  w o n ’t  y a n h o n g .  O r, fo r  e x a m p le , i f  s o m e o n e  w a s  

a lw a y s  r ic h  w e  a lw a y s  say , “M o n e y  c a n  p ro d u c e  m o n e y ” (q ia n n e n g  

s h e n g q ia n ) a n d  i f  y o u  d o n ’t  h a v e  m o n e y  i t  is  h a r d  to  d o  a n y th in g . I n  

s i tu a t io n s  lik e  th is ,  I  w o n ’t  y a n h o n g  e i th e r .  I f  p e o p le  h a v e  m o n e y  a n d

73 Having culture or not w as representing symbolically the urban/rural divide.
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in v e s t  [ in  b u s in e s s ] ,  m o re  m o n e y  w ill b e  e a r n e d  a n d  th i s  is  f in e . 

Y a n h o n g  w o u ld  o n ly  b e  in i t ia te d  to w a rd s  th o s e  w h o  a r e  s im ila r  to  u s  

a n d  t h o s e  w h o  s u d d e n ly  g e t s o m e th in g  t h a t  I  d o n ’t.

S h e  c o n f irm e d  t h a t  w h e th e r  o n e  d e s e rv e s  th e  g o o d  fo r tu n e  is  a  c ru c ia l  f a c to r  

d i f f e r e n t ia t in g  y a n h o n g  f r o m  x ia n m u .  S h e  f u r th e r  s u g g e s te d  t h a t  y a n h o n g  o n ly  

o c c u rs  a m o n g  e q u a ls . F o r  h e r ,  e q u a ls  r e f e r s  to  h e r  fe llo w  v illa g e rs , n o t  to  a n  

o u ts id e r  lik e  m e , in  p a r t ic u la r  th e  fe llo w  v illa g e rs  w h o  w e re  in  a  s im ila r  e c o n o m ic  

s i tu a t io n  to  h e r  o w n , n o t  th e  o n e s  w h o  w e re  a lr e a d y  r ic h  b e c a u s e  o f  b u s in e s s  

in v e s tm e n ts .  I n  h e r  e x a m p le s , m a k in g  m o n e y  f ro m  in v e s tm e n t  is  n o t  a  s i tu a t io n  

le a d in g  h e r  to  y a n h o n g  ( s h e  a p p lie s  x ia n m u  in s te a d )  w h ile  s u d d e n  w e a l th  w a s  

d e f in i te ly  s u b je c t  to  y a n h o n g .  M rs  L in  f u r th e r  e x p la in e d  h o w  y a n h o n g  is  

m a n if e s te d  a s  a  so c ia l s y m p to m  — h o n g y a n  b in g , t h a t  is , re d -e y e  d is e a s e . A s s h e  

e x p la in e d :

Y a n h o n g  m e a n s  s o m e o n e  o w n s  s o m e th in g  th a t  y o u  w a n t  to  h a v e  

b u t  c a n ’t  g e t. I t  is  a  s o r t  o f  p h e n o m e n o n . T h e  s y m p to m  w ill b e  g o s s ip  o r  

th e  e f fo r ts  m a d e  to  im p e d e  o r  o b s t r u c t  [ o th e r s  f ro m  b e in g  su c c e s s fu l] .

F o r  e x a m p le , o n e  p e r s o n  o p e n s  a  d u m p lin g  r e s t a u r a n t  a n d  e a r n s  lo ts  o f  

m o n e y  a n d  t h e n  o th e r  p e o p le  b e c o m e  r e d -e y e d  a n d  w a n t  to  o p e n  th e  

s a m e  ty p e  o f  r e s t a u r a n t  a s  w ell.

I f  y o u  y a n h o n g  s o m e o n e  b u t  y o u  d o  n o th in g  [b a d ] , i t  d o e s  n o t  

c o u n t  a s  r e d -e y e  d is e a s e . F o r  in s ta n c e , i f  a  fa m ily  h a s  s o m e th in g  

[v a lu a b le ] , y o u  b e lie v e  t h a t  th e y  d e s e rv e  w h a t  th e y  h a v e  a n d  p e o p le  

s h o u ld n ’t  m a k e  tro u b le .  T h is  [k in d  o f  a t t i tu d e  a n d  b e h a v io u r ]  w o u ld  

n o t  b e  ta k e n  a s  re d -e y e  d ise a se . T h o s e  w h o  m a k e  u p  m a lic io u s  r u m o u r s  

o r  c o n d e m n  th o s e  w h o  p o s s e s s  v a lu a b le  th in g s  w o u ld , o n  th e  o th e r  

h a n d ,  q u a lify  a s  h a v in g  re d -e y e  d is e a s e . B u t th o s e  p e o p le  w o n ’t  

n a tu r a l ly  a c c e p t  th e  im p u ta t io n . I n s te a d ,  th e y  w o u ld  j u s t  s a y  b a d  th in g s  

a b o u t  o th e r s  o r  m a k e  lo ts  o f  t r o u b le  to  s a b o ta g e  o th e r s  w h o  h a v e  

e a r n e d  m o n e y  o r  b e c o m e  g o v e rn m e n t  o ffic ia ls  a n d  s o  o n .

A c c o rd in g  to  M rs  L in , th e  h e a d  o f  th e  V illag e  W o m e n ’s  C o m m itte e  fo r  th e  p a s t  

15 y e a rs , t h e  s i tu a t io n  o f  re d -e y e  h a d  w o r s e n e d  s in c e  th e  v illa g e  b e c a m e  w e a lth ie r .  

S e e in g  th e  o p p o r tu n i t ie s  to  o b ta in  m o n e y  o r  o th e r s  g e t t in g  r ic h  a s  th e  r e s u l t  o f
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m in in g  a c tiv itie s , th e  d e s ire  to  b e c o m e  w e a l th y  h a d  b e c o m e  in c re a s in g ly  d e s p e ra te .  

T h e re  w e re  tw o  m a in  g ro u p s  o f  ta r g e ts  to w a rd s  w h ic h  re d -e y e  a c tio n s  w e re  

d ir e c te d . O n e  g ro u p  w a s  m a d e  u p  o f  th e i r  fe llo w  v illa g e rs  ( a s  th e  n o o d le  s h o p  la d y  

p o in te d  o u t , th o s e  w h o  w e re  d e e m e d  e q u a l  b u t  w h o  h a d  q u ic k ly  o b ta in e d  lo ts  o f  

m o n e y )  w h ile  t h e  o th e r  g ro u p  c o n s is te d  o f  th e  m in in g  c o m p a n ie s ,  th is  b e c a u s e  

s o m e  v illa g e rs  b e lie v e d  th a t  th e y  s h o u ld  a ll s h a r e  t h e  m in in g  r e s o u rc e s  o f  th e  

re g io n . W ith  r e g a r d  to  th e  f i r s t  g ro u p , e n v y  o r ig in a te d  f ro m  th e  p a in  fe l t  a t  t h e  g o o d  

f o r tu n e  o f  o th e r s ;  fo r  th e  s e c o n d  g ro u p  th e  c o n c e rn  w a s  r e la te d  to  s o m e o n e  e lse  

h a v in g  g o t  w h a t  o n e  w a s  s u p p o s e d  to  h a v e . A  g o v e rn m e n t  o ff ic ia l a t  th e  to w n s h ip  

le v e l w h o  w a s  q u i te  s y m p a th e t ic  to w a rd s  re d -e y e  p e a s a n ts  in  th e  v illa g e

s u m m a r is e d  th e  tw o  k in d s  o f  re d -e y e  in  th e  fo llo w in g  w ay .

T h e  is s u e  o f  re d -e y e  d is e a s e  is  n o t  o n ly  a r o u s e d  b y  th e  g a p  b e tw e e n  

th e  r ic h  a n d  th e  p o o r . T h e  m a in  r e a s o n  is  u n e v e n  d is t r ib u t io n  [o f  

w e a lth ] . E v e ry o n e  se e s  th is  a s  u n fa ir .  P e o p le  w h o  e a r n  m o n e y  b y  th e i r  

l a b o u r  s e e  p e o p le  g e tt in g  m o n e y  b y  s im p ly  m a k in g  t r o u b le  (h u d a  

lu a n n a o )  a s  u n fa ir ,  e sp e c ia lly  a s  th e  l a t t e r  s e e m  to  e a r n  m o re . H o w  c a n  

th e y  n o t  b e  re d -e y e d ?  T h e  t r o u b le m a k e r  c a n  a s k  f o r  a  c o u p le  o f  t e n s  o f  

th o u s a n d  Y u a n  f ro m  m in in g  c o m p a n ie s  w h ile  th e  v il la g e rs  t r a n s p o r t in g  

i r o n  o re  c a n ’t  e a r n  a s  m u c h  n o  m a t te r  h o w  h a r d  th e y  w o rk . T h e re  a r e  

p e o p le  g e t t in g  m o n e y  b y  w o rk in g  a n d  th e r e  a re  s ti l l  s o m e  w h o  c a n ’t  

e v e n  e a r n  a n y th in g . N o t a ll h o u s e h o ld s  a r e  a b le  to  g e t  a t  le a s t  o n e  

fa m ily  m e m b e r  a  jo b  in  m in ing .?*  T h o s e  w h o  c a n ’t  g e t  a  j o b  w ill re d -e y e  

th o s e  w h o  c a n . T h e  c o n flic ts  b e tw e e n  m in in g  c o m p a n ie s  a n d  v illa g e rs  

h a v e  b e e n  fo llo w in g  th e  s a m e  lo g ic . W h e n  c o m p a n ie s  w e re  f i r s t  s e t  u p , 

th e r e  w e re  n o t  t h a t  m a n y  p ro b le m s . W h e n  th e y  r e q u is i t io n e d  la n d , 

s u p p o s in g  p e a s a n ts  c o u ld  g e t  2 0 0 R M B  p e r  y e a r  o u t  o f  fa rm in g , th e  

c o m p a n ie s  w o u ld  p a y  5 0 0 R M B . T h is  s e e m e d  a  s u b s ta n t ia l  a m o u n t .  

E v e ry o n e  w a s  h a p p y . W h e n  th e  c o m p a n ie s  s ta r t e d  to  m a k e  im m e n s e  

p ro f i ts ,  th o u g h , th e  p e a s a n ts  t h e n  lo o k e d  b a c k  o n  h o w  l i t t le  th e y ’d  g o t.

T h e  c o m p e n s a t io n  w a s  o n e -o ff . W h e n  th e y  h a d  u s e d  th e  c o m p e n s a t io n  

u p , th e y  c o u ld n ’t  se ll th e  l a n d  a g a in , w h ile  f o r  th e  m in in g  c o m p a n ie s

74 R eferences from well connected people (guanxi) are needed to get a  job in mines and 

there are  ag e  limits a s  well (preferably age 18-45). W omen are hardly employed either.
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th e  p ro f i ts  w e re  f a s t  in c re a s in g . H o w  c o u ld  i t  n o t  fe e l u n b a la n c e d ?

R e d -e y e  o r ig in a t in g  f ro m  th e  m in in g  b u s in e s s  w a s  a n  e x tre m e  m a n if e s ta t io n  o f

th e  d e s p e r a te  d e s ir e  to  e a r n  m o re  m o n e y  a n d  o f  th e  p a in  o f  e a rn in g  le s s  th a n  th e i r  

fe llo w  v illa g e rs . S u c h  a  d e s p e r a te  le v e l o f  d e s i r e  e x p la in s  w h y  th e  v il la g e rs  h a v e  

b e c o m e  e n g a g e d  in  u n r e a s o n a b le  f ig h ts  to  a  s ig n if ic a n tly  in c re a s e d  e x te n t ,
j

s o m e th in g  w h ic h  M rs  L in  q u a lif ie d  a s  a  m a n if e s ta t io n  o f  re d -e y e  d is e a s e . S h e

p r o v id e d  a n  i l lu s t r a t io n  f ro m  o n e  o f  h e r  r e c e n t  e x p e r ie n c e s .

I  w e n t  o u t  to  d is t r ib u te  w o o l thread .^  T h is  w a s  p a r t  o f  t h e  c e n tr a l  

g o v e r n m e n t’s  “S e n d in g  o u t  W a r m th ” in i t ia t iv e  w h ic h  w a s  a im e d  a t  

o f fe r in g  o v e r  t e n  th o u s a n d  p o o r  c h i ld r e n  s w e a te r s  in  w in te r .  W e  w e re  

a l lo c a te d  s ix  ro l ls  o f  w o o l t h r e a d  [ ro u g h ly  th r e e  k ilo s  a l to g e th e r ]  w h ic h  

h a d  b e e n  d o n a te d  b y  a  w o o l c o m p a n y  in  B e ijin g . T o  d is t r ib u te  th e m , I  

id e n t i f ie d  th r e e  im p o v e r is h e d  h o u s e h o ld s  in  th e  v illa g e s , h o u s e h o ld s  

w h ic h  a ls o  h a d  c h i ld re n  to  m a k e  s w e a te r s  fo r . O n  m y  w a y  to  g iv e  o u t  

th e  th r e a d ,  I  w a s  s e e n  b y  w o m e n  o n  th e  s t r e e t  w h o  in s is te d  o n  a s k in g  

m e  a b o u t  w h a t  I  w a s  u p  to . I  k n e w  th e y  w e re  a lw a y s  m a k in g  u p  g u e s se s , 

s o  I  j u s t  jo k e d  a b o u t  i t , s a y in g  t h a t  I  w a s  se llin g  th r e a d .  T h e y  w e re  n o t  

fo o ls  a n d  k n e w  t h a t  i t  w a s  p a r t  o f  m y  re s p o n s ib i l i t ie s  a s  th e  h e a d  o f  th e  

w o m e n ’s  c o m m it te e  to  a llo c a te  s u b s id ie s ,  th o u g h . S o  th e y  k n e w  th e  

w o o l w a s  n o t  fo r  se ll in g  a n d  r e s p o n d e d ,  “D o n ’t  t r y  a n d  fo o l u s  a b o u t  

w h o  a r e  th e  p o o r  o r  th e  r ic h , w e  s h o u ld  a ll  g e t  a  s h a r e ! ” I  w a s  i r r i ta te d .  

“W h a t?  E v e ry b o d y  to  g e t  a  s h a re ?  D o  y o u  k n o w  h o w  m a n y  p e o p le  w e  

h a v e  in  th e  v illa g e ?  O v e r 2 0 0 0 !  W e  h a v e  o n ly  s ix  ro l ls  s o  e a c h  p e r s o n  

g e ts  a n  in c h ?  W h a t  is  th e  p o in t  o f  t h a t ? ” T h e n  y o u  k n o w  w h a t  th e y  sa id ?

“Y o u  s h o u ld  th r o w  th e m  in to  a  r iv e r !” I t  is  j u s t  h o p e le s s  ta lk in g  to  

th e m . E a c h  v illa g e  h a d  p o o r  c h i ld re n  w h o  h a d  lo s t  o n e  o r  b o th  o f  th e i r  

p a r e n t s  o r  w h o  w e re  su f fe r in g  f ro m  s o m e  d is e a s e  o r  w h o  d is a s te r  h a d  

b e fa l le n ;  i f  th e y  w e re  a b le  u s e  th e  t h r e a d  to  m a k e  a  s w e a te r ,  I  w o n ’t  b e  

r e d -e y e d  [a s  o th e r  p e o p le  a re ] .

A s M rs  L in  im p lie d , th e  w o m e n  w h o  r id ic u lo u s ly  w a n te d  to  o b ta in  a  s h a r e  o f  

e v e ry th in g  a n d  w h o  w o u ld  n o t  e v e n  le t  p a s s  th e  o p p o r tu n i ty  o f  a n  in c h  o f  w o o l 

t h r e a d  w e re  a  p e r f e c t  e x a m p le  o f  p e rv a s iv e  re d -e y e  d is e a s e :  c o v e t a n y th in g

75 It should be noted that the wool thread w as donated by a rather well-known company 
from Beijing and it w as of very good quality and not som ething people could purchase in the 
village.
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d e s ira b le ,  a t t e m p t  to  a c q u ire  i t  a n d , i f  n o t  su c c e s s fu l, d e s tro y  i t  (a s  w i th  th e  

s u g g e s t io n  to  th r o w  th e  w o o l t h r e a d  in to  a  r iv e r) . T h is , a c c o rd in g  to  M rs  L in , w a s  

n o  d if f e r e n t  to  th e  m in d s e t  e m b e d d e d  in  th e  c o n v e rs a t io n  I  d o c u m e n te d  a t  th e  

b e g in n in g  o f  th i s  c h a p te r .  T h e  in te n t io n  to  c o v e t a n d  s a b o ta g e  (a s  a  c o n s e q u e n c e  o f  

n o t  b e in g  su c c e s s fu l in  a c q u ir in g  w h a t  th e y  c o v e te d )  w a s  th e  p r in c ip a l  s ig n  o f  

r e d -e y e  d is e a s e . F o llo w in g  th i s  l in e  o f  re a s o n in g , th e  s u c c e s s  th e  m in in g  c o m p a n ie s  

h a d  e v id e n tly  a c h ie v e d  a n d  th e  m o n e y  th e i r  fe llo w  v illa g e rs  h a d  m a d e , i f  n o t  to  b e  

s h a r e d ,  s h o u ld  a ll b e  d e s tro y e d , j u s t  a s  th e  w o o l th r e a d  w a s  to  b e  th r o w n  in to  a  

r iv e r . T h is  k in d  o f  m e n ta l i ty  a n d  b e h a v io u r  w a s  n o t  a t  a ll u n u s u a l  in  L a n y in g , X ita i 

a n d  o th e r  v il la g e s  in  th e  to w n s h ip . A s fo r  th e  c a s e s  I  w a s  to ld  a b o u t  b y  th e  s ta f f  

w o rk in g  a t  th e  T o w n s h ip  P u b lic  S e c u r i ty  S ta t io n  a n d  th e  O ffice  fo r  L e t te r s  a n d  

V isits ,?6 a n  in c re a s in g  n u m b e r  o f  d is p u te s  w e re  b e in g  in i t ia te d  a n d  s u b m i t te d  fo r  

n e g o t ia t io n  b y  th e  to w n s h ip  g o v e rn m e n t.  H e re  is  o n e  o f  th e  s to r ie s  t h a t  I  h e a r d  

th e r e .

A n  o ld  m a n  w e n t  to  s te a l  i r o n  in g o ts  f ro m  th e  m in e s . H e  w a s  

c a u g h t  a n d  c h a s e d  b y  th e  s e c u r i ty  p o lic e . U n fo r tu n a te ly , h e  fe ll to  th e  

g ro u n d ,  w h ic h  le d  to  a  p ro b le m  to  d o  w ith  h ig h  b lo o d  p re s s u re .  H e  la te r  

d ie d . H is  fa m ily  w a s  e x tre m e ly  u p s e t  a n d  th e y  in s is te d  t h a t  th e  o ld  

m a n ’s  d e a th  w a s  th e  re s p o n s ib i l i ty  o f  th e  s e c u r i ty  p o lic e . W e  w e n t  to  

m e d ia te  a n d  i t  w a s  re a lly  in s a n e . W e  s a id  t h a t  th e  s e c u r i ty  m e n ’s  jo b  

w a s  to  k e e p  th e  c o m p a n y ’s  p r o p e r ty  s a fe  a n d  a s k e d  h o w  th e y  c o u ld  b e  

e x p e c te d  n o t  to  c h a s e  a  th ie f  w h o  h a d  b e e n  se e n . H is  fa m ily  m e m b e r s  

s a id , “O K  w e  c a n  r e tu r n  th in g s  h e  s to le  a n d  y o u  r e tu r n  t h e  m a n ”. D o 

y o u  n o t  th in k  t h a t  th is  is  b e in g  u n re a s o n a b le ?  N o w a d a y s , th e r e  a r e  

m a n y  c a s e s  l ik e  th is .  T h e y  s im p ly  w a n t  to  e x to r t  a s  m u c h  m o n e y  a s  

p o s s ib le  o u t  o f  th e  m in in g  c o m p a n ie s  [b y  w h a te v e r  m e a n s  th e y  h a v e  

a v a ila b le ] .

76 I w as not permitted to look at these  ca se s  at my leisure. Given my special connection with 
higher level officials of the township, I w as given a bit of time to read through the files but 
could not take anything out of the archive room.
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I n  th e  fo llo w in g  s e c tio n , I  w ill d is c u s s  in  d e ta i l  t h e  k in d  o f  e n v y  ( re d -e y e  in  i ts  

lo c a l fo rm s )  in s t ig a te d  b y  m in in g  a c tiv it ie s . T h e  s e c t io n  s t a r t s  w ith  M rs  L in ’s  

r e d -e y e  a t t r ib u t io n  d ir e c te d  a t  a  c o n t r a c t  c o n c e rn in g  a  p in e  v a lle y  in  L a n y in g  a n d  

t h e n  g o e s  o n  to  b a la n c e  th i s  w ith  tw o  o th e r  e x a m p le s  o f  p e o p le  in  X ita i  w h o  m ig h t  

b e  c o n s id e re d  b o th  e n v io u s  a n d  m a lic io u s .

“They are over the line!”

N o w  th e  s i tu a t io n  w ith  r e d -e y e  h a s  g o n e  f a r  b e y o n d  j u s t  fe e lin g  

x ia n m u  o r  j i d u  a n d  h a s  s t a r t e d  in v o lv in g  m a n y  e x tr e m e  m e th o d s . T h is  

t im e , f o r  in s ta n c e , i t  [ th e  d is p u te ]  is  a b o u t  th e  p in e  v a lley . T h e  m in in g  

c o m p a n y  w a n ts  to  r e n t  i t  fo r  ta i l in g  s to ra g e . T o  d is c u s s  th is ,  t h e  v illa g e  

c o m m itte e  h e ld  a  m e e tin g  w ith  v illa g e  r e p re s e n ta t iv e s .  A t th e  e n d  o f  th e  

m e e t in g  a n  a g re e m e n t  w a s  r e a c h e d  t h a t  th e  v a lle y  w o u ld  b e  le a s e d  o u t  

a t  a  c h a rg e  o f  s e v e n ty  th o u s a n d  RMB.77 i n  a d d i t io n , w h e n  th e  c o m p a n y  

is  in  fu ll o p e ra t io n ,  e a c h  to n  o f  i r o n  p o w d e r  p r o d u c e d  w o u ld  s u p p o s e  a  

r e tu r n  o f  1 R M B  fo r  th e  v illa g e  c o m m itte e  a s  s h a r e d  b e n e f i ts .  S u p p o s e  

t h e  a n n u a l  p r o d u c t io n  w a s  to  b e  5 0 0  th o u s a n d  to n s ,  th e n  th e  v illag e  

c o u ld  g e t  5 0 0  th o u s a n d  Y u a n  p e r  y e a r .

A f te r  th e  c o n tr a c t  w a s  s ig n e d  a  n u m b e r  o f  v illa g e rs  w e re  so  

a n n o y e d  a b o u t  i t  t h a t  th e y  m a d e  a  lo t  o f  t r o u b le .  S o m e  c o n s id e re d  th a t  

w e  h a d  a s k e d  f o r  m u c h  le s s  t h a n  w h a t  i t  w a s  w o r th ;  s o m e  s a id  w e  

s h o u ld  a s k  fo r  o n e  m ill io n  Y u a n  a n d  s o m e  s a id  f o u r  m il l io n  Y u a n . T h e re  

w e re  a ll  k in d s  o f  g ro u n d le s s  r e q u e s ts .  T h is  is  a ls o  a  k in d  o f  re d -e y e .

W h a t  e x ac tly , th o u g h , a r e  th e y  re d -e y in g ?  T h e y  a r e  c o m p a r in g  th e  

s i tu a t io n  w ith  th o s e  fo u n d  in  th e  n e ig h b o u r in g  v illa g e s  u p  n o r th .  I n  

t h o s e  v illa g e s , e a c h  v a lle y  th e  m in in g  c o m p a n y  r e n t s  is  w o r th  m u c h  

m o r e  t h a n  th is .  B u t th o s e  v a lle y s  h a v e  re s o u rc e s . T h o s e  v a lle y s  a re  

a b u n d a n t  in  i r o n  o re . T h o s e  v a lle y s  a r e  v e ry  d if fe re n t  f ro m  o u r  v a lle y  

w h ic h  is  to  b e  u s e d  o n ly  fo r  s to r in g  ta il in g s . T h e  p r ic e  is  h ig h e r  fo r  

v a lle y s  in  o th e r  v illa g e s  b e c a u s e  th e  p r ic e  th e r e  is  fo r  th e  i r o n  o re  w h ile  

o u r s  is  fo r  u s in g  th e  v a lley . T h e s e  v illa g e rs  w ill n o t  c o n s id e r  th i s  fa c t, 

th o u g h .  T h e y  a r e  n o t  o n ly  re d -e y e d , th e y  a ls o  ro b . T h e y  d is p u te  th in g s  

o p e n ly  b y  a s k in g , “W h o  th e  h e ll  s ig n e d  th e  c o n tr a c t? ” T h e  v illa g e  m a y o r  

r e s p o n d s  b y  s a y in g  t h a t  i t  w a s  h im . T h e  v illa g e rs  th e n  c h a lle n g e  h im  b y  

s a y in g , “W h o  a re  y o u  a llo w e d  to  r e p r e s e n t?  Y o u  c a n  o n ly  r e p r e s e n t  

y o u rs e lf !” T h e y  d is r e g a r d  v illa g e  la w  c o m p le te ly . T h e y  j u s t  w a n t  to  v o id  

th e  c o n t r a c t  a n d  n e g o t ia te  fo r  a n  a l te r n a t iv e  p r ic e .

77 Roughly 5,400 GBP at the time of my fieldwork in 2008.
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G iv e n  t h a t  th e  d e c is io n -m a k in g  p ro c e s s  h a s  c o m p lie d  w ith  t h e  leg a l 

p ro c e d u re ,  th e s e  v illa g e rs  c a n n o t  a c tu a lly  g e t  a n y th in g  e x tr a  o u t  o f  th e  

d e a l. T h e  c o n tr a c t  h a s  b e e n  a g re e d  b y  th e  tw o  v illa g e  c o m m itte e s .  T h e  

v illa g e  r e p r e s e n ta t iv e s  h a v e  b e e n  c o n s u l te d  to o . T h re e  o u t  o f  five  o f  th e  

v illa g e  r e p r e s e n ta t iv e s  h a v e  s ig n e d  th e  a g r e e m e n t  a n d  th e  c o n tr a c t  h a s  

th e r e f o r e  b e c o m e  leg a lly  b in d in g . T h e  d is p u te s  a ll b e g a n  w ith  re d -e y e .

T h e  t ro u b le m a k in g  v illa g e rs  a r e  r e d -e y e d  a b o u t  o th e r  v illa g e s  m a k in g  

lo a d s  o f  m o n e y . T h e y  s im p ly  w a n t  i t  to o  a n d  w a n t  to  g e t  i t  o u t  o f  th e  

m in in g  c o m p a n ie s  [ th e y  k n o w  th e y  a r e  m a k in g  h u g e  p ro f i ts  an y w ay ].

T h e s e  v il la g e rs  re fu s e  to  c o n s id e r  th e  a c tu a l  s i tu a t io n  o f  o u r  v a lley ; th e y  

j u s t  w a n t  to  e x t r a c t  m o re  m o n e y . F o r  in s ta n c e , t h e  c o m p a n y  o r ig in a lly  

in te n d e d  to  r e n t  s o m e  f o re s t  l a n d  a s  w e ll. B u t th e  f a r m e r  w h o  w a s  u s in g  

th e  l a n d  a s k e d  fo r  tw o  m illio n  Y u a n  a n d  re fu s e d  to  n e g o t ia te  th e  p r ic e .

T h e  c o m p a n y  h a s  th u s  h a d  to  d r o p  th e  p la n .

F o r  M rs  L in , th e  re d -e y e  a c t io n s  a ll o r ig in a te d  o u t  o f  a  d e s p e r a te  d e s ire  fo r  

m o n e y . T h e  a c t io n s  a n d  r e q u e s ts  w e re  g ro u n d le s s ,  th o u g h , a n d  th e  la w  a n d  th e  

r e g u la t io n s  w e re  c o m p le te ly  ig n o re d . T h e  t r o u b le m a k in g  v illa g e rs  c o u ld  n o t  g e t 

w h a t  th e y  w a n te d  s in c e  th is  w a s  u n re a s o n a b le .  T h e  o n ly  th in g  le f t  a s  a  r e s u l t  o f  

t h e i r  a c t io n s  w a s  th e  t r o u b le  th e y  h a d  c a u s e d , t r o u b le  p o te n t ia l ly  e n d a n g e r in g  th e  

r e la t io n s h ip  w ith  th e  m in in g  c o m p a n ie s  a n d  th e  b e n e f i t s  s e c u re d  w ith  th e m  (a s  

s h o w n  b y  th e  c a s e  o f  th e  a v a r ic io u s  fa rm e r ) .

“It is just unfair!”

T h e  a f o r e m e n t io n e d  t ro u b le m a k e r s  w o u ld  c e r ta in ly  n o t  a d m i t  t h a t  th e i r  

a c t io n s  w e re  a  r e s u l t  o f  re d -e y e , h o w e v e r . A s w a s  e x p la in e d  in  th e  s e c t io n  g iv in g  th e  

b a c k g r o u n d  a b o u t  m in in g , w e ll-a c c e p te d  s ta n d a r d s  fo r  r e q u is i t io n in g  l a n d  h a v e  n o t  

b e e n  e s ta b l is h e d . T h e  v a r ia b le  s ta n d a r d s  e m p lo y e d  b y  m in in g  c o m p a n ie s  c o u ld  a lso  

o n ly  e n c o u ra g e  d is b e l ie f  in  r e la t io n  to  th e  h a n d l in g  o f  th e s e  c o n tr a c ts .  I  d id  n o t  

w a n t  t o  j e o p a r d is e  m y  r e la t io n s h ip  w ith  M rs  L in  b y  b e f r ie n d in g  th e  a lle g e d  

“t r o u b le m a k e r s ” in  th e  d is p u te  o v e r  th e  p in e  v a lle y  b u t  th e i r  w a y  o f  a rg u in g  a n d
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a c t in g  w a s  n o t  a t  a ll e x c e p tio n a l. B e lo w  is  a n  e x a m p le  o f  a  s im i la r  s o -c a lle d  

t r o u b le m a k e r  w h o  w a s  fu ti le ly  t ry in g  to  s to p  th e  e a r th - m o v e r  w h e n  h e r  h o u s e  w a s  

o n  th e  v e rg e  o f  b e in g  d e m o lis h e d , a t te m p t in g  to  p u ll  o u t  o f  th e  c o n tr a c t  s ig n e d  w ith  

S k y  a  y e a r  b e fo re  a n d  d e m a n d in g  m o re  m o n e y .

I t  w a s  o n  o n e  o f  th o s e  s p r in g  d a y s , a f te r  m y  4 .3 0  a .m . b re a k fa s t ,  t h a t  a  

m id d le -a g e d  w o m a n , T ia n , c a m e  to  A u n t  Y a n g ’s  h o u s e  to  lo o k  fo r  m e . I  h a d  n e v e r  

m e t  o r  ta lk e d  to  T ia n  b e fo re . S h e  h a d  s im p ly  h e a r d  t h a t  I , a n  o u ts id e r  w h o  c o u ld  

p o s s e s s  s o m e  k in d  o f  n e g o t ia t in g  p o w e r  o r  w h o  m ig h t  h a v e  s o m e th in g  to  d o  w ith  

S ky , w a s  s ta y in g  in  X ita i  a n d  m ig h t  b e  a b le  to  h e lp  h e r  w ith  h e r  p e t i t io n s .  S h e  to ld  

m e  t h a t  s h e  h a d  g o t  a  m e re  t e n  th o u s a n d  Y u a n  fo r  h e r  l a n d  a n d  a  th a tc h e d  h o u s e  

s i tu a te d  o n  i t  w h ile  h e r  n e x t  d o o r  n e ig h b o u r  h a d  o b ta in e d  1 2 0  th o u s a n d  Y u a n  

( a l th o u g h  th is  w a s  fo r  a  b r ic k  h o u s e ) . S h e  a rg u e d  t h a t  s h e  h a d  n o t  s ig n e d  f o r  th e  

y a r d  a n d  th e  p ie c e  o f  l a n d  in  f r o n t  o f  th e  h o u s e , h o w e v e r , a n d  t h a t  e v e n  th o u g h  th e  

c o n tr a c t  h a d  b e e n  s ig n e d  a n d  th e  m o n e y  p a id ,  s h e  s h o u ld  th e r e f o r e  h a v e  b e e n  a b le  

to  n e g o t ia te  fo r  m o re  m o n e y . S h e  h a d  n o t  b e e n  s u c c e s s fu l, th o u g h , a n d  th e  

to w n s h ip  l a n d  b u r e a u  h a d  a lre a d y  a s s ig n e d  a n  e a r th - m o v e r  to  p u l l  e v e ry th in g  

d o w n .

T h is  c a s e  in v o lv e s  tw o  in te r r e la te d  d is p u te s .  T h e  la n d  b e lo n g in g  to  h e r  w a s  

lo c a te d  in  th e  v a lle y  S k y  h a d  in te n d e d  to  r e q u is i t io n  a n d  i t  a ls o  h a d  th e  th a tc h e d  

h o u s e  o n  it, a l th o u g h  th i s  h a d , in  fa c t, b e e n  lo n g  d e s e r te d .  A c c o rd in g  to  c o m m o n  

p ra c t ic e  in  X ita i, w h e n  a  s o n  g e ts  m a r r ie d ,  a  n e w  h o u s e  h a s  to  b e  b u i l t  fo r  t h e  n e w  

c o u p le  b y  th e  g ro o m ’s  p a r e n ts .  N o w a d a y s , th e  y o u n g  p re fe r  to  b id  fo r  a  n e w  h o u s e



s i te  c lo s e r  to  th e  m a in  ro a d , h o w e v e r , a n d  t e n d  to  m o v e  a w a y  f ro m  th e  v a lle y  t h a t  

t h e i r  o ld  p a r e n ts  u s e d  to  liv e  in . F o r  th e  c a se  o f  T ia n , th e n ,  s h e  h a d  m o v e d  to  th e  

n e w  h o u s e  a lo n g  w ith  h e r  s o n  a n d  d a u g h te r - in - la w  y e a r s  b e fo re . I n  th e o ry , th e  s i te  

o n  w h ic h  h e r  o ld  h o u s e  w a s  b u i l t  s h o u ld  th e r e f o r e  h a v e  b e e n  r e tu r n e d  to  th e  v illa g e  

a n d  re c la im e d  a s  a g r ic u l tu ra l  l a n d  o r  r e a l lo c a te d  to  o th e r s  w h o  n e e d e d  it. O f  c o u rs e  

n o  o n e  w o u ld  a c tu a lly  r e tu r n  th e i r  h o u s e , h o w e v e r , a n d  a s  lo n g  a s  th e r e  w e re  n e w  

h o u s e  s i te s  a v a ila b le  to  b e  g r a n te d  to  n e w  c o u p le s  ( o r  e v e n  i f  n e w  c o u p le s  c o u ld  a t  

le a s t  r e d e c o ra te  th e i r  p a r e n t s ’ o ld  h o u s e )  th e  v illa g e  c o m m it te e  w o u ld  j u s t  t u r n  a  

b l in d  eye . W h e n  T ia n ’s  la n d  w a s  r e q u is i t io n e d  b y  Sky , th e  la n d  b u r e a u  c la im e d  to  

b e  re m o v in g  th e  d e s e r te d  h o u s e s  a n d  r e c la im in g  a g r ic u l tu ra l  la n d . T h e ir  t r u e  

in te n t io n  w a s  to  f a c i l i ta te  S k y ’s  la n d  r e q u is i t io n , h o w e v e r , a s  o n c e  th e s e  h o u s e s  

w e re  d e m o lis h e d  n o  o n e  w o u ld  b e  a b le  to  r e n e g o t ia te  th e i r  c o n tr a c t  a n y m o re . T h is  

w a s  T ia n ’s  la s t  c h a n c e , th e n .

T h e  la n d  b u r e a u  h a d  g r a n te d  T ia n  tw o  m o re  d a y s  a n d  h a d  a g re e d  to  s t a r t  

p u l l in g  d o w n  h o u s e s  f ro m  th e  o th e r  e n d  o f  th e  c o n c e s s io n  to  le a v e  h e r  m o re  d a y s  to  

re n e g o t ia te .  B u t T ia n ’s  e f fo r ts  h a d  b e e n  in  v a in  in  t h i s  r e s p e c t  a n d , a s  a  la s t  r e s o r t ,  

s h e  h a d  t a k e n  a  q u i l t  a n d  p illo w  in  o r d e r  to  m o v e  in to  th e  d e s e r te d  h o u s e  so  t h a t  n o  

o n e  w o u ld  d a r e  to  c ro s s  o v e r  it. E v e ry o n e  s a id  s h e  w a s  c ra z y  b e c a u s e  s h e  m ig h t  

h a v e  f ro z e n  to  d e a th  in  th e  w in d o w le s s  h o u s e  a n d  b e c a u s e  w i th  th e  

“b la c k -w o rd s -o n -w h ite ” p a p e r  (i.e . w ith  c o n tr a c ts  a l r e a d y  s ig n e d ) , n o

c o m p e n s a t io n  c o u ld  b e  e v e r  m a d e . T ia n  s a id  th e  fo llo w in g  to  m e .

I t  is  r e a lly  u n fa ir !  I  w a s  a m o n g  th e  f i r s t  to  s ig n  th e  c o n tr a c t ,  w h ic h  

h e lp e d  S ky  to  in i t ia te  th e  w h o le  p ro c e s s . S im ila r  h o u s e s  w e re  p a id  

e ig h ty  to  1 0 0  th o u s a n d  Y u a n  w h ile  I  o n ly  g o t  t e n  th o u s a n d  Y u an . M y
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d a u g h te r - in - la w  h a s  b e e n  g ru m b lin g  a ll th e  t im e  a n d  I  re a l ly  c a n n o t  liv e  

lik e  th i s  a n y  m o re . H o w  c a n  th e y  [S ky] ta k e  a d v a n ta g e  o f  m e  lik e  th is ?  

T h e re  w e re  a lso  o th e r  p e o p le  w h o  g o t  v e ry  l i t t le  a t  th e  b e g in n in g  a n d  

th e y  g o t  f if ty  th o u s a n d  Y u a n  c o m p e n s a t io n  in  th e  e n d . D o  y o u  th in k  i t  is  

w o r th w h ile  a p p e a l in g  m y  c a se ?

I  d id  n o t  k n o w  w h a t  to  s a y  b u t  p r o m is e d  to  ta k e  th e  n e c e s s a ry  p h o to s  o r  to  

w r i te  p e t i t io n  le t te r s  fo r  h e r  i f  n e e d e d . A f te r  s h e  h a d  le f t, A u n t  Y a n g  c o m m e n te d  

t h a t  th i s  w o m a n  w a s  j u s t  b e in g  u n re a s o n a b le ,  h o w e v e r . S h e  s a id , “I f  y o u  d id n ’t  

a g re e  o n  th e  p r ic e , y o u  s h o u ld  n o t  h a v e  s ig n e d  th e  c o n t r a c t”. A u n t  Y a n g ’s  fa m ily  d id  

n o t  g e t  m u c h  c o m p e n s a t io n  e i th e r  b u t  s h e  w a s  h o p in g  to  s u p p le m e n t  th is  in  th e  

lo n g  r u n  b y  m e a n s  o f  h e r  s o n  g e t t in g  a  jo b  a t  S k y  o n c e  i t  w a s  in  fu ll o p e ra t io n . A u n t  

Y a n g  th e r e f o r e  d id  n o t  w a n t  to  “m a k e  t r o u b le ” o r  e n g e n d e r  a  b a d  re la t io n s h ip  w ith  

Sky . T h e  n e x t  d o o r  n e ig h b o u r  to  w h o m  T ia n  h a d  r e f e r r e d  tu r n e d  o u t  to  b e  a  s c h o o l 

t e a c h e r  I  k n e w  a n d  s h e  b r o u g h t  u p  T ia n  in  c o n v e r s a t io n  b y  sa y in g  h o w  s h e  h a d  

a lw a y s  b e e n  a  r e d -e y e d  c h a r a c te r  a n d  b y  e x p la in in g  h o w  T ia n  w a s  a lw a y s  e n v io u s  

a n d  le s s  s a t is f ie d  w ith  w h a t  s h e  h a d  c o m p a re d  to  o th e r s .  T h e  sc h o o l te a c h e r  a lso  

th o u g h t  th e  c o n t r a c t  w ith  S k y  w a s  u n f a i r  a s  h e r  n e ig h b o u r  h a d  g o t  1 0 0  th o u s a n d  

Y u a n . H o w e v e r , u n l ik e  T ia n , s h e  h a d  n o t  d o n e  a n y th in g  a b o u t  it. S h e  h a d  a c c e p te d  

h e r  m o n e y  e v e n  th o u g h  i t  m ig h t  n o t  h a v e  b e e n  th e  r ig h t  a m o u n t  a s  s h e  re c o g n is e d  

t h a t  i t  w a s  a lr e a d y  to o  la te  to  c h a n g e  a n y th in g . S o  s h e  h a d  sw a llo w e d  th e i r  p a in . 

D e s p ite  t h e  a c c u s a t io n s  le v e lle d  a t  T ia n , w h ic h  s e e m e d  to  b e  p re v a le n t ,  I  h e a r d  

s o m e  d a y s  l a t e r  t h a t  s h e  h a d ,  in  fa c t, g o t  m o re  c o m p e n s a t io n . T h is  u n e x p e c te d  

r e s u l t  m ig h t  j u s t  q u ic k ly  t u r n  T ia n  f ro m  th e  c o n d e m n e d  s u b je c t  o f  re d -e y e  to  a n  

e n v ia b le  o b je c t  o f  re d -e y e .
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Picture 2.4 Tian’s house in 2007

“ T h e y  a r e  r e d - e y e d ,  I  a m  n o t ”

Wu was in his early twenties. His parents used to work in Beijing so he had had 

the chance to finish both elementary school and junior high school there. When his 

family had returned to Xitai about five years earlier, they were well and truly one of 

the rich families. As Wu told me, he could ask his peers to do whatever he wanted 

as he was the one able to afford any type of luxury expenditure in the village. 

Nonetheless, after the mining business caused the local economy to boom, more 

super-rich people emerged and he was no longer so admired by his friends. He was 

peddling vegetables with his mother when I met him while his father was employed 

in a mining company. He often rode around on a roaring blue-striped motorbike 

after work as if trying to claim that he was still one of the coolest people in Xitai.

108



H is  fa m ily  w a s  a m o n g  th o s e  fe w  h o u s e h o ld s  t h a t  h a d  n o t  s ig n e d  a  c o n tr a c t  w ith  S ky  

to  le a s e  th e i r  la n d .  H e  a n d  h is  fa m ily  w e re , a c c o rd in g  to  so m e , w e ll q u a lif ie d  a s

tro u b le m a k e r s .  H e  to ld  m e  th e  fo llo w in g .

I  w o n ’t  s ig n . T h e y  [ th o s e  w h o  h a v e  a lr e a d y  s ig n e d ]  d o n ’t  k n o w  th e  

la w  b u t  I  d o , so  I  w o n ’t  b e  c h e a te d . S o m e o n e  h a s  re c e iv e d  o n e  m ill io n  

Y u a n  b u t  o th e r s  o n ly  s e v e ra l t e n s  o f  th o u s a n d s  Y u a n . W h y ?  B e c a u se  

th e r e  a r e  p e o p le  w h o  k n o w  th e  la w  a n d  o th e r s  w h o  d o n ’t. M a n y  a re  n o w  

r e g r e t t in g  h a v in g  s ig n e d  th e  c o n tr a c ts ,  o r  h a v in g  s ig n e d  to o  e a r ly , b u t  i t  

is  a l r e a d y  to o  la te . B lack  w o rd s  o n  w h ite  p a p e r ,  i t  is  a ll f ix ed . S o  I ’m  n o t  

s ig n in g  y e t. N o w  n e a r ly  9 0 %  o f  h o u s e h o ld s  h a v e  s ig n e d  a n d  S k y  h a s  

th r o w n  o v e r  tw e n ty  m illio n  Y u a n  in to  th is . W h y  s h o u ld  t h e y  c a re  a b o u t  

a  c o u p le  o f  m il l io n  Y u a n  m o re ?  I  h a v e  to  a s k  fo r  m o n e y  n o w , o th e rw is e  

y o u  lo se  y o u r  c h a n c e . A f te r  th e  m in e  is  s e t  u p , th e y  w ill e x p lo it  y o u  to  

d e a th  to  e a r n  th is  m o n e y  b a c k . W h e th e r  I  a s k  fo r  m o n e y  o r  n o t ,  th e y  

w ill e x p lo it  m e  in  th e  f u tu r e  a n y w ay . S o , w h y  n o t  a s k  fo r  m o re ?

W u  f u r th e r  to ld  m e  a b o u t  h o w  h e  e n jo y e d  re a d in g  th e  b io g ra p h ie s  o f  

s u c c e s s fu l  m e n . F o r  h im , w h a t  w a s  k e y  to  t h e i r  s u c c e s s  w a s  th e i r  a b il i ty  to  se iz e  th e  

r ig h t  o p p o r tu n i ty  a n d  to  d is c o v e r  th e  s e c re t  o f  h o w  to  t u r n  s to n e  in to  g o ld . A s h e  

e x p la in e d , a t  t h e  b e g in n in g  o f  th e  s e t t in g  u p  o f  th e  m in in g  b u s in e s s ,  w h o  w o u ld  

h a v e  e v e r  a s s u m e d  t h a t  th is  o r e  w o u ld  b e  s o  v a lu a b le  o n e  d a y ?  I t  w a s  th e  s a m e  w ith  

th e i r  la n d ;  i t  s h o u ld  d e f in i te ly  b e  w o r th  m o re  t h a n  w h a t  S k y  h a d  o f fe re d  to  p a y . I n  a  

w ay , h e  h a d  tu r n e d  th e  n e g o t ia t io n  w ith  S k y  in to  a n  in v e s tm e n t  to  m a k e  a  p ro f i t  

f ro m ; h e  m ig h t  h a v e  b e e n  w e ll a w a re  t h a t  th e  a m o u n t  h e  a n d  h is  fa m ily  h a d  

r e q u e s te d  w a s  u n re a s o n a b le .  H o w e v e r , a s  w ith  T ia n , th is  w a s  t h e  o n ly  c h a n c e  h e  

h a d . A fte r  h e a r in g  a b o u t  h is  a m b it io u s  p la n , I  a t te m p te d  to  b r in g  u p  th e  d is c u s s io n  

o f  t r o u b le m a k e r s  a n d  re d -e y e  a n d  to ld  h im  t h a t  I w a s  c u r io u s  to  h e a r  h is  o p in io n  

o n  th e  m a t te r .  H e  h a d  p ro b a b ly  h e a r d  a b o u t  th e  a c c u s a t io n s  r e g a rd in g  h is
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b e h a v io u r  a n d  to ld  m e  w ith o u t  h e s i ta t io n ,  “F o r  o th e r s ,  i t  m ig h t  b e  o u t  o f  re d -e y e . 

I n  m y  c a se , I  d o n ’t  th in k  s o ”.

I  t u r n e d  to  o th e r s  to  c la r ify  h o w  re d -e y e  a c t io n s  c o u ld  b e  s in g le d  o u t  f ro m  

o th e r  a c t io n s . W h e n  th e  h e a d  o f  X ita i  v il la g e ’s  w ife  in v i te d  m e  to  g o  fo r  a  w a lk  a n d  

p ic k  s o m e  w ild  v e g e ta b le s  th e  fo llo w in g  d a y , I  q u e s t io n e d  h e r  o n  th is .  B o th  h e r  

n a ta l  fa m ily  a n d  h e r  h u s b a n d ’s  fa m ily  w e re  b a s e d  in  X ita i  a n d  s h e  h a d  w itn e s s e d  

m o s t  o f  th e  d is p u te s  d u r in g  th e  t im e  w h e n  h e r  h u s b a n d  w a s  h i r e d  b y  S ky  a s  a  

m e d ia to r  fo r  n e g o t ia t in g  in d iv id u a l  c o n tra c ts .  S h e  c o m m e n te d  w o e fu lly  o n  th e  fa c t  

t h a t  S k y  h a d  m a d e  s o m e  in  th e  v illa g e  “[v e ry ] p o o r  a n d  s o m e  [v e ry ] r ic h ” 

( q io n g d e q io n g , f u d e f u ), le a v in g  s o m e  liv in g  in  d e s p e r a te  s i tu a t io n s  a n d  o th e r s  

r e s t le s s .  I  th e n  a s k e d  h o w  o n e  c o u ld  d if f e r e n t ia te  re d -e y e  a c t io n s  f ro m  o th e r  

a c t io n s  in  th e s e  m in e - r e la te d  d is p u te s .  S h e  e x p la in e d , “fo r  in s ta n c e , i f  fo r  a  p ie c e  o f  

l a n d  s o m e o n e  h a s  g o t  c o m p e n s a t io n  o f  o n e  m il l io n  Y u a n , s u p p o s e  y o u  h a v e  a  

s im i la r  s iz e d  p ie c e  o f  la n d ,  a s k in g  fo r  o n e  m ill io n  Y u a n  w o u ld  b e  a lr ig h t . B u t i f  y o u  

o n ly  h a v e  1 /1 0  o f  th e  s iz e  o f  th e  l a n d  in  q u e s t io n  a n d  a lso  d e m a n d  o n e  m ill io n  Y u a n  

th e n  th e r e ’s  n o  d o u b t  t h a t  th i s  is  o u t  o f  r e d -e y e ”. I n  o th e r  w o rd s , i t  is  b e h a v io u r  

t h a t  is  f a r  b e y o n d  r e a s o n a b le  w h ic h  le a v e s  r e d -e y e  a s  t h e  o n ly  p la u s ib le  e x p la n a t io n  

f o r  n o n s e n s ic a l  lo g ic . W h a t  is  d e e m e d  a s  r e a s o n a b le  o r  u n r e a s o n a b le  c a n  h a r d ly  b e  

d e c id e d  b y  c o n s e n s u s  a n y m o re , th o u g h , a n d  th i s  d e f in i t io n  o f  re d -e y e  a lso  c a n n o t  

d e c id e  w h e th e r  W u  o r  T ia n  h a d  m o re  o r  le s s  o f  a  c a s e  o f  re d -e y e , d e s p i te  w h a t  th e y  

c la im e d . T h e  e la s t ic  a m b ig u i ty  t h a t  c o m e s  w ith  th e  a t t r ib u t io n  o f  re d -e y e  h a s  m a d e  

th i s  b o th  a  d is p o s a b le  a n d  p o w e rfu l to o l  fo r  in te r p r e t in g  w h a t  h a s  h a p p e n e d  in  th e



c o m m u n i ty  a n d  m a in ta in in g  th e  o r d e r  o f  th in g s .  I n  s u c h  a  c a s e  w h e th e r  W u , T ia n  

o r  o th e r  a lle g e d  t ro u b le m a k e r s  a d m it ,  d is p la y  o r  d e n y  th e i r  a c c u s e d  re d -e y e s  

a c t io n s  is  a lso  o f  le s s  c o n c e rn  to  a n y o n e  c o m p a re d  to  t h e  a t t r ib u t io n  o f  en v y  a s  th is  

h a s  a lr e a d y  e x e r te d  i ts  p o w e r  in  m a k in g  a p p lic a b le  m o ra l  ju d g e m e n ts .

M o re o v e r , w h a t  h a d  b e e n  c h a n g e d  in  X ita i, a c c o rd in g  to  th e  w ife  o f  th e  h e a d  o f  

X ita i  v illag e , w a s  th e  g e n e ra l  s i tu a t io n  in  th e  s e n s e  th a t ,  in  th e  p a s t ,  e v e ry o n e  w a s  

l iv in g  in  s im i la r  s i tu a t io n s  s o  th e r e  w o u ld  n o t  h a v e  b e e n  s o  m a n y  th in g s  to  re d -e y e . 

E v e n  i f  th e r e  w e re  d is p u te s  b e tw e e n  h o u s e h o ld s  in  th e  p a s t ,  th e n ,  i t  h a d  n o t  b e e n  so  

d if f ic u lt  to  s e t t le  th e m . F o r  in s ta n c e , a s  s h e  f u r th e r  e x p la in e d , in  t h e  p a s t  w h e n  

th e r e  w e re  d is a g re e m e n ts  o v e r  l a n d  u s e , o n e  m ig h t  s im ila r ly  h a v e  a s k e d  a n o th e r  

p e r s o n  f o r  m o n e y . I f  th e  a m o u n t  w a s  lu d ic ro u s ,  h o w e v e r , o r  l ik e  w h a t  p e o p le  h a d  

b e e n  a s k in g  fo r  re c e n tly , o th e r s  m ig h t  sa y , “Y o u  a r e  r id ic u lo u s !  H o w  c a n  y o u  s ti l l  

c a ll y o u r s e l f  h u m a n  { z e n m e  z h e m e  b u s h ir e n ) ? ” L o ca l a u th o r i t ie s  m ig h t  h a v e  

in te r v e n e d  to o . T h o s e  in v o lv e d  w o u ld  h a v e  q u ic k ly  d r o p p e d  th e i r  u n re a s o n a b le  

r e q u e s ts  a n d  th e  p ro b le m  w o u ld  h a v e  b e e n  e a s ily  re so lv e d . T h e  o th e r  d if fe re n c e , a s  

s h e  s a w  it , w a s  t h a t  th e  d is p u te s  n o w  in v o lv e d  a  t h i r d  p a r ty ,  th e  m in in g  c o m p a n y . 

T h e  s i tu a t io n  w a s  n o t  lik e  e x to r t in g  m o n e y  f ro m  y o u r  n e ig h b o u rs ,  in  w h ic h  c a se  

y o u  h a d  to  w e ig h  c a re fu lly  th e  in t r ic a te  r e la t io n s h ip s  w ith in  th e  v illag e . W ith  th e  

m in in g  c o m p a n y , o n  th e  o th e r  h a n d ,  th e  m o re  y o u  e x to r te d  th e  b e t te r .  I t  w a s  n o  

lo n g e r  s e e n  a s  d e s p ic a b le  o r  s h a m e le s s  a n d  m ig h t  e v e n  b e  a d m ir e d  b y  s o m e  a s  i t  

d e m o n s t r a te d  o n e s  a b il i t ie s  to  n e g o tia te  o r , to  p u t  i t  in  a n  e x tr e m e  fo rm , th e  a b il i ty  

to  m a k e  m o n e y . I n  a  w ay , h a v in g  m o n e y  h a s  b e c o m e  th e  p a r a m o u n t  v a lu e  to  b e



a d m ir e d .  T h e  c o n c e rn  fo r  m o ra l  p r o p r ie ty  h a s  a lle g e d ly  b e e n  a b a n d o n e d  b y  m a n y . 

T h is  w a s  p re c is e ly  w h y  e v e n  th o u g h  W u  w a s  a w a re  o f  h o w  u n r e a s o n a b le  h is  r e q u e s t  

w a s  h e  s t i l l  b e l ie v e d  i t  c o u ld  n o t  b e  th e  s a m e  a s  re d -e y e . E v e n  i f  i t  w a s , s u c h  

“re d -e y e ” a c tio n s , a s  th e y  s a w  it, w o u ld  n o t  h a r m  a n y  o f  th e i r  fe llo w  v illa g e rs ; fo r  

th i s  r e a s o n  th e y  w o u ld  n o t  d r o p  th e i r  c a se s  a s  p e o p le  m ig h t  h a v e  d o n e  b e fo re .

Conflicting ideas o f fairness and capability

M in in g  d is p u te s  a n d  re d -e y e  a r e  c le a r ly  n o t  th e  s a m e  th in g  a s  s o m e  d is p u te s  

m ig h t  b e  m o t iv a te d  b y  c o n c e rn s  fo r  so c ia l ju s t ic e .  T h e  re d -e y e  d is c o u rs e  is  o n ly  

u s e d  fo r  r e q u e s ts  d e e m e d  “n o n s e n s ic a l” . I t  w a s  in te r e s t in g  to  in v e s t ig a te  a t  w h a t  

p o in t  c e r ta in  r e q u e s ts  c a m e  to  b e  s e e n  a s  u n r e a s o n a b le  a n d  re d -e y e  a t t r ib u te d .  F o r  

a ll th r e e  c a se s , b e in g  u n re a s o n a b le  w a s  th e  k e y  to  a t t r ib u t in g  re d -e y e  to  th e  

id e n t i f ie d  “t r o u b le m a k e r s ”. F o r  M rs  L in , th e  t r o u b le m a k e r s  w e re  u n r e a s o n a b le  

b e c a u s e  th e y  h a d  t r a n s g r e s s e d  th e  b o u n d a r ie s  s t ip u la te d  b y  v illa g e  la w  a n d  

r e g u la t io n s .  A s f o r  T ia n , s h e  h a d  c o n tr a v e n e d  h e r  o w n  p ro m is e s  a n d  p u l le d  o u t  o f  

th e  s ig n e d  c o n tr a c t ;  a s  fo r  W u , h is  u n c o o p e ra t iv e  b e h a v io u r  m a d e  h im  s e e m  

e x c e p tio n a lly  a v a r ic io u s  a n d  d is o b e d ie n t .  A ll th e s e  w a y s  o f  b e h a v in g  w e re  in  c e r ta in  

w a y s  a  v io la t io n  o f  c o m m o n ly  a c c e p te d  r u r a l  b e h a v io u r ;  fo r  s o m e  th e i r  b e h a v io u r  

w a s  to o  r id ic u lo u s  to  a p p ro v e  of. T h e  in te n t io n  o f  th e  u n r e a s o n a b le  r e q u e s ts  w a s  

u n a n im o u s ly  in te r p r e te d  a s  b e in g  m o tiv a te d  b y  th e  c o v e tin g  o f  th e  m o n e y  th a t  

o th e r s  h a d  m a d e . I n  a ll th r e e  c a se s , th e  a t t r ib u t io n  o f  e n v y  a ls o  p r e s u m e d  th e  

d e f in i te  f a i lu re  o f  th e  t ro u b le m a k e r s ,  T ia n  a n d  W u ’s  d e m a n d s ,  g iv e n  th a t  th e s e  

d e m a n d s  w e re  a ll d e e m e d  a b s u r d  a n d  s h a m e le s s  b y  o th e r s .  I f  M rs  L in , A u n t  Y an g ,



t h e  s c h o o l te a c h e r  a n d  th e  v illa g e  h e a d ’s  w ife  w e re  r ig h t  w h e n  th e y  fo re s a w  th a t  

n o th in g  c o u ld  b e  re tr ie v e d , th e  th r e e  c a s e s  m ig h t  h a v e  c le a r ly  s a t is f ie d  th e  th r e e  

c o n d i t io n s  u n d e r l in e d  in  th e  d e f in i t io n  o f  re d -e y e : d e s ir a b le  th in g s ,  t h e  fa c t t h a t  

th e s e  a r e  o w n e d  b y  s o m e o n e  e lse  a n d  o n e s  in a b i l i ty  to  h a v e  th e m  to o . I ro n ic a lly , 

h o w e v e r , w ith  T ia n  in d e e d  h a v in g  o b ta in e d  m o r e  c o m p e n s a t io n  a n d  W u ’s  d e m a n d  

s t i l l  p e n d in g , i t  w o u ld  b e  v e ry  d if f ic u lt  to  a c c e p t  th i s  a s  a n  u n q u e s t io n a b le  

c o n c lu s io n .

W h e n  I  r e tu r n e d  to  X ita i in  th e  s u m m e r  o f  2 0 0 8 ,  h o w e v e r , S k y  h a d  f in is h e d  

c o n s t r u c t in g  i ts  p ro c e s s in g  fa c to ry  a n d  I  w a s  to ld  t h a t  th e y  w o u ld  s t a r t  a  t r i a l  

o p e r a t io n  w i th in  a  fe w  m o n th s .  By th e n ,  m o s t  d is p u te s  h a d  b e e n  s e t t le d .  W u  h a d  

s t i l l  n o t  s ig n e d  a  c o n tr a c t  b u t  h is  l a n d  w a s  n o t  t h a t  e s s e n t ia l  to  t h e  c o m p a n y  s o  th e  

d e a l  w a s  s im p ly  le f t  u n re s o lv e d . A s I  w a s  to ld ,  re d -e y e  h a d  b e c o m e  m u c h  le s s  o f  a  

p ro b le m  a t  th i s  p o in t  a s  i t  c o u ld  o n ly  le a d  to  w a s te  a n d  b e c a u s e  n o th in g  c o u ld  b e  

o b ta in e d  f r o m  i t  ( re d -e y e )  a n y m o re . R e d -e y e  w a s  j u s t  p o in t le s s  (y a n h o n g  y e  b a i  

y a n h o n g ) ,  a s  v il la g e rs  in  X ita i  p o in te d  o u t . T h e  c o n tr a c t in g  p r o c e d u r e s  w e re  n o  

lo n g e r  d e fe c tiv e . E v e ry th in g  h a d  a n  e x p lic it  ru le  a n d  a  p ro c e s s  t h a t  h a d  to  b e  

fo llo w e d . N o  o n e  c o u ld  a s k  fo r  a  r id ic u lo u s  a m o u n t  o f  m o n e y  a n y m o re . E v e n  i f  a  

d is p u te  w a s  d e l ib e ra te ly  in i t ia te d , n o th in g  g o o d  c o u ld  b e  a c h ie v e d  f ro m  i t  a n y m o re . 

A s I  w a s  to ld  b y  v illa g e rs , “I f  y o u  c a n n o t  f in d  a n y  r e a s o n  to  in i t i a te  a  d is p u te ,  s u c h  

a s  th e m  u s in g  y o u r  l a n d  o r  p o l lu t io n  o r  a n y th in g , th e r e  is  j u s t  n o th in g  y o u  c a n  d o ”. 

R e d -e y e  a c t io n s  s e e m  to  h a v e  q u ic k ly  h a d  a n  e n d  p u t  to  th e m . I  c e r ta in ly  w o u ld  n o t  

d e n y  t h a t  a  p r o p o r t io n  o f  ( o r  m a y b e  e v e n  th e  m a jo r i ty  o f) t h e  m in in g - r e la te d



d is p u te s  m ig h t  h a v e  b e e n  d u e  to  ju s t i f ia b le  c o n c e rn s  g iv e n  th e  m a lp ra c t ic e  o f  th e  

m in in g  c o m p a n ie s  b u t  i t  w a s  a ls o  t r u e  t h a t  “m o n e y  e x to r t io n ” f ro m  m in in g  

c o m p a n ie s  h a d  a ls o  g o n e  w ild . I n i t ia l ly  th e  m in in g  c o m p a n y ’s  t r e a tm e n t  h a d  b e e n  

s e e n  a s  u n f a i r  b y  m a n y  (o r  e v e n  m o s t)  o f  th e  v i l la g e rs  a n d  th e  s o -c a lle d  “re d -e y e ” 

a c tio n s ,  t h a t  is  u n f a i r  r e s p o n s e s  to  u n f a i r  t r e a tm e n t ,  h a d  a lso  g re a tly  in c re a s e d .

T h e  c o n f lic tin g  id e a s  r e la t in g  to  c iv ic  ju s t ic e  in  t r a n s i t io n a l  C h in a  h a v e  b e e n  

d is c u s s e d  in  r e c e n t  p u b l is h e d  r e s e a rc h  e d i te d  b y  J in g  Z h a n g , a  p ro fe s s o r  a t  P e k in g  

U n iv e rs ity . A c c o rd in g  to  th i s  re s e a rc h , a  s a l ie n t  c h a ra c te r is t ic  o f  p e o p le ’s  s e n s e  o f  

ju s t ic e  in  c o n te m p o r a r y  C h in a  is  t h a t  th i s  is  o f te n  f o r m u la te d  b a s e d  o n  h o w  th e y  

c o m p a re  th e m s e lv e s  w ith  o th e r s  o r  w h a t  th e y  m a in ta in  a s  th e i r  re fe re n c e  p o in ts  

(Z h a n g , 2 0 0 8 :  7). T h e  re fe re n c e  s y s te m s  p e o p le  a r e  u s in g  a r e  d iv e rs e , in  th e  s a m e  

w a y  t h a t  th e  th r e e  c a s e s  in  th i s  c h a p te r  h a v e  i l lu s t r a te d  d if fe re n t  a r g u m e n ts  o n  

fa irn e s s .  A c c o rd in g  to  Z h a n g  a n d  h e r  r e s e a r c h  te a m , th e r e  e x is te d  h is to r ic a l ,  

g e n e r a t io n a l  a n d  p ro fe s s io n a l  d if fe re n c e s  in  p e o p le ’s  r e f e re n c e  s y s te m s  a n d  th e  

s y s te m a tic  d is t in c t io n s  p e o p le  h a v e  e x p e r ie n c e d  h a v e  p la y e d  s ig n if ic a n t  ro le s  in  

p e o p le ’s  liv e s . A s th e i r  c a se s  w e re  b a s e d  o n  la w s u i t  a rc h iv e s , th e  in te rv ie w s  s h o w e d  

t h a t  w h e n  i t  c o m e s  to  so c ia l ju s t ic e  p e o p le  t e n d  to  e v a lu a te  e v e n ts  a c c o rd in g  to  

th e i r  e x p e r ie n c e  o r  t h e  s y s te m  th e y  a re  a c c u s to m e d  to ; th e i r  r e fe re n c e  p o in ts  a n d  

th e i r  s e n s e  o f  ju s t ic e  a re ,  th u s ,  fu ll o f  u n c e r ta in ty  (Z h a n g , 2 0 0 8 :  7). W h e n  i t  c o m e s  

to  so c ia l  ju s t ic e  c o n c e rn in g  la n d  d is t r ib u t io n  in  p a r t ic u la r ,  th e  p re v io u s  h a l f  c e n tu ry , 

a s  Z h a n g  a rg u e s , h a s  in v o lv e d  d ra s t ic  c h a n g e s ; so c ia l p r in c ip le s  v a ry in g  f ro m  b e in g  

u n e q u a l  to  b e in g  e q u a l  a n d  b a c k  to  b e in g  u n e q u a l  in  r u r a l  C h in a  h a v e , th e re fo re ,



s h a p e d  a n d  r e s h a p e d  p e o p le ’s  v a lu e s  r e la t in g  to  w h a t  is  d e e m e d  to  b e  j u s t  (Z h a n g , 

2 0 0 8 :  5 ). M o re  sp ec if ica lly , th e  l a n d  r e fo rm  a n d  th e  m o v e m e n t  o f  th e  p e o p le ’s  

c o m m u n e  in  th e  1 9 5 0 s  s e e m e d  to  h a v e  e r a s e d  d if fe re n c e s  o v e rn ig h t . E v e ry o n e  w a s  

s u p p o s e d  to  h a v e  a n  e q u a l  s h a r e  in  c o lle c tiv e  l a n d  a n d  c o lle c tiv e  re s o u rc e s  a f te r  

th is .  A f te r  th e  e c o n o m ic  re fo rm  o f  1978  th e  p r in c ip le s  o f  e q u a l  s h a r e  a n d  a c c e ss  to  

c o lle c tiv e  l a n d  w e re  s t i l l  e n s u r e d  a n d  in d iv id u a l  h o u s e h o ld s  w e re  s t i l l  e n t i t le d  to  

t h e  b e n e f i t s  g e n e r a te d  f ro m  a llo c a te d  la n d . G ra d u a lly , h o w e v e r , th e  m a r k e t  

p r in c ip le  g a in e d  s u r p r is in g  p re v a le n c e  o v e r  th e  p a s t  3 0  y e a r s  in  t r a n s i t io n a l  C h in a , 

th i s  p r in c ip le  c o e x is tin g  w ith  m a n y  p r in c ip le s  o f  so c ia l ju s t ic e  r e m a in in g  f ro m  

b e fo re , th o u g h  (Z h a n g , 2 0 0 8 :  5 ). T h is  f a c t  m ig h t  e x p la in  w h y  a ll th e  c h a ra c te r s  in  

t h e  th r e e  c a s e s  in  X ita i  r e c k o n e d  th a t  t h e i r  b e lie fs  a n d  a c t io n s  w e re  f a ir  a n d  th o s e  

o f  o th e r s  u n fa ir .

I  d o  n o t  in te n d  to  d is c u s s  p e o p le ’s  id e a s  o f  f a i rn e s s  o r  ju s t ic e  e n c a p s u la te d  in  

t h e  m in in g  d is p u te s  in  L a n y in g  a n d  X ita i. R a th e r ,  I  s e e  re d -e y e  a t t r ib u t io n  re la t in g  

to  th e  o c c u r re n c e  o f  u n fa i r  r e s p o n s e s  to  u n f a i r  t r e a tm e n t  a n d  to  h o w  s u c h  

b e h a v io u r  is  e n c o u ra g e d , to le r a te d  a n d  im p u te d .  A s d is c u s s e d  in  th e  in tro d u c t io n , 

e n v y  is  a  m a n if e s ta t io n  o f  s e n s e  o f  so c ia l v io la tio n . A p a r t  f ro m  th e  id e a  o f  w h a t  is  

f a i r  b e in g  t r a n s g r e s s e d ,  a s  w h e n  T ia n  f in a lly  g o t  h e r s e l f  m o re  c o m p e n s a t io n , th e  

n o t io n  o f  c a p a b il i ty  (y o u  n e n g n a i)  h a s  a ls o  b e e n  t r a n s f o r m e d . A s U n c le  L in  

e x p la in e d  e a r l ie r ,  c a p a b il i ty  is  a  c ru c ia l  f a c to r  fo r  d is t in g u is h in g  b e tw e e n  x ia n m u  

a n d  y a n h o n g  ( jid u ) .  I f  o n e  is  c o n v in c e d  t h a t  p e o p le  w h o  h a v e  m a d e  m o re  m o n e y  

a r e  b e t t e r  t h a n  o n e s e lf  th e n  re d -e y e  is  n o t  in s t ig a te d . I n  th e  th r e e  m in in g  d is p u te s ,
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t h e  t ro u b le m a k e r s ,  T ia n  a n d  W u ’s  a b il i t ie s  m a y  h a v e  j u s t  b e e n  c o n s id e re d  b y  s o m e  

to  b e  m a k in g  t r o u b le  in s te a d  o f  b e in g  a c tu a lly  c a p a b le  o f  a c h ie v in g  a n y th in g . I t  w a s  

a ls o  b e lie v e d  t h a t  th e y  w e re  in i t ia t in g  f ig h ts  p re c is e ly  b e c a u s e  th e y  c o u ld  n o t  m a k e  

m o n e y  a n y  o th e r  w ay . I f  th e y  c o u ld  h a v e , fo r  e x a m p le , f o u n d  jo b s  in  S k y  o r  s ta r t e d  

s m a ll  b u s in e s s e s  w h e n  th e  f a c to ry  w a s  in  fu ll o p e r a t io n ,  th i s  w o u ld  h a v e  b e e n  

r e g a r d e d  a s  b e t t e r  th a n  s h a m e le s s ly  e x to r t in g  m o n e y  f ro m  Sky. O n  th e  o th e r  h a n d ,  

t h e  t ro u b le m a k e r s ,  T ia n , W u  a n d  o th e r s  lik e  th e m  b e lie v e d  th a t  m o n e y  o n ly  

b e lo n g s  to  th o s e  w h o  c a n  m a n a g e  to  g e t  i t  b y  w h a te v e r  m e a n s . I f  y o u  w o n ’t  f ig h t 

Cz h e n g ) fo r  i t ,  i t  w ill n o  lo n g e r  b e  y o u rs . I f  y o u  s u c c e e d , i t  sh o w s  th a t  y o u  a r e  

c a p a b le  (y o u  b e n s h i ); i f  y o u  d o n ’t ,  i t  sh o w s  t h a t  y o u  a r e  n o t  (w o  z i j i  b u x in g ).

Conclusion

I n  th e  a c c o u n ts  m y  in fo rm a n ts  o f fe re d  in  o r d e r  t o  d is t in g u is h  b e tw e e n  x ia n m u  

a n d  y a n h o n g  ( j id u ) o n ly  th e  n o o d le  s h o p  la d y  e x p lic a te d  u n d e r  w h a t  c ir c u m s ta n c e s  

e n v y  w o u ld  b e  in s t ig a te d  a n d  fe lt. F o r  U n c le  L iu , M rs  L in  a n d  m a n y  o th e r s ,  th e i r  

a c c o u n ts  s e rv e d  to  d e l in e a te  u n d e r  w h a t  c i r c u m s ta n c e s  e n v y  c o u ld  b e  a t t r ib u te d .  

M in in g  d is p u te s  h a v e  le d  to  o c c u r re n c e s  o f  re d -e y e  (y a n h o n g )  b e in g  p o s ite d , c la im s  

b e in g  s t ro n g ly  c o n d e m n e d  b y  s o m e  a n d  u p h e ld  b y  o th e r s .  T h e  in c o n s is te n t  

s t a n d a r d s  a d o p te d  b y  th e  m in in g  c o m p a n y  h a v e  g e n e r a te d  s u c h  “t r o u b le m a k in g ” 

b e h a v io u r  in  r e a c t io n  to  i ts  m a lp ra c tic e . C o m p a n ie s  h a v e  a ls o  e n c o u ra g e d  b a d  

b e h a v io u r  b y  g iv in g  th e  g re e n  l ig h t  to  s o m e  o f  th e s e  a c tio n s .? 8 S u c h  p ra c t ic e  h a s

tr a n s g r e s s e d  th e  b o u n d a r ie s  o f  w h a t  is  s u p p o s e d  to  b e  r e a s o n a b le  a n d  h a s  in  e ffe c t

78 As I w as told, given the am ount of money they can m ake every hour, the disruption to its 

production can only cost them more. So som etim es they would just pay the “trouble making” 
villagers simply to avoid it.
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c h a lle n g e d  th e  id e a  o f  w h a t  b e in g  c a p a b le  is  d e e m e d  to  b e .

I n  U n c le  L iu ’s  a n d  o th e r s ’ a t t r ib u t io n s  o f  en v y , d e s ir a b le  th in g s ,  th e  fa c t  t h a t  

th e s e  a r e  o w n e d  b y  s o m e b o d y  e lse  a n d  o n e s  in a b i l i ty  to  h a v e  th e s e  th in g s  a r e  th r e e  

in d is p e n s a b le  c o n d i t io n s  fo r  g e n e ra t in g  a  c a s e  o f  re d -e y e . W h a t  t ro u b le m a k e r s  

h a v e  d o n e  is  to  t u r n  o n e s  “in a b il i ty  to  h a v e ” in to  b e h a v io u r  in v o lv in g  m a k in g  

“n o n s e n s ic a l  c la im s ”. T h e  e x is te n c e  o f  c o n f lic tin g  id e a s  a b o u t  “u n f a i r n e s s ” a n d  

“c a p a b i l i ty ” h a s  m a d e  e n v y  a t t r ib u t io n  q u e s t io n a b le .  T h e  p re s e n c e  o f  m in in g  

c o m p a n ie s  a n d  th e i r  a b ili ty  to  fu lf il c e r ta in  p e o p le ’s  d e s ire  f o r  m o n e y  h a s  a lso  

a f fe c te d  w h o  is  th e  ta r g e t  o f  re d -e y e  a c tio n s . T h e  c o m m o n  p ra c t ic e  o f  e n v y  w o u ld  

in v o lv e  s a b o ta g in g  th e  p e o p le  o n e  e n v ie s . I n  th e  c a s e  o f  th e  m in in g  d is p u te s ,  

th o u g h ,  th e  a lle g e d  e n v ie r  in s te a d  a p p e a ls  to  th e  m in in g  c o m p a n ie s . B y g a in in g  

m o re  m o n e y  th e y  c a n  th e m s e lv e s  b e c o m e  th e  e n v ie d  o n e s . T h e  a c c u s a t io n  o f  e n v y  

c a n , th e n ,  b e  im p u te d  to  s o m e o n e  e lse .

W h a t  S k y  m is c a lc u la te d  w a s  h o w  q u ic k ly  in f o r m a t io n  w o u ld  s p r e a d  w ith in  th e  

v illag e . W h e n  th e y  n e g o t ia te d  th e  v a ry in g  p r ic e s  fo r  la n d  r e q u is i t io n , th e  in d iv id u a l  

c o n tr a c ts  w e re  s u p p o s e d  to  b e  c o n f id e n tia l .  H o w e v e r , in  a  c lo se  c o m m u n ity ,  lik e  

t h a t  o f  X ita i, n o  s e c re t  c a n  b e  k e p t  in ta c t  fo r  lo n g . F o r  in s ta n c e , a t  th e  b e g in n in g  o f  

th e  la n d  r e q u is i t io n  p ro c e s s , w h e n  s o m e o n e  w a s  p a id  a s  m u c h  a s  te n  th o u s a n d  

Y u a n  fo r  d e s e r te d  o r  in fe r t i le  la n d , th i s  r e p r e s e n te d  q u i te  a  s u b s ta n t ia l  a m o u n t  fo r  

a n y  f a rm e r .  S o o n , th o u g h , p e o p le  l e a r n t  t h a t  s o -a n d - s o  h a d  g o t  f if ty  th o u s a n d  Y u a n  

b e c a u s e  th e r e  w e re  c ro p s  o n  th e  l a n d  o r  t h a t  s o m e o n e  h a d  g o t  t h e i r  p a y m e n t  b a s e d  

o n  m e tr e  m e a s u r e m e n ts  in s te a d  o f  m u , th e s e  c a se s  le a d in g  to  c o m p e n s a t io n  a s  h ig h
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a s  1.2 m il l io n  Y u a n . I n  s u c h  c a se s , b o th  th e  s u b je c t ’s  in f e r io r i ty  a n d  th e  o b je c t’s 

g o o d  fo r tu n e  a r e  u n d e s e r v e d .  T h u s , e v e ry o n e  is  r e d -e y e d  a n d  th e  o n ly  d if fe re n c e  

d e p e n d s  o n  w h e th e r  re d -e y e  c o u ld  h e lp  y o u  to  g e t  a n y th in g  o r  w h e th e r  i t  w o u ld  b e  

j u s t  a  to ta l  w a s te  o f  t im e . M o s t o f  th e  t im e  th i s  e m o tio n  is  d e e m e d  to  b e  a  w a s te  o f  

t im e  a n d  e f fo r t  s o  p e o p le  h id e  i t  c a re fu lly , e sp e c ia lly  s o  a s  to  n o t  m a k e  o th e r s  

s u s p ic io u s  o f  o n e s  (p o te n tia l ly )  m a lic io u s  a t te n t io n s .  I n  th e  n e x t  c h a p te r ,  I  r e tu r n  

t o  th e  o r d in a r y  s c e n e s  o f  v illa g e  life  a n d  d is c u s s  h o w  e n v y  w a s  c a re fu lly  c o n c e a le d  

a n d  d is g u is e d . I  p a y  sp e c if ic  a t te n t io n ,  in  p a r t ic u la r ,  to  th e  s t r a te g ie s  u s e d  to  

c o m p e n s a te  fo r  t h e  p o te n t ia l  e n v y  in d u c e d  b y  th e  r ic h .

118



Chapter 3: Envy and wealth

O n  th e  v e ry  f i r s t  d a y  o f  m y  f ie ld w o rk  in  S e p te m b e r  2 0 0 6 ,  m y  h o s t  h a p p e n e d  to  

h o ld  a  f e a s t  w ith  h is  m o th e r  a n d  y o u n g e r  b r o th e r  a n d  th e i r  fa m ilie s . W h e n  th e  

y o u n g e r  b r o th e r ,  w h o  w a s  in  h is  la te  fo r t ie s , p ro p o s e d  a  to a s t  to  m e , h e  s a id ,  “I o n ly  

e n v y  (x ia n m u )  p e o p le  w h o  h a v e  k n o w le d g e  (w e n h u a ),  l ik e  y o u ! I w is h  I c o u ld  b e  

m o re  e d u c a te d  b u t  i t  w o n ’t  b e  p o s s ib le  in  m y  life t im e !” I w a s  th r i l le d ,  n o t  b y  h is  

c o m p lim e n t ,  b u t  to  h e a r  h im  u t te r in g  th e  w o rd  en v y . I c o u ld  n o t  w a i t  to  p e n c i l  i t  

d o w n  in  m y  f ie ld n o te s  la te r  o n . F ro m  t h a t  p o in t  o n , I e a g e r ly  p a r t ic ip a te d  in  th e  

d a ily  liv e s  o f  lo c a l p e o p le , l i s te n e d  to  th e i r  c o n v e r s a t io n s  a n d  a t t e n d e d  w e d d in g s  

a n d  so c ia l  g a th e r in g s ;  I w a s , h o w e v e r , q u ic k ly  d e f la te d  b y  th e  r a r e  o c c u r r e n c e  o f  

en v y . N o  s ig n s  o f  e n v y  e m e rg e d  s p o n ta n e o u s ly  f o r  m o n th s  a n d  i t  w a s  n o t  u n t i l  

n e a r ly  h a l f  a  y e a r  la te r ,  w h e n  I w a s  s i t t in g  o n  th e  b r ic k  b e d  (k a n g ) o f  L iu  J u n ’s 

fa m ily , w h o m  I h a d  g o t  to  k n o w  v e ry  w e ll, t h a t  L iu  J u n ’s  m o th e r ,  w h o  w a s  in  h e r  

e a r ly  f if tie s , s u d d e n ly  s a id  to  m e  s o m e th in g  t h a t  w a s  s im i la r  to  w h a t  I h a d  h e a r d  o n  

t h a t  f i r s t  d a y . “Y o u  k n o w , I j u s t  e n v y  (x ia n m u )  p e o p le  lik e  y o u  w h o  h a v e  k n o w le d g e  

( w e n h u a ) .” I w a s  s u r p r i s e d  b y  th e  a b r u p tn e s s  o f  th e  c o m m e n t  a n d  a s k e d  w h y  s h e

fe l t  lik e  th a t .  S h e  e x p la in e d  a s  fo llo w s.

I a lw a y s  w is h e d  m y  s o n  w o u ld  s tu d y  fo r  a  fe w  m o re  y e a r s  b u t  h e  

d id n ’t. W h e n  w e  w e re  w o rk in g  b a c k  in  th e  D a d u i  p e r io d  [ th e  t im e  o f  t h e  

p r o d u c t io n  b r ig a d e s  in  th e  co lle c tiv e  p e r io d ] ,  d u r in g  th e  b re a k s ,  th o s e  

w h o  w e re  m o re  l i t e r a te  a n d  w h o  c o u ld  r e a d  c o u ld  g e t  w o rk  p o in ts ? 9 

(g o n g  f e n ) b y  r e a d in g  n e w s p a p e r s  to  u s . A t t h a t  t im e , w e  w o rk e d  o n e

79 In the 1950s, p easan ts  were divided into groups that worked for collectives. They earned 
a  fixed num ber of points every day (for example, men 12 points, women 10), the points 
being redeem ed for food at the end of each year.
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w h o le  d a y  to  g e t  j u s t  1.5 M a o  [ ro u g h ly  0 .7  o f  a  p e n n y ]  w h ile  th o s e  w h o  

r e a d  n e w s p a p e r s  fo r  h a l f  a n  h o u r  c o u ld  e a r n  th r e e  p o in ts  w h ic h  c o u ld  

a d d  u p  to  a  lo t  in  a  m o n th .  I f  m y  s o n  w e re  b e t t e r  e d u c a te d , h e  w o u ld n ’t  

b e  s h o u le i  [d o in g  p h y s ic a lly  d e m a n d in g  a n d  t i r e s o m e  w o rk ]  n o w .

H e r  c o m m e n t  in d ic a te d  t h a t  w h a t  s h e  re a lly  e n v ie d  w a s  n o t  k n o w le d g e  in  i ts e lf  

b u t  th e  b e t t e r  j o b  p ro s p e c ts  t h a t  w e n t  w ith  k n o w le d g e  a n d  e d u c a t io n . A  n e ig h b o u r  

o f  m y  h o s t  in  L a n y in g  h a d  c o m m e n te d  o n  m y  r e s e a rc h  in  a  s im i la r  w a y  b y  sa y in g , 

“Y o u r  jo b  is  v e ry  g o o d  [so m e  o f  th e m  a s s u m e d  t h a t  I  w a s  w o rk in g  in  th e  

to w n s h ip ] .80 Y o u  d o n ’t  n e e d  to  w o rk  h a r d  a n d  c a n  e a r n  m o n e y  b y  s im p ly  w a lk in g  

a r o u n d ” (z o u z o u  j i u  la iq ia r i) . T h e  e s s e n t ia l  lo g ic  a p p l ie d  h e r e  is  th e  fo llo w in g : 

e a r n in g  m o n e y  is  a  n e c e s s ity ;  h a v in g  m o re  m o n e y  is  c e r ta in ly  d e s ira b le ;  e a rn in g  

m o n e y  w i th o u t  h a r s h  p h y s ic a l la b o u r  is  h ig h ly  e n v ia b le . A s m e n t io n e d  e a r l ie r  in  th e  

th e s is ,  p e o p le  m a y  e n v y  a  w id e  r a n g e  o f  d e s ira b le  th in g s , th e s e  r a n g in g  f ro m  

m a te r ia l  g o o d s  to  a g re e a b le  q u a lit ie s . T h e  m a jo r  c o n c e rn  o f  th i s  s tu d y , h o w e v e r , is  

e n v y , e sp e c ia lly  m a lic io u s  e n v y  r e la t in g  to  w e a l th  a n d  m o n e y . I n  c o n tr a s t  to  

C h a p te r  2 , w h ic h  sp e c if ic a lly  s t r e s s e d  th e  m a lic io u s  e n v y  b r e d  b y  w in d fa ll  w e a l th  

o b ta in e d  f ro m  la n d  r e q u is i t io n  a n d  o th e r  m in in g  d is p u te s ,  in  th is  c h a p te r  I 

in t r o d u c e  th e  k in d  o f  n o n -m a lic io u s  e n v y  t h a t  w a s  ta lk e d  a b o u t  b y  m y  in fo rm a n ts  

a n d  d is c u s s  th e  p o s s ib le  fa c to r s  t h a t  m ig h t  t r a n s f o r m  n o n -m a lic io u s  e n v y  in to  

m a lic io u s  en v y . T h is  c h a p te r  w ill a lso  s t a r t  to  in t r o d u c e  th e  a m b iv a le n t  a t t i tu d e  

p e o p le  h a v e  to w a rd s  b e in g  e n v ie d , e sp e c ia lly  w h e n  th i s  h a s  to  d o  w ith  w e a lth .

80 I did explain what I w as doing but even so  people would think that I w as doing som e kind 
of paid job. Later on I had to conceal the fact that I actually had a scholarship in order to 
avoid being envied. I would normally em phasise that I w as doing unpaid research a s  a 
college student.
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Admiring envy

S p o n ta n e o u s  d is c u s s io n  o f  e n v y  w a s  e x tre m e ly  r a r e  a n d  a t  b e s t  I  w o u ld  h e a r  

p e o p le  c o m m e n tin g  o n  h o w  th e y  e n v ie d  (x ia n m u )  m e . A f te r  m y  r o u n d a b o u t  

in d u c e m e n ts  a n d  u n r e m it t in g  a t te m p ts  to  g e t  p e o p le  to  ta lk  o n  th e  s u b je c t ,  a  ty p ic a l  

d is c u s s io n  o f  e n v y  ( th a t  is , i f  I  c o u ld  g e t  o n e  s t a r t e d  a t  a ll)  w o u ld  g o  lik e  th is .  I  

w o u ld  a s k  s o m e th in g  lik e , “D o  o th e r  p e o p le  e n v y ? ” a n d  m y  in f o r m a n ts  w o u ld  say , 

“Y es” w i th  d e f in i te  c o n v ic tio n ; I  w o u ld  th e n  a sk , “D o  y o u  e n v y  o th e r s ? ” a n d  th e  

a n s w e r  w o u ld  a lw a y s  in e v ita b ly  b e , “N o ”. T h e re  w a s  e v e n  o n e  c a s e  w h e n  I  w a s  

ta lk in g  to  a  2 8 -y e a r -o ld  s c h o o l te a c h e r  a b o u t  th e  c h a n g in g  f a s h io n s  a m o n g  te a c h e r s ,  

s u c h  a s  th e  c h a n g e  f ro m  b u y in g  m o to rc y c le s  to  b u y in g  c o m p u te r s ,  w h e re  th is  

p e r s o n  d e n ie d  t h a t  h e  w a s  e n v io u s  a f te r  te l l in g  m e  h o w  n ic e  i t  w o u ld  b e  i f  h e  

c o u ld  h a v e  e n o u g h  m o n e y  to  b u y  a  c a r  l ik e  s o m e  o f  th e  s e n io r  te a c h e r s  in  h is  s c h o o l 

d id . I  h a d  to  s h i f t  m y  s t r a te g y  b y  in q u ir in g  m o re  in d ir e c t ly  a b o u t  w h a t  o th e r  p e o p le

m ig h t  en v y . L ao  W a n g  to ld  m e  th e  fo llo w in g .

I n  th e  p a s t  i t  w a s  a  b la c k  a n d  w h ite  TV . W h e n  y o u  s a w  o th e r s  w ith  

o n e , y o u  n e e d e d  to  b u y  o n e  to o . Y o u  c o u ld n ’t  le t  y o u r  c h i ld re n  g o  to  

o th e r  f a m il ie s ’ h o u s e s  to  w a tc h  T V  [a s  th i s  w o u ld  b e  h u m il ia t in g ] .  I t  

w a s  c o lo u r  T V  a f te r  th is ,  a n d  th e n  f ro m  a  2 1 -in c h  T V  to  a  2 4 - in c h  a n d  

n o w  u p  to  a  2 9 - in c h . I n  v illag e  h o u s e s  th e  s i t t in g  r o o m s  w ill n o t  b e  b ig  

e n o u g h  to  a c c o m m o d a te  a n y  T V  b ig g e r  th a n  2 9  in c h e s  so  th i s  is  a lm o s t  

th e  m a x im u m  size . T h e re  a r e  f a s h io n s  in  h o u s e -b u i ld in g  to o  b u t  y o u  

c a n ’t  a lw a y s  r e b u i ld  y o u r  h o u s e . S o m e  fa m ilie s  w ill s p e n d  a  lo t  o n  

in te r io r  d e c o ra t io n , th o u g h . N o w  e v e ry  fa m ily  h a s  a  m o to rc y c le  a n d  

w h e n  I  e a r n  s o m e  m o n e y  f ro m  g a m b lin g  I  w ill b u y  a  c a r  to o . E v e ry o n e  

s h o u ld  p u r s u e  s o m e th in g .

T h e  re p ly  L ao  W a n g  o ffe re d  w a s  m o r e  a b o u t  b e in g  in s p i r e d  to  d o  s o m e th in g  

t h a n  a b o u t  t r u e  en v y . A n y o n e  m ig h t  b e  in s p i r e d  b y  th e i r  n e ig h b o u r s ’ a c h ie v e m e n ts  

a n d  w a n t  to  e m u la te  th e s e .  T h is  p ro c e s s  w a s  in s t ig a te d  b y  th e  in e v ita b le
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c o m p a r is o n s  m a d e  b e tw e e n  n e ig h b o u rs ,  k in  g ro u p s  a n d  o th e r  fe llo w  v illa g e rs . 

B e fo re  e x p lic a tin g  h o w  s u c h  “in s p i r a t io n ” h a d  b e e n  o r  h a d  n o t  b e e n  tu r n e d  in to  

en v y , i t  is  c ru c ia l  h e r e  to  e la b o ra te  o n  th e  s p e c ia l  c o n n o ta t io n s  r e la t in g  to  s u c h  

c o m p a r is o n s ,  w h ic h  w e re  a ls o  a  r e c u r r e n t  th e m e  in  C h in e s e  so c ia l  life . T h e  w o rd  fo r  

th i s  p h e n o m e n o n  is  p a n b i.  A s is  e x p la in e d  in  th e  f i r s t  p a r t  o f  C h e e ’s  ( 2 0 0 0 )  a r tic le , 

p a n  m e a n s  “to  c l im b ” a s  in  a  p e r s o n  c lim b in g  u p  a  ro p e  o r  a  w a ll. P a n  a lso  

d e s c r ib e s  c lim b in g  in  a  so c ia l s e n s e , th o u g h  (C h ee , 2 0 0 0 :  5 3 ). F o r  e x a m p le , a s  C h ee  

e x p la in s , g a o  p a n ,  o r  “to  c lim b  h ig h ”, m e a n s  to  “m a k e  f r ie n d s  o r  c la im  t ie s  o f  

k in s h ip  w ith  s o m e o n e  o f  a  h ig h e r  so c ia l p o s i t io n ”. T h e  s e c o n d  p a r t  o f  th i s  

in te r e s t in g  te rm , b i, h a s  th e  d o u b le  m e a n in g  o f  “c o m p e t i t io n ” a n d  “c o m p a r is o n ”. I n  

b r ie f , th e n ,  p a n b i  m e a n s  “c lim b in g  a n d  c o m p a r in g ”. T h e  t e r m  is  c le a r ly  u n d e r s to o d  

to  r e f e r  to  s e l f - a d v a n c e m e n t  a c h ie v e d  b y  c o m p e tin g  a n d  c o m p a r in g  o n e s e l f  w i th  

o th e r  p e o p le  (C h e e , 2 0 0 0 :  5 3 ). C h ee  e x e m p lif ie s  t h i s  in  h is  r e s e a r c h  o n  fo o d  

c o n s u m p t io n  w h e re  h e  d o c u m e n ts  th e  h a r s h  p e e r  p r e s s u r e  r e s u l t in g  f r o m  p a n b i  a s  

a  f a c to r  s t ro n g ly  in f lu e n c in g  s c h o o lc h i ld re n ’s  c o n s u m p t io n  o f  “s n a c k s ” (x ia o c h i) 

(C h e e , 2 0 0 0 :  5 3 ).

S u c h  c o m p e ti t io n  a n d  c o m p a r is o n , c lim b in g  a n d  c o m p a r in g , w e re  c o m m o n  in  

b o th  L a n y in g  a n d  X ita i. P e o p le  w e re  c o n s ta n t ly  c o m p a r in g  w h a t  th e y  h a d  w ith  

w h a t  o th e r s  h a d  o r  w h a t  o th e r s  d id  n o t  h a v e . T h is  h a p p e n e d  v ir tu a l ly  e v e ry w h e re , 

a t  w e d d in g s  a n d  h o u s e -b u i ld in g  e v e n ts , d u r in g  s h o p p in g  t r ip s  to  th e  w e e k ly  

m a r k e ts  o r  w h e n  e a tin g , d r e s s in g  o r  d r in k in g  o r  d o in g  a n y th in g  a t  a ll  c o m p a ra b le .  

F o r  in s ta n c e ,  d u r in g  th e  w e d d in g s  I  a t t e n d e d  in  L a n y in g  a n d  X ita i, a t  th e  w e d d in g
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b a n q u e ts  w ith  t h e  o th e r  g u e s ts  o r  b a c k  h o m e  w i th  th e i r  f a m ilie s  v il la g e rs  w o u ld  

in v a r ia b ly  c o m m e n t  o n  th e  s ize  o f  t h e  p la te s ,  w h ic h  d is h e s  h a d  b e e n  in c lu d e d  in  t h e  

b a n q u e ts  a n d  w h a t  h a d  b e e n  le f t  o u t ,  h o w  m u c h  m o n e y  h a d  b e e n  c o lle c te d 81 fo r  th e  

o c c a s io n , w h a t  k in d  o f  d o w ry  th e  b r id e ’s  fa m ily  h a d  b r o u g h t ,  h o w  m u c h  th e  so fa  o r  

th e  T V  o r  o th e r  th in g s  in  th e  n e w  c o u p le ’s  liv in g  r o o m  h a d  c o s t,  a n d  s o  o n  a n d  s o  

f o r th .  M in g ’s  w ife  s h a r e d  h e r  in s id e  k n o w le d g e  o f  w h a t  h a d  b e e n  c o m p a r e d  a t  h e r

w e d d in g  th e  y e a r  b e fo re  w ith  m e .

W h e n  I  g o t  m a r r ie d ,  w e  j u s t  in v i te d  o u r  c lo se  k in  a n d  f r ie n d s .  T h e re  

w e re  a r o u n d  2 0  ta b le s  [o f  g u e s ts ] .  N o w  p e o p le  w ill e v e n  in v ite  th o s e  

w h o  a r e  o n ly  d is ta n t ly  r e la te d  a n d  th e  l a t e s t  f a s h io n  is  to  h a v e  m o re  

t h a n  3 0  ta b le s  [o f  g u e s ts ] .  N o w a d a y s , r e b u i ld in g  th e  h o u s e  is  e s s e n t ia l  

f o r  g e t t in g  m a r r ie d . N o n e th e le s s ,  th i s  c o n d i t io n  m e a n s  q u i te  d i f f e r e n t  

th in g s  to  d if fe re n t  h o u s e h o ld s .  S o m e  c a n  a f fo rd  to  f in is h  b u i ld in g  th e  

h o u s e  w ith o u t  ta k in g  o u t  lo a n s . S o m e  m a y  n o t  h a v e  s p a r e  m o n e y  to  

r e b u i ld  th e i r  h o u s e . B u t n o  b r id e  w ill a g re e  to  liv e  in  a n  o ld  h o u s e  

a n y m o re . T o  b e  a b le  to  g e t  m a r r ie d ,  m a n y  h a v e  a lr e a d y  b o r r o w e d  

s u b s ta n t ia l  a m o u n ts  o f  m o n e y  b e fo re  t h e  w e d d in g . T h e  b a s ic  

r e q u i r e m e n ts  f o r  w e d d in g s  h a v e  u n d e r g o n e  c h a n g e s  to o . S o m e tim e s , a s  

a  b r id e ,  y o u  d o n ’t  n e e d  to  m e n t io n  a n y th in g  to  y o u r  p a r e n ts - in - la w  

a b o u t  w h a t  th e y  n e e d  to  p r e p a r e ,  a s  y o u r  in - la w s  d o n ’t  w a n t  y o u  to  lo o k  

in f e r io r  in  f r o n t  o f  o th e r s  e i th e r .  I f  o th e r  b r id e s  h a v e  je w e lle ry  b u t  y o u  

d o n ’t,  y o u  w ill lo se  fa c e  (m e i  m ia n z i ) .  M y  je w e lle ry  w a s  a ll b o u g h t  in  

C h e n g d e . P ie c e s  m a d e  o f  g o ld  w e re  b o u g h t  in  b ig  s u p e r m a r k e ts  o r  

s h o p p in g  m a lls  to  e n s u r e  t h e i r  a u th e n t ic i ty .  O n e  o f  m y  n e ig h b o u r s  

s p e n t  f o u r  th o u s a n d  R M B  o n  g o ld  je w e lle ry  w h ic h  u n f o r tu n a te ly  t u r n e d  

o u t  to  b e  fak e . W e  d id n ’t  w a n t  t h i s  to  h a p p e n .

M e tic u lo u s  c o m p a r is o n  c o u ld  b e  a  p o te n t ia l  s o u rc e  o f  e n v y  a n d  m a te r ia l  w e a lth  

w a s  a m o n g  th e  m o s t  c e n t r a l  m a t te r s  c o m p a re d . I  o n c e  a s k e d  a n  o ld  m a n  w h o  h a d  

b e e n  th e  h e a d  o f  X ita i f ro m  th e  1 9 5 0 s  t o  th e  1 9 9 0 s , “W h a t  a r e  t h e  ta b o o  s u b je c ts  in  

th e  v il la g e ? ” H e  to ld  m e , “Y ou  c a n  a s k  a b o u t  a n y th in g  b u t  m o n e y  m a t t e r s ” i j in g j i  

w e n t i ) .  T h e  m o s t  im p o r ta n t  s e c re ts  to  b e  k e p t  in v o lv e d  m o n e y . I ro n ic a lly , e v e n

81 Every person attending is supposed to bring a  money gift, called fenzi qian in Chinese.
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though no one seemed to know the exact amount of money others had, everyone

h a d  a  f a ir  id e a  o f  h o w  w e a lth y  o th e r s  w e re . A s M rs  C u i, w h o s e  fa m ily  w a s  a m o n g  

o n e  o f  th e  fe w  b e t te r - o f f  fa m il ie s  in  L a n y in g , s a id  to  m e  in  a  r a t h e r  s a r c a s t ic  w ay , 

"M y  n e ig h b o u r s  k n o w  b e t t e r  t h a n  I  d o  h o w  m u c h  m o n e y  w e  h a v e ! T h e y  h a v e  b e e n  

c a lc u la t in g  e v e ry  s u m  o f  m o n e y  c o m in g  in to  m y  fa m ily  e v e r  s in c e  w e  g o t  m a r r ie d  

B u t th e y  d o n ’t  k n o w  o n  h o w  m a n y  o c c a s io n s  w e  h a v e  h a d  to  s p e n d ! ” T h e  n o o d le  

s h o p  la d y  a lso  e x p la in e d  to  m e  th e  ta c t ic s  u s e d  to  s p e c u la te  h o w  w e a lth y  o th e r s

w e re  in  t h e  v illag e .

I n  r u r a l  a r e a s ,82 th e  b a s ic  d is t in c t io n  is  b e tw e e n  h a v in g  m o n e y  

(y o u q ia n , r ic h )  a n d  n o t-h a v in g  m o n e y  ( m e iq ia n , p o o r ) .  I t  is  e a s y  to  

c o u n t  th e  fe w  r ic h  p e o p le . T h e  m a jo r i ty  a r e  in  s im i la r  s o r t s  o f  

c o n d it io n s .  N o t a ll h a v e  lo ts  o f  m o n e y , b u t  e v e ry o n e  k n o w s  w h o  h a s  

m o n e y  a n y w ay . Y ou  c a n  te ll. [W h y  c o u ld n ’t  I  te ll?  I  a s k e d ]  W e  h a v e  

b e e n  liv in g  h e r e  fo r  m a n y  y e a r s ,  a n d  w e  k n o w  e v e ry o n e ’s  r o o ts  a n d  

o r ig in s  (z h ig e n z h id i) . W e  c a n  ro u g h ly  te l l  h o w  m u c h  b e t t e r  o f f  a  fa m ily  

is  a n d  w h e re  th e y  g e t  t h e i r  m o n e y  f ro m . T h e  r ic h  p e o p le  c a n  b e  s in g le d  

o u t  b y  th e  c a r s  th e y  d r iv e , th e  p la c e s  th e y  e a t  o r  d r in k  a n d  w h e r e  th e y  

s p e n d  m o n e y  f o r  th e  p u r p o s e s  o f  le is u re  a c tiv itie s . F o r  in s ta n c e ,  o n e  

p e r s o n  b o u g h t  a  S a n ta n a 83 b u t ,  a f te r  e a r n in g  m o n e y  f r o m  m in in g , 

q u ic k ly  c h a n g e d  h is  c a r  to  a  H o n d a , a n  A u d i o r  a  B en z . Y o u  c a n  

th e r e f o r e  g u e s s  h o w  m u c h  m o n e y  th e y ’v e  e a rn e d . I t  is  n o t  l ik e  in  c it ie s  

w h e r e  th e r e  a r e  so  m a n y  c a r s  a n d  w h e re  y o u  c a n ’t  te l l  w h ic h  c a r  b e lo n g s  

to  w h o m . I n  r u r a l  a r e a s ,  i t ’s  s t i l l  r a r e  to  h a v e  a  c a r ;  f o r  th i s  r e a s o n , 

e v e ry o n e  is  c a re fu lly  w a tc h in g  a ll t h e  t im e . E v e ry o n e  k n o w s  to  w h o m  a  

c a r  b e lo n g s .

F o r  h o u s in g , th e  b a s ic  s t r u c tu r e s  r e m a in  th e  s a m e  b u t  y o u  c a n  

d i f f e r e n t ia te  s o m e o n e ’s  le v e l f r o m  th e  d e c o ra t io n  a n d  f u r n i tu r e ;  f o r  

in s ta n c e , y o u  m ig h t  u s e  c e ra m ic  t i le s  f o r  e x te r io r  w a lls . N o w a d a y s , 

w e d d in g s  a r e  a lm o s t  a ll  t h e  s a m e . B u ild in g  a  n e w  h o u s e  is  a  n e c e s s i ty  

a n d  e v e ry th in g  s u c h  a s  th e  T V  o r  t h e  so fa  s h o u ld  b e  w e ll m a d e . T h e  

o n ly  d if fe re n c e  m ig h t  b e  t h a t  s o m e o n e  p a id  th r e e  th o u s a n d  Y u a n  fo r  

t h e i r  so fa  a n d  y o u  s p e n t  fiv e  th o u s a n d  Y u a n  b u t  o n  th e  s u r fa c e  th e y

82 They knew I w as from C hengde city a s  I mentioned I cam e from there and I had never 
lived in a village. Through this I noticed that many conversations spontaneously m ade a 
distinction between cities and rural areas.

83 A brand of car produced by Shanghai Dazhong.
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lo o k  a lm o s t  th e  s a m e . A n o th e r  im p o r ta n t  in d ic a to r  is  th e  c lo th e s  p e o p le  

w e a r . P e o p le  d r e s s  q u i te  d if fe re n tly  i f  th e y  h a v e  m o n e y . O n e  r e a s o n  fo r  

th i s  is  t h a t  w h e n  s o m e o n e  h a s  m o n e y  h e  d o e s n ’t  n e e d  to  t i l l  t h e  f ie ld s  

a n y m o re . S o  h e  d o e s n ’t  n e e d  to  w e a r  s h a b b y  c lo th e s . T h e  o th e r  r e a s o n  

is  t h a t  h e  m a y  n e e d  to  g o  o u t  to  b a n q u e ts ,  e tc . a n d  i f  h e  d r iv e s  a  n ic e  c a r  

b u t  w e a r s  c lo th e s  t h a t  d o n ’t  g o  w ith  i t  o th e r s  m a y  th in k  t h a t  h e  is  a n  

e m p lo y e e  a n d  lo o k  d o w n  o n  h im . I  th in k  t h a t  i f  th e r e  a r e  2 0 0 -R M B  

c lo th e s  a v a ila b le  th e n  th e s e  r ic h  p e o p le  w o n ’t  g e t  1 0 0 -R M B  o n e s . T h e y  

a r e  n o t  l ik e  u s , w e a r in g  o r d in a r y  c lo th e s . A s fo r  e a t in g , i t  is  a lm o s t  th e  

s a m e . T h e  o n ly  d if fe re n c e  m ig h t  b e  t h a t  i f  th e y  h a v e  m o re  m o n e y , th e y  

p ro b a b ly  a lw a y s  e a t  in  r e s ta u r a n ts .  I f  i t  w e re  n o t  f o r  th e  r ic h  p e o p le , 

h o w  c o u ld  th e r e  b e  s o  m a n y  r e s ta u r a n ts ? !  R ic h  p e o p le  a lso  tr a v e l  to  

p la c e s  lik e  B e ijin g  o r  S ic h u a n . O th e rw is e , th e  d a ily  life  in  a  v illa g e  is  

a lm o s t  th e  s a m e  fo r  th e m .

T h e  a d m ir a t io n  o f  o th e r  p e o p le ’s  w e a l th  d id  n o t  n e c e s s a r i ly  le a d  to  m a lic io u s  

en v y . A s I  d is c u s s e d  in  C h a p te r  2 , th e  tw o  d if f e r e n t  w o rd s  fo r  en v y , x ia n m u  a n d  

y a n h o n g , h a v e  q u i te  d is t in c t  c o n n o ta t io n s .  X ia n m u  is  c lo s e r  to  a d m ir in g  a n d  

a p p re c ia t in g , s o  n o  a c t io n  t e n d s  to  b e  ta k e n . Y a n h o n g  o f te n  le a d s  to  d is ru p t iv e  

a c t io n s  th o u g h ,  w h ic h  I  h a v e  r e f e r r e d  to  a s  re d -e y e  a c t io n s  a n d  w h ic h  a r e  

c o llo q u ia lly  ta lk e d  a b o u t  a s  m a k in g  t ro u b le .  I t  s h o u ld  b e  n o te d  t h a t  a c t io n s  a r is in g  

o u t  o f  e n v y  h a v e  to  b e  d is ru p t iv e  a n d  d a m a g in g  to  b e  c a te g o r is e d  a s  s u c h ; o th e rw is e  

th e y  d o  n o t  q u a lify  a s  e n v y  b e in g  th o u g h t  o f  a s  e m u la t io n  in s te a d .  F e rn a n d e z  d e  la  

M o ra  m a k e s  th i s  d is t in c t io n , sa y in g  th a t  e m u la t io n  is  “th e  d e s ir e  to  n e u tra l iz e  th e  

u n e a s in e s s  a t  o n e s  o w n  in fe r io r i ty  b y  re a c h in g  f o r  th e  s t a n d a r d  o f  th e  b e s t” 

(F e rn a n d e z  d e  la  M o ra , 1987 : 6 8 ) . E n v y , u n l ik e  e m u la t io n , a c c o rd in g  to  F e rn a n d e z  

d e  la  M o ra , a im s  a t  s u p p re s s in g  th e  p a in  c a u s e d  b y  o n e s  o w n  f r u s t r a t io n  b y  

b r in g in g  d o w n  th e  o th e r  p e r s o n  (F e rn a n d e z  d e  la  M o ra , 1987 : 6 8 ) . I n  o th e r  w o rd s , 

e m u la t io n  a ffe c ts  o n e s e l f  w h ile  e n v y  le a d s  to  t ry in g  to  b r e a k  o th e r  p e o p le . A s 

F e rn a n d e z  d e  la  M o ra  p u ts  it:  “T h e  e n v io u s  o n e  d o e s  n o t  f in d  d o m in a n t  t h e  d e s ire
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t o  b e  m o re , b u t  r a th e r  to  m a k e  th e  o th e r  le s s ; th e r e  is  n o  w ill to  im p ro v e , b u t  r a th e r

to  le v e l a ll” (F e rn a n d e z  d e  la  M o ra , 1987 : 6 8 ) . T h e re fo re , f o r  F e rn a n d e z  d e  la  M o ra , 

w h a t  s e p a r a te s  e m u la t io n  f ro m  e n v y  is  th e  c o n d i t io n  o f  u n re a c h a b il i ty .  I n  a  w ay , 

e n v y  is  c a u s e d  b y  e m u la t io n  th a t  is  v ir tu a l ly  im p o s s ib le  to  r e a lis e ;  t h a t  is , o n e s  o w n  

in a b i l i t y  to  a c h ie v e  w h a t  o n e  d e s ire s  c a n  b e  s e e n  a s  o n e  o f  th e  c ru c ia l fa c to rs  

tu r n in g  p o s it iv e  in s p i r a t io n  d ir e c te d  a t  e m u la t io n  in to  n e g a tiv e  en v y . A s I 

m e n t io n e d  in  C h a p te r  2 , th e  “t ro u b le m a k in g ” a c tiv it ie s  a n d  th e  a lle g e d  re d -e y e  

a t t r ib u t io n  w e re  a n  e x c e p tio n  to  th e  e v e ry d a y  life  o f  th e  v illa g e s . E n v y  w a s  la rg e ly  

r e g u la te d  b y  lo c a l m o ra l i t ie s  t h a t  e n c o u ra g e d  th e  e n v ie r s  t o  u n d e r s t a n d  a n d  a c c e p t  

t h e i r  le s s  f o r tu n a te  p o s i t io n s  a n d  th e  e n v ie d  to  n o t  in s t ig a te  en v y . T h e  n o o d le  s h o p  

la d y  f u r th e r  to ld  m e  a b o u t  h o w  r a r e  i t  w a s  th o s e  d a y s  fo r  t h e  p o o r  to  e x p lic itly  t r y  to  

b r e a k  th e  r ic h .

I t  is  c r im in a l .  O n ly  p r o f o u n d  h a t r e d  c a n  r e s u l t  f ro m  th is . I f  I  

d e s p e ra te ly  n e e d e d  y o u r  h e lp  a n d  i t  w a s  re a lly  im p o r ta n t  to  m e  a n d  n o t  

o n ly  d id  y o u  re fu s e  to  h e lp  m e  b u t  y o u  a lso  t r ie d  to  b r in g  m e  d o w n , i t  

m ig h t  b e  p o s s ib le  [ to  t u r n  th i s  in to  th e  k in d  o f  h a t r e d  a im e d  a t  

re v e n g e ] . I t  is  r e a lly  r a r e  n o w a d a y s . F o r  in s ta n c e , i f  y o u  w a n t  to  b o r ro w  

m o n e y  f ro m  th e  r ic h  b u t  th e y  a r e  r e lu c ta n t  to  l e n d  i t  to  y o u , m o s t  

p e o p le  w ill u n d e r s ta n d .  I t  w o n ’t  r e s u l t  in  r e d -e y e  a c t io n s  o r  a n y th in g .

U n lik e  th e  a t t r ib u te d  re d -e y e  a c tio n s ,  w h e n  th e  s u b je c t ’s  in fe r io r i ty  a n d  th e  

o b je c t’s  f o r tu n e  w e re  b o th  s e e n  a s  u n d e s e rv e d , th e  u n r e a c h a b i l i ty  fe l t  in  e v e ry d a y  

life  w a s  la rg e ly  s e e n  a s  d e s e rv e d  a n d  u n d e r s ta n d a b le ,  a s  is  s u g g e s te d  b y  th e  q u o te  

a b o v e . N o n e th e le s s ,  F o s te r  (1 9 7 2 ) s u g g e s ts  t h a t  th e  d e p r iv a t io n  o f  o th e r s  is  th e  

p r im a r y  c o n d i t io n  fo r  b r e e d in g  en v y . I n  a  s o c ie ty  w h e r e  so c ia l  c lim b in g  w a s  

u n d o u b te d ly  c e n tr a l  a n d  c o m p e ti t iv e  c o m p a r is o n  w a s  e x tre m e ly  s ig n if ic a n t  in  

e v e ry d a y  life , a  r is e  in  o n e s  so c ia l s t a tu s  m ig h t  e a s ily  r e s u l t  in  th e  e n v y  o f  o th e r s .
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H o w e v e r , th e  re s p o n s ib i l i ty  f o r  c o n tro l l in g  e n v y  s h o u ld  fa ll o n  b o th  th e  e n v ie d  a n d  

th e  e n v ie r .  A s im p lie d  in  th e  q u o ta t io n  a b o v e , th e  k e y  to  n o t  m a k in g  a d m ir in g  e n v y  

t u r n  in to  m a lic io u s  e n v y  a n d  n o t  in c it in g  c r im in a l  o ffe n c e s  is  f o r  th e  e n v ie d  n o t  to  

d o  a n y th in g  u n k in d  a n d  fo r  th e  e n v ie r  to  t r y  to  u n d e r s ta n d  w h a t  h a s  b e e n  d o n e . 

N o t  a d m it t in g  e n v y  is , in  fa c t, o n e  o f  th e  s t r a te g ie s  fo r  a v o id in g  e n v y  a n d  fo r  

m a k in g  i t  le s s  o f  a n  is su e . I t  w o u ld  a ls o  b e  in te r e s t in g  to  in v e s t ig a te  h o w  s u b t le  

te c h n iq u e s  o f  a v o id a n c e  h a v e  c a m o u f la g e d  fe e lin g s  o f  e n v y  a n d  h e lp e d  to  fo rm  th e  

k in d  o f  a c c e p ta n c e  a n d  u n d e r s ta n d in g  th e  e n v ie r s  a r e  m e a n t  t o  a d o p t .

The social contours of perceived  equals

B e fo re  p ro c e e d in g  to  ta lk  a b o u t  th e  v a r io u s  s t r a te g ie s  c o n c e rn in g  

w e a l th - in s t ig a te d  en v y , i t  is  im p o r ta n t  to  e x p lo re  t h e  b o u n d a r ie s  a n d  th e  c o n to u r s  

o f  u n r e a c h a b i l i ty  a n d  p e r c e iv e d  e q u a ls . A s d is c u s s e d  e a r l ie r ,  e n v y  o f te n  o c c u rs  

a m o n g  p e r c e iv e d  e q u a ls  a n d  in a c c e s s ib il i ty  e v e n tu a lly  s o m e t im e s  tu r n s  e m u la t io n  

in to  i r r e v e r s ib le  en v y ; t h a t  is  to  say , p e o p le  w ill o n ly  c o m p a re  th e m s e lv e s  w ith  

o th e r s  w h o  a re  d e e m e d  to  c o m e  f ro m  th e  s a m e  lev e l. I f  th e  c o m p a r is o n  is  n o t  

b e tw e e n  p e r c e iv e d  e q u a ls , th e  u n e q u a l  p o s s e s s io n  o f  w e a l th  e tc  m ig h t  b e  s e e n  a s  

d e s e rv e d  a n d  u n d e r s ta n d a b le .  I n  th is  c h a p te r ,  I  w ill u s e  p e o p le ’s  e x p re s s e d  e n v y  

to w a r d s  m e  to  d e m o n s t r a te  th e  s h if t in g  b o u n d a r ie s  a m o n g  p e r c e iv e d  e q u a ls  a n d  to  

s h o w  h o w  s u c h  b e lie f s  p la y  a  c r it ic a l  ro le  in  in s t ig a t in g  a c t io n s  m o tiv a te d  b y  envy .

T h e re  w a s  o n e  g ir l  I  m e t  in  a  p a r k  in  W a n g  V illag e  w h o  is  p a r t ic u la r ly  r e le v a n t

h e r e .8* W e  c h a t te d  fo r  a  w h ile  a n d  I  l e a r n t  f r o m  h e r  t h a t  s h e  w a s  m o n ito r in g  th e

g a r d e n e r s ’ w o rk  in  th e  p a rk . A fte r  h e r  w o rk  w a s  f in is h e d , s h e  in v i te d  m e  to  h e r

84 A more detailed discussion of this village will follow in the next chapter.
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fa m ily ’s  h o u s e  to  h a v e  te a . I  w a s  g ra te fu l  to  h e r  f o r  h e r  h o s p i ta l i ty  a n d  h a p p ily  

fo llo w e d  h e r  h o m e . S itt in g  o n  h e r  so fa , w e  b o th  re v e a le d  m o re  o f  o u r  p e r s o n a l  

s to r ie s .  I  s t a r t e d  b y  te l l in g  h e r  a b o u t  m y  e d u c a t io n a l  b a c k g ro u n d  a n d  m y  fa m ily  

h o m e  in  C h e n g d e  a t  w h ic h  p o in t  s h e  j u m p e d  u p  o ff  th e  so fa  a n d  sa id , “R ea lly ?  I t  is  

im p o s s ib le !  H o w  c a n  y o u  h a v e  g ra d u a te d  f ro m  T s in g h u a  U n iv e rs ity ?  M y  s is te r  w a s  

j u s t  o n  a  t o u r  to  v is i t  T s in g h u a  in  B e ijin g . T h a t ’s  th e  b e s t  u n iv e r s i ty  in  C h in a !” I  w a s  

s o m e w h a t  s h o c k e d  b y  h e r  r e a c t io n  a s  I  h a d  to ld  p e o p le  th e  s a m e  th in g  in  L a n y in g  

a n d  X ita i  h u n d r e d s  o f  t im e s  a n d  n o  o n e  h a d  r e s p o n d e d  a s  s h e  w a s  d o in g . I n  

L a n y in g  a n d  X ita i  tw o  p e o p le  h a d  m e n t io n e d  th a t  th e y  w e re  e n v io u s  Cx ia n m u ) o f  

m e  a s  I  d o c u m e n te d  in  th e  b e g in n in g  o f  th e  c h a p te r  b u t  th i s  w a s  e x p re s s e d  in  w a y  

t h a t  s h o w e d  i t  w a s  n o t  a  b ig  d e a l. T h e  g ir l  w e n t  o n  to  s a y  h o w  s h e  fe lt  s o  e n v io u s  

( t a i  x ia n m u  le) , s o m e th in g  w h ic h  m a d e  h e r  fe e l r e g re ts  a b o u t  h e r  o w n  life . S h e  h a d  

m a r r ie d  a n d  w a s  s ix -m o n th s  p r e g n a n t  a n d  s h e  s a id  h o w  s h e  s h o u ld  h a v e  s tu d ie d  

h a r d e r .  A f te r  a  s h o r t  w h ile , s h e  q u ie te n e d  d o w n  a n d  s a id  s h e  c o u ld  n o w  o n ly  h o p e  

t h a t  h e r  s i s te r  m ig h t  ex ce l a t  s c h o o l a n d  m a y b e  s tu d y  a t  T s in g h u a  o n e  d ay .

T h e  g ir l ’s  en v y , a s  s h e  a c k n o w le d g e d  to  m e , w a s  in d u c e d  b y  th e  f a c t  t h a t  I  c a m e  

f ro m  th e  s a m e  p re fe c tu re .  S h e  h a d  c e r ta in ly  s e e n  s im ila r  s to r ie s  a b o u t  p e o p le  g o in g  

to  to p  u n iv e r s i t ie s  o r  s tu d y in g  a b r o a d  o n  T V  b u t  s h e  h a d  n e v e r  e x p e c te d  to  s e e  

s o m e o n e  s o  c lo se  to  h e r  in  te r m s  o f  o r ig in s  w h o  h a d  in  h e r  v ie w  m a n a g e d  to  a c h ie v e  

s o  m u c h  m o re . P e o p le  in  L a n y in g  a n d  X ita i  h a d  n e v e r  p e rc e iv e d  m e  a s  t h e i r  e q u a l  

b e c a u s e  th e y  b e lie v e d  th a t  I  w a s  f ro m  a  c ity  n o t  a  v illag e , th i s  r e p r e s e n t in g  a  

d is t in c t io n  th a t ,  f o r  th e m , c o u ld  n o t  b e  c ro s s e d  o v e r . T h e re fo re , w h a t  th e y  e n v ie d
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w e re  m y  g o o d  jo b  p ro s p e c ts ,  g iv e n  m y  e d u c a tio n , a n d  n o t  th e  e d u c a t io n  itse lf . I t  

s h o u ld  b e  n o te d  t h a t  e x c e llin g  a t  s c h o o l is  a ls o  s o m e th in g  d e s ira b le  f o r  v illa g e rs , 

th o u g h .  A s I  w a s  to ld  b y  o n e  o f  m y  in f o r m a n ts ,  “i f  y o u r  fa m ily  h a s  k n o w le d g e , if, f o r  

e x a m p le , b o th  p a r e n t s  a re  te a c h e r s  a n d  th e  c h i ld re n  h a v e  g o n e  to  u n iv e r s i t ie s ,  y o u  

w ill b e  r e s p e c te d  a s  w e ll. I n  th e  c o u n try s id e ,  m o s t  p e o p le  d o  r e s p e c t  k n o w le d g e  a n d  

w a n t  t h e i r  c h i ld r e n  to  b e  su c c e s s fu l [ in  sc h o o ls ]  (y o u  c h u x i) ,  s u c h  a s  g o in g  to  

u n iv e r s i t ie s  a n d  h a v in g  d e c e n t  jo b s  a f te r w a r d s ”. G iv e n  th e  r u r a l - u r b a n  d iv id e , 

h o w e v e r , th e y  j u s t  d id  n o t  s e e  m e  a s  t h e i r  r iv a l. I  d id  o n c e  a s k  m y  h o s t ’s  

d a u g h te r - in - la w  w h e th e r  s h e  h a d  d r e a m e d  o f  m o v in g  to  a  c ity . S h e  j u s t  r a is e d  h e r  

e y e b ro w s  a n d  r e p lie d , “M o v in g  to  a  c ity ?  T h a t ’s  fo o lis h  th in k in g !” 

( c h ix in w a n g x ia n g , l i te ra l ly  “id io tic  h e a r t  a n d  a b s u r d  th o u g h ts ”). T h is  w id e ly  u s e d  

w o rd  h a d  s e t  u p  a  p e r fe c t  b o u n d a r y  t h a t  ru le d  o u t  w h a t  w a s  a  p o te n t ia l ly  

im a g in a b le  e x p e c ta t io n  b u t  a n  u n r e a l is t ic  d r e a m .

A n o th e r  s ig n if ic a n t  a n d  te l l in g  e x p e r ie n c e  I  h a d  w a s  w ith  a  s c h o o l te a c h e r  in  

L a n y in g . I  w e n t  to  v is i t  th e  lo c a l p r im a r y  s c h o o l a n d  s a t  in  th e  t e a c h e r s ’ o ffice  to  

t a lk  to  s e v e ra l  te a c h e r s .  O u t o f  th e  b lu e , o n e  o f  th e m  a c te d  in  a n  e x tre m e ly  m e a n  

a n d  c y n ic a l w a y  to w a rd s  m e . I  l e a r n t  f r o m  th e  c o n v e rs a t io n  t h a t  h e  h a d  b e e n  s e n t  

d o w n  to  t h i s  to w n s h ip  sc h o o l o n  a  o n e -y e a r  e x c h a n g e  p r o g r a m m e  a n d  t h a t  i t  w a s  

in c re d ib ly  in c o n v e n ie n t  fo r  h im . H e  h a d  to  tr a v e l  b a c k  a n d  f o r th  e v e ry  w e e k  

b e tw e e n  th e  c o u n ty  w h e re  h is  w ife  a n d  s o n  liv e d  a n d  L a n y in g . T o  m a k e  th in g s  

w o rs e , h e  k n e w  n o  o n e  in  L a n y in g  a p a r t  f ro m  o n e  o th e r  te a c h e r  w h o  h a d  c o m e  o n  

th e  s a m e  e x c h a n g e  p ro g ra m m e . H e  h a d  n o th in g  to  d o  e v e ry  d a y  a f te r  3  p .m . w h e n
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sc h o o l f in is h e d  a n d  h e  f o u n d  v illa g e  life  e x tre m e ly  b o r in g . H e  d id  n o t  s to p  m o c k in g  

m e , sa y in g , “H o w  c a n  y o u  v o lu n ta r i ly  c h o o s e  to  liv e  in  a  v illa g e ?  H o w  c a n  y o u  b e  

t r e a t e d  so  m u c h  b e t t e r  b y  th e  v il la g e rs ? ” H e  a ls o  c o m p la in e d  a b o u t  h o w  h e  h a d  to  

w e a r  c lo th e s  w ith  a  h o le  b u r n t  in  th e m  (h e  w a s  b e in g  r id ic u lo u s  a t  th is  p o in t) .  

O th e r  te a c h e r s  in  th e  o ffice  e x c h a n g e d  lo o k s  b u t  s a id  n o th in g . T h e y  k e p t  a s k in g  m e  

q u e s t io n s  in  a  f r ie n d ly  a n d  a m ia b le  m a n n e r .  O n  th e  w a y  h o m e , I  s e t  to  p o n d e r in g  

o n  th i s  b a d  e x p e r ie n c e  a n d  w o n d e re d  w h a t  h a d  b e e n  b o th e r in g  th e  te a c h e r  a n d  

w h a t  I  h a d  d o n e  w ro n g . I n  a  m o m e n t  o f  f la s h b a c k , I  w o n d e r e d  w h e th e r  h e  h a d  

re d -e y e d  m e . H e  h a d  c le a r ly  a s s u m e d  th e r e  w e re  s im ila r i t ie s  b e tw e e n  u s  in  th e  

s e n s e  t h a t  w e  w e re  b o th  p e o p le  w h o  h a d  s tu d ie d  f o r  a  lo n g  t im e , w h o  w e re  

k n o w le d g e a b le  a n d  w h o  w e re  l iv in g  in  a  v illa g e  b u t  m y  s e e m in g ly  p le a s a n t  a n d  

v o lu n ta r y  p a r t ic ip a t io n  in  v illa g e  life  h a d  a n n o y e d  h im . H e  w a s  m is e ra b le  in  h is  

s i tu a t io n  w h ile  m in e  s e e m e d  to  b e  e n jo y a b le . H e  h a te d  m e  fo r  m y  g o o d  fo r tu n e .

T h e  tw o  e x a m p le s  p r e s e n te d  h e re ,  th o s e  o f  th e  g ir l  a n d  th e  s c h o o l te a c h e r ,  

m ig h t  j u s t  b e  e x c e p tio n a l  in  t h a t  th e s e  tw o  s a w  m e  a s  t h e i r  r iv a l  c o m p a re d  to  h o w  

o th e r  p e o p le  I  m e t85 in  th e  v illa g e s  s a w  m e . E v e n  so , th e  e x a m p le s  w e re  q u i te  

d i f f e r e n t  f ro m  e a c h  o th e r  in  te r m s  o f  h o w  I  w a s  s e e n  a s  a  r iv a l. F o r  th e  g ir l, i t  w a s  

th e  fa c t  t h a t  w e  w e re  f ro m  th e  s a m e  p re fe c tu re  t h a t  w a s  im p o r ta n t ,  w h ile  th e  s c h o o l 

te a c h e r  i t  w a s  th e  a s s u m p t io n  th a t  w e  s h a r e d  th e  s a m e  e d u c a t io n a l  s ta tu s .  W h a t  I 

w a n t  t o  s u g g e s t  h e r e  is  t h a t  th e  p e r c e iv e d  e q u a l  c a n n o t  b e  s e e n  to  b e  a lw ay s  f ix e d  

a n d  s ta b le  a s  m a n y  s e e m  to  t e n d  to  b e lie v e . F o s te r  (1 9 7 2 ) d is t in g u is h e s  tw o  ty p e s  o f  

e n v y : “e n v y  b e tw e e n  e q u a ls ” a n d  “e n v y  b e tw e e n  n o n - e q u a ls ” (F o s te r ,  1972: 170).

85 O thers might have felt envious but in a  far less intense way.
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F o r  h im , so c ie ty  h a s  d e s ig n a te d  i ts  m e m b e r s  “w h o  a r e  d e e m e d  e lig ib le  to  c o m p e te  

w i th  e a c h  o th e r  fo r  d e s ir e d  g o a ls , i.e . w h o  a r e  c o n c e p tu a l  e q u a ls  a s  f a r  a s  th e  g o a l is  

c o n c e r n e d ” (F o s te r ,  1972: 170). S im ila r ly , s o c ie tie s  a ls o  d e f in e  “th o s e  w h o  a re  n o t  

e q u a ls  to  c o m p e te ,  i.e . w h o  a r e  n o t  c o n c e p tu a l  e q u a ls ” (F o s te r ,  1972: 170, o r ig in a l 

e m p h a s is ) .  A c c o rd in g  to  h im , “C h ild re n  a n d  p a r e n t s  a r e  n o t  c o n c e p tu a l  e q u a ls ” a n d  

s o c ie ty  is  s t r u c tu r e d  in  s u c h  a  fa s h io n  th a t  m e m b e r s  o f  o th e r  c la s se s  a r e  n o t  e lig ib le  

to  c o m p e te  f o r  d e s i r e d  th in g s  in  o r d e r  to  m in im is e  th e  d is ru p t iv e  e ffe c ts  o f  e n v y  

( F o s te r ,  1972: 170). W h ile  F o s te r ’s  d is t in c t io n  is  m o s t ly  t r u e  t h e  tw o  c a se s  

p r e s e n te d  h e r e  m ir r o r  th e  f lu id i ty  o f  th e  b o u n d a r ie s  w h e n  i t  c o m e s  to  p e o p le  

c o m p a r in g  th e m s e lv e s  w ith  o n e  a n o th e r  a n d  th e  k in d  o f  s i tu a t io n  w h e n  th e  s a m e  

o b je c t  m a y  in d u c e  v e iy  d if f e r e n t  k in d s  o f  e n v y  in  th e  e n v io u s  s u b je c ts .

The need to conceal wealth

A c c o rd in g  to  th e  S e c o n d  N a tio n a l  A g r ic u ltu re  s u rv e y 86 c a r r ie d  o u t  in  2 0 0 6 ,  

a m o n g  th e  777  h o u s e h o ld s  a n d  2 ,7 6 9  in d iv id u a ls  r e g is te r e d  in  L a n y in g  (X ita i 

in c lu d e d ) ,  th e  a n n u a l  in c o m e  a c h ie v e d  th r o u g h  se llin g  a g r ic u l tu r a l  c ro p s 8? r a n g e d  

f r o m  o 88 to  tw e n ty  th o u s a n d  R M B . T h e  m a jo r i ty  o f  h o u s e h o ld ’s  a g r ic u ltu ra l  

in c o m e  p e r  y e a r  w a s  a r o u n d  a  c o u p le  o f  th o u s a n d  R M B  a f te r  th e  p r ic e  in c re a s e  fo r  

s w e e t  c o r n  o f  2 0 0 5 . M o s t  h o u s e h o ld s  liv e d  o n  w a g e  la b o u r .  T h o s e  w h o  w o rk e d  in  

t h e  m in in g  b u s in e s s  w e re  p a id  f ro m  o n e  th o u s a n d  to  th r e e  th o u s a n d  Y u a n  a  m o n th

86 This w as conducted in D ecem ber 2006 while I w as in the field. I accom panied one 
researcher conducting a certain num ber of surveys and also m anaged to acquire part of the 

survey data  for my field villages.
87 Mainly sw eet corn for which the price had gone up to 6-6.5 Mao per (roughly 50 penny) 

Jin the previous year.
88 Som e rented their land out either to mines or for other people to farm.
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d e p e n d in g  o n  th e  sk ills  r e q u ir e d  b y  th e i r  w o rk . W o rk in g  o p p o r tu n i t ie s  in  m in in g  

w e re  a lm o s t  e x c lu s iv e ly  fo r  m e n  a n d  th e s e  m e n  n o rm a lly  w o rk e d  in  th r e e  d if fe re n t  

s h i f t s  (8  a .m . to  4  p .m ., 4  p .m . to  12 a .m . a n d  12 a .m . to  8  a .m .) . T h e  f lo o r  sp a c e  o f  

th e  h o u s e s  r a n g e d  f ro m  5 0  s q u a re  m e t r e s  to  2 0 0  s q u a r e  m e tr e s ,  th i s  p a r t ly  

m a n if e s t in g  w e a l th  d if fe re n c e s  ( a l th o u g h  w h e th e r  th e r e  w a s  a n  u n m a r r ie d  s o n  in  

th e  h o u s e h o ld  o r  n o t  a lso  n e e d s  to  b e  c o n s id e re d  h e r e ) .89 S a v in g s  w e re  n o t  

in c lu d e d  in  th e  s u rv e y  g iv e n  th a t  th is  w a s  a  ta b o o  s u b je c t  fo r  e n q u ir ie s  a n d  n o  

re l ia b ly  c o r r e c t  d a ta  c o u ld  h a v e  b e e n  c o lle c te d  a n y w a y .90 O v e ra ll, t h e r e  w e re  4 8  

c a r s  a n d  4  c o m p u te r s  in  th e  v illag e . M o to rc y c le s  w e re  v e ry  c o m m o n  a s  h a v in g  o n e  

w a s  a  n e c e s s i ty  fo r  m e n  tra v e ll in g  to  w o rk  a t  th e  m in e s  ( i t  to o k  ro u g h ly  2 0  m in u te s  

to  g e t  th e r e  b y  m o to rc y c le ) . I n  th e  v illa g e  th e r e  w e re  a  fe w  r ic h  p e o p le  w h o  w e re  

m il l io n a ir e s  w h ile  th e r e  w e re  a lso  p e o p le  l iv in g  in  h o u s e s  b u i l t  in  th e  1 9 6 0 s . O n  th e  

s u r fa c e , th e r e  w e re  n o t  m a n y  d if fe re n c e s  b e tw e e n  th e  d if f e r e n t  h o u s e h o ld s . E v e ry  

n e w  h o u s e  lo o k e d  a lm o s t  e x a c tly  th e  s a m e 91 a s  th e y  w e re  a ll b u i l t  o f  b r ic k s  a n d  h a d  

fe n c e d  y a rd s .

O n e  o f  th e  r e a s o n s , a m o n g  o th e r s ,  fo r  th e  r ic h  c o n c e a lin g  th e i r  w e a l th  w a s  to  

a v o id  b e c o m in g  th e  t a r g e t  o f  p e t ty  c r im e . S o m e  r ic h  fa m ilie s  w e re  b la c k m a ile d  a n d  

a  s e r ie s  o f  p la n n e d  th e f ts  a lso  c a m e  to  l ig h t  in  th e  s u m m e r  o f  2 0 0 8  in  L an y in g . T h e  

t a r g e ts  w e re  th o s e  tw o -s to re y  b u i ld in g s  w h ic h  w e re  g e n e ra l ly  s e e n  to  b e  r ic h

89 They tend to refurbish their houses after the engagem ent of a son.
90 My host had warned m e not to ask  how much savings others had since this might have 

raised suspicion and since they would not have given me the true num bers anyway.
91 The land available for building houses is fixed and basically com m ensurate for everyone 

but there are  a few two-storey houses that stand out quite a lot. Nonetheless, most of the 
new houses have been built in a very similar style.
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h o u s e h o ld s .  V a r io u s  w ay s  o f  e x to r t in g  m o n e y  b e c a m e  p r e v a le n t  w h e n  L a n y in g  

s t a r t e d  to  g a in  f a m e  fo r  b e in g  w e a lth y . O n e  o f  th e  m o s t  r e c e n t  s c h e m e s  s e t  u p  fo r  

s w in d l in g  p e o p le  o u t  o f  t h e i r  m o n e y  in v o lv e d  a  t r ic k  u s in g  a  g o ld  B u d d h a . I t  w e n t  

l ik e  th is :  y o u  f o u n d  a  g o ld  B u d d h a  ly in g  o n  th e  g r o u n d  b u t  a n o th e r  w o m a n  s a w  i t  a t  

t h e  s a m e  t im e . Y o u  c o u ld  b o th  c la im  a  s h a r e  o f  it, th e n .  T h e  w o m a n  a g re e d  to  g iv e  

u p  th e  g o ld  B u d d h a  in  e x c h a n g e  f o r  m o n e y  o r  w h a te v e r  v a lu a b le  y o u  h a d  to  h a n d .  

Y o u  a s s u m e d  th e  g o ld  B u d d h a  w o u ld  b e  w o r th  m u c h  m o re  s o  y o u  h a p p ily  o f fe re d  

t h e  m o n e y  th o u g h , in  fa c t, th is  tu r n e d  o u t  to  b e  m a d e  o f  s to n e  in s te a d  o f  p u r e  g o ld . 

T h e  o th e r  ty p e  w a s  c a lle d  p a ih u a  (b a t-a n d -d iz z y )  a n d  th i s  p u r p o r te d ly  w o rk e d  in  a  

r a t h e r  m y s te r io u s  w ay . S o m e o n e  p u t  a b o u t  a  s e t  o f  lie s , fo r  in s ta n c e  t h a t  y o u r  

fa m ily  o r  c h i ld r e n  w o u ld  s o o n  f in d  th e m s e lv e s  in  a  h a z a r d o u s  s i tu a t io n  a n d  t h a t  

th i s  ev il c o u ld  o n ly  b e  d iv e r te d  b y  g iv in g  o u t  m o n e y . T h e  v illa g e rs  s p e c u la te d  t h a t  

th e  s w in d le r  m u s t  h a v e  u s e d  m a g ic a l p o w e rs  o r  d ru g s ,  th o u g h ;  o th e rw is e , h o w  

c o u ld  a n y o n e  b e lie v e  in  s u c h  e a s ily  e x p o s e d  lie s . O th e r s  fe ll f o r  i t ,  th o u g h . L iu  J u n ’s  

m o th e r - in - la w  h a d  e ffe c tiv e ly  b e e n  s w in d le d  o u t  o f  s ix ty  th o u s a n d  Y u a n  a f te r  b e in g  

to ld  t h a t  s o m e  a w fu l a c c id e n t  w a s  a b o u t  to  h a p p e n  to  h e r  c h ild re n . S h e  q u ic k ly  

w e n t  b a c k  h o m e , w ith d re w  a ll h e r  m o n e y  a n d  g a v e  th e  m o n e y  to  th e  w o m a n  w h o m  

s h e  h a d  s e e m in g ly  r a n d o m ly  m e t  a t  th e  w e e k ly  m a rk e t .  S h e  w a s  n o t  “a l lo w e d ” to  

te l l  a n y o n e  b e fo re  h a n d in g  o v e r  th e  m o n e y  a n d  c o n s e q u e n t ly  n o  o n e  c o u ld  

p e r s u a d e  h e r  to  a c t  o th e rw is e . W h e n  s h e  e v e n tu a lly  r e a l is e d  th e  p lo t  s h e  w a s  

d e v a s ta te d . T h e  n e ig h b o u rs ,  w h o  h a d  h e a r d  th e  s to ry , c o m m e n te d  t h a t  th e  s w in d le r  

m u s t  h a v e  d o n e  s o m e  r e s e a rc h  w ith in  t h e  v illa g e  in  o r d e r  to  k n o w  w h o  th e  r ic h



o n e s  w e re ; o th e rw is e , h o w  c o u ld  th e y  h a v e  k n o w n  to  r e q u e s t  th e  e x a c t a m o u n t  t h a t

L iu  J u n ’s  m o th e r - in - la w  h a d  s a v e d  in  a  b a n k !  E n q u ir in g  a b o u t  m o n e y  m a y , th e n ,  

h a v e  a lr e a d y  g iv e n  a  c lu e  a s  to  th e  b a d  in te n t io n s  o f  th e  e n q u ir e r .  S u c h  q u e s t io n s  

s h o u ld , th e r e fo re ,  b e  c a re fu lly  a v o id e d . T h e  h e a d  o f  X ita i, w h o  to ld  m e  n o t  to  a s k

a b o u t  m o n e y  m a t te r s  ( j in g j i  w e n t i ) ,  a lso  e la b o r a te d  o n  th i s  p o in t .

T h e re  is  a  r e a s o n  f o r  th is . I n  th e  c o u n try s id e  th e r e  a r e  m a n y  p e o p le  

w h o  g o s s ip  a  lo t  (r e n d u o  z u i z a ) u n lik e  in  th e  c i t ie s  w h e re  y o u  m a y  h a v e  

m o r e  t h a n  6 0  h o u s e h o ld s  in  o n e  b u i ld in g  a n d  y o u  m a y  k n o w  n o th in g  

a b o u t  th e m . I n  th e  c o u n try s id e , i f  y o u  h a v e n ’t  m o v e d  o u t  a n d  h a v e  b e e n  

liv in g  h e r e  f o r  g e n e ra t io n s ,  y o u  k n o w  e v e ry th in g  a b o u t  e v e ry o n e . E v e n  

th o u g h  y o u  d o n ’t  a s k  a b o u t  s a v in g s  y o u  o f te n  h a v e  w a y s  to  s p e c u la te  

a b o u t  th e m . F o r  in s ta n c e , th i s  fa m ily  h a s  five  m e m b e rs ,  th r e e  o f  w h o m  

h a v e  jo b s ,  s o  t h e n  p e o p le  k n o w  h o w  m u c h  m o n e y  th e y  e a rn . I f  y o u  

d o n ’t  h a v e  h u g e  e x p e n d i tu re s ,  e a t  w h a t  y o u  g e t  o u t  o f  f a rm in g  a n d  h a v e  

a  p re d ic ta b le  n u m b e r  o f  o c c a s io n s  fo r  g if t-g iv in g  ( r e n q in g fe n w a n g ) ,  

p e o p le  a r e  a b le  to  g u e s s  th e  a m o u n t  o f  y o u r  sa v in g s .

I n  th e  p a s t ,  w h e n  w e  o n ly  e a r n e d  w o rk  p o in ts ,  th e r e  w a s  n o th in g  to  

h id e  [ a n d  i t  w a s  n o t  p o s s ib le  to  h id e  a n y th in g  e i th e r ]  b u t  n o w  i t  is  

d if f e re n t .  L ik e  th e  c a se  w ith  S k y  w h e n  m o n e y  h a d  a lr e a d y  b e e n  

d is t r ib u te d  to  th o s e  w h o  h a d  s ig n e d  th e  c o n tr a c t  f o r  r e q u is i t io n e d  la n d .

T h e re  w a s  o n e  g u y  liv in g  u p  in  th e  v a lley . S o m e o n e  fo llo w e d  h im  a n d  

th r e a te n e d  h im  w ith  a  k n ife , a s k in g  h im  fo r  m o n e y . T h e  a t ta c k e r  w a s  

d e te c te d  b y  p e o p le  in  th e  v ic in ity  a n d  w a s  c a u g h t  b y  th e  p o lic e . B u t w ith  

c a s e s  lik e  t h i s  h a p p e n in g , p e o p le  b e c a m e  m o re  c a u t io u s  a b o u t  h o w  

m u c h  m o n e y  th e y ’d  g o t. I f  s o m e o n e  b e c a m e  e x tre m e ly  r ic h  in  r u r a l  

a r e a s ,  h e  w o u ld n ’t  h a v e  liv e d  in  t h e  v il la g e s  a n y m o re  a n d  w o u ld  h a v e  

m o v e d  o u t  to  liv e  in  a  c ity  in s te a d  [ to  a v o id  b e in g  a  d is t in c tiv e  t a r g e t  fo r  

c r im e  a n d  p o te n t ia l  re d -e y e  a c tio n s ] .

I t  s e e m s  t h a t  th i s  e v e ry d a y  e n c o u n te r  w a s  r e p r e s e n ta t iv e  o f  a  g e n e ra l  p ro b le m . 

I t  w a s  a  c o n s ta n t  s tru g g le  f o r  p e o p le  to  d e te c t  h o w  m u c h  m o n e y  o th e r s  h a d  a n d  to  

a v o id  a n y  f in a n c ia l  in fo rm a t io n  a b o u t  th e m s e lv e s  b e in g  le a k e d  o u t . M rs  C u i 

jo k in g ly  s a id  t h a t  h e r  n e ig h b o u r s  k n e w  m o re  a b o u t  h o w  m u c h  h e r  fa m ily  h a d  

e a r n e d  t h a n  s h e  d id  b u t  a d d e d  t h a t  t h e i r  c a lc u la t io n s  w e re  la rg e ly  e r ro n e o u s . 

M o re o v e r , th e  a s s u m p t io n s  p e o p le  m a d e  a b o u t  o th e r  p e o p le ’s  w e a l th  h a d , in  fa c t,

134



r a i s e d  th e i r  e x p e c ta t io n s  a b o u t  th e  p u b l ic  s p e n d in g  o f  th e  r ic h , s o m e th in g  w h ic h  

h a d  b e c o m e  a n  e x tr a  b u r d e n  fo r  th e s e  w e a lth y  p e o p le . M rs  C u i to ld  m e  th e  

fo llo w in g .

P e o p le  a r e  p r o n e  to  b e lie v e  t h a t  w e  h a v e  lo a d s  o f  m o n e y . T h e y  h a v e  

“h e lp e d ” u s  c a lc u la te  o u r  in c o m e  e v e r  s in c e  I  m a r r ie d  m y  h u s b a n d .  B u t 

th e s e  p e o p le  c a n  o n ly  s e e  h o w  m u c h  y o u ’v e  e a r n e d  b u t  a r e n ’t  a b le  to  

th in k  a b o u t  h o w  m u c h  w e  n e e d  to  s p e n d .? 2 W e  d id  m a n a g e  to  sa v e  

s e v e ra l  th o u s a n d  Y u a n  n o t  lo n g  a f te r  o u r  m a r r ia g e . A t t h a t  t im e , t h a t  

a m o u n t  w a s  q u i te  s u b s ta n t ia l  s o  m y  f a th e r - in - la w  w a s  v e ry  u n h a p p y  

w h e n  I  o n ly  g a v e  h im  tw o  t h o u s a n d ^  Y u a n  f o r  m y  b r o th e r - in - la w ’s 

w e d d in g . W a s  h e  e x p e c tin g  m e  to  g iv e  a w a y  a ll m y  s a v in g s ?  H o w  c o u ld  

t h a t  b e ?  I  a ls o  h a d  o th e r  o c c a s io n s  w h e n  I  n e e d e d  to  s p e n d . W e  h a v e  

le n t  n e a r ly  t e n  th o u s a n d  Y u a n  to  r e la t iv e s  a n d  f r ie n d s  u p  to  n o w  a n d  w e 

a lw a y s  g iv e  th e  g if t w o r th  th e  m o s t  a t  w e d d in g s . G e n e ra lly , 1 0 0  Y u a n  is 

th e  n o r m  to  g iv e  a t  w e d d in g s  o r  2 0 0  o r  3 0 0  Y u a n  to  s o m e o n e  to  w h o m  

y o u  fe e l c lo se r . E v e n  th o u g h  m y  h u s b a n d  d o e s , in d e e d , e a r n  m o re  t h a n  

o th e r s ,  w e  a r e  f r e q u e n t ly  in v i te d  to  v a r io u s  so c ia l o c c a s io n s  a n d  e a c h  

t im e  th i s  c o s ts  u s  a t  le a s t  2 0 0  to  3 0 0  Y u an .

W h a t  M rs  C u i s a id  w a s  t ru e .  P e o p le  d id  e x p e c t  th e  r ic h  to  g iv e  a w a y  m o re  a t  

s p e c ia l  o c c a s io n s . O n e  in s ta n c e  o f  th i s  w a s  p ro v id e d  b y  y a n g g e  d a n c in g  w h ic h  to o k  

p la c e  a t  e v e iy  s p r in g  fe s tiv a l. T h is  k in d  o f  fo lk  c e le b ra t io n  h a d  la rg e ly  d ie d  o u t  a  

fe w  y e a r s  b e fo re  th is ;  n o n e th e le s s ,  a f te r  th e  f lo u r is h in g  o f  th e  m in in g  b u s in e s s ,  

y a n g g e  d a n c in g  h a d  b e e n  w id e ly  re v iv e d . A p a r t  f ro m  m a rc h in g  a n d  p e r fo rm in g  in  

th e  m a in  s t r e e t s  o f  L a n y in g  a n d  c o lle c tin g  m o n e y  f ro m  lo c a l s h o p s ,  r e s ta u r a n ts  a n d  

r ic h  h o u s e h o ld s  o r  f ro m  w h o e v e r  w a s  w illin g  to  p a y  1 0 0  Y u a n  o r  so , th e y  w o u ld  a lso  

d r iv e  u p  to  w h e re  th e  m in in g  c o m p a n ie s  w e re  a n d  p e r f o r m  th e r e  to o . E a c h  m in in g  

c o m p a n y  w o u ld  g iv e  a  c o u p le  o f  h u n d r e d  Y u a n  fo r  th e  p e r fo rm a n c e  so , w ith  n e a r ly

2 0  c o m p a n ie s ,  th e  t r o u p e  c o u ld  e a s ily  e a r n  a  c o u p le  o f  th o u s a n d  Y u a n  th e re .  A s th e

92 This way of explaining things has also been used a s  a  strategy to avoid envy, something 
which will be discussed in more detail in the next chapter.
93 This w as also quite a  substantial am ount given the local standards for money gifts at 
weddings.
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h e a d  o f  th e  w o m e n ’s  c o m m itte e , M rs  L in  w a s  t h e  o r g a n is e r  o f  s u c h  a c tiv it ie s ;  h e r  

h u s b a n d  jo k e d  t h a t  th e s e  p e o p le  in s te a d  o f  b e in g  a  y a n g g e  d a n c in g  g ro u p  (y a n g g e  

d u i ) h a d  t r a n s f o r m e d  th e m s e lv e s  in to  a  m o n e y -c o lle c t in g  g ro u p  ( s h o u q ia n  d u i) .  I  

fo llo w e d  th e i r  th re e -d a y - lo n g  a c tiv it ie s  a r o u n d  th e  v illa g e  a n d  u p  to  th e  m in e s  a n d  

o b s e rv e d  th e  h a r s h  c o m p e ti t io n  e x is t in g  w i th  o th e r  y a n g g e  d a n c in g  g ro u p s  f ro m  

a d ja c e n t  v illa g e s  o v e r  c o lle c tin g  m o n e y . I  w a s  s ta r t l e d  b y  th e  s t r a n g e  c o n s p ira c y  

e x is t in g  b e tw e e n  m in in g  c o m p a n ie s  a n d  th e s e  s e lf - fo rm e d  d a n c in g  g ro u p s  a s  in  

m a n y  c a s e s  th e r e  w e re  n o  w o rk e rs  o n  h a n d  to  e n jo y  th e  p e r fo rm a n c e s .  T h e  d a n c in g  

g r o u p  w o u ld , n o n e th e le s s ,  s t i l l  p e r fo rm  in  f r o n t  o f  a n  e m p ty  b u i ld in g  a n d  th e n  

le a v e  a s  s o o n  a s  m o n e y  w a s  g iv e n  to  th e m . I n  th e i r  c a r s  o r  in  th e  b r e a k s  b e tw e e n  

t h e i r  p e r fo rm a n c e s ,  th e  g ro u p s  w o u ld  q u ic k ly  e x c h a n g e  in f o r m a t io n  a b o u t  h o w  

m u c h  m o n e y  th e y  h a d  re c e iv e d  f ro m  w h ic h  m in in g  c o m p a n ie s  o r  f ro m  s o - a n d - s o ’s  

s h o p , c o m m e n tin g  o n  h o w  g e n e ro u s  o r  p a r s im o n io u s  th e s e  p e o p le  h a d  b e e n . 

P ra c t ic a l  ju d g e m e n t  w o u ld  b e  u s e d  fo r  e a c h  sp e c if ic  c a s e  to o . F o r  in s ta n c e , i f  a  

p a r t ic u la r  s h o p  h a d  b e e n  s e e n  to  p r o s p e r  th e  p re v io u s  y e a r  b u t  h a d  g iv e n  o u t  v e ry  

l i t t le ,  th e  g ro u p s  w o u ld  c r it ic is e  th e  s h o p  o w n e r ’s  s t in g in e s s .  I f  a  n o t  v e ry  w e a lth y  

h o u s e h o ld  g a v e  th e m  m o re  m o n e y  th a n  th e y  w e re  e x p e c tin g , th e y  w o u ld  p e r fo rm  

l o n g e r ^  to  p a y  o f f  th e  u n e x p e c te d  g e n e ro s i ty . A s  I  w a s  to ld , f o r  th e  b ig  m in in g  

c o m p a n ie s  g iv in g  o u t  a  c o u p le  o f  h u n d r e d  d id  n o t  r e p r e s e n t  a  p ro b le m  f o r  th e m ; 

f o r  h o u s e h o ld s  w i th in  th e  v illag e , th o u g h ,  b e in g  w e a l th y  o r  n o t  w a s  a n  e s s e n t ia l  

s t a n d a r d  fo r  e v a lu a tin g  h o w  g o o d  o r  b a d  th e y  w e re  ( in  t h e  v ie w  o f  o th e r s ) .

94 The performing of yangge in front of ones door is also seen  a s  bring good luck and 

prosperous for the next year.
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Picture 3.1: Yangge dancing at one of the mining factories

Picture 3.2: Mine workers welcoming a Yangge group
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S o m e h o w  t h e  m o s t  im p o r ta n t  s e c re ts  w ith  r e s p e c t  t o  m o n e y  m a t te r s  w e re  o f te n  

k e p t  in ta c t .  S u c h  s e c re ts  in c lu d e d  th e  fo llo w in g : M rs  C u i’s  h u s b a n d  h a d  re c e iv e d  a  

2 0 ,0 0 0 - Y u a n  b o n u s  a t  th e  e n d  o f  th e  y e a r ;  M r Q ia n  d id  n o t  o f te n  se ll t h e i r  i r o n  o re  

to  th e  p ro c e s s in g  fa c to ry  to  w h ic h  th e y  w e re  a t ta c h e d  a s  th e y  w e re  p a id  d o u b le  i f  

th e y  s o ld  i t  e ls e w h e re ; W u ’s  u n c le  h a d  b e e n  p a id  1.2 m il l io n  Y u a n  a s  c o m p e n s a t io n  

f o r  h is  la n d , in s te a d  o f  th e  g e n e ra l ly  a c c e p te d  f ig u re  o f  7 0 0  th o u s a n d  Y u an . I  

m a n a g e d  to  d is c o v e r  th e  in fo rm a t io n  g iv e n  a b o v e  a s  in  m y  ro le  a s  b o th  a n  o u ts id e r  

a n d  a  t r u s t e d  f r ie n d . W h a t  I  f o u n d  o u t  m a y  w e ll h a v e  o n ly  g iv e n  a  g l im p s e  o f  th e  

r e a l  f ig u re s  h id d e n  b e h in d  c lo s e d  d o o rs , th o u g h . W h a t  p e o p le  s e e m e d  to  c a re  le s s  

a b o u t  e x p o s in g  w a s  h o w  m u c h  m o n e y  th e y  h a d  s p e n t .  F o r  e x a m p le , a  c o u p le  w h o  

h a d  b e e n  c a r ry in g  o u t  s o m e  b u s in e s s  in  B e ijin g  a n d  w h o  h a d  r e tu r n e d  to  X ita i  fo r  

t h e  s p r in g  fe s tiv a l h a d  h a p p ily  s h o w n  o f f  th e i r  c a r  a n d  a  3 ,8 0 0 -Y u a n  m o to rc y c le  to  

e v e ry o n e . T h e  w ife  h a d  a lso  d is c lo s e d  h o w  m u c h  m o n e y  th e y  h a d  s p e n t  o n  th e i r  

s o n ’s  e d u c a t io n  a t  h ig h  sc h o o l ( in  a  m id d le - s iz e d  to w n )  a n d  h o w  e x p e n s iv e  i t  w a s  to  

r a is e  th e i r  d a u g h te r  in  B e ijin g . P e o p le  t e n d e d  to  b e  v e ry  o p e n  a b o u t  th e i r  

c o n s u m p t io n  w h ic h  lik e ly  s e rv e d  a s  a  c o r re c tiv e  e le m e n t  to  o th e r  p e o p le ’s  w a tc h fu l 

e s t im a t io n s ,  to  a v e r t  e n v y  a n d  a lso  a s  a  w a y  to  s e c u re  t h e i r  so c ia l p o s i t io n s  in  th e  

v illa g e  a n d  to  c e le b ra te  th e i r  su c c e ss . C e r ta in  e x p e n d i tu r e s  s u c h  a s  g e n e ro s i ty  in  

g if t  g iv in g  m ig h t  in  e ffe c t a v e r t  e n v y  a n d  o th e r  s p e n d in g  n e e d s  t o  b e  s e rv e d  a s  w a y s  

in  w h ic h  p e o p le  m a in ta in  t h e i r  so c ia l r e la t io n s  a n d  a v o id  b e in g  d e s p is e d .

The need to be envied

“I f  y o u  a r e  r ic h , p e o p le  h a te  y o u ; i f  y o u  a r e  p o o r , th e y  c o n d e m n  y o u ” (“fu h e n n i ,
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q io n g m a n i”). T h is  p h ra s e ,  W u  p o in te d  o u t  to  m e , w a s  a  s p o t - o n  s u m m a r y  o f  w h y  

p e o p le  in  th e  v illa g e  w e re  a lw ay s  s t r iv in g  f o r  w e a l th  a n d  w h y  b e in g  e n v ie d  w a s  a lso  

im p o r ta n t .  A n o th e r  i l lu s t r a t io n  o f  th e  m e a n in g  c o n v e y e d  b y  th e  p h r a s e  w a s  g iv e n  to  

m e  b y  M rs  Li, a  y o u n g  w o m a n  in  h e r  la te  tw e n tie s :  “I f  y o u  h a v e  a  d e c e n t  life , p e o p le  

w ill b e  re d -e y e d ; i f  n o t ,  p e o p le  w ill la u g h  a t  y o u ” (“g u o d e h a o  r e n j ia  y a n h o n g  n i; 

b u h a o , r e n j ia  x ia o h u a  n i”). W u  f u r th e r  i l lu s t r a te d  h o w  o th e r s  te n d e d  to  “h a t e ” th e  

r ic h . H e  s a id , “T h e y  w ill g o s s ip  a b o u t  t h e  r ic h  o r  w ill b e  h a n d s - o f f  w h e n  th e  r ic h  

n e e d  h e lp , d e r id in g  th e m  b y  sa y in g  t h a t  th e y  c a n  h i r e  p e o p le  s in c e  th e y ’v e  g o t  

m o n e y ”. W u  h a d  e x p e r ie n c e d  th e s e  k in d s  o f  a t t i tu d e  w h e n  h is  fa m ily  w a s  o n e  o f  th e  

r ic h  h o u s e h o ld s  in  X ita i, a s  b r ie f ly  m e n t io n e d  in  C h a p te r  2 . H e  h a d  w ith d ra w n  

f r o m  a n  e n g a g e m e n t  w ith  a  g ir l f r o m  a  n e a rb y  v illa g e  n o t  lo n g  b e fo re  th i s  t im e . H e  

c o n c e d e d  re g re tfu lly  t h a t  th is  h a d  b e e n  b e c a u s e  t h e  g ir l  h a d  n o t  b e e n  a b le  to  fu lly  

u n d e r s t a n d  h is  a m b it io n s  to  e a r n  a  b e t t e r  life . I  g a th e r e d  f r o m  h is  a c c o u n t  t h a t  th e  

d is a g r e e m e n t  h a d  b e e n  a b o u t  w h e th e r  to  b u i ld  a  tw o - s to re y  h o u s e  fo r  th e i r  

w e d d in g . W u  a n d  h is  fa m ily  th o u g h t  t h a t  th e y  s h o u ld  s a v e  m o n e y  to  s t a r t  a  

b u s in e s s  w h e n  S k y  b e g a n  i ts  fu ll o p e ra t io n . T h e  g ir l  a n d  h e r  fa m ily , o n  th e  o th e r  

h a n d ,  r e q u e s te d  th e  n e w  h o u s e  b e  b u i l t  a s  a  c o n d i t io n  o f  t h e i r  m a r r ia g e . W u  w a s  

c le a r ly  f r u s t r a t e d  b y  th e  r e q u e s ts ,  b e l ie v in g  th e m  to  b e  s h o r t - s ig h te d ,  b u t  a lso  

u n d e r s to o d  t h a t  s u c h  a  r e q u e s t  w a s  th e  p r e d o m in a n t  id e a l in  r u r a l  a re a s .  H e  w e n t  

o n  to  e la b o r a te  o n  th e  p re v a il in g  a s s u m p t io n s  p e o p le  h a v e  a b o u t  o th e r s  in  th e  

v illag e .

I  te l l  y o u , a  w e ll-m a tc h e d  m a r r ia g e  b e tw e e n  p e o p le  f ro m  e q u a l
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e c o n o m ic  a n d  so c ia l  b a c k g ro u n d s  (m e n d a n g h u d u ip s  is  v e ry  im p o r ta n t  

a l th o u g h  i t  s o u n d s  q u ite  o ld - fa s h io n e d . L o o k  a t  th e  p e o p le  in  r u r a l  

a re a s .  I f  a n  o r d in a r y  g u y  b r in g s  b a c k  a  ta ll ,  g o o d - lo o k in g  g ir lf r ie n d , d o  

y o u  k n o w  w h a t  p e o p le  w ill sa y ?  [“S o m e th in g  w ro n g  w ith  th e  g ir l? ”] 

E xac tly ! M u s t  b e  a  p r o s t i tu te .  S im ila r ly , i f  a  g o o d - lo o k in g  g u y  h a s  a  

s h o r t ,  u g ly - lo o k in g  g ir lf r ie n d , th e  f i r s t  th in g  t h a t  c o m e s  to  e v e ry b o d y ’s  

m in d  is  t h a t  th e  g ir l m u s t  h a v e  lo ts  o f  m o n e y . P e o p le  a r e  l ik e  th is .  T h e y  

c o n s ta n t ly  ju d g e  o th e r s .  L o o k  a t  th e  o ld  w o m a n  o v e r  th e r e  [h e  p o in te d  

to  a  7 0 -y e a r  o ld  w o m a n  w h o  w a s  id ly  b a s k in g  in  th e  s u n ] .  I f  s h e  w a s  

w e a r in g  a  g o ld  n e c k la c e  a n d  d r o p p e d  i t  o n  th e  f lo o r , n o  o n e  w o u ld  g o  to  

p ic k  i t  u p  b e c a u s e  p e o p le  w o u ld  a s s u m e  t h a t  i t  m u s t  b e  fak e . S h e  is  to o  

o ld  to  w o rk  a n d  p ro b a b ly  d o e s  n o t  h a v e  th e  m o n e y  to  a f fo rd  re a l  g o ld .

L o o k , y o u  w e a r  a  n e c k la c e  to o . I f  y o u  d ro p p e d  it , I  w o u ld  b e  t h e  f i r s t  to  

p ic k  i t  u p . T h is  is  th e  b a s ic  ju d g e m e n t  u s e d  a r o u n d  h e re .  I f  y o u  a r e  p o o r , 

f o r  th e  s a m e  p a i r  o f  sh o e s , y o u rs  w ill b e  e x p e c te d  to  b e  th e  o n e s  b o u g h t  

fo r  t e n  Y u a n , w h ile  fo r  th e  r ic h , p e o p le  w o u ld  a s s u m e  t h a t  th e y  m u s t  

h a v e  b e e n  b o u g h t  fo r  e ig h ty  Y u a n  f ro m  a  s u p e r m a r k e t .  T h e  c o u n try s id e  

is  lik e  th is .

T h e  w e ll-o ff  h o u s e h o ld s  w o u ld  b e  a d m ir e d  a n d  th e  w o rs e -o f f  o n e s  w o u ld  b e  

lo o k e d  d o w n  o n . A c c o rd in g  to  so m e , th i s  w a s  a ls o  p a r t ly  th e  r e a s o n  w h y  s o m e  

v illa g e rs  h a d  b e c o m e  s h a m e le s s  a b o u t  a s k in g  fo r  m o n e y : i t  w o u ld  b e  b e t t e r  to  b e  

e n v ie d  th a n  to  b e  lo o k e d  d o w n  o n . M r  Q ia n  a n d  M r  X u  b e lo n g e d  to  tw o  o f  th e  r ic h  

fa m ilie s  in  L a n y in g . E v e ry  y e a r  a t  th e  l a n te r n  fe s tiv a l, p e o p le  w o u ld  g a th e r  in  f r o n t  

o f  th e i r  h o u s e s  ( th e y  liv e d  o p p o s ite  o n e  a n o th e r  o n  th e  s a m e  s t r e e t )  to  w a tc h  

f ire w o rk s . I t  w a s  w e ll b e lo w  m in u s  15 d e g re e s  C e ls iu s  o n  th e  n ig h t  o f  th e  l a n te r n  

fe s tiv a l in  2 0 0 7  a n d  e v e ry  in c h  o f  t h e  r o a d  w a s  c o v e re d  w ith  s n o w  th a t  h a d  tu r n e d  

to  ice . D e s p ite  a ll th is ,  th o u g h , m y  h o s t  s t i l l  u rg e d  m e  to  j o in  h is  d a u g h te r  to  w a tc h  

th e  f ire w o rk s  in  f r o n t  o f  Q ia n ’s  a n d  W u ’s  h o u s e s . “T h e y  a r e  r ic h  a n d  th e y  a lw ay s  

b u y  re a lly  g o o d  f ire w o rk s !” I t  h a d  b e c o m e  a  v illa g e  t r a d i t io n .  D re s s in g  in  

a c c o rd a n c e  w ith  o n e s  e c o n o m ic  s ta tu s  a n d  e a t in g  a c c o rd in g  to  w h a t  o n e  c o u ld

95 Literally, door to door, gate to gate. It refers to the fact that a  good match occurs when 
both people are  from similar family backgrounds.
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a f fo rd  r e p r e s e n te d  a n  im p o r ta n t  p a r t  o f  e n jo y in g  o n e s  w e a lth . I  w a s  c o n s ta n t ly  

b e in g  to ld  t h a t  I  d r e s s e d  to o  h u m b ly  fo r  s o m e o n e  c o m in g  f ro m  a  c ity  s in c e , I  w a s  

in fo rm e d , p e o p le  w o u ld  n o t  r e s p e c t  y o u  i f  y o u  w e re  in  s h a b b y  c lo th e s . M y 

n e ig h b o u r s  w o u ld  b o th  b o a s t  a b o u t  th e i r  e x p e r ie n c e s  o f  e a t in g  in  fa n c y  r e s ta u r a n ts  

a n d  ta c tfu l ly  h id e  th i s  fa c t  f ro m  o th e r s .  T h e y  w a n te d  i t  b o th  to  b e  s e e n  a n d  n o t  to  

b e  s e e n , to  b e  e n v ie d  b u t  n o t  to  b e  h a te d .

T h e  w o rs t-o f f  h o u s e h o ld s ,  o n  th e  o th e r  h a n d ,  w o u ld  g ra d u a l ly  c lo se  th e m s e lv e s  

o f f  f ro m  th e  so c ia l s c e n e  w h e n  th e y  w e re  n o  lo n g e r  a b le  to  o f fe r  t h e  s a m e  a m o u n t  o f  

m o n e y  g if ts  t h a t  o th e r s  p ro v id e d  a t  sp e c ia l  o c c a s io n s  a n d  th e i r  c o n t r ib u t io n  to  

o th e r s  m ig h t, th u s ,  b e c o m e  in c re a s in g ly  t r iv ia l  a n d  in s ig n if ic a n t . T h is  w a s  o n e  o f  

t h e  s c a r ie s t  s c e n a r io s  w h e n  liv in g  in  a  r u r a l  c o m m u n i ty  s u c h  a s  L a n y in g  o r  X ita i a s  

n o  b ig  e v e n ts  c o u ld  b e  c o m p le te d  w i th o u t  c o o p e ra t iv e  a s s is ta n c e . I n  th e  c o n s ta n t  

p a n b i  (c l im b in g  a n d  c o m p a r in g )  s i tu a t io n s  i t  is , th e r e fo re ,  c ru c ia l n o t  to  lo s e  fa c e  

o r  lo o k  b a d .  H o w e v e r , a s  m a n y  v illa g e rs  c o m m e n te d , p a n b i  h a d  b e c o m e  v e ry  s e v e re  

a n d  i t  w a s  in c re d ib ly  d if f ic u lt  f o r  th e m  to  k e e p  u p  w i th  th e  c o n s ta n t ly  ev o lv in g  

fa s h io n s  f o r  w e d d in g s  a n d  o th e r  c e le b ra t io n s . T h e re  is  n o  d o u b t  t h a t  c a s h  g if ts  

h a d  b e c o m e  a  b u r d e n  fo r  m a n y  b u t  w e d d in g s  a n d  o th e r  so c ia l o c c a s io n s  w e re  a lso  

t h e  p la c e s  to  s h o w  o f f  o n e s  n e w  c lo th e s , je w e lle ry  a n d  o th e r  lu x u ry  i te m s ; I  o f te n  

h e a r d  p e o p le  c o m m e n tin g  o n  th e  n e w  e a r r in g s  o r  g o ld  n e c k la c e  s o m e o n e  e lse  w a s  

w e a r in g  o n  th e s e  o c c a s io n s . T h e re fo re , in  a  w ay , c o m p la in in g  a b o u t  h o w  m u c h  y o u  

h a d  s p e n t  w a s  a lso  a  w a y  o f  c o n f irm in g  h o w  m u c h  y o u  h a d  a n d  h o w  w e ll c o n n e c te d  

y o u  w e re . H e re  is  a  g ro u p  o f  w o m e n  g ru m b lin g  a b o u t  th e i r  e x p e n d itu re  a t
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w e d d in g s .

A: W h y  c a n ’t  m o n e y  la s t?  1 0 0  Y u a n  w e n t  in  t h e  b l in k  o f  a n  ey e  a n d  I 

th o u g h t  I ’d  lo s t  i t  s o m e w h e re . I ’v e  s p e n t  o v e r  s e v e n  th o u s a n d  Y u a n  o n  

w e d d in g  g if ts  a lo n e  [ s h e  h a d  g iv e n  fo u r  th o u s a n d  Y u a n  f o r  h e r  b r o th e r ’s 

w e d d in g ] .

B: T h a t  c o u ld n ’t  b e  m o re  t ru e .  I ’v e  s p e n t  tw o  th o u s a n d  Y u a n  th i s  

y e a r  s o  fa r .  N o w  th e  a m o u n t  e x p e c te d  fo r  m o n e y  g if ts  is  to o  h ig h . I t  

m u s t  b e  t h a t  o u r  liv in g  c o n d i t io n s  a r e  b e t te r .  O th e rw is e , w h o  c o u ld  

a f fo rd  th is ?  T h e re  w ill b e  a n o th e r  w e d d in g  o n  W e d n e s d a y  a n d  o n e  o n  

F r id a y . L a s t  S a tu rd a y  th e r e  w e re  tw o . D id  th e y  in v ite  y o u ?

A : H o w  c o u ld n ’t  th e y ?  W e  a r e  t h e  s a m e  [ s u rn a m e ]  fa m ily . W h e n  w e  

e n te r  th e  lu n a r  m o n th  o f  D e c e m b e r , th e r e  w ill b e  e v e n  m o re  p e o p le  

g e t t in g  m a r r ie d .

C: I  j u s t  c a n n o t  a f fo rd  to  g o  to  w e d d in g s  a n y m o re . N o w  f if ty  Y u a n  is  

t h e  s m a lle s t  a m o u n t  y o u  c a n  g iv e  h e r e  a n d  in  th e  u p p e r  v il la g e s  [w h e re  

th e r e  a r e  lo ts  o f  m in e s  a n d  w h ic h  a re , th e re fo re ,  r ic h e r ]  i t  is  2 0 0  o r  3 0 0  

Y u a n . I  u s e d  to  h a v e  a  r e la t iv e  th e r e  a n d  e v e ry  y e a r  I  w o u ld  g o  a n d  v is it .

N o w  I  j u s t  c a n ’t  a f fo rd  to  v is it , l e t  a lo n e  a t t e n d  w e d d in g s . I t ’s  s u c h  a  

d if f ic u lt  d e c is io n . I f  y o u  d o n ’t  g o , i t  s e e m s  q u i te  in a p p r o p r ia te  b u t  i f  y o u  

g o  a n d  g iv e  1 0 0  o r  5 0  Y u a n  th e y  w ill lo o k  d o w n  o n  th e  a m o u n t .  B u t i f  

y o u  g iv e  a  c o u p le  o f  h u n d r e d ,  i t  is  j u s t  to o  m u c h  fo r  o u r  fa m ily . I n  th e  

b e g in n in g  I  w o u ld  s t i l l  g o  b u t  in  th e  e n d  I  j u s t  g a v e  u p  o n  th e m .

D: I t ’s  n o t  o n ly  t h a t  b u t  n o w  w h o e v e r  g e ts  m a r r ie d  y o u ’ll g e t  in v ite d .

L a s t  w eek , th e  s o n  o f  o n e  to w n s h ip  c a d re  m e m b e r  w a s  g e t t in g  m a r r ie d  

a n d  th e y  in v i te d  e v e ry o n e  th e y  k n e w  in  t h e  v illa g e . I t ’s  a  b i t  

e m b a r r a s s in g  n o t  to  s h o w  u p  b u t  i f  y o u  g o  i t ’ll  b e  a n o th e r  c o u p le  o f  

h u n d r e d .

T h e  c h a n g in g  f a s h io n s  a t  w e d d in g s  a n d  th e  a b s u r d i ty  o f  s im p ly  in v it in g  

w h o e v e r  y o u  k n e w  w a s  a ls o  e c h o e d  b y  a  r e t i r e d  v illa g e  c a d r e  m e m b e r  w h o  w a s

o f te n  in v i te d  to  p re s id e  a t  w e d d in g s  a n d  fu n e ra ls .

I n  th e  p a s t ,  w h e n  y o u  h e ld  c e le b ra t io n s ,  y o u  w o u ld  o f te n  c o n s id e r  

t h e  n u m b e r  o f  re la t iv e s  y o u  h a d ,  y o u r  r e la t io n s h ip s  w ith  y o u r  

n e ig h b o u r s  a n d  y o u r  r e p u ta t io n  in  th e  v illa g e  a n d  th e n  d e c id e  th e  

n u m b e r  o f  ta b le s 96 y o u  w a n te d  to  in v ite . O n e  m o re  o r  o n e  le s s  w o u ld n ’t  

b e  a  b ig  d e a l. B u t n o w , i f  y o u  c a n , y o u  h a v e  to  c o m p e te  ( p a n b i ) a n d  g e t  

t h e  s a m e  a s  e v e ry b o d y  e lse ; o th e rw is e  p e o p le  w ill s a y  v a r io u s  th in g s  

(y i lu n fe n fe r i) .  I n  th e  1 9 7 0 s  a n d  th e  1 9 8 0 s , y o u  o n ly  n e e d e d  to  g iv e  tw o  

Y u a n  o r  a  m a x im u m  o f  fiv e  Y u a n  a s  a  w e d d in g  g if t  b u t  n o w  th e  s ta r t in g

96 One table can roughly sit eight to ten guests and, due to limited space, there can normally 
only be 20 to 30 tables. T hese often need to serve two or three rounds of guests.
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p o in t  is  f if ty  Y u a n  a n d  i t  is  m o re  u s u a l  to  g iv e  m o re  t h a n  1 0 0  Y u a n . A lso , 

p e o p le  a r e  e x tra v a g a n t  w i th  th e  sc a le  o f  t h e  w e d d in g ; i t  c a n n o t  h a v e  le s s  

t h a n  15 ta b le s  a n d  u s u a lly  h a s  2 0  ta b le s  w h ile  th e r e  a r e  a ls o  c a s e s  o f  5 0  

ta b le s .

C o m p e ti t io n  is  a  h u g e  b u r d e n  fo r  th e  w o rs e -o f f  b u t  f o r  t h e  w e a lth y  i t  in s te a d  

p ro v id e s  c o n f irm a tio n  o f  th e i r  s u c c e s s . T h e  n e e d  to  b e  e n v ie d  a n d  th e  n e e d  to  b e  

w e a l th y  a r e  c e r ta in ly  n o t  th e  s a m e  th in g  b u t  th e y  a r e  n o t  u n r e la te d .  M o n e y  a n d  

w e a l th  h a d  b e c o m e  in c re d ib ly  im p o r ta n t  in  a p p r a is in g  o th e r  p e o p le ’s  w o r th  a f te r  

th e  197 8  r e fo rm  w h e n  e c o n o m ic  a c h ie v e m e n t  h a d  b e e n  e le v a te d  to  th e  s t a tu s  o f  

p a r a m o u n t  g o a l f o r  d e v e lo p m e n t. I n  th e  v illa g e  c o n te x t ,  h a v in g  o r  n o t  h a v in g  

m o n e y  w a s  m o s tly  d is c e rn e d  b y  w h e re  y o u  liv e d , w h a t  y o u  w o re  a n d  h o w  y o u  

d is p la y e d  y o u r  w e a lth . O n e  o f  t h e  r e s p o n s e s  m y  in f o r m a n ts  o f fe re d  to  m y  e n v y  

Cx ia n m u ) q u e s t io n  w a s , “Y es, th e y  e n v y  ( x ia n m u ) o th e r s .9? W h a t  d o  th e y  e n v y ?  

T h e y  e n v y  o th e r  p e o p le  l iv in g  w e ll, e a t in g  w e ll a n d  h a v in g  m o n e y ”. A s w a s  

d is c u s s e d  in  C h a p te r  1, w h e n  i t  w a s  a r g u e d  t h a t  w e a l th - h a t r e d  w a s  th e  f a u l t  o f  th e  

w e a l th y  b e c a u s e  o f  th e i r  r e le n t le s s  a n d  p ro d ig a l  c o n s u m p t io n ,  o n e  m il l io n a ire  h a d  

r e s p o n d e d  to  th is  b y  sa y in g , “in  C h in a , n o  o n e  w ill b e lie v e  h o w  r ic h  y o u  a r e  u n le s s  

th e y  se e  y o u  s p e n d in g .”98 I n  a  w a y , to  b e  a c k n o w le d g e d  a s  b e in g  r ic h  is  b o th  v ita l  

a n d  d e s ir a b le  a n d  s u c h  a  s t a tu s  is  o f te n  a c h ie v e d  th r o u g h  re c k le s s  s p e n d in g . I n  

o th e r  w o rd s  i t  is  b e c a u s e  o f  r e c k le s s  s p e n d in g  t h a t  p e o p le  k n o w  y o u  a re  r ic h . B e in g  

e n v ie d  th u s  c o n f irm s  th e  s ta tu s  o f  b e in g  r ic h  ( a n d  a ls o  o n e s  s e lf -w o r th ) .

A  s c h o o l te a c h e r  c r i t ic is e d  th i s  p h e n o m e n o n  b y  sa y in g , “T h e  p o o r  s u d d e n ly  g e t

r ic h  [so  th e y  o b v io u s ly  d o n ’t  k n o w  w h a t  th e y  a r e  d o in g ]”. H e  f u r th e r  e la b o r a te d  h is

97 As I mentioned before, no one will admit to their own envy so this is often illustrated from 
a  third-person perspective.

98 A, Lin. “Furen langfei jiashen le shehui de ‘choufu xintai’”. Lianzheng Liawang: 7-8.
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p o in t  b y  sa y in g , "T h o se  r ic h  p e o p le  in  th e  v illa g e  a r e  n o t  lik e  th e  o n e s  in  W e s te rn  

c o u n tr ie s  w h o  a r e  o f te n  th in k in g  o f  r e in v e s tm e n t .  H e re , p e o p le  c a n  o n ly  th in k  

a b o u t  g e tt in g  th e  th in g s  th e y  d id  n o t  u s e  to  h a v e  in  th e  p a s t .  T h e y  w a n t  to  c e le b ra te  

w h a t  th e y  h a v e  ( x ia n g s h o u ) .  T h e  p e o p le  w i th o u t  m o n e y  w ill lo o k  a t  th o s e  w h o  h a v e  

m o n e y  a n d  th o s e  w h o  h a v e  m o n e y  w ill lo o k  a t  th o s e  w h o  e n jo y  a n d  c e le b ra te  t h e i r  

w e a l th ” ("m iq ia n  d e  k a n z h e  y o u q ia n  d e , y o u q ia n  d e  k a n z h e  x ia n g s h o u  d e ”) .  N o t  

h a v in g  m o n e y  is  e m b a r r a s s in g  a n d  lo o k e d  d o w n  u p o n .  O n  th e  o th e r  h a n d ,  h a v in g  

m o n e y  a n d  k n o w in g  h o w  to  s p e n d  i t  a re  th in g s  t h a t  o th e r  p e o p le  p u r s u e . By b e in g  

e n v ie d  b e c a u s e  o f  o n e s  e c o n o m ic  a c h ie v e m e n t, th e  a c h ie v e m e n t  is  in  a  w a y  v e r if ie d  

b y  o n e s  fe llo w  v illa g e rs , s o m e th in g  w h ic h  is  h ig h ly  r e w a r d in g  a n d  d e s ir a b le  in  r u r a l  

c o m m u n it ie s .

Conclusion

I n d ic a to r s  o f  e n v y  c a n  b e  e a s ily  s e e n  in  w e ll-k n o w n  fo lk  s a y in g s  a n d  p e o p le ’s  

r e fe re n c e s  to  o th e r s ’ en v y . H o w e v e r , o r d in a r y  c a s e s  o f  e n v y  ( a p a r t  f ro m  th o s e  

a lle g e d  to  b e  re d -e y e  c a se s )  w e re  e x tre m e ly  d iff ic u lt  to  p in  d o w n . I t  w a s  r a r e  t o  h e a r  

p e o p le  ta lk in g  a b o u t  e n v y  a s  th i s  w a s  m o s tly  ta lk e d  a b o u t  a s  " th e  n e g a tiv e  s id e  o f  

so c ie ty ”99 o r  s o m e th in g  t h a t  i t  w a s  u s e le s s  to  th in k  a b o u t .  T h e  w h o le  v illa g e  a n d  

th e  to w n s h ip  w e re  g e a re d  u p  to  h a v e  th e  b r ig h te r  a n d  w e a l th ie r  f u tu r e  t h a t  th e  

a b u n d a n t  i r o n  o re  d e p o s i ts  h a d  p ro m is e d . F o r  th e m , i t  w a s  u n t im e ly  a n d  

in a p p r o p r ia te  to  in v e s t ig a te  s o m e th in g  lik e  th e  is s u e  o f  e n v y  t h a t  c o u ld  n o t  l e a d  to  

a n y th in g  v a lu a b le  o r  p ro d u c tiv e . I n  th e  m e a n t im e , t h e  p a in  t h a t  h a d  b e e n  b r o u g h t

99 This w as first brought up by a  township official who asked  m e why I did not broaden my 
horizon and study something else.
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a b o u t  b y  th e  g o o d  f o r tu n e  o f  c e r ta in  h o u s e h o ld s  h a d  m a d e  m a n y  re s t le s s  a n d  

d e s p e r a te .  W h e n  th e i r  a t te m p ts  to  m a k e  m o n e y  w e re  d e e m e d  “u n r e a s o n a b le ” a n d  

w e re  th e r e f o r e  n o t  su c c e s s fu l th e i r  d e s i r e  to  c a tc h  u p  w ith  o th e r s  w a s  c o n s e q u e n t ly  

th w a r te d  - n o th in g  s e e m e d  to  h a v e  c h a n g e d . H o w e v e r , th e  p a in  a t  th e  g o o d  fo r tu n e  

o f  o th e r s  p e r s is te d . T h e  s ile n c e  a n d  n e g a tiv i ty  e x is t in g  w ith  r e s p e c t  to  e n v y  in  a  w a y  

m a n if e s te d  h o w  th e  c o n c e a lm e n t  o f  e n v y  w a s  d e e p ly  ro o te d  in  p e o p le ’s  m in d s  a n d  

h o w  p e o p le  w e re  a lso  t ry in g  to  d iv e r t  a n y  a t t e n t io n  a w a y  f ro m  th in g s  t h a t  m ig h t  

b r in g  a b o u t  th e  p ro b le m  o f  m a lic io u s  en v y .

N o n e th e le s s ,  th e  s e v e re  c o m p e t i t io n  a n d  th e  in e x h a u s t ib le  p a n b i  (c l im b in g  a n d  

c o m p a r in g )  m e a n t  t h a t  h a r d ly  a n y o n e  w a s  e x e m p t  f ro m  th e  p o s s ib le  a t t r ib u t io n  o f  

b e in g  th e  e n v ie d  o r  th e  e n v ie r .  H a v in g  m o n e y  a n d  b e in g  w e a lth y  h a v e  b e e n  s e e n  a s  

u n d o u b te d ly  d e s ira b le . E v e ry o n e  w a n ts  to  b e  r ic h  a n d  to  h a v e  s u c h  a n  e n v ia b le  

p o s it io n . H o w e v e r , b e in g  w e a l th y  c a n  a ls o  r e s u l t  in  d is a d v a n ta g e s  s u c h  a s  b e in g  

s u b je c t  to  p e t ty  c r im e s  a n d  s h a m e le s s  e x to r t io n  o r  to  th e  u n f a i r  e x p e c ta t io n  t h a t  

o n e  s h o u ld  a lw a y s  p a y  m o re  a t  r i tu a l s  a n d  c e le b ra t io n s .  W e a lth , th u s ,  n e e d s  to  b e  

m o d e s t ly  c o n c e a le d  b u t  n o t  c o m p le te ly  r e p r e s s e d .  A f te r  a ll, o n e s  p o s i t io n  in  a  

v illa g e  is  c r i t ic a lly  ju d g e d  b y  h o w  w e a l th y  o n e  is . H a v in g  m o n e y  d o e s  n o t  o n ly  

im p ly  t h a t  y o u  c a n  e a t  w e ll, liv e  w e ll o r  g e t  m a n y  o th e r  th in g s  t h a t  o th e r s  o n ly  

d r e a m  of; i t  a lso  s ig n if ic a n tly  a f fe c ts  h o w  y o u r  fe llo w  v illa g e rs  s e e  y o u  a n d  

s u b s e q u e n t ly  t r e a t  y o u . I n  a  w a y , b e in g  e n v ie d  is  to  f u r th e r  c o n f irm  y o u r  

a c h ie v e m e n t  in  th e  c o m m u n ity ;  t h a t  is , b e in g  w e a l th y  m e a n s  t h a t  y o u  a re  c a p a b le  

o f  m a k in g  m o n e y  a n d , th e re fo re ,  s o m e o n e  w h o  s h o u ld  b e  a d m ir e d  a n d  lo o k e d  u p
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to .  L a g g in g  b e h in d  m e a n s  t h a t  o n e  w ill g r a d u a l ly  b e c o m e  u n a b le  to  c h ip  in  a t  

m o m e n to u s  so c ia l  o c c a s io n s  a n d  th e r e f o r e  s lo w ly  lo s e  b o th  p o te n t ia l  a n d  in f lu e n c e  

in  so c ia l  n e tw o rk in g  a n d  s o c ia l  r e la t io n s h ip s .

M o s t  h o u s e h o ld s  w e re  n e i th e r  r ic h  n o r  p o o r .  T h e  m a jo r i ty  w e re  in  s im ila r  

s i tu a t io n s .  A s th e  s a y in g  g o es , “le s s  t h a n  th e  b e s t ,  m o re  th a n  th e  w o r s t” 

( “b is h a n g b u z u , b ix ia y o u y u ”) - th i s  h a s  lo n g  b e e n  th e  b a s ic  p h ilo s o p h y  to  b e  

a d h e r e d  to  b y  th e  C h in e se . S u d d e n  w e a l th  h a s  a p p a r e n t ly  d is tu r b e d  p e o p le ’s  

lo n g -h e ld  id e a s  o n  th is ,  th o u g h . I t  w a s  e s p e c ia lly  h a r d  to  s e e  th o s e  w h o  h a d  b e e n  in  

s im i la r  s i tu a t io n s  o b ta in  la rg e  a m o u n ts  o f  m o n e y . M a n y  p e t ty  c r im e s  w e re  

a t t r ib u te d  to  s u c h  c h a n g e s  in  L a n y in g  a n d  X ita i . T o  s o m e  e x te n t ,  i t  s e e m e d  t h a t  n o  

s e c re ts  c o u ld  b e  k e p t  w ith  r e g a r d  to  h o w  w e a l th y  o n e  w a s . N o n e th e le s s ,  th e  r ic h  

m a n a g e d  to  h id e  th e  d e ta i ls  o f  th e i r  w e a l th  u p  to  a  p o in t  w h ile , b y  d isc lo s in g  h o w  

m u c h  m o n e y  th e y  h a d  s p e n t ,  s u b t ly  s h o w in g  o f f  th e i r  e c o n o m ic  s t a tu s  a n d  le a d in g  

p e o p le  to  d e d u c t  th e i r  e x p e n d i tu r e  f ro m  th e  to ta l  a m o u n t  o f  w e a l th  a t t r ib u te d  to  

th e m . M o n e y  is  u n q u e s t io n a b ly  a n  e s s e n t ia l i ty  i n  r u r a l  life . I t  n o t  o n ly  p ro v id e s  th e  

b a s ic  s e c u r i ty  n e c e s s a ry  f o r  fa m ily  life  a n d  t h e  lu x u r io u s  e n jo y m e n t  o f  in d iv id u a l  

d e s ire s ,  i t  a lso  s e rv e s  a s  a n  im p o r ta n t  r e a s o n  f o r  b e in g  e n v ie d  a n d  fo r  n o t  b e in g  

lo o k e d  d o w n  o n  b y  o n e s  fe llo w  v illa g e rs . I t  is  c ru c ia l  b o th  to  b r a g  ( th o u g h  m a y b e  

o n ly  in d ire c tly )  a b o u t  o n e s  a c h ie v e m e n ts  a n d  to  b e  c a re fu l  n o t  to  in s t ig a te  

b a d - in te n t io n e d  envy .

I n  h e r  s tu d y  o f  g o s s ip  a n d  e n v y  in  th e  A n d e s  V a n  V le e t a rg u e s  t h a t  “E n v y  a r is e s  

f ro m  a  s e n s e  t h a t  s o m e o n e  is  g a in in g  o r  a d v a n c in g  w i th o u t  p r o p e r  a t t e n t io n  to  th e
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m o r a l  o b lig a t io n s  o f  so c ia li ty  a n d  r e c ip ro c ity ” (V an  V le e t, 2 0 0 3 :  5 0 6 ) .  I n  l in k in g  

e n v y  to  w o m e n ’s  g o s s ip  s h e  a ls o  p o in ts  o u t  t h a t  g o s s ip  in v o lv in g  a  n u m b e r  o f  

in te r lo c u to r s  h a s ,  in  fa c t, b e e n  a  w a y  to  m o n i to r  th e  m o ra l  v a lu a t io n s  o f  o n e s e lf  a n d  

o th e r s  (V an  V le e t, 2 0 0 3 :  5 0 5 ) . A s  I  h a v e  a lr e a d y  p o in te d  o u t ,  th e  m o ra l  o b lig a tio n s  

w ith  r e g a r d  t o  a v o id in g  th e  b a d  c o n s e q u e n c e s  o f  e n v y  s h o u ld  fa ll o n  b o th  th e  e n v ie d  

a n d  th e  e n v ie r .  T h e  e s s e n t ia l  c o n d i t io n  fo r  a d m ir in g  e n v y  n o t  to  t u r n  in to  m a lic io u s  

e n v y  is  fo r  th e  e n v ie d  n o t  to  d o  a n y th in g  u n k in d  a n d  f o r  th e  e n v ie r  t o  u n d e r s t a n d  

w h a t  h a s  b e e n  d o n e . T h e  n e e d  th e  r ic h  h a v e  to  a v o id  b e in g  th e  o b je c ts  o f  c r im e  

c a n n o t  b e  e a s ily  s e p a r a te d  f ro m  th e i r  n e e d  to  a v o id  b e in g  d a m a g e d  b y  o th e r  

p e o p le ’s  m a lic io u s  en v y . N o n e th e le s s , th e  m o ra l  o b lig a tio n s  n e c e s s a ry  to  a v o id  

m a lic io u s  e n v y  a f te r  th e i r  e n r ic h m e n t  a n d  a d v a n c e m e n t  h a v e  b e e n  d is t in c tiv e ly  

s t ip u la te d ,  th i s  c o n s t i tu t in g  th e  m a in  s u b je c t  o f  th e  n e x t  c h a p te r .
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Chapter 4: The sin o f the envied

E n v y , a c c o rd in g  to  P la n a lp , is , o n  t h e  w h o le , s e e n  a s  a n  “im m o ra l  e m o tio n ” 

in  th e  W e s te rn  t r a d i t io n  b e c a u s e  “i t  is  o f te n  m a lic io u s  -  w a n t in g  to  d e p r iv e  th e  

o th e r  p e r s o n  o f  s o m e th in g  y o u  v a lu e  r a th e r  t h a n  a c q u ir in g  i t  y o u r s e l f ’. 

C o n s e q u e n tly , “p e o p le  w ith  a d v a n ta g e s , o f  c o u rs e , s e rv e  to  b e n e f i t  b y  d e m o n is in g  

en v y , w h e re a s  p e o p le  w h o  w a n t  a  m o re  le v e l p la y in g  f ie ld  s e rv e  to  b e n e f i t  f ro m  

e n c o u ra g in g  i t ” (P la n a lp , 1 999 : 175-176). F o llo w in g  P la n a lp ,  I  w a n t  to  d is t in g u is h  

h e r e  b e tw e e n  th e  s in  o f  e n v y in g  o th e r  p e o p le  a n d  th e  s in  o f  b e in g  e n v ie d  o n e se lf . A s 

a  v io la t io n  o f  t h e  T e n  C o m m a n d m e n ts  a n d  o n e  o f  th e  s e v e n  d e a d ly  s in s  o f  

J u d a e o - C h r is t ia n  t r a d i t io n ,  th e  s in fu ln e s s  o f  b e in g  e n v io u s  c o u ld  b e  c h a ra c te r is e d  

a s  a n  u n - n e ig h b o u r ly  d e s ire  fo r  o th e r  p e o p le ’s  p o s s e s s io n s ,  t h e  w is h  to  d e p r iv e  

t h o s e  o th e r  p e r s o n s  o f  th e m  a n d  th e  fa c t  o f  a c t in g  o n  t h a t  d e s ire .  T h e  s in  o f  b e in g  

e n v ie d , o n  th e  o th e r  h a n d ,  a t  le a s t  a c c o rd in g  to  C h in e s e  p o p u la r  c u l tu re ,  c o m e s  

f r o m  th e  f a i lu re  to  c o n c e a l d e s ira b le  p o s s e s s io n s , th i s  p ro v id in g  a  r e m in d e r  o f  o th e r  

p e o p le ’s  in f e r io r i ty  a n d  p ro v o k in g  th e s e  p e o p le  t o  c o m m it  d is h o n o u r a b le  a c t io n s  

o u t  o f  en v y .

T o  a v o id  c o m m it t in g  th e  s in  o f  e n v y in g  o th e r s ,  i t  s e e m s  u n q u e s t io n a b le  t h a t  

o n e  s h o u ld  s u p p r e s s  th e  d e s ire  fo r  th in g s  t h a t  a r e  n o t  y o u rs ,  c o n c e a l a n y  e n v io u s  

fe e lin g s  a n d  d e s is t  f ro m  a n y  h o s ti le  a c t io n s  b a s e d  o n  th i s  e m o tio n . T o  a v o id  th e  s in  

o f  b e in g  e n v ie d , in  C h in e se  c u ltu re , m o re  s u b t le  s t r a te g ie s  n e e d  to  b e  e m p lo y e d . A  

w e ll-k n o w n  C h in e se  sa y in g  d ra w n  f ro m  c la s s ic a l l i t e r a tu r e  a l lu d e s  to  a  v e iy
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p e r s u a s iv e  m o ra l  m e ssa g e , “I f  t h e  t r e e  s ta n d s  o u t  in  a  fo re s t ,  w in d  w ill s u re ly  w re c k  

i t ;  i f  th e  s a n d  s p r e a d s  o u t  f ro m  th e  s h o re ,  f lo o d s  w ill w a s h  i t  aw ay ; i f  y o u r  

b e h a v io u r  is  m o re  w o r th y  th a n  t h a t  o f  o th e r s ,  o th e r s  w ill c r i t ic is e  i t ” ( m u x iu y u l in , 

f e n g b ic u iz h i ;  d u ic h u y u a n ,  l iu b i tu a n z h i ;  x in g g a o y u r e n ,  z h o n g b i f e i z h i ) .100 By 

s u g g e s tin g  th e  d e v a s ta t in g  r e s u l ts  o f  a p p e a r in g  to  b e  b e t t e r  t h a n  th e  o rd in a ry , th e  

a d a g e  w a rn s  u s  n o t  to  s ta n d  o u t .  B y  d ra w in g  i r r e fu ta b le  e x a m p le s  f ro m  th e  n a tu r a l  

w o r ld , th e  s a y in g  im p lie s  t h a t  th e  p u n is h m e n t  f o r  th e  s in  o f  b e in g  p r e - e m in e n t  w ill 

in e v i ta b ly  c o m e  a b o u t.

T h is , h o w e v e r , s h o u ld  n o t  b e  r e a d  to  m e a n  t h a t  s u c c e s s  is  n o t  c u ltu ra l ly

e n c o u ra g e d  o r  t h a t  o n e  s h o u ld  n o t  a im  to  b e  p r e - e m in e n t .  R a th e r ,  w h a t  th e  m o ra l

m e s s a g e  im p lie s  is  t h a t  o n e  s h o u ld  b e  a w a re  o f  th e  e x tr a  p r ic e  o n e  m ig h t  h a v e  to

p a y  fo r  o n e s  su c c e s s . L u  X u n , o n e  o f  th e  m o s t  f a m o u s  w r i te r s  a n d  c r it ic s  o f  th e

e a r ly  tw e n t ie th  c e n tu ry , re c o g n is e d  th e  e x is te n c e  o f  s u c h  a n  a t t r ib u te d  s in  b u t

d e n o u n c e d  i t  a s  n a r ro w -m in d e d  a n d  re g re s s iv e . A s h e  w ro te  s a rc a s t ic a l ly  in  o n e  o f

h is  a r t ic le s , “i f  s o m e th in g  s e e m s  to  b e  s l ig h tly  e m in e n t  [ s ta n d in g  o u t] ,  th e r e  is

s o m e o n e  h o ld in g  a  s w o rd  to  c u t  i t  f la t .”101 P u b lic  o p in io n  w a s  d e e m e d  to  p la y  a

c r i t ic a l  ro le  in  e x e r t in g  s u c h  a  fo rm  o f  m o ra l  p u n is h m e n t  in  C h in a ; a s  th e  s a y in g

g o e s  “o n e  c a n  d ie  u n d e r  [ th e  e f fe c t of] th e  to n g u e s  o f  o th e r s ” ( s h e to u  x ia m ia n  n e n g

s ir e n ) .  B y p la c in g  m o ra l  r e s p o n s ib i l i t ie s  o n  b e h a v io u r  t h a t  m ig h t  f o s te r  m a lic io u s

en v y , C h in a  s e e m s  to  h a v e  w h a t  S c h o e c k  c a lls  “a  c a re fu lly  in s t i tu t io n a l is e d  a t t i tu d e

d e s ig n e d  to  a v e r t  e n v y ”. T h a t  is , “a n y o n e  s e t t in g  to o  h ig h  a  v a lu e  o n  h is  a b ili t ie s  o r  

100 Li Kang (1 9 6 —265) , Three Kingdoms Wei (Yun Ming

,01 a#A*7-Kzi*M¥,e”iiiYu;Qiuyu,
2000, “Lun Jidu (About Jealousy)" (Shuang Leng Chang He).
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h is  s ta m in a  p e r p e t r a te s  th e  so c ia l  s in  o f  r e g a rd in g  h im s e lf  a s  b e t t e r  t h a n  h is  fe llo w  

m e n ” (S c h o e c k , 19 6 6 : 55).

Y u  Q iu y u , a  w e ll-k n o w n  c o n te m p o r a r y  C h in e se  w r i te r ,  h a s  a ls o  p o in te d  o u t  

t h a t  a l th o u g h  s o m e o n e  m ig h t  b e  ta le n te d  a n d  b ra v e  e n o u g h  to  f ig h t  th o u s a n d s  o f  

e n e m ie s ,  th e y  (a s  C h in e se )  w e re  u n d o u b te d ly  a w a re  t h a t  o n c e  th e y  w e re  ta r g e te d  b y  

e n v y  ( j id u ) , e v e ry th in g  c o u ld  q u ic k ly  t u r n  to  a s h e s . H e  f u r th e r  s t a te d  t h a t  th e  

w is d o m  in h e r e n t  in  life  in  a n c ie n t  C h in a  h a d  m u c h  to  d o  w ith  th e  a v o id a n c e  o f  th e  

e n v y  o f  o th e r s .  N o n e th e le s s ,  th e  m o re  y o u  a v o id  e n v y  th e  m o re  f ie rc e  i t  c a n  b e c o m e  

( s o m e th in g  w h ic h  m ig h t  a lso  e n d a n g e r  so c ie ty ) . T h e  h o s t i le  a c t io n s  o f  e n v io u s  

p e o p le  c a n  s e e m  so c ia lly  a c c e p ta b le  w h ile  t h e  o b je c ts  o f  th e i r  e n v y  a r e  o f te n  w id e ly  

c o n d e m n e d . E v e n  to d a y , h e  sa y s , th e  ta r g e ts  o f  e n v y  a n d  je a lo u s y  c a n  e a s ily  b e  

r e b u k e d  a s  a r r o g a n t  o r  ig n o r a n t  w h ile  p e o p le  w h o  e n v y  t e n d  to  b e  in te r p r e te d  a s  

r e p r e s e n t in g  s o c ie ty  o r  p u b lic  o p in io n . T h e  e n d  p r o d u c t  o f  th i s  w a s  t h a t  p e o p le  w h o  

w e re  e n v ie d  w e re  o f te n  m a d e  to  fee l g u il ty  a n d  w e re  o f te n  h e ld  in  p u b l ic  c o n te m p t  

w h ile , in  c o n tr a s t ,  th e  p e o p le  w h o  e n v ie d  th e m  fe lt  s e lf - r ig h te o u s  a n d  s u p p o r te d  b y  

th e  m a s s e s .102

T h e  im m o ra l i ty  o f  b e in g  e n v ie d  a n d  th e  f e a r  o f  th e  p o te n t ia l  p u n is h m e n t  

m e te d  o u t  to  p e o p le  w h o  a r e  e n v ie d  a s  s t a te d  in  th e  c la s s ic s  a n d  L u  X u n  a n d  Y u 

Q iu y u ’s  w r i t in g  p e r s is ts  in  c o n te m p o r a r y  C h in a . I n  o th e r  w o rd s ,  th e  m o ra l  

o b lig a tio n  to  n o t  in s t ig a te  e n v y  r e m a in s  p r o m in e n t .  S iu  a rg u e s  t h a t  a t  th e  c o re  o f  

C h in e s e  c u l tu r e  is  “a  s e t  o f  r i te s  a n d  m u tu a l  o b lig a t io n s  w i th in  t h e  c a rd in a l  so c ia l

102Yu, Qiuyu, 2000, “Lun Jidu (About Jealousy)” Sh u a n g  Leng  C hang He, Writers Press. 
Unless otherwise indicated, all the Chinese texts are presented using my translation.
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r e la t io n s h ip s  ( ru le r - ru le d , p a r e n t - c h i ld ,  h u s b a n d -w ife ,  o ld e r  s ib l in g s -  y o u n g e r  

s ib lin g s , f r ie n d - f r ie n d ) ”. W h a t’s  m o re , “h u m a n  fu lf i lm e n t  c o m e s  w ith  th e  

r e a l is a t io n  o f  th e s e  r e la t io n s h ip s  th r o u g h  m o ra l  s e lf -c u lt iv a tio n  a n d  so c ia l  p ra c tic e . 

C u ltu ra l  v i ta l i ty  e m e rg e s  f ro m  th i s  in n e r  fo rc e  a n d  e x te n d s  o u tw a r d  to  o r d e r  fam ily , 

s o c ie ty  a n d  u n iv e r s e ” (S iu , 1 9 9 0 : 8 ) . T h e  fu lf i lm e n t  o f  b o th  m u tu a l  o b l ig a t io n s  a n d  

s e lf - c u lt iv a tio n  is  e s s e n t ia l  b u t  th e s e  tw o  a s p e c ts  d o  n o t  n e c e s s a r i ly  c o m e  to g e th e r  

w i th o u t  c o n tr a d ic t io n s .  F o r  p e o p le  w h o  a re  e n v ie d , e n v y  is  a  s in  b e c a u s e  o n e s  s e lf  

in te r e s t s  m a y  h a v e  b re a c h e d  o n e s  r e la t io n a l  r e s p o n s ib i l i t ie s  t o / f o r  o th e r s ,  a n  is s u e  

t h a t  is  n o t  e a s ily  d e a l t  w ith . I n  p o s t - r e f o r m  C h in a , t h i s  d if f ic u lty  is  c le a r ly  

m a n if e s te d  in  th e  te n s io n  b e tw e e n  p e o p le ’s  u rg e  to  e n jo y  a n d  c e le b ra te  th e i r  

n e w - fo u n d  s u c c e s s  a n d  th e  p r e s s u r e  o f  th e  m o ra l  r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  to  m a in ta in  

s o c ia l is t  id e a ls , t h a t  is , “W e  a re  n o t  m e a n t  to  b e  th i s  u n e q u a l  a n d  t h e  w id e n in g  

in e q u a l i ty  is  o n ly  s u p p o s e d  to  b e  te m p o r a r y ”.

T h is  c h a p te r  is  th e re fo re  a b o u t  h o w  to  a v o id  th e  s in  o f  b e in g  e n v ie d  b y  

in t r o d u c in g  th e  id e a  o f  r e n y u a n  (g o o d  so c ia l r e la t io n s h ip s )  a n d  d is c u s s in g  th e  

s u z h i  ( q u a l i ty  o f  p e o p le )  d is c o u rs e  w h ic h  h a s  e m b o d ie d  s ig n if ic a n t  p o li t ic a l  a n d  

m o ra l  s t a n d p o in ts  in  C h in a  s in c e  th e  la te  1 9 7 0 s . I  a rg u e  t h a t  to  a v o id  in s t ig a t in g  

m a lic io u s  e n v y  p e o p le  w h o  m ig h t  b e  e n v ie d  h a v e  to  a c tiv e ly  c u lt iv a te  r e n y u a n  

(g o o d  so c ia l  r e la t io n s h ip s ) .  I f  y o u  h a v e  g o o d  r e n y u a n ,  m a lic io u s  e n v y  s h o u ld , in  

th e o ry , n o t  b e  in v o k e d . B u t g o o d  r e n y u a n  c a n  o n ly  w o rk  w h e n  th e  e n v io u s  a r e  o f  

h ig h  q u a l i ty  (i.e . th e y  a r e  g ra te fu l ,  u n d e r s ta n d in g  a n d  c iv ilis e d  in d iv id u a ls ) ,  

o th e rw is e  m a lic io u s  a c t io n s  m a y  s t i l l  fo llo w . T h e  e x p lo ra t io n  o f  r e n y u a n  a n d  s u z h i
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w ill d e m o n s t r a te  th e  a w a re n e s s  o f  th e  p e o p le  b e in g  e n v ie d  o f  th e i r  m o ra l  

r e s p o n s ib i l i t ie s  a n d  re v e a l th e  s te p s  th e y  m u s t  ta k e  to  e l im in a te  t h e i r  o w n  “s in ”.

Good renyuan , no red-eye

I n  th e  s u m m e r  o f  2 0 0 8 ,  s i t t in g  in  a  W e s te rn - s ty le  ca fe , X u  S h u m in g , a  

m id d le  s c h o o l t e a c h e r  in  h e r  e a r ly  th i r t i e s ,  s e e m e d  g e n u in e ly  in te r e s te d  in  

d is c u s s in g  e n v y  a n d  re d -e y e  w i th  m e . “I f  y o u  d o  i t  [ so c ia l r e la t io n s h ip s ]  r ig h t , th e r e  

w o n ’t  b e  a n y  r e d -e y e ”, s h e  b lu n t ly  p o in te d  o u t .  F o r  h e r ,  “r e n y u a n ” (g o o d  so c ia l 

r e l a t io n s h ip s /  p o p u la r i ty  in  h u m a n  r e la t io n s )  w a s  th e  k e y  f a c to r  in  b o th  a v o id in g  

a n d  a t t r a c t in g  re d -e y e . I f  y o u  h a v e  g o o d  “r e n y u a n ”, s h e  s a id , e v e n  i f  y o u  h a v e  

th in g s  t h a t  p e o p le  en v y , re d -e y e  w ill n o t  b e  d i r e c te d  a t  y o u  o r , e v e n  i f  re d -e y e  is  

p r e s e n t ,  i f  y o u  k n o w  h o w  to  b e h a v e  p ro p e r ly  (h u i  zu o re r i) ,  i t  w ill a ll b e  a lr ig h t. I f  

th i s  is  n o t  th e  c a se , h o w e v e r , p e o p le  w ith  re d -e y e  w ill lo o k  f o r  w a y s  to  b r in g  y o u  

d o w n  (z h a o j i h u i  x ia s h o u ).

F o r  in s ta n c e , X u  S h u m in g  e x p la in e d , s u p p o s e  a  t e a c h e r  w a s  p r iv a te ly  

t u to r in g  8 0 - 9 0  s tu d e n ts  d u r in g  th e  s c h o o l b r e a k  f o r  e x tr a  m o n e y  w h ile  o th e r  

t e a c h e r s  h a d  f a r  fe w e r  s tu d e n ts  o r  n o  s tu d e n t s  a t  a ll. P a id  tu to r in g  a n d  o rg a n is e d  

c la s s e s  o u ts id e  o f  o ffic ia l s c h o o l e d u c a t io n  a r e  s t r ic t ly  fo rb id d e n  b y  sc h o o l 

r e g u la t io n s .  T h e re fo re , th is  t e a c h e r  c o u ld  b e  d e n o u n c e d  to  h i s / h e r  sc h o o l. I f  s / h e  

w a s  t u r n e d  in  b y  so m e o n e , th i s  s h o w e d  tw o  th in g s :  f ir s t ,  th i s  t e a c h e r  w a s  b a d  a t  

s o c ia l  r e la t io n s h ip s  (r e n y u a n  c h a ) a n d , s e c o n d , h e  o r  s h e  w a s  r e d -e y e d  b y  s o m e o n e  

f o r  a t t r a c t in g  lo ts  o f  s tu d e n ts  f o r  p r iv a te  tu to r in g  a n d  m a k in g  m o re  m o n e y  th a n  

th e m . X u  S h u m in g  r a n  e x t r a c u r r ic u la r  tu to r in g  a s  w e ll. I n  fa c t, th is  is  a  g ro w in g
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t r e n d  in  C h in e s e  c it ie s  a s  p a r e n ts  a r e  fu lly  o c c u p ie d  a t  w o rk  a n d  h a v e  m u c h  le s s  

t im e  to  g iv e  th e i r  c h ild re n  e x tr a  c o a c h in g  a f te r  sc h o o l. H e r  s t r a te g ie s  fo r  c u lt iv a tin g

r e n y u a n  a n d  a v o id in g  re d -e y e  w e re  a s  fo llo w s:

I f  I  a m  a c tu a lly  a b le  to  e a r n  f if ty  th o u s a n d  Y tia n ,103 I  m a k e  s u r e  I 

o n ly  m a k e  fo r ty  th o u s a n d  Y u a n . Y o u  c a n n o t  b e  u n ju s t  to  o th e r s  (d u ib u  

q ir e n ) .  I  n e e d  to  e m p lo y  o th e r  te a c h e r s  to  t u t o r  th e  s tu d e n ts  w h o  h a v e  

c o m e  to  m e  s in c e  I  a m  o n ly  a  C h in e s e  t e a c h e r  a n d  c a n n o t  te a c h  a ll th e  

s u b je c ts . I  m a y  g iv e  o u t  2 0 0  R M B  e x tr a  to  e m p lo y  te a c h e r s  o v e r  

h o lid a y s  o r  fe s tiv a ls . R e n y u a n  is  a  lo n g - te r m  in v e s tm e n t .  Y o u  n e e d  to  

s h a r e  s o m e  o f  th e  m o n e y  y o u  e a r n  w ith  o th e r s  [ to  a v o id  re d -e y e ] . N e v e r  

fo rg e t  th e  p r e s e n ts  y o u  a r e  s u p p o s e d  to  g iv e  a n d  d o n ’t  s a y  b a d  th in g s  

b e h in d  o th e r  p e o p le ’s  b a c k s . P la c e  t h e  r ig h t  d is h e s  f o r  th e  r ig h t  p e o p le  

(j i a n r e n  x ia  c a id ie ). F o r  th e  p e o p le  w h o  lik e  c h a t t in g , c h a t  w ith  th e m ;  

f o r  th e  p e o p le  w h o  lik e  d r in k in g , in v ite  th e m  fo r  d r in k s .  I f  y o u  h a v e  

g o o d  h u m a n  r e la t io n s  p e o p le  m a y  e n v y  y o u  b u t  th e y  w o n ’t  n o rm a lly  

h a v e  re d -e y e . R e d -e y e  w ill n o rm a lly  b e  d i r e c te d  a t  th o s e  w h o  s u d d e n ly  

g e t  r ic h  a n d  w h o  d e s p is e  o th e r  p e o p le . I f  y o u  k n o w  h o w  to  b e h a v e , 

th e r e  w o n ’t  b e  a n y  p ro b le m  w ith  r e d -e y e  ( r e n  z u o d e h a o ,  b u  c u n z a i  

y a n h o n g  d e  w e n t i ) .  B e g e n e ro u s  to  o th e r s  a n d  th e n ,  e v e n  th o u g h  y o u  

a r e  r a k in g  in  lo ts  o f  m o n e y , o th e r s  w o n ’t  m in d . O th e rw is e , y o u  a r e  

e n c o u ra g in g  je a lo u s y  a n d  h a t r e d  ( j ih e n ).

A n o th e r  e x a m p le  o f  re d -e y e  in  th e  te a c h e r s ’ c o m m u n ity  g iv e n  b y  X u  

S h u m in g  in v o lv e d  m a s s  a p p ra is a ls  ( m in z h u  p in g y i ) .  L a rg e -sc a le  m e e t in g s  w o u ld  b e  

h e ld  b e fo re  g ra d in g  o n e s  p ro fe s s io n a l  r a n k in g  o r  a c c e p tin g  s o m e o n e  to  jo in  th e  

C o m m u n is t  P a r ty . I f  y o u  c o u ld  n o t  p a s s  th e  a p p ra is a ls  a t  th o s e  m e e tin g s ,  n o n e  o f  

th e  im p o r ta n t  fa v o u ra b le  d e c is io n s  c o u ld  b e  g ra n te d .  I f  o n e  h a d  e v id e n tly  

p e r f o r m e d  w e ll in  te r m s  o f  te a c h in g  a n d  w o rk  a b il i t ie s  b u t  re c e iv e d  s u rp r is in g ly  fe w  

v o te s  a t  th o s e  m e e tin g s , th i s  w a s  p r o b a b ly  d u e  to  b a d  r e n y u a n  a n d  re d -e y e . “I t  is  

im p o r ta n t  h o w  o th e r s  th in k  a b o u t  y o u , e sp e c ia lly  w h e n  c a n d id a te s  a r e  u n d e r  e q u a l  

c o n d i t io n s .  I f  y o u  h a v e  g o o d  r e la t io n s h ip s  w ith  o th e r s  y o u  w ill w in  in  th o s e

103 1 RMB w as approximately equal to 0.067 GBP a t the time of this research. All the figures 
are in RMB hereafter.
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c o m p e t i t io n s ”, X u  a d d e d .

T h e  a r t  o f  so c ia l r e la t io n s h ip s  in  C h in a  h a s  b e e n  th o ro u g h ly  e x a m in e d  a n d  

e la b o r a te d  o n  b y  Y a n g  (1 9 9 4 ). F o r  h e r ,  “g u a n x ix u e  ( i .e . th e  e x p lic it  a r t  o f  so c ia l 

r e la t io n s h ip s )  in v o lv e s  th e  e x c h a n g e  o f  g if ts , f a v o u rs  a n d  b a n q u e ts ;  th e  c u lt iv a t io n  

o f  p e r s o n a l  r e la t io n s h ip s  a n d  n e tw o rk s  o f  m u tu a l  d e p e n d e n c e ;  t h e  m a n u fa c tu r in g  

o f  o b lig a tio n  a n d  in d e b te d n e s s ” (Y ang , 1994 : 6 ) . T h e s e  p ra c t ic e s  a n d  th e i r  n a t iv e  

d e s c r ip t io n s  in f o r m  “th e  c o n c e p t io n  o f  th e  p r im a c y  a n d  b in d in g  p o w e r  o f  p e r s o n a l  

r e la t io n s h ip s  a n d  th e i r  im p o r ta n c e  in  m e e t in g  th e  n e e d s  a n d  d e s i r e s  o f  e v e ry d a y  

life ”. A lso , “s u c h  a  c o n c e p t io n  c a n  b e  f o u n d  a s  a n  u n d e r ly in g  c u l tu r a l  a s s u m p t io n  

s h a r e d  b y  C h in e s e  e v e ry w h e re , o n  th e  m a in la n d  b e fo re  a n d  a f te r  th e  C o m m u n is t  

R e v o lu tio n  o f  1 9 4 9 ” (Y ang , 1 9 9 4 : 6).

Y a n g  (1 9 9 4 ) h a s  i l lu s t r a te d  th e  n e c e s s ity , f r e q u e n c y  a n d  im p o r ta n c e  o f  

p ra c t is in g  g u a n x ix u e  in  c o n te m p o r a r y  C h in a  to  “m e e t  t h e  n e e d s  a n d  d e s i r e s  o f  

e v e ry d a y  life ” b u t  s h e  h a s  a rg u a b ly  u n d e r e s t im a te d  th e  im p o r ta n c e  o f  r e n y u a n  -  a n  

in d iv id u a l’s  lev e l o f  p o p u la r i ty  o r  s u c c e s s  w i th  o th e r s  -  in  r e la t io n  to  th e  

e f fe c tiv e n e s s  o f  g u a n x ix u e ,  e sp e c ia lly  in  te r m s  o f  to  w h a t  e x te n t  g o o d  o r  b a d  

r e n y u a n  c a n  b e  th e  “m a k e  o r  b r e a k ” fa c to r . I n  o th e r  w o rd s ,  fo r  Y a n g , g u a n x ix u e  is  

a b o u t  p e o p le  c u lt iv a t in g  h u m a n  r e la t io n s  b y  e m p lo y in g  c e r ta in  e th ic s , ta c t ic s  a n d  

e t iq u e t te  to  a c tiv e ly  a n d  c o n s c io u s ly  g e t  w h a t  th e y  n e e d  w h ile  in  th i s  c h a p te r  i t  is  

a r g u e d  t h a t  i f  p e o p le  d o  n o t  a t  th e  s a m e  t im e  in s p i r e  p e r s o n a l  p o p u la r i ty  -  r e n y u a n  

-  a n y  o f  t h e  g a in s  a c h ie v e d  in  th i s  m a n n e r  m a y  y e t  b e  s a b o ta g e d  b y  re d -e y e . 

T h e re fo re ,  g u a n x ix u e  is  n o t  o n ly  a b o u t  a c tiv e ly  a c q u ir in g  b u t  a ls o  a b o u t  p a s s iv e ly
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p ro te c t in g . T o  n a r r o w  d o w n  th e  fo c u s  fo r  th e  p u r p o s e s  o f  th e  d is c u s s io n  h e re ,  w e

c a n  a s s u m e  t h a t  i t  is  n o t  th e  e n t i r e  f ie ld  o f  g u a n x ix u e  t h a t  is  a t  s ta k e  fo r  th is  c a se  

b u t  o n ly  th e  e th ic a l  d im e n s io n  w h ic h  Y a n g  h a s  a n a ly s e d  a s  “r e n q in g ” ( h u m a n  

fe e lin g s ) . S h e  i l lu s t r a te s  th r e e  s e n s e s  in  w h ic h  r e n q in g  is  u n d e r s to o d  in

c o n te m p o r a r y  C h in a :

F ir s t ,  th e r e  is  th e  n o t io n  t h a t  r e n q in g  is  p a r t  o f  th e  in t r in s ic  c h a r a c te r  o f  

h u m a n  n a tu r e .  H u m a n  n a tu r e  h e r e  is  u n d e r s to o d  n o t  a s  in d iv id u a l ,  b u t  in  

t e r m s  o f  so c ia l  r e la t io n s h ip s  a n d  in te r a c t io n ,  w h ic h  a r e  ta k e n  to  b e  n a tu ra l ly  

in f u s e d  w ith  a f fe c t o r  q in g . “H u m a n  fe e lin g s ” to w a r d s  o th e r  h u m a n  b e in g s  

a r e  b o th  e th ic a l  a n d  e m o tio n a l ,  a n d  th i s  is  w h a t  d is t in g u is h e s  h u m a n s  f ro m  

a n im a ls .  T o  b e h a v e  a c c o rd in g  to  r e n q in g  is  to  b e  a  v i r tu o u s  h u m a n , o r  “to  

k n o w  h o w  to  a c t  lik e  a  h u m a n ” ( h u i  z u o r e n ) .  O th e rw is e , i t  q u e s t io n s  

w h e th e r  a  p e r s o n  is  m o ra lly  w o r th y  o f  b e in g  c a lle d  h u m a n .  S e c o n d , r e n q in g  

is  a ls o  th e  p r o p e r  w a y  o f  c o n d u c t in g  o n e s e lf  in  so c ia l  r e la t io n s h ip s ,  t r e a t in g  

e a c h  o th e r  a c c o rd in g  to  th e  b e h a v io u r  t h a t  t h e i r  sp e c if ic  s t a tu s  a n d  

r e la t io n s h ip  to  o n e s e lf  d ic ta te . H e re  t h e  s t r e s s  is  o n  p r o p e r  c o n d u c t ,  r a th e r  

t h a n  n a tu r a l  p r e d is p o s i t io n . T h ird , r e n q in g  a ls o  r e f e r s  to  th e  b o n d  o f  

re c ip ro c i ty  a n d  m u tu a l  a id  b e tw e e n  tw o  p e o p le , b a s e d  o n  e m o tio n a l  

a t t a c h m e n t  o r  th e  s e n s e  o f  o b lig a tio n  a n d  in d e b te d n e s s .

(Y an g , 1 9 94 : 6 7 -6 8 )  

R e n q in g , th e re fo re ,  is  a b o u t  p r o p e r  so c ia l  c o n d u c t  in  r e s p o n s e  to  b o th

e th ic a l  a n d  e m o tio n a l  n o rm s  w ith in  C h in e s e  so c ie ty . I m p o r ta n t ly ,  “n o t  a ll p e r s o n a l

r e la t io n s h ip s  a r e  im b u e d  w ith  g a n q in g  ( e m o tio n s ) .  R e n q in g , th e  o b s e rv a n c e  o f

p r o p e r  so c ia l  fo rm , in v o lv e s  le s s e r  d e g re e s  o f  a f fe c tio n . W h e re a s  e m o tio n a l

s e n t im e n ts  a r e  c e n tr a l  to  th e  n o t io n  o f  g a n q in g , t h e  d is c o u rs e  o f  r e n q in g

a r t ic u la te s  th e  m o ra l  a n d  d e c o ro u s  c h a r a c te r  o f  so c ia l c o n d u c t” (Y ang , 1 9 94 :

1 2 2 -1 2 3 ). Y a n g ’s  a n a ly s is  is  s t i l l  q u i te  a p p lic a b le  in  C h in e s e  so c ie ty  to d a y . A s

c o m p e t i t io n  in  a ll a r e n a s  g e ts  in c re a s in g ly  h a r s h ,  r e n q in g  p r in c ip le s  c o n t in u e  to

p la y  s ig n if ic a n t  ro le s  in  s e c u r in g  m u c h  s o u g h t  a f te r  r e s o u rc e s  a n d  o p p o r tu n i t ie s .  A s

Y a n g  a ls o  o b s e rv e s , “in  th e  fa c e  o f  c o n t in u e d  s ta te  c o n tr o l  a n d  a n  in c o m p le te ly
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r a t io n a l is e d  m a r k e t  s y s te m  in  w h ic h  so c ia l a n d  m a te r ia l  r e s o u rc e s  a r e  s ti l l  l im ite d  

a n d  d if fe re n t ia l  a c c e ss  to  th e m  is  s t i l l  t h e  n o rm , th e  fo r m  t h a t  a  re b u i ld in g  o f  th e  

s o c ia l  r e a lm  h a s  ta k e n  is  th e  re v iv a l o f  s o m e  p r e - r e v o lu t io n a ry  n o n - s ta te  

r e la t io n s h ip s  a n d  e th ic s .” A s a  re s u l t ,  “th e  p e r s o n a l is m  o f  g u a n x i  e x c h a n g e  c re a te d  

a  so c ia l  p a t t e r n in g  in  w h ic h  p e o p le  a r e  ju n c tu r e  p o in ts  e m b e d d e d  in  w e b s  o f  

in te r d e p e n d e n t  so c ia l r e la t io n s h ip s ” (Y ang , 1 994 : 172). R e n y u a n  is  h u g e ly  

im p o r t a n t  in  r u r a l  life , a s  o n e  o f  m y  in f o r m a n ts  in  L a n y in g  e x p la in e d  to  m e . H e  

w e n t  o n  to  i l lu s t r a te  w h y  g o o d  r e n y u a n  is  e s s e n t ia l  a n d  w h a t  d e v a s ta t in g

c o n s e q u e n c e s  b a d  so c ia l  c o n d u c t  c a n  b r in g  a b o u t.

T h e  J ia n g s ,  w h o s e  h o u s e  is  j u s t  in  f r o n t  o f  o u rs ,  d o  n o t  h a v e  g o o d  

r e n y u a n .  L a s t  y e a r , th r e e  d a y s  a f te r  th e  C h in e s e  N e w  Y ear, th e i r  f a th e r  

d ie d . I  w a s  th e r e  to  p re s id e  o v e r  th e  fu n e r a l  c e re m o n y  a n d  w e  n e e d e d  

s e v e ra l  p e o p le  to  c a r ry  th e  c o ffin  to  th e  b u r ia l  s i te .104 B u t i t  w a s  te r r ib ly  

d if f ic u lt  to  a s s e m b le  e n o u g h  p e o p le  to  d o  it . A  fe w  d a y s  w e n t  b y  a n d  w e  

s t i l l  c o u ld n ’t  g a th e r  e n o u g h  p e o p le . W h y  d o  o th e r  d e a d  b o d ie s  h a v e  

p e o p le  to  c a r ry  th e m  w h ile  y o u r s  [y o u r  f a th e r ’s] j u s t  d o e s n ’t?  I  s e n t  o u t  

s e v e ra l  p e o p le  to  a s k  a r o u n d  a n d  r e q u e s t  h e lp . B u t n o  o n e  tu r n e d  u p .

T h e y  a ll m a d e  u p  e x c u se s  b u t  th e  t r u t h  w a s  n o  o n e  w a s  w illin g  to  h e lp .

I ’v e  b e e n  p re s id in g  o v e r  fu n e ra ls  f o r  y e a r s  a n d  i t  h a s  n e v e r  b e e n  th is  

d if f ic u lt. F u n e ra ls  [k n o w n  a s  w h ite  r i tu a ls ,  b a is h i ] a r e  n o t  lik e  w e d d in g s  

[ r e d - r i tu a ls ,  h o n g s h i]  w h e n  y o u  o f te n  n e e d  to  s e n d  o u t  fo rm a l 

in v i ta t io n s  in  o r d e r  fo r  o th e r s  to  a t te n d .  F o r  fu n e ra ls ,  p e o p le  o f te n  t u r n  

u p  w i th o u t  a s k in g  a n d  c o n s ta n t ly  c h e c k  to  f in d  o u t  w h a t  k in d  o f  s u p p o r t  

th e y  c a n  o ffe r . E v e n  if, a s  in  s o m e  c a se s , y o u  d o  n e e d  to  a s k  p e o p le  to  

c o m e , n o  o n e  re fu se s . I t ’s  v e ry  c o n v e n ie n t  to  o rg a n is e  n o rm a lly . I t ’s  

n e v e r  b e e n  lik e  i t  w a s  fo r  th e  J ia n g s .  I n  th e  e n d , w e  h a d  to  p a y  2 0  Y u a n  

to  e a c h  o f  th e  re la t iv e s  w h o  h e lp e d  c a r ry  th e  co ffin . P a y in g  s o m e o n e  to  

d o  th e  jo b  is  r e a lly  u n h e a r d  of.

T h e  J ia n g  fa m ily  h a s  s e r io u s  is s u e s  w ith  h a n d l in g  r e la t io n s h ip s  

w ith  o th e r s .  L ike  w h a t?  L ike, f o r  e x a m p le , I  b o r r o w e d  a  sh o v e l f ro m  y o u  

b u t  I  a c c id e n ta l ly  b ro k e  it. I  o f fe re d  to  p a y  fo r  it. P e o p le  w h o  a r e  g o o d  a t  

h a n d l in g  re la t io n s h ip s  (h u i  b a n s h i ) w ill j u s t  sa y , “N o  n e e d  to  p a y  m e  

b a c k . I t ’s  w o r th  n o th in g ! ” T h is  w ay , p e o p le  w ill b e  g ra te fu l  a n d  r e a d y  to

104 Normally, it is a  long march so  substitutes are  needed and, overall, more than 10 people 
might be needed. Moreover, unmarried men are not supposed  to carry the coffin.
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p a y  y o u  b a c k  th e  k in d n e s s  o n e  d a y  ( l in g q in g ) .  B u t th e  J ia n g s  j u s t  

in s is te d  o n  b e in g  p a id  b a c k  f o r  t h e  sh o v e l.

A s  w e  c a n  se e , b a d  so c ia l c o n d u c t  le a d s  to  b a d  r e n y u a n .  R e n y u a n  

( p o p u la r i ty )  is  th e  r e s u l t  o f  r e n q in g  ( c o n d u c t) .  I f  y o u  d o  r e n q in g  r ig h t , y o u  h a v e  

g o o d  r e n y u a n  a n d  i f  y o u  d o  n o t ,  y o u  a r e  m o re  v u ln e ra b le  to  re d -e y e  a t ta c k . A s w a s  

a s s e r te d  b y  X u  S h u m in g , “re d -e y e , in  e s s e n c e , is  a  p r o b le m  o f  y o u r  r e la t io n s h ip s  

w i th  o th e r  p e o p le  ( r e n y u a n  w e i t i ) ”. I n  th e  fo llo w in g  s e c tio n  I  w ill d is c u s s  h o w  

r e n y u a n  is  p r a c t is e d  to  fe n d  o ff  re d -e y e  in  a  m o d e l  v illa g e  w h e re , d e s p i te  r a p id  

g ro w th  in  th e  p r o s p e r i ty  o f  th e  c o m m u n ity , th e  in c id e n c e s  o f  in d iv id u a l  p o v e r ty  

c r e a te  te n s io n s  a n d  b r e e d  re d -e y e .

W a n g  V illag e  w a s  th e  e n v y  o f  e v e ry o n e . I t  w a s  n o t  o n ly  a  m o d e l  v il la g e 105 a t  

t h e  n a t io n a l  le v e l b u t  h a d  a lso  b e e n  n a m e d  a s  th e  N o . i  v illa g e  w i th in  th e  c o u n ty  in  

w h ic h  th e  tw o  o th e r  v illa g e s  o f  L a n y in g  a n d  X ita i w e re  a ls o  lo c a te d . I n  2 0 0 6 ,  th e  

v illa g e  c o m m it te e  in v e s te d  0 .1 3  b i l l io n  R M B  in  o r d e r  to  p u r c h a s e  a  fo rm e r ly  

s ta te d - o w n e d  i r o n  o re  c o m p a n y ; th e  a n n u a l  g ro s s  p r o d u c t  v a lu e  o f  v il la g e -o w n e d  

e n te r p r i s e s  s u b s e q u e n t ly  r e a c h e d  0 .3  b i l l io n  Y u a n  in  2 0 0 7 . By c o n t r a s t  th e  a s s e ts  

o f  X ita i  w e re  v a lu e d  a t  n o  m o re  t h a n  a  c o u p le  o f  t e n s  o f  th o u s a n d  Y u a n . T h e  

c o lle c tiv e  a s s e ts  o f  W a n g  V illag e  w e re  w o r th  0 .1 6  b i l l io n  Y u a n  in  2 0 0 7  a n d  th e  n e t  

r e v e n u e  o f  th e  v illa g e  w a s  a lr e a d y  4 0  m ill io n  Y u a n  in  2 0 0 6  w i th  th e  in c o m e  p e r  

c a p i ta  a t  e ig h t  th o u s a n d  Y u an .

N o  d o u b t ,  th e  p e o p le  o f  L a n y in g  a n d  X ita i  v il la g e s  w o u ld  n o t  h a v e  e n jo y e d  

re a d in g  s ta t i s t ic s  lik e  th e s e . N o t m a n y  w o u ld  h a v e  k n o w n  a b o u t  th e s e  f ig u re s ,

105 This village has been aw arded many times a show case of village developm ent by 
governm ents at municipal, provincial and even national levels.
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th o u g h .  W h a t  th e y  d id  k n o w  a b o u t  a n d  a d m ire , h o w e v e r , w a s  h o w  re s p o n s ib le ,

s e lf le s s  a n d  su c c e s s fu l th e  p a r ty  s e c re ta ry  o f  W a n g  V illag e  w a s , e n a b l in g  e v e ry o n e  

in  th e  v illa g e  to  s h a re  th e  b e n e f i ts  o f  e c o n o m ic  g ro w th . S in c e  2 0 0 3 ,  W a n g  V illag e  

h a s  in v e s te d  n e a r ly  0 .1  b i ll io n  Y u a n  in  o r d e r  to  e re c t  4 9  m u lt i - s to r e y  b u i ld in g s  w ith  

4 8 0  s e ts  o f  a p a r tm e n ts .  E a c h  v il la g e r  w a s  a b le  to  p u r c h a s e  a n  a p a r tm e n t  a t  a  v e ry  

lo w  p r ic e , th e  v illa g e  s u b s id is in g  th e  o v e ra ll  c o s t. N e a r ly  9 0 % 106 o f  th e  v il la g e rs  

n o w  liv e  in  th e s e  m u lt i - s to ry  b u i ld in g s .10? T o d a y , a  b e a u t i fu l ly  d e c o ra te d  p la z a  a n d  

a  p a r k  a d o r n  th e  c e n tr e  o f  th e  v illa g e , c o m p le te  w ith  m u s ic a l  f o u n ta in s ,  s c u lp tu re s ,  

a  b ig  e le c tro n ic  s c re e n  a n d  s p o r ts  fa c ilitie s .

W h e n  I  w a s  s ta y in g  in  L a n y in g  V illag e  a n d  X ita i  f o r  m y  f ie ld w o rk  th e  

v i l la g e rs  w o u ld  te l l  m e  a b o u t  h o w  th e y  e n v ie d  th e  life s ty le  o f  th o s e  in  W a n g  V illag e  

w h e re  i t  s e e m e d  th a t  th e  b e s t  p o s s ib le  s o lu t io n  h a d  b e e n  a c h ie v e d  f o r  r u r a l  d w e lle rs  

- a  c i ty /m o d e r n  life s ty le  e s ta b l is h e d  in  a  r u r a l  s e t t in g . W a n g  V illag e  w a s  

w e ll-k n o w n  in  th e  r e g io n  m o s tly  b e c a u s e  th e i r  p a r ty  s e c re ta ry , W a n g , w a s  a  lo c a l 

c e le b r i ty  a c c o rd e d  h e ro - l ik e  s ta tu s .  H e  w a s  e le c te d  a s  a  r e p r e s e n ta t iv e  fo r  t h e  16th 

a n d  th e  17th ( th is  in  th e  s u m m e r  o f  2 0 0 7 )  N a t io n a l  P e o p le 's  C o n g re s s  w h ic h  w a s  

e x tre m e ly  u n u s u a l  fo r  a n  o ff ic ia l f ro m  v illa g e  le v e l.108 N u m e ro u s  a w a rd s  w e re

106 There are  still som e who have not moved into the multi-storey buildings either because 

they are not accustom ed to that kind of lifestyle or because  they have just built a  house and 

therefore do not want to buy a new flat.
107 In Lanying Village and Xitai, everyone w as still living in bungalows. The advantages of 

living in multi-storey buildings, according to the villagers, are  that they are  clean, warm in 
winter (with central heating), have flush toilets and, above all, that they are  considered to be 

modern and more civilised.
108 Each province has a  very limited num ber of representatives for the National Congress. 
Normally, only people higher up in the government hierarchy (i.e. at municipal level a t least) 
get the chance to be elected.
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c o n fe r r e d  o n  W a n g  in  re c o g n it io n  o f  th e  e x c e p tio n a l  p ro g re s s  h e  h a d  b r o u g h t  to  

W a n g  V illag e , th e s e  a w a rd s  in c lu d in g  "N a tio n a l  M o d e l W o rk e r”, “E x c e lle n t 

P ro v in c ia l  C o m m u n is t  P a r ty  M e m b e r”, “P ro v in c ia l  T e n  E x c e lle n t Y o u th s ”, to  n a m e  

j u s t  a  few . W a n g ’s  s to ry  is  w id e ly  k n o w n  a n d  h e  is  o f te n  f e a tu r e d  o n  TV  

b ro a d c a s ts .

W a n g  w a s  c h o s e n  to  b e  th e  p a r ty  s e c re ta ry  in  1 9 8 7  w h e n  W a n g  V illag e  h a d  

n o th in g  b u t  e ig h ty  th o u s a n d  R M B  o f  d e b ts . H is  f i r s t  a c t io n  w a s  to  ta k e  b a c k  in to  

v illa g e  o w n e r s h ip  c e r ta in  e x p lo ita tiv e  m in in g  c o m p a n ie s  a n d  to  m a k e  n e w  

c o n tr a c ts  w ith  n e w  o p e r a to r s  w h o  c o u ld  m a n a g e  th e  b u s in e s s  w e ll a n d  p a y  th e  r e n t .  

H e  th e n  c le a re d  u p  th e  d e b ts  a n d  th e  b a d  a c c o u n ts  a n d  e v e n  m a n a g e d  to  in t r o d u c e  

sc ie n tif ic  w a y s  o f  im p ro v in g  a g r ic u l tu ra l  in c o m e . By 1991, W a n g  V illag e  h a d  

e ffe c tiv e ly  s h a k e n  o f f  i ts  p o v e r ty  w ith  1 ,100  Y u a n  a s  th e  a n n u a l  in c o m e  p e r  c a p ita . 

I n  1 9 9 3 , u n f o r tu n a te ly ,  W a n g  w a s  d ia g n o s e d  w ith  le u k a e m ia . T h e  w h o le  v illa g e  w a s  

d e te r m in e d  to  h e lp  s a v e  h is  life , th o u g h . 1C)9 E v e ry  p e r s o n  d o n a te d  m o n e y  o r  fo o d , 

a n y th in g  th e y  c o u ld  a ffo rd . M u n ic ip a l T V  a n d  o th e r  p u b lic  b r o a d c a s te r s  h e lp e d  to  

r a is e  m o n e y  a n d  e v e n tu a lly  0 .1  m ill io n  Y u a n  w a s  c o lle c te d . H e  h a d  a  b o n e - m a r r o w  

t r a n s p la n t ,  h is  b r o th e r  a c t in g  a s  d o n o r .  By th e  t im e  h e  le f t  h o s p i ta l ,  d e s p i te  h is  

h e a l th  s i tu a t io n  r e m a in in g  c r itic a l, h e  h a d  a lre a d y  b o r ro w e d  0 .4  m il l io n  Y u a n  f ro m  

b a n k s  a n d  0 .7  m il l io n  Y u a n  f ro m  v il la g e rs  in  o r d e r  to  s e t  u p  th e i r  f i r s t  

i r o n -p ro c e s s in g  e n te rp r is e .  T h a n k s  to  h is  w ise  in v e s tm e n t  a n d  r e le n t le s s  h a r d  w o rk ,

th e  v illa g e  r e c o u p e d  i ts  in v e s tm e n t  o f  a r o u n d  a  m il l io n  Y u a n  w i th in  o n e  y e a r . T h e ir

109 While I w as doing my fieldwork in W ang Village, I saw  a piece of red cloth tied to every 

door handle and asked what these  were for. W ang’s wife told m e that they w ere placed 
there when W ang w asn’t in good health a s  a  way to pray for him.
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e n te r p r is e s  h a v e  s in c e  e x p a n d e d  in to  v a r io u s  o th e r  f ie ld s  s u c h  a s  f r u i t  p ro c e s s in g , 

f ire w o rk  p ro d u c t io n  a n d  b r ic k -b a k in g . A s th e  p r ic e  o f  i r o n  o re  h a s  s ig n if ic a n tly  

in c re a s e d  in  r e c e n t  y e a r s  th e  w e a l th  o f  th i s  v illa g e , w h ic h  m a in ly  c o m e s  f ro m  iro n  

p ro d u c t io n , h a s  r i s e n  to  u n p r e c e d e n te d  lev e ls .

I n  th e  ey e s  o f  th e  v illa g e rs , L a n y in g  V illag e  a n d  X ita i  w e re  la g g in g  f a r  b e h in d  

W a n g  V illag e  a n d  w h e n e v e r  th e y  s a w  n e w s  o n  T V  a b o u t  W a n g  V illag e  th e y  w o u ld  

c o m m e n t  t h a t  th i s  w a s  h o w  v illa g e s  s h o u ld  lo o k  in  t h e  f u tu r e .  I  w a s  to ld  b y  s o m e  

o f  th o s e  v illa g e rs  w h o  h a d  w o rk e d  in  W a n g  V illag e  o r  t r a n s p o r te d  i r o n  o re  th e r e  

t h a t  th e i r  d r e a m  w a s  fo r  th e i r  o w n  v illa g e  to  b e  j u s t  l ik e  W a n g  V illag e  in  a  few  y e a rs , 

s o  t h a t  th e y  c o u ld  a ll liv e  in  m u lt i - s to re y  b u i ld in g s ,  e n jo y  s u b s id ie s  fo r  fe s tiv a ls  a n d  

h a v e  p e n s io n s  f o r  e v e ry o n e  o v e r  6 0 . T h e  p e o p le  o f  W a n g  V illag e  w e re  a w a re  o f  

t h e i r  h ig h  p ro f i le 110 a n d  o f  h o w  o th e r  p e o p le  e n v ie d  th e m . T h e y  w e re  p r o u d  to  liv e  

in  W a n g  V illag e  a n d  h a d  a  d e g re e  o f  s e lf -c o n f id e n c e  r a r e  fo r  r u r a l  r e s id e n ts  g iv e n  

t h e  r u r a l - u r b a n  d iv id e  in  C h in a . D e s p ite  th i s  s u c c e s s , W a n g  V illag e  w a s  th e  o n e  

p la c e  w h e re  e n v y  w a s  n o t  e v id e n t  to  m e  a n d  w h e re  I  c o u ld  n o t  f in d  a n y o n e  w h o  

w o u ld  ta lk  o p e n ly  a b o u t  en v y . T h is  c o u ld  in  la rg e  p a r t  h a v e  b e e n  d u e  to  m y  c lo se  

c o n n e c t io n  w ith  W a n g , 111 th o u g h , a  c o n n e c t io n  t h a t  a ls o  m e a n t  t h a t  I  w a s  

u n e x p e c te d ly  a b le  to  o b s e rv e  th e  p e o p le  w h o  w e re  e n jo y in g  m o s t  th e  b e n e f i t s  o f  th e

110 As it is a  model village, there are many groups of visitors who com e to share  the 
experience of W ang Village’s development. Som etim es there are  a s  many a s  two or three 
groups a  day.
111 Since W ang w as the most ‘enviable’ person in the village and I w as closely attached to 

him, what I w as supposed to do w as to avoid talking about envy, for the benefit of his family, 
rather than bringing it up which might have invited unexpected malicious envy or hostile 
actions.
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e c o n o m ic  s u c c e s s  o f  th e  v illa g e .112

Cultivation o f good renyuan

I n  W a n g  V illag e , 4 0 0  h o u s e h o ld s  o u t  o f  4 8 0  r a n  th e i r  o w n  b u s in e s s e s  w h ile  

3 0  h a d  p r iv a te  c a r s . 1̂  B e s id e s  th e  co lle c tiv e  e n te r p r is e s  th e r e  w e re  17 e n te r p r is e s  

o w n e d  b y  in d iv id u a l  v il la g e rs , 10 o f  w h ic h  w e re  la rg e  sc a le , w ith  a  g ro s s  p r o d u c t  

v a lu e  a m o u n t in g  to  0 .1  b i l l io n  Y u a n  in  to ta l .  T h e re  w e re  a r o u n d  1 ,7 0 0  m ig r a n t  

w o rk e rs  in  W a n g  V illag e , th i s  a lm o s t  b e in g  e q u a l  to  th e  n u m b e r  o f  lo c a l v illa g e rs . 

A s W a n g  la te r  to ld  m e , in  th i s  v illa g e  i t  w a s  s t i l l  a  c a s e  o f  “q io n g d e q io n g , f u d e f u ” 

( th e  p o o r  g e t  p o o re r ,  th e  r ic h  g e t r ic h e r ) .  I n  g e n e ra l ,  t h o s e  w o rk in g  a s  

w a g e - la b o u re r s  w e re  s lig h tly  h ig h e r  p a id  in  W a n g  V illag e  t h a n  in  X ita i, w a g e s  

r a n g in g  f ro m  tw o  to  th r e e  th o u s a n d  R M B  a  m o n th  th e r e .  F o r  th o s e  w h o  o w n e d  

m in e - r e la te d  b u s in e s s e s ,  th e  p r ic e  o f  o n e  to n  o f  i r o n  o re  w a s  6 6 0  R M B  in  2 0 0 7 . 

A b o u t  tw o  m o n th s  la te r  th e y  c o u ld  e a s ily  se ll u p  to  1 ,0 0 0  to n s  a n d  th e  p ro f i ts  c o u ld  

b e  m o re  th a n  te n s  o f  th o u s a n d s .114 L ao  L i, a  m id d le -a g e d  m a n  w h o  w a s  s ta y in g  in

h is  d a u g h te r ’s 1̂  h o u s e  to ld  m e ,

I t  is  g o o d  h e re ,  b u t  a t  th e  s a m e  t im e  y o u  n e e d  to  s p e n d  m o n e y  o n  

e v e ry th in g . I n  a  n o r m a l  v illag e , y o u  m a y  o n ly  s p e n d  10 o r  2 0  K u a i 

[R M B ] p e r  m o n th  o n  e le c tr ic i ty  b u t  h e re  i t  c o s ts  a t  le a s t  1 0 0 . Y o u  h a v e  

m o re  e le c tro n ic  d e v ic e s  o f  c o u rs e , b u t  th e y  a ll c o s t  m o n e y  to  r u n .  O u r

112 I didn’t dare mention to my host family in Xitai that I had been staying with W ang’s family. 

They had expressed  their envy of W ang Village and their admiration of W ang. My efforts to 
conceal the connection with W ang represented an exam ple of conduct intended to avoid 
envy-instigation.

113 The num ber of transport vehicles is not included here. Here I am  referring to 4 -seater 

cars.
114 I w as not able to ascertain the exact figures for their earnings.
115 His daughter married in Wang Village. He and his wife had com e to help with taking care 
of a  new born baby and he w as temporarily working a s  a  security guard a t an explosives 
storage site.
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refrigerator, for example, wasn’t even plugged in. I said to my daughter 
that in winter we certainly didn’t need to use it but my daughter told me 
that in summer they didn’t dare use it either [because of the high cost of 
electricity].

New found wealth meant that the cost of living in Wang Village was much 

higher than in any of the other nearby villages. The price of vegetables, food and 

transportation, so I  was told, was all more expensive. Sometimes the prices for 

things were even higher than in the nearest city. For example, there were many cars 

lined up in the main street for private hire; for a ride that in other places would cost 

10 RMB, it cost double that in Wang Village. Wang’s wife, Aunt Zhou, said to me 

that people knew Wang Village had money and hence many just came for the 

purposes of peddling and raised prices while they were at it.116

Picture 4.1 Wang village

116 The locals are reluctant to run small businesses such as peddling food. Some products 

therefore rely on external supply at higher prices.

162



*f

'ipppl

Picture 4.2 The plaza in Wang village

I lived with Wang’s family.11? They had a three-bedroom flat, fully decorated 

with a TV in each bedroom and a 32-inch TV in the living room which was also 

packed with jade, green plants, a leather sofa, gold ornaments and various boxed 

beverages. In fact, there were boxes everywhere - boxes of shoes, fruit, beverages, 

snacks and cosmetics. At the beginning, I thought that this was typical of the 

abundance of goods one would find in a prosperous village. Later, however, when I 

got the chance to visit a neighbour living downstairs, some relatives of Wang and 

other people I met in the park I was surprised to learn that this level of wealth was

in fact rare. Despite the fact that Wang Village had a much higher cost of living, my

117 Wang is a friend o f my family. A close m ember of my family (I’ll refer to him as Uncle 

Zhang hereafter) got to know Wang in the early 1990s during the “socialist re-education 

movement” . Wang Village was the place where Uncle Zhang and his colleagues were 

receiving re-education through interaction with peasants. I was, therefore, closely attached 

to this family and many thought I must be a relative of Wang because otherwise how could I 

be living with them. I could only talk to strangers freely by concealing the fact of where I was 

staying.
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h o s t  a r r a n g e d  b re a k fa s t ,  lu n c h  a n d  d in n e r  f o r  m e  in  v a r io u s  r e s ta u r a n t s  n e a r ly  

e v e ry  d ay . U su a lly  I  a c c o m p a n ie d  A u n t  Z h o u  w h e n  s h e  w e n t  o u t  a n d  w i th  h e r  I 

o f te n  f o u n d  m y s e lf  s u r r o u n d e d  b y  s o m e  t r u ly  w e a lth y  p e o p le . T h e y  h a d  th e i r  o w n  

b u s in e s s e s ,  th e y  c o u ld  e a r n  t e n s  o f  th o u s a n d s  in  a  d ay , th e y  tra v e lle d , th e y  c h a t te d  

o v e r  th e  I n te r n e t ,  th e y  w e n t  o u t  f ish in g j th e y  w e re  ta lk in g  a b o u t  p la s t ic  s u rg e ry  a n d , 

m o s t  im p o r ta n t ly ,  th e y  s p e n t  m o n e y  “lik e  r u n n in g  w a te r ” ( h u a q ia n  r u  l iu s h u i) ,  a s  

t h e y  p u t  it . W h e n  I  w a s  l iv in g  th e r e  k n o w in g  I  c o u ld  n e v e r  e a r n  a s  m u c h  m o n e y  a s  

t h e y  d id , I  fe l t  e n v io u s  o f  th e m . I  e n v ie d  th e m  fo r  e a rn in g  s o  m u c h , so  q u ic k ly  a n d  

se e m in g ly  w ith  s o  l i t t le  e f fo r t  a n d  fo r  s p e n d in g  m o n e y  j u s t  th e  w a y  th e y  w a n te d  

w i th o u t  h a v in g  a n y  c o n c e rn s .  T h is  w a s  a  fe e lin g  s h a r e d  b y  m a n y  o th e r s  w h o  

w i tn e s s e d  th i s  w e a lth , a s  o n e  o f  th e  g o v e rn m e n t  o ff ic ia ls  I  m e t  w h e n  I  w a s  

a c c o m p a n y in g  U n c le  Z h a n g  to  d in e  o u t  w ith  h is  f r ie n d s  v iv id ly  e x p re s s e d . H e  w a s  

t h e  h e a d  o f  a  c o u n ty  in  t h e  la te  1 9 9 0 s  w h e n  th e  p r iv a t is in g  o f  m in in g  c o m p a n ie s  

w a s  b e g in n in g  to  e m e rg e  a s  a  p o s s ib il i ty  a n d  s to r ie s  o f  th e  s e t t in g  u p  o f  n e w  m in e s

s t a r t e d  to  b e  to ld .

Y o u  k n o w , a s  a  c o u n ty  g o v e rn o r , w h e n  y o u  s ig n e d  th e  b id d in g  

c o n tr a c t  [ to  le a s e  o u t  m in e s  to  p r iv a te  e n t r e p r e n e u r s ] ,  y o u  k n e w  c le a r ly  

t h a t  i f  y o u  in v e s te d  2 0 - 3 0  m il l io n  Y u a n  in  th e  m in e  y o u  c o u ld  l a t e r  

b e c o m e  a  b i l l io n a ire . Y o u r  s ig n a tu r e  m e a n t  a  g re a t  a m o u n t  o f  w e a l th  

[ fo r  o th e r s ]  b u t  t h e r e  w a s  n o th in g  y o u  c o u ld  d o  [ fo r  y o u rse lf ] . I t ’s  l ik e  

h e lp le s s ly  lo o k in g  o n  a s  o th e r  p e o p le  g e t a ll t h e  m o n e y .

U n c le  Z h a n g  a n d  h is  f r ie n d s  a ls o  to ld  s im ila r  s to r ie s  a b o u t  “e a r n in g  0 .8

m ill io n  Y u a n  in  a  d a y ”, a b o u t  h o w  “m a n y  a c c o u n ta n ts  w e re  h i r e d  to  c o u n t  th e

m o n e y  b u t  i t  w a s  j u s t  u n c o u n ta b le ” 118 o r  a b o u t  “u s in g  a  r u le r  to  m e a s u r e  th e

th ic k n e s s  o f  [ th e  w a d  o f] m o n e y  w h e n  c o u n t in g  w a s  j u s t  to o  t i r e s o m e ”; a  n u m b e r  o f

118 At village level, it w as still mainly a  cash-based  economy.
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th e s e  s to r ie s  w e re  a c tu a lly  r e c o u n te d  in  a  s o m e w h a t  d e r is iv e  to n e . T h o s e  w h o  g o t 

m o n e y  in  th i s  s o r t  o f  w a y  w e re  n o rm a lly  d e s c r ib e d  a s  h a v in g  n o  c u l tu re  (m e f  

w e n h u a )  a n d  m u c h  o f  th e i r  b e h a v io u r  w a s  th e r e f o r e  s im p ly  s e e n  a s  s tu p id .  S tu p id  

o r  n o t ,  th o u g h , th e y  c e r ta in ly  g o t  e n o u g h  w e a l th  f o r  o th e r s  to  g iv e  th e m  th e  re d -e y e .

T h o u g h  I  t r i e d  n o t  to  s h o w  m y  (m o d e ra te )  e n v y  o r  to  c o m m e n t  o n  w h a t  th e y  

h a d ,  A u n t  Z h o u  t r i e d  to  c o m fo r t  m e  a n d  s o o th e  m y  e n v y  a n y w a y , sa y in g , “k id , w h e n  

y o u  g ra d u a te ,  n e v e r  w o rk  in  th e  f ie ld  o f  p o li t ic s  a s  y o u r  u n c le  [W a n g ] d id . I ’v e  

a s k e d  h im  m a n y  t im e s  to  q u i t  a n d  h is  jo b  is  j u s t  to o  h a r d .  I t  is  a  la b o r io u s  jo b  a n d  

h e  h a s  n e v e r  g o t  g o o d  th in g s  o u t  o f  i t  (s h o u le i  b u  ta o h a o ) ”. W a n g , to  m a k e  m e  fee l

b e t te r ,  a s  e n v ia b le  a s  h e  w a s , to ld  m e 119:

I  e n v y  (x ia n m u )  y o u  v e ry  m u c h . Y o u  h a v e  b e e n  to  s o  m a n y  

p la c e s . I ’v e  n e v e r  t r a v e lle d  f u r th e r  s o u th  t h a n  th e  L o n g  R iv e r. Y o u  k n o w , 

b e c a u s e  o f  m y  h e a l th  p ro b le m s . I  d id  h a v e  m a n y  c h a n c e s ,  m o n e y  w a s  

n o t  a  p ro b le m  e i th e r ,  b u t  I h a v e  h e a r t  d is e a s e  a s  w e ll a n d  c o u ld n ’t  ta k e  

a  p la n e . E v e n  th o u g h  I  d o  s o m e tim e s  tr a v e l ,  I  n e e d  to  c a r r y  a  n u m b e r  o f  

m e d ic in e s  w ith  m e  w h ic h  is  q u i te  in c o n v e n ie n t .

H e  a lso  a d m i t te d  t h a t  a t te n d in g  th e  N a t io n a l  P e o p le ’s  C o n g re s s  w a s  a  g re a t  

h o n o u r  t h a t  e v e ry  g o v e rn m e n t  o ffic ia l d r e a m e d  o f  a c h ie v in g  a n d  t h a t  U n c le  Z h a n g  

m ig h t  e n v y  h im  f o r  th i s  a m o n g s t  o th e r  th in g s .120 A p p a re n tly ,  w h e n  th e  p e r s o n  y o u  

e n v y  h a s  r e a s o n  to  e n v y  y o u  th e  fe e lin g s  o f  in f e r io r i ty  e x is t in g  o n  b o th  s id e s  c a n  b e  

c a n c e lle d  o u t .  T h is  is  w h a t  is  c a lle d  “h u i  z u o r e n ” (k n o w in g  h o w  to  a c t  lik e  h u m a n ) .  

B y u s in g  th e  ta c t ic  o f  p o in t in g  o u t  h o w  t ro u b le s o m e  h is  w o rk  w a s  a n d  h is  p o o r  s ta te  

o f  h e a l th ,  W a n g  w a s  a b le  to  r e d u c e  fe e lin g s  o f  e n v y  in  o th e r s ,  th e  p o te n t ia l  o f  w h ic h  

h e  w a s  fu lly  a w a re  of.

119 I told him about my thesis topic.
120 He smiled shyly when he said this.
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G iv e n  th e  f a m e  a n d  w e a l th  th e  fa m ily  h a d , i t  w a s  to  b e  e x p e c te d  th a t  th e y  

m ig h t  b e  s e c re t ly  e n v ie d  b y  m a n y , e sp e c ia lly  c lo se  f r ie n d s .  I  w a s  h a v in g  m e a ls  w ith  

A u n t  Z h o u  a n d  h e r  fe m a le  f r ie n d s  a lm o s t  e v e ry  d a y ; m o s t  o f  th e s e  p e o p le  w e re  

q u i te  w e ll o f f  a n d  h a r d ly  e v e r  c o o k e d  a t  h o m e . O n ce , w e  w e re  e a t in g  o u t  w ith  L a n  

a n d  h e r  h u s b a n d  a n d  ta lk in g  a b o u t  th e  p r ic e  o f  i r o n  o re  w h e n  L a n ’s  h u s b a n d  

s u d d e n ly  b u r s t  o u t ,  “th e  m o n e y  w e  e a r n e d  in  a  y e a r  c a n 't  e v e n  b e  e q u a l  to  w h a t  y o u  

e a r n e d  in  a  m o n th ,  n o , 2 0  d a y s . T h e  m o n e y  w e  e a r n e d  is  c a lle d  " la b o r io u s  

m o n e y " (x in k u  q ia r i) , " t i re s o m e  m o n e y "  (s h o u le i  q ia n ) ”. A u n t  Z h o u  q u ic k ly  re p lie d , 

“T h e  m o n e y  w e  s p e n d  in  a  m o n th  is  e q u a l  to  w h a t  y o u  s p e n d  in  a  y e a r , w h y  d o n 't  

y o u  c o u n t  i t  t h a t  w a y !” L a n  a n d  h e r  h u s b a n d  s ta y e d  s i le n t  f o r  a  w h ile  a n d  th e n  

s w itc h e d  to  a n o th e r  to p ic  o f  c o n v e rs a t io n . W h a t  A u n t  Z h o u  r e s e n te d  a b o u t  th e  

c o m m e n t  w a s  th e  c o n n o ta t io n  t h a t  th e  m o n e y  s h e  e a r n e d  w a s  n o t  “la b o r io u s  

m o n e y ” o r  " t ir e s o m e  m o n e y ” a s  L a n ’s  h u s b a n d  h a d  b i t te r ly  s u g g e s te d . S h e  k n e w  

t h a t  th i s  m ig h t  im p ly  t h a t  h e r  w e a lth  w a s  n o t  ju s t i f ie d  a n d  th a t  i t  c o u ld  th e re fo re  b e  

p o te n t ia l ly  re d -e y e d . H e r  r e a c t io n  to  th e  c o m p la in t  w a s  n o t  d ire c t ly  to  d e n y  th e  

p o in t ,  th o u g h . By sa y in g  t h a t  th e y  s p e n t  m u c h  m o re  t h a n  th e  L a n s , w h a t  A u n t  Z h o u  

w a s  re a l ly  s u g g e s t in g  w a s  th a t ,  in  a  w ay , n o  m a t t e r  h o w  m u c h  o r  h o w  e a s ily  o n e  

e a r n s  m o n e y , in  th e  e n d  w e  a r e  s t i l l  a ll t h e  s a m e . T h e  p r o p e r  c o n d u c t  to  c u ltiv a te  

g o o d  r e n y u a n  c a n  b e  th o u g h t  o f  a s  s im i la r  to  w h a t  W e s te rn  o b s e rv e r s  ca ll 

“e x c e ss iv e  m o d e s ty ” o r  “s e lf -d e p re c a t io n ”. W h a t  A u n t  Z h o u  d id  h e r e  w a s  n o t  

e x a c tly  a  c a se  o f  “e x c e ss iv e  m o d e s ty ” o r  “s e lf -d e p re c a t io n ” b u t  i t  n o n e th e le s s  

s h a r e d  th e  s a m e  s p ir i t .  By e x p o s in g  h o w  m u c h  s h e  s p e n t ,  s h e  c o n v e y e d  th e
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in te n d e d  m e s s a g e  t h a t  “a f te r  a ll, I  a m  n o t  a s  r ic h  a s  y o u  im a g in e d , a n d  I  h a v e  m y  

o w n  w o r r ie s .”

A n o th e r  d a y , th e r e  w e re  10 w o m e n  a r o u n d  th e  ta b le . O n e  o f  th e s e  w o m e n  

s a id  to  A u n t  Z h o u  a n d  tw o  o f  th e  o th e r  w o m e n , “N o w , I 'm  n o  lo n g e r  a b le  to  g o  o u t  

w ith  y o u . L o o k  w h a t  y o u  e a t  a n d  w h a t  y o u  w e a r , I  c a n ’t  a f fo rd  i t  a n y m o re ”. A u n t  

Z h o u  r e s p o n d e d  in  a  d e e p ly  h u r t  to n e , “I f  y o u  p u t  i t  t h a t  w ay , y o u  a r e  w ro n g . I f  I  

h a v e  th in g s  to  e a t ,  I  w o n 't  le t  y o u  s ta rv e ; i f  I  h a v e  c a r s  to  tr a v e l  in , I  w o n ’t  le t  y o u  

w a lk .” A n o th e r  w o m a n  p ic k e d  u p  th e  c o n v e rs a t io n  a n d  sa id , “Y o u  c e r ta in ly  

s h o u ld n ’t  th in k  o f  Z h o u  in  t h a t  w ay . Y ou  k n o w , o n c e  I  w a s  h a v in g  d in n e r  w ith  th e  

w ife  o f  th e  h e a d  o f  th e  c o u n ty  a n d  s h e  w a s  re a l ly  a r ro g a n t .  I  w a s  th in k in g  “W h o  a re  

y o u , w e  a r e  e q u a l  (p in g q ip in g z u o ) to  th e  w ife  o f  o u r  p a r ty  s e c re ta ry  a n d  o u r  p a r ty  

s e c re ta ry  e v e n  g o e s  to  N a t io n a l  C o n g re ss . W h e re  d id  y o u r  s e n s e  o f  b e in g  s p e c ia l  

c o m e  f ro m  (y o u  s h e n m o  l ia o b u q i )”? T h e  u n e q u a l  l iv in g  c o n d i t io n s  a n d  p o lit ic a l  

s t a tu s  w e re  c le a r ly  s in g le d  o u t  in  th i s  c o n v e rs a t io n . W h a t  A u n t  Z h o u  w a s  e v id e n tly  

try in g  to  a c h ie v e  w a s  th e  p la y in g  d o w n  o f  th e s e  d is t in c t io n s  a n d  th e  m e rg in g  o f  

th e s e  d if fe re n c e s . S h e  d id  th is  b y  o ffe r in g  to  s h a r e  w h a t  s h e  h a d ;  w h a t  h e r  f r ie n d  

a ls o  d id  w a s  to  s t r e s s  A u n t  Z h o u ’s  n ic e  g e s tu re  o f  t r e a t in g  e v e ry o n e  e q u a lly .

A u n t  Z h o u  s e e m e d  to  h a v e  v e ry  g o o d  r e n y u a n  a n d  b e f r ie n d e d  m a n y  p e o p le  

in  th e  v illag e . S h e  w a s  e x tre m e ly  g e n e ro u s  a n d  o u tg o in g . W h e n  w e  h a d  b re a k fa s t ,  

i f  th e r e  w a s  s o m e o n e  s h e  k n e w  s i t t in g  a t  t h e  n e x t  ta b le ,  s h e  w o u ld  p a y  fo r  th e m ; a t  

a  b a n q u e t  s h e  o n c e  s a id  to  a ll h e r  f r ie n d s  t h a t  i f  W a n g  w a s  e le c te d  a s  th e  

r e p r e s e n ta t iv e  fo r  th e  1 7 th  N a t io n a l  P e o p le ’s  C o n g re s s  a g a in  s h e  w o u ld  t r e a t
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e v e ry o n e  to  d in n e r .  S h e  a lso  o n c e  to ld  h e r  f r ie n d s  a t  lu n c h  t h a t  s h e  l ik e d  p e o p le  to  

ca ll h e r  b y  h e r  n a m e  a n d  th a t  i f  a n y o n e  c a l le d  h e r  " th e  w ife  o f  t h e  p a r ty  s e c re ta ry "  

h e r  h e a r t  s a n k  a s  th i s  s h o w e d  th a t  th e y  w e re  t r e a t in g  h e r  lik e  a n  o u ts id e r  ( w a ir e n ) 

a n d  n o t  w ith  th e i r  t r u e  h e a r t s  ( j ia o x in ) .  G e n e ro s ity , t r e a t in g  o th e r  p e o p le  w ith  

o v e r t  r e s p e c t  a n d  a s  e q u a ls , re v e a lin g  th e  n e g a tiv e  s id e  o f  h a v in g  m o n e y  ( s u c h  a s  

h a v in g  m o re  o c c a s io n s  to  s p e n d  it)  a n d  s h a r in g  w e a l th  w h e n e v e r  p o s s ib le  ( s u c h  a s  

th r o u g h  g iv in g  g if ts )  c o u ld  g a in  g o o d  r e n y u a n  a n d  s u b s e q u e n t ly  o b v ia te  p o s s ib le  

re d -e y e  a s  X u  S h u m in g  a n d  A u n t  Z h o u ’s  c a s e s  h a v e  s u g g e s te d .

Low quality {suzhi) undisguised envy

By c u lt iv a tin g  g o o d  r e n y u a n , m a lic io u s  e n v y  c a n  b e  la rg e ly  a v o id e d . I f  th e  

e n v io u s  n o n e th e le s s  s t i l l  a c t  o n  th e i r  e n v y  d e s p i te  th e  e x is te n c e  o f  a  g o o d  so c ia l 

r e la t io n s h ip ,  th e n  i t  is  th e y  w h o  s h o u ld  b e a r  th e  m o ra l  r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  f o r  th is .  I n  th e  

v illa g e s  w h e re  I  c o n d u c te d  m y  f ie ld w o rk , s o m e  o v e r t  d is p u te s ,  a rg u a b ly  m o tiv a te d  

b y  m a lic io u s  en v y , w e re  n o t  a b le  to  b e  a v e r te d  th r o u g h  g o o d  r e n y u a n ; t h e  lo c a l 

a d m in is t r a to r s  w e re  c o n c e rn e d  t h a t  t h e i r  p r iv i le g e d  p o s i t io n  w o u ld  p ro v o k e  th e  

e n v y  o f  o th e r s  a n d  th a t  th e y  w o u ld  n o t  b e  a b le  to  m a in ta in  so c ia l  o r d e r  b e c a u s e  o f  

th e  d is ru p t iv e  b e h a v io u r  o f  th e  e n v io u s  p a r t ie s .  I t  s h o u ld  b e  n o te d  h e r e  t h a t  th e  

d i r e c t  in v o lv e m e n t o f  th e  p o lit ic a l  a u th o r i t ie s  in  th e  c o n s t r u c t io n  o f  s o c ie ty  a n d  i ts  

e th ic s  is  c ru c ia l  in  C h in a . A s H e le n  S iu  h a s  p o in te d  o u t ,  “th e  r e a l is a t io n  t h a t  th e  

v a s t  e m p ire  w a s  h e ld  to g e th e r  m o re  b y  a  s h a r e d  c u l tu r a l  h e r i ta g e  a n d  le s s  b y  

m il i ta ry  m ig h t  o r  le g a lis tic -p o lit ic a l a d m in is t r a t io n  le d  th e  p h i lo s o p h e r  B e r t r a n d  

R u sse ll  a n d  th e  so c io lo g is t  R o b e r t  P a rk , b o th  v is i to r s  to  C h in a  in  th e  R e p u b lic a n
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p e r io d , to  c o m m e n t  t h a t  th e  ‘C h in e se  p o li ty  is  a  c u l tu ra l  p h e n o m e n o n ’” . C e r ta in ly , 

th i s  is  n o t  to  d e n y  t h a t  C h in a  la c k e d  “d e s p o ts  w h o  o b ta in  c o m p lia n c e  b y  fo rc e ”, 

th o u g h .  T h e  is s u e  h e r e  is  “th e  n a tu r e  a n d  th e  b a s e s  o f  t h a t  p o w e r  a n d  th e  m e a n s  b y  

w h ic h  th e y  e x e rc is e  i t ” (S iu , 1 9 9 0 : 7). M o s t  im p o r ta n t ly ,  th e  r e s p o n s ib i l i t ie s  o f  th e  

lo c a l a d m in is t r a to r s  a r e  n o t  o n ly  p o li t ic a l  b u t  a lso  m o r a l  ( th a t  is , b a s e d  o n  c u l tu r a l  

n o rm s ) .

S u z h i  ro u g h ly  m e a n s  “q u a li ty ” in  E n g lish . A s A n a g n o s t  p o in ts  o u t ,  “s u z h i  is  

h a r d ly  a  n e o lo g is m  b u t  i t  a c q u ir e d  n e w  d is c u rs iv e  p o w e r  w h e n  i t  b e c a m e  c o n jo in e d  

w ith  th e  id e a  o f  p o p u la t io n  ( r e n k o u ) in  t h e  e c o n o m ic  re fo rm s  t h a t  b e g a n  in  1976. 

T h e  d is c o u rs e  o f  p o p u la t io n  q u a l i ty  ( r e n k o u  s u z h i ) m a y  h a v e  f i r s t  a p p e a r e d  in  th e  

1 9 8 0 s , in  s ta te  d o c u m e n ts  in v e s t ig a tin g  r u r a l  p o v e r ty  t h a t  a t t r ib u te d  C h in a ’s  f a i lu re  

t o  m o d e rn is e  to  th e  ‘lo w  q u a li ty ’ (s u z h i  dx) o f  i ts  p o p u la t io n ,  e sp e c ia lly  in  r u r a l  

a re a s .  B y th e  e a r ly  1 9 9 0 s , p o p u la t io n  q u a l i ty  h a d  b e c o m e  a  k e y  t e r m  in  th e  

p a r ty - s ta te ’s  p o lic y  s ta te m e n ts  a n d  d ire c t iv e s  to  c a d re s , e v e n  a s  i t  b e g a n  to  c ir c u la te  

m o re  b r o a d ly  a s  a  g e n e ra l  e x p la n a t io n  f o r  e v e ry th in g  t h a t  h e ld  th e  C h in e s e  n a t io n  

b a c k  f ro m  a c h ie v in g  i ts  r ig h tfu l  p la c e  in  th e  w o r ld ” (A n a g n o s t,  2 0 0 4 :1 9 0 ) .  K ip n is ’s 

s tu d y  h a s  f u r th e r  s h o w n  t h a t  “re fe re n c e  to  s u z h i  ju s t i f ie s  so c ia l  a n d  p o lit ic a l 

h ie r a r c h ie s  o f  a ll s o r ts ,  w ith  th o s e  o f  ‘h ig h ’ q u a l i ty  g a in in g  m o re  in c o m e , p o w e r  a n d  

s t a tu s  th a n  th e  ‘lo w ’. I n  r u r a l  c o n te x ts , c a d re s  ju s t i fy  t h e i r  r ig h t  to  ru le  in  t e r m s  o f  

h a v in g  a  h ig h e r  q u a li ty  t h a n  th e  ‘p e a s a n ts ’ a r o u n d  th e m ” (K ip n is , 2 0 0 6 :  2 9 5 ).

W h e n  i t  c o m e s  to  re d -e y e , lo w  q u a l i ty  s e e m s  to  b e  a n o th e r  e x p la n a t io n  fo r  

th e  o u tb r e a k  o f  d is a g re e m e n ts ,  u n c o o p e ra t iv e  b e h a v io u r  a n d  o v e r t  c o n flic t. A s
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L itz in g e r  m e n t io n s  in  h e r  p a p e r ,  “th e  p a r ty  e n c o u ra g e s  e v e ry o n e  to  g e t  r ic h , y e t  

d is p a r i t ie s  in  o p p o r tu n i ty  a n d  in c o m e  a r e  fu e llin g  a ll k in d s  o f  je a lo u s ie s ,  c r e a t in g  

a n  e n v ir o n m e n t  o f  in te n s e  c o m p e ti t io n  a n d  b e h in d  th e  s c e n e s  m a n o e u v r in g s . T h e  

p a r ty  r a n t s  o n  a b o u t  e v e ry o n e  b e c o m in g  c iv ilise d  (w e n m in g ), y e t  th e  p a r ty  itse lf , 

w i th  i ts  c o r r u p t io n ,  f r e q u e n t  m e e tin g s , a n d  e la b o ra te  fe a s ts ,  is  h a r d ly  a  sy m b o l o f  

th e  f ru g a l, a n  im p o r ta n t  a t t r ib u te  o f  th e  c iv ilise d , a n d  t h e  p a r ty  d a r e s  to  r e p r im a n d  

th o s e  w h o  s p e n d  to o  m u c h  m o n e y  o n  r i tu a l  p r a c t ic e s ,  w e d d in g s , a n d  f u n e r a ls ” 

(L itz in g e r , 1 999 : 3 0 8 ) .  T h e  te n s io n  b e tw e e n  th e  lo c a l g o v e rn m e n t  a n d  th e  v il la g e rs  

w a s  in te n s e .  F e w  p e o p le  s e e m e d  to  t r u s t  o r  h a v e  a n y  f a i th  in  th e  v illa g e  c o m m it te e  

a n d  i t  w a s  n o t  d if f ic u lt  to  h e a r  p e o p le  c o m p la in in g  a b o u t  h o w  c o r r u p t  g o v e rn m e n t  

o ff ic ia ls  w e re . T h e  c a d re s  a t  b o th  to w n s h ip  a n d  v illa g e  le v e l re c e iv e d  th e  h a r s h e s t  

c r i t ic is m . I n  g e n e ra l ,  lo c a l c a d re s  h a d  th r e e  c h a rg e s  le v e lle d  a t  th e m . F ir s t ,  t h a t  

th e y  w e re  c o r r u p t .  A lth o u g h  v illa g e rs  s a w  m o n e y  c o m in g  in  f ro m  m in in g  

c o m p a n ie s  a n d  th e  o v e ra ll e c o n o m ic  c o n d i t io n s  o f  t h e  r e g io n  g re a t ly  im p ro v in g , 

f r e q u e n t  c a d re  m e e t in g s  a n d  e la b o ra te  f e a s ts  w e re  a ls o  h ig h ly  v is ib le . I t  w a s  w id e ly  

b e l ie v e d  t h a t  th e  m in in g  c o m p a n ie s  w e re  p a y in g  a  c e r ta in  p e rc e n ta g e  o f  th e i r  

p ro f i ts  to  th e  v illa g e s  w h e re  m in e s  w e re  lo c a te d  b u t  t h a t  th e  v il la g e rs  th e m s e lv e s  

w e re  s e e in g  n o n e  o f  th e  b e n e f i t s .121 T h e  s e c o n d  c h a rg e  w a s  t h a t  th e  c a d re s  w e re  

s e lf is h  a n d  d id  n o t  c a re  a b o u t  th e  p r o s p e r i ty  o f  th e  v illag e . T h is  l in k e d  to  th e  t h i r d  

a c c u s a t io n  w h ic h  w a s  t h a t  th e  c a d re s  w e re  g e n e ra l ly  q u i te  r ic h  th e m s e lv e s  a n d

121 The village head said that Xitai only had one related mining com pany which w as not a s  
profitable a s  villagers imagined. He also said that he had paid off the village’s  old debts and 
that the effects of his work were therefore much less obvious to ordinary villagers than they 
might suppose.
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m ig h t  w e ll, th e r e fo re ,  h a v e  a b u s e d  th e i r  p o w e r  fo r  p e r s o n a l  g a in .

T h e  c a d re s , a p p a re n t ly  a w a re  o f  th e s e  a c c u s a t io n s ,  c o n s ta n t ly  d e fe n d e d  

th e m s e lv e s  b y  ju s t i fy in g  th e i r  e n d e a v o u rs , l is t in g  th in g s  th e y  h a d  d o n e  to  s e rv e  th e  

v i l la g e r s ’ n e e d s  a n d  d e p ic t in g  th e  v i l la g e r s ’ r e q u e s ts  a s  n e v e r  e n d in g  a n d  

n o n s e n s ic a l .  F o r  in s ta n c e , th e  c a d re s  w o u ld  a rg u e  t h a t  th e  v i l la g e rs ’ r e q u e s ts  a sk in g  

f o r  m o n e y  f ro m  m in in g  c o m p a n ie s  t h a t  h a d  n o th in g  to  d o  w ith  X ita i  v illag e  w e re  

illo g ica l. I f  v i l la g e rs ’ r e q u e s ts  a r e  d e p ic te d  a s  n o n s e n s ic a l ,  i t  is  e a s ie r  to  a rg u e  t h a t  

th e y  a r e  m o tiv a te d  o n ly  b y  re d -e y e  a n d , m o re o v e r , t h a t  i t  is  th e  “lo w  q u a li ty ” o f  th e  

v il la g e rs  t h a t  is  th e  ro o t  c a u s e  o f  a c t io n s  m o tiv a te d  b y  m a lic io u s  en v y .

I  e n c o u n te r e d  th e  a t t r ib u t io n  o f  s u z h i  o n  th e  f i r s t  d a y  o f  m y  s ta y  in  X ita i. 

D u r in g  a  s e m ifo rm a l  m e e t in g  w ith  th e  p a r ty  s e c re ta ry  o f  th e  to w n s h ip , o th e r  c o u n ty  

o ffic ia ls  a n d  th e  v illa g e  h e a d  o f  X ita i, a t  w h ic h  th e  s t a r t  o f  m y  f ie ld w o rk  w a s

in t ro d u c e d ,  th e  v illa g e  h e a d  o f  X ita i s a id ,

C o m p a re d  to  o th e r  re g io n s , t h e  s u z h i  [q u a lity ]  o f  p e o p le  in  X ita i 

is  p r e t ty  lo w . W h a t  th e y  d id  w a s  lik e  s w in d lin g  m o n e y  ( e q ia n ). F o r  

e x a m p le , t h e i r  in c o m e  b a s e d  o n  p la n t in g  s w e e t  c o rn  w o u ld  b e  j u s t  tw o  

to  th r e e  th o u s a n d  R M B  b u t  n o w  w h e n  th e r e  a r e  p e o p le  w h o  w a n t  to  

r e n t  s o m e  p a r t s  o f  th e i r  p la n t in g  l a n d  fo r  5 0 0  o r  6 0 0  Y u a n  p e r  y e a r , 

th e y  d o n ’t  a g re e . T h in k  a b o u t  it ,  6 0 0  Y u a n  fo r  d o in g  n o th in g , w h a t  is  

th e r e  to  b e  u n s a t is f ie d  a b o u t?  O u r  p r im e  m in is te r  W e n  J ia o  B ao ’s  

Q in m in  [c lo se  to  p e a s a n ts ]  P o lic y 122 h a s  s p o i le d  p e a s a n ts  to o  m u c h  a n d  

n o w  n o  o n e  d a r e s  to  m a n a g e  th e m  p ro p e r ly  ( m e ir e n  g a n g u a r i) .

H e  w a s  c o m p la in in g  a b o u t  h o w  th e  p ro b le m s  h e  h a d  in  m a n a g in g  h is  o w n  

p e o p le  m ig h t  n e g a tiv e ly  a ffe c t th e  s p e e d  o f  m in in g  in v e s tm e n t .  I t  w a s  c le a r  t h a t  

th e r e  w e re  c o n s ta n t  c o n f lic ts  a n d  d is a g re e m e n ts  b e tw e e n  p e a s a n ts ,  d e e m e d  to  b e

122 The Qinmin policy literally refers to being “close to people". It w as the guiding principle 

under the current leadership (2004-) and in rural a reas  "min” w as directly interpreted to 

m ean the peasants.
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g re e d y  a n d  s h o r t- s ig h te d , a n d  th e  in v e s t in g  e n t r e p r e n e u r s 1̂  w h o  w e re  s u p p o s e d

to  b r in g  p r o s p e r i ty  to  th e  re g io n . T h e  r e c e n t  p o lic y  c o m in g  f ro m  c e n tr a l  

g o v e rn m e n t  g iv es  g r e a te r  s u p p o r t  to  th e  p e a s a n ts  th r o u g h  m e a s u r e s  s u c h  a s  th e  

a b a n d o n in g  o f  a g r ic u l tu re  ta x , th e  r a is in g  o f  p r ic e s  o f  a g r ic u l tu ra l  p ro d u c e  a n d  

p u b l ic  c a lls  to  p r o te c t  p e a s a n ts ’ in te r e s ts .  P e a s a n ts ’ r ig h ts  h a v e  a ls o  b e e n  

s t r e n g th e n e d  b y , fo r  e x a m p le , n e w  r e g u la t io n s  a n d  l im i ta t io n s  o n  le a s in g  

a g r ic u l tu r a l  l a n d  (w h ic h  h a v e  b e e n  u s e d  ta c t ic a l ly  to  n e g o t ia te  w ith  m in in g  

c o m p a n ie s )  a n d  b y  th e  in tro d u c t io n  o f  in fo rm e d  c o n s e n t  in to  fa m ily  p la n n in g  

p o lic y  m e a n in g  t h a t  a b o r t io n  a n d  o th e r  c o e rc iv e  a c t io n s  c o u ld  n o  lo n g e r  b e  

im p o s e d . T h e s e  p o lic ie s , f ro m  th e  lo c a l g o v e r n m e n t’s  p e rs p e c tiv e , g a v e  r is e  to  

e x tr a  d if f ic u ltie s  w h e n  i t  c a m e  to  th e  o v e r r id in g  p u r s u i t  o f  e c o n o m ic  d e v e lo p m e n t. 

C le a r ly  n o t  a ll o f  th e  “tro u b le m a k in g ” w a s  c a u s e d  b y  r e d -e y e  b u t  a  g r e a t  a m o u n t  o f  

t h i s  k in d  o f  b e h a v io u r  w a s  re le v a n t  a s  w a s  d e ta i le d  b y  th e  d i r e c to r  o f  th e  W o m e n ’s

C o m m itte e  in  X ita i,

E v e ry o n e  is  lik e  th is  n o w , re d -e y e  d is e a s e !  T h e y ’ll j u s t  t r y  

a n y th in g  in  th e i r  m e a n s  to  d i s r u p t  [ a n y  o n g o in g  w o rk ] . F o r  e x a m p le , 

th e  r u m o u r s  a b o u t  v illag e  c a d re s , p e o p le  w ill s a y  th e y  ta k e  m o n e y  o r  

t h a t  th e y  m is a p p r o p r ia te  th e  m o n e y  f r o m  th e  v illa g e . D u r in g  th e  l a s t  

e le c t io n , s in c e  I  n o rm a lly  d o n ’t  d r in k  [a lc o h o l]  o r  sm o k e , th e y  h a d  n o  

r e a s o n s  to  c r it ic is e  m e  [a s  th e y  d id  fo r  o th e r s ] .  T h e n  th e y  s a id  t h a t  s in c e  

I ’v e  b e e n  a  c a d re  m e m b e r  fo r  13 y e a r s  [m o re  t h a n  tw o  te r m s ] ,  m y  s a la ry  

c o u ld n ’t  b e  c o m in g  f ro m  a n y w h e re  e lse  b u t  f ro m  th e  o r d in a r y  v illa g e rs .

I t  w a s  r id ic u lo u s . I  s a id  [ to  th e m ] ,  o v e r  a ll t h e s e  m a n y  y e a r s  h a v e  y o u  

e v e r  s e e n  m e  m is a p p ro p r ia t in g  y o u r  m o n e y ?  A n d  th e r e  a r e  s o  m a n y  

o th e r s  w h o  h a v e  b e e n  c a d re  m e m b e r s  lo n g e r  t h a n  m e  a n d  h a v e  y o u  

e v e r  p a id  a n y th in g  to  s u p p o r t  th e m ?  Y o u ’d  b e  s u r p r i s e d  b y  th e  

a b s u r d i ty  o f  th e s e  r u m o u r s  b u t  v illa g e rs  s t i l l  b e l ie v e  th e m .

T h e  p e o p le  w h o  m a d e  u p  th o s e  r u m o u r s  o r  c o n d e m n  o th e r s

123 Som e of the cadres tried to conceal the conflicts by saying there w eren’t any but others 
said it w as "alright for her to know” and that there w as “no need  to hide from her”!
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w o n ’t  th in k  i t ’s  b e c a u s e  o f  r e d -e y e , in s te a d  th e y  w ill j u s t  s a y  b a d  th in g s  

a b o u t  o th e r s  b e c o m in g  g o v e rn m e n t  o ffic ia ls  a n d  s o  o n  w h e n  re a lly  th e y  

w e re  re d -e y e d  a b o u t  o th e r s  e a rn in g  m o n e y . T h e y  a lw a y s  w a n t  to  g e t 

a b o v e  o th e r s  (c h u r e n  to u d i ). B u t w h y  d o n ’t  th e y  c o n s id e r  th e i r  o w n  

c a p a b ili t ie s? !  D o  th e y  re a lly  th in k  t h a t  s o m e o n e  w h o  is  i l l i te ra te  c a n  b e  

a  c a d re  m e m b e r?  T h e y  d o n ’t  c a re . E v e n  p e o p le  lik e  th i s  w a n t  to  b e  

c o n te n d e r s  [ in  th e  lo c a l e le c tio n ] . I f  th e y  c a n ’t  s u c c e e d  th e m s e lv e s ,  th e i r  

a t t i tu d e  is , “I f  I  c a n ’t  g e t  i t  y o u  c a n ’t  g e t  i t  e i th e r .  I ’ll r u in  y o u r  c h a n c e s  

to o ”. M y  r iv a l w a s  j u s t  a  c o o k  - w h a t  d id  s h e  k n o w  a b o u t  fa m ily  

p la n n in g  o r  p o lit ic s?  S h e  m a d e  u p  lo ts  o f  r u m o u r s  a b o u t  m e .

T h e re  w e re  u n p ro v e n  s u s p ic io n s  a n d  r u m o u r s  c o n c e rn in g  th e  c u r r e n t  

v illa g e  h e a d  to o ; e v e ry o n e  w a s  g o s s ip in g  t h a t  h e  w a s  a  m il l io n a ire  a n d  t h a t  h e  w a s  

p o s s ib ly  e m b e z z lin g  m o n e y  t h a t  d if f e re n t  m in e s  g a v e  to  t h e  v illag e . T h is  v illag e  

h e a d  u s e d  to  b e  a  m a n a g e r  in  a  m in e  c o m p a n y  a n d  w a s  a b le  to  e a r n  s e v e ra l 

th o u s a n d  Y u a n  a  y e a r ;  in  2 0 0 3  th i s  f ig u re  w a s  in  th e  t e n s  o f  th o u s a n d s .  H e  le f t  t h a t  

j o b  b e c a u s e  th e r e  w a s  a  fa ta l  a c c id e n t  fo r  w h ic h  h e  w a s  h e ld  r e s p o n s ib le  a n d  th u s  

f ire d . T h a t  w a s  w h e n  h e  s t a r t e d  to  c a m p a ig n  in  th e  e le c tio n . C a d re s  a t  to w n s h ip  

le v e l s u p p o r te d  h im , a p p ly in g  th e  u n d e r ly in g  lo g ic  th a t ,  “W e  s h o u ld  h a v e  th e  r ic h  

a s  th e  v illa g e  h e a d s ,  a n d  th e n  a t  le a s t  th e y  w o n ’t  e m b e z z le  v illa g e  m o n e y . I f  y o u  

f in d  a  p o o r  o n e , h e  w ill o n ly  ta k e  a d v a n ta g e  a n d  e m b e z z le  m o n e y  f ro m  th e  

c o lle c tiv e s”.

A  v illa g e  h e a d  f ro m  a n  a d ja c e n t  v illa g e  d e fe n d e d  h im s e l f  a g a in s t  s u c h

a l le g a tio n s  in  th i s  w ay ,

I  d o n ’t  w a n t  to  b e  h e a d  o f  th e  v illa g e  a n y  m o re . T h e  p e a s a n ts  a re  

n o w  so  e a g e r  [ to  g e t  r ic h ]  t h a t  th e y  b e c o m e  re d -e y e d . E v e ry o n e  w a n ts  

to  g e t  0 .2  m illio n  Y u a n  o r  0 .3  m il l io n  Y u a n  a n d  m o v e  a w a y  [ to  le a v e  

t h e i r  c u r r e n t  h o m e  fo r  th e  s e t t in g  u p  o f  th e  m in e s ] .  Y o u  k n o w , th e  

s a la ry  e a r n e d  b y  w o rk in g  a s  a  v illa g e  h e a d  is  e v e n  le s s  th a n  w h a t  I  

e a r n e d  f ro m  m y  o w n  b u s in e s s .  M y  o w n  m in e  s i te  c o u ld  se ll f o r  u p  to  

s e v e ra l  m ill io n . T h e y  j u s t  se e  m e  b u i ld in g  a  tw o -s to re y  b u ild in g , d r iv in g  

a  c r a p p y  c a r  a n d  s t a r t  c a lc u la t in g  h o w  m u c h  m o n e y  I ’v e  e m b e z z le d . I  

h e a r d  t h a t  th e y  h a v e  e m p lo y e d  a n  a c c o u n ta n t  t o  lo o k  in to  t h e  v illa g e
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a c c o u n t, s a y in g  th a t  th e r e  w a s  0 .5  m ill io n  Y u a n  a l lo c a te d  f ro m  th e  

u p p e r  lev e l a n d  o n ly  2 9 0  th o u s a n d  Y u a n  in  th e  a c c o u n t. I t  w a s  

f o r tu n a te  t h a t  w e  h a d  th o s e  m e e t in g  m in u te s  a n d  th e y  e v e n tu a lly  g av e  

u p  w ith  n o  e v id e n c e  a t  a ll. T h e  r u m o u r s  a r e  j u s t  e v e ry w h e re . I  d o n ’t  

w a n t  th i s  jo b , m y  fa m ily  d o e s n ’t  w a n t  m e  to  d o  i t  b u t  th o s e  w h o  

s u p p o r te d  m e  d o n ’t  w a n t  m e  to  q u it .

C lea rly , g o v e rn m e n t  o ffic ia ls  a t  a lm o s t  a ll le v e ls  a r e  u n d e r  p r e s s u r e  to  

re s o lv e  c o n f lic ts  a n d  d e a l  w ith  th e  d is s a t is fa c t io n s  o f  th e i r  v il la g e rs  a n d  th e  Q in m in  

p o lic y  h a s  a p p a r e n t ly  o n ly  m a d e  th i s  m o re  d iff ic u lt. M a n y  b e lie v e  t h a t  th e  p o lic y  

s h o u ld  b e  a d a p te d  to  lo c a l c o n d it io n s .  A s th e  p a r ty  s e c re ta ry  o f  th e  to w n s h ip  

p o in te d  o u t ,

T h e  Q in m in  p o lic y  is  n o t  c o m p le te ly  r ig h t .  I g n o r a n t  p e a s a n ts  

s h o u ld  b e  e d u c a te d  w h ile  s ly  p e a s a n ts  s h o u ld  b e  d e a l t  w ith  (y u m i n  y a o  

j i a o y u ,  l ia n g m in  y a o  g u a n l i ) .  W h e n  w e  s a y  w e  s u p p o r t  t h e  p e a s a n ts ,  

th i s  s h o u ld  m e a n  h e lp in g  th e  k in d - h e a r te d  o n e s  b u t  n o t  th o s e  s ly  o n e s .

O f th e  p la c e s  I ’v e  b e e n  w o rk in g , th e  s u z h i  o f  X ita i  p e o p le  is  j u s t  a b o u t  

th e  w o rs t .  I t  d o e s n ’t  m a tc h  th e  e c o n o m ic  d e v e lo p m e n t. O v e r  th e  y e a rs , 

th e  e c o n o m ic  f ig u re s  h a v e  g re a tly  im p ro v e d , b u t  th i s  i s n ’t  re f le c te d  in  

th e  q u a l i ty  o f  life . W h a t  d o e s  i t  m e a n  to  b e  lo w  q u a lity ?  O n e  is  w i th o u t  

c u l tu r e  ( m e i  w e n h u a :), h a v in g  n o  e x p e r ie n c e  o r  k n o w le d g e . T h e s e  

p e o p le  h a v e  n e v e r  b e e n  to  o th e r  p la c e s  a n d  a r e  n o t  w e ll-e d u c a te d . W h a t  

w e  d id  w a s  to  a c tu a lly  b r in g  b e n e f i ts  fo r  th e m  b u t  th e y  d o n ’t  th in k  th is  

w a y  [ a n d  th e re fo re  o p p o s e  th e  g o v e rn m e n t] .

I t  w a s  c le a r  t h a t  w h e n  th e r e  w e re  o p p o r tu n i t ie s  a n d  m o n e y  c o m in g  in to  th e  

v illa g e s , th e r e  w e re  m o re  c o n flic ts  a n d  d is p u te s .  E v e ry o n e  u n d e r s ta n d a b ly  w a n te d  

to  b e n e f i t  f ro m  th e  e c o n o m ic  d e v e lo p m e n t  a n d  th e  lo c a l g o v e rn m e n t  h a d  th e  

r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  to  m a k e  t h a t  h a p p e n . T h e  lo c a l g o v e rn m e n t  a ls o  u n d e r to o k  th e  

s ig n if ic a n t  t a s k  o f  m a in ta in in g  so c ia l o rd e r ,  t h a t  is , r e d u c in g  th e  in c id e n c e  o f  

c o n f lic ts  a n d  d is p u te s  o r  a t  le a s t  so lv in g  th e m  p e a c e fu lly . T h e  te n s io n  b e tw e e n  th e  

lo c a l a u th o r i ty  a n d  th e  v il la g e rs  w a s  q u i te  e v id e n tly  a c u te . C e r ta in ly  n o t  a ll a c t io n s  

w e re  m o tiv a te d  b y  e n v y  o r  je a lo u s y , th o u g h , o n ly  th e  d e m a n d s  t h a t  w e re
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u n re a s o n a b le ,  s u c h  a s  w h a t  th e  v illa g e  h e a d  c a lle d  a l le g a tio n s  o f  “s w in d lin g  m o n e y ” 

a n d  th e  d i r e c to r  o f  th e  W o m e n ’s C o m m itte e  r e f e r r e d  to  a s  “s p re a d in g  u n fo u n d e d  

r u m o u r s ” o r  p u re ly  “m a k in g  t r o u b le ”. T h o s e  d is p a ra g in g  a c t io n s  w e re  s e e n  a s  th e  

r e s u l t  o f  th e  lo w  q u a li ty  o f  th e  v il la g e rs  w h o  w e re  in c a p a b le  o f  a c h ie v in g  

s a t is fa c t io n  f o r  th e m s e lv e s  a n d  w h o  w e re  u n a b le  to  d is g u is e  th e i r  en v y . L o w  q u a l i ty  

c a n  th e r e f o r e  b e  in te r p r e te d  a s  i l l i te ra te , i r r a t io n a l ,  im p u ls iv e  a n d  ig n o r a n t  o f  la w s  

a n d  re g u la t io n s .  M o re o v e r , th e  ty p e  o f  a c t io n s  e n g a g e d  in  b y  lo w  q u a l i ty  p e o p le  

w e re  s e e n  a s  d a m a g in g  to  o th e r s  b u t  a t  t h e  s a m e  t im e  a s  n o t  b e in g  a d v a n ta g e o u s  

fo r  th e  p e r s o n  ta k in g  th e  a c t io n  e i th e r ,  th i s  m a k in g  i t  d if f ic u lt  to  f in d  a  s o lu t io n  to  

t h e  g e n e ra l  p ro b le m  w ith in  th e  s y s te m  o f  la w s  o r  re g u la t io n s .  “L o w  q u a li ty ” w a s  

th e r e f o r e  a  c o n v e n ie n t  w a y  o f  e x p la in in g  w h y  th e s e  c la im s  w e re  b e in g  m a d e ;  i t  w a s  

c o n v e n ie n t ,  to o , in  a llo w in g  th e  c a d re s  to  a v o id  m o ra l  r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  f o r  p ro v o k in g  

th e  m is c o n d u c t  a n d  th e i r  f a i lu re  to  p r e v e n t  it.

The moral dilemma

" I f  I  h a d  k n o w n  t h a t  th e  v illa g e rs  ( la o b a ix in g 124)  w e re  lik e  th is ,  I  w o u ld n 't  

h a v e  t a k e n  th i s  jo b " ,  s a id  W a n g , w h o  h a s  b e e n  th e  p a r ty  s e c re ta ry  o f  W a n g  V illag e  

f o r  m o re  t h a n  2 0  y e a r s  a n d  w h o  m a d e  W a n g  V illag e  a  m ira c le  o f  e c o n o m ic

d e v e lo p m e n t.  H e  d is a p p o in te d ly  a d m it te d ,

I t  is  j u s t  to o  d iff ic u lt. I  ju s t  fe e l I  c a n n o t  s e rv e  th e m  a n y  lo n g e r . I  

k n o w  I  s h o u ld n ’t  s a y  th is .  I ’v e  b e e n  g iv e n  s o  m a n y  h o n o u r a b le  t i t le s  a n d  

a w a rd s . B u t th e i r  d e s ire s  a n d  w is h e s  c a n  n e v e r  b e  fu lf ille d . A f te r  a ll 

th e s e  y e a r s ,  th e i r  id e a s  h a v e  c h a n g e d  a n d  th e y  a r e  n o w  n o t  a t  a ll th e  

s a m e  a s  b e fo re  a n d  i t  h a s  b e c o m e  h a r d e r  a n d  h a r d e r  fo r  m e . I  h a v e

124 The connotations of laobaixing imply the ordinariness of villagers who have no status or 

anything a s  opposed to nongmin (peasants) and sheyuan (m em bers of the com m une 

group).
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a p p e a le d  m a n y  t im e s  to  m y  s e n io r  sa y in g  I  d o n 't  w a n t  to  d o  i t  a n y  m o re  

b u t  th i s  n e v e r  g e ts  r a t i f ie d  a s  I  k n o w  m y  c a se  is  a l r e a d y  o u t  o f  th e  

m u n ic ip a l  le v e l’s  c o n tro l .

W a n g  a g r e e d  t h a t  th e  p h e n o m e n o n  o f  re d -e y e  e x is t in g  in  W a n g  V illag e  w a s  

s im i la r  to  t h a t  f o u n d  in  L a n y in g  V illag e  a n d  X ita i  b u t  n o t  a s  b a d  in  t e r m s  o f  p u b lic  

c o n flic ts . W a n g  V illag e  w a s  in  a  m u c h  m o re  g o v e rn a b le  a n d  p e a c e fu l s ta te .  H e

f u r th e r  d e ta i le d  t h e  r e a s o n s  f o r  h is  d if f ic u ltie s , th o u g h ,

N o w  i t  is  a s  i f  e v e ry o n e  is  lo o k in g  a t  th e  b o w l o f  w a te r  to  se e  

w h e th e r  y o u  c a n  h o ld  i t  f la t .125 I f  n o t  th e y  m a y  a s s u m e  e v e ry th in g  w a s  

g r a b b e d  b y  v illa g e  c a d r e s  th o u g h t  [w ro n g ly ] t o  h a v e  b e n e f i te d  a  

c o u n t le s s  a m o u n t .  N o w , th e y  a r e  j u s t  m o a n in g  a b o u t  n o t  d iv id in g  u p  

th e  c o lle c tiv e  f u n d  b e tw e e n  th e  h o u s e h o ld s .  W h y  d o n ’t  th e y  th in k  a b o u t  

t h e  fa c t  t h a t  I  h a v e  b u i l t  a ll th e s e  b u i ld in g s  fo r  th e m  a n d  h a v e  n e v e r  

t r i e d  to  r a is e  f u n d s  f ro m  th e m ?  T h e y  c a n  o n ly  s e e  h o w  m u c h  m o n e y  

y o u 'v e  e a r n e d  b u t  n e v e r  th in k  h o w  d if f ic u lt  i t  w a s  to  e a r n  t h a t  m o n e y  

a n d  h o w  m a n y  o c c a s io n s  th e r e  a r e  w h e n  w e  n e e d  to  s p e n d  th e  m o n e y  

w e  e a rn . S o , n o  m a t t e r  h o w  te r r ib ly  t i r e d  y o u  a r e  y o u  s t i l l  d o n ’t  e n d  u p  

w i th  a  g o o d  r e p u ta t io n .

A n o th e r  m a jo r  is s u e  is  u n e m p lo y m e n t .  T h e  b ig g e s t  m in e  in  th is  

v illa g e  is  a  s ta te - o w n e d  m in e 126 a n d  m o s t  o f  th e i r  w o rk e r s  a r e  o u ts id e r s .

N o t  m a n y  v il la g e r s  f ro m  W a n g  V illag e  w o rk  in  th e  m in e  a n d  th e  

c o m p a n y  i s n ’t  m a n a g e d  b y  o u r  v illa g e  c o m m it te e  e i th e r .  F o r  s u re ,  I  

d o n 't  h a v e  a n y  p o w e r  to  o v e r ru le  th e m  [ th e  a d m in is t r a t iv e  b o d y  o f  th e  

b ig g e s t  m in e ]  b u t  t h e  v i l la g e rs  w o n ’t  u n d e r s t a n d  th i s  a n d  n o w  th in k  a ll 

k in d s  o f  b a d  th in g s  [ s u c h  a s  i t ’s  W a n g ’s  f a u l t  t h a t  n o t  m a n y  v illa g e rs  a r e  

w o rk in g  in  t h e  m in e ] .  F o r  e x a m p le , w e  h a v e  b e e n  t ry in g  to  r e c r u i t  a  

s u c c e s s o r  f o r  th i s  v illa g e  b u t  i t  is  v e ry  h a r d  to  r e ta in  a  c o lleg e  g ra d u a te .

I f  y o u  m a n a g e  to  g o  to  co lleg e , w h o  w a n ts  to  c o m e  b a c k  t o  a  v illa g e ?  B u t 

i f  y o u  e m p lo y  s o m e o n e  f ro m  th e  o u ts id e ,  v il la g e rs  c a n 't  s t a n d  i t  e i th e r .

T h e  s i tu a t io n  n o w  is  t h a t  i f  th e  m o n e y  y o u  o ffe r  is  l i t t le , n o  o n e  w ill 

c o m e  b u t  i f  i t  is  m o re ,  th e  v il la g e rs  w ill sa y , “W h y  d o n 't  y o u  h i r e  m e ?

T h e re  a r e  s o  m a n y  p e o p le  in  th e  v illa g e  a n d  y o u  o ffe r  th e  m o n e y  to  

o u ts id e r s ? ” T h e y  d o n 't  u n d e r s t a n d  th a t  th e y  a r e  n o t  q u a lif ie d  f o r  th e  jo b , 

p r e f e r r in g  to  s im p ly  c o m p la in  t h a t  y o u  d o n 't  o f fe r  th e m  a n y  

o p p o r tu n i t ie s .  T h a t 's  w h y  I  s a id  th e r e  is  re a l ly  n o  w a y  o u t . N o w  n o  

m a t te r  w h a t  y o u  d o  v il la g e rs  e n d  u p  g la r in g  a t  y o u  a n d  n o t  b e in g  

s a t is f ie d .

125 "Holding a bowl of w ater flat” m eans being equal because  holding water in a bowl 
requires great balancing skills in order to stop the w ater from spilling over.
126 W ang village had becom e the biggest shareholder of the com pany a few years before my 
fieldwork.
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T h e  m a in  d iff ic u lty , a s  W a n g  s ta te d ,  w a s  n o t  to  m a k e  th e  v illa g e  r ic h  b u t  to  

m a k e  e v e ry o n e  s a t is f ie d  w ith  w h a t  th e y  h a d , s o m e th in g  w h ic h , in  m y  v iew , w a s  ju s t  

im p o s s ib le .12? A s S c h o e c k  r ig h t ly  p o in ts  o u t ,  t h e  m a n y  w e ll-m e a n in g  p ro p o s a ls  fo r  

t h e  c re a t io n  o f  a  "g o o d  so c ie ty "  o r  th e  c o m p le te ly  " ju s t  so c ie ty "  w ill n e v e r  w o rk  

b e c a u s e  " th e y  a r e  b a s e d  o n  th e  fa ls e  p r e m is e  t h a t  th i s  m u s t  b e  a  s o c ie ty  in  w h ic h  

th e r e  is  n o th in g  le f t  f o r  a n y o n e  to  e n v y " (S c h o e c k , 1 9 6 6 : 11). T h e  re a l i ty  is , th o u g h , 

h e  s ta te s ,  t h a t  p e o p le  in e v ita b ly  d is c o v e r  s o m e th in g  n e w  to  en v y , a s  w a s  d is c u s s e d  

in  th e  in t r o d u c t io n  to  th i s  th e s is .  I n  W a n g  V illag e , a n  e g a l i ta r ia n  id e o lo g y  w a s  s till  

fo rc e fu lly  e x p re s s e d  s in c e  th i s  w a s  a  w e l l- e s ta b l is h e d  m o d e l w ith  e n o rm o u s  

c o lle c tiv e  a s s e ts .  C o llec tiv e  in c o m e  h a d  a lso  b e e n  u s e d  to  b u i ld  m u lt i - s to r e y  

b u i ld in g s  a n d  a  p u b l ic  l ib r a ry  a n d  a n  a c tiv ity  c e n t r e  s h a r e d  b y  a ll. E v e n  so , in  

re a li ty , t h e  u n e q u a l  d i s t r ib u t io n  o f  w e a l th  w a s  e a s ily  d is c e rn ib le . T h e  d iff ic u lty  

in h e r e n t  in  W a n g ’s  p o s i t io n  w a s  n o t  a b o u t  h o w  to  k e e p  h is  o w n  w e a l th  b u t  m o re  

a b o u t  h o w  to  d is t r ib u te  w e a l th  a n d  o p p o r tu n i t ie s  a m o n g  th e  v illa g e rs , t h a t  is , to  b e  

a  g o o d  v illa g e  c a d re .

U n lik e  o th e r  c a d re  m e m b e r s  in  X ita i a n d  L a n y in g , W a n g  d id  n o t  e la b o ra te  

h is  p o in t  o n  re d -e y e  a n d  o n ly  c u r s o r i ly  m e n t io n e d  th a t ,  in  th i s  r e s p e c t ,  W a n g  

V illag e  s im p ly  f o u n d  i ts e lf  in  a  s im i la r  ty p e  o f  s i tu a t io n  to  t h a t  e x is tin g  in  X ita i  a n d  

L an y in g . H a v in g  s e rv e d  th e  v illa g e  s in c e  th e  e n d  o f  t h e  1 9 8 0 s , h e  w a s  h ig h ly  

im b u e d  w ith  th e  e g a l i ta r ia n  id e a l. H is  t i r e le s s  e f fo r ts  to  b r in g  p r o s p e r i ty  to  W a n g  

V illag e  w a s  a ls o  h ig h ly  in f lu e n c e d  b y  h is  b e l ie f  in  c o lle c tiv e  e c o n o m y . H e  w a s ,

127 He might not believe it is possible either but he w as clearly living under the “socialist 
model" ideology.
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th e r e f o r e ,  h u g e ly  d i s a p p o in te d  b y  h is  e x p e r ie n c e s  a s  w e  c a n  s e e  f ro m  h is  s ta te m e n t  

t h a t  " I f  I  h a d  k n o w n  th e  v il la g e rs  w e re  lik e  th is ,  I  w o u ld n 't  h a v e  ta k e n  th is  jo b " . 

T h o u g h  h e  w a s  fu lly  a w a re  t h a t  h e  w o u ld  b e  e n v ie d , i t  w a s  a g a in s t  h i s  e g a l i ta r ia n  

id e a ls  to  a t t r ib u te  th i s  to  th e  e n v io u s  b e in g  m a lic io u s  o r  o f  “lo w  q u a l i ty ”. T h is  w a s  

q u i te  a  m o ra l  d i le m m a  fo r  h im .

T h e  s i tu a t io n  in  W a n g  V illag e  w h e re  th e r e  is  a  f e a r  t h a t  lo c a l p o li t ic s  is  b e in g  

in c re a s in g ly  u n d e r m in e d  b y  u n s a t is f ie d  e n v ie rs  m ig h t  b e  a rg u e d  b y  s o m e  to  

e x e m p lify  “th e  p o li t ic s  o f  e n v y ”. I n  B a n d o w ’s  v iew , t h e  p o lit ic s  o f  e n v y  is  w h e n  

“p e o p le  d o n ’t  so  m u c h  w a n t  m o re  m o n e y  fo r  th e m s e lv e s  a s  th e y  w a n t  to  ta k e  i t  

a w a y  f r o m  th o s e  w ith  m o re . B u t e n v y  is  f a r  w o rs e  b e c a u s e  i t  d e s tro y s  n o t  o n ly  

in d iv id u a ls ,  b u t  a ls o  c o m m u n it ie s ,  p o is o n in g  re la t io n s  a s  e v e ry o n e  a t te m p ts  to  u s e  

t h e  s ta te  to  liv e  o f f  o f  e v e ry o n e  e ls e ” (B a n d o w , 1 994 : 3 0 2 ) .  A s B a n d o w  a rg u e s , i t  is  

t r u e  t h a t  “s o m e  p e o p le  p u l l  a  g u n  a n d  h e is t  th e  n e a r e s t  p e r s o n ’s  w a lle t  o r  p u r s e ”, 

b u t  “f o r  t h e  o th e rw is e  la w -a b id in g , th e  o n ly  w a y  to  ta k e  w h a t  is  s o m e o n e  e ls e ’s  is  to  

e n l is t  o n e  o r  m o re  p u b lic  o ffic ia ls  to  se iz e  la n d , im p o s e  ta x e s , r e g u la te  a c tiv itie s , 

c o n s c r ip t  la b o u r ,  a n d  s o  o n ” (B a n d o w , 1 994 : x v iii). T o  a c c u se  o th e r s  o f  p la y in g  “th e  

p o li t ic s  o f  e n v y ” c o u ld , in  fa c t, b e  a  d is c u rs iv e  d e v ic e  s e e k in g  to  ju s t i f y  a n d  d e fe n d  

a c c u m u la te d  w e a l th  o r  p r iv ile g e ; i t  is  c e r ta in ly  a  ta c t ic  t h a t  c a n  b e  u s e d  to  

m is r e p r e s e n t  a n d  d is h o n o u r  e g a l i ta r ia n s  b y  m a k in g  th e m  s e e m  to  b e  a c t in g  o n ly  

o u t  o f  en v y , n o t  p r in c ip le .

T h is  m ig h t  re s e m b le  t h e  p ro b le m  W a n g  fa c e d , e x c e p t  fo r  th e  f a c t  t h a t  h e  w a s  

n o t  a b le  to  d r a w  th e  l in e  b e tw e e n  e g a l i ta r ia n s  a n d  re d -e y e s . A s th e  p e r s o n
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p e rc e iv e d  to  b e  th e  m o s t  in f lu e n tia l  p u b l ic  o ffic ia l, h e  w a s  n o t  a b le  to  fu lf il th e  

w is h e s  o f  th e  e n v io u s  v illa g e rs  b u t  s t ro n g ly  fe l t  h is  o b lig a tio n s  to  th e m . T h e  e n v ie rs , 

in  W a n g ’s  w o rd s , “T h o s e  im p o s s ib le - to - s e rv e  v il la g e r s ”, c e r ta in ly  w o u ld n ’t  sa y  

o p e n ly  t h a t  th e y  w a n te d  to  ta k e  m o n e y  f ro m  th e  r ic h  b u t  w o u ld  a rg u e  o n ly  t h a t  th e y  

w a n te d  a  m o re  e q u a l  s h a r e  o f  w h a t  th e y  w e re  e n t i t le d  to , n a m e ly  th e  c o lle c tiv e  

a s s e ts .  F o r  W a n g , th e  co lle c tiv e  a s s e ts  w e re  g e n e r a te d  b y  c a p a b le  p e o p le , h im s e lf  

a m o n g s t  o th e r s ,  a n d  o th e r  m e m b e r s  o f  th e  v illa g e  c o m m it te e  th r o u g h  th e i r  

m a n a g e m e n t  a n d  p e r s o n a l  c o n n e c tio n s . A c c o rd in g ly , h e  h a s  a  b e t t e r  u n d e r s ta n d in g  

o f  h o w  to  u s e  p u b lic  m o n e y  to  m a in ta in  th e  m o d e l o f  e c o n o m ic  d e v e lo p m e n t,  to  

k e e p  u p  th e  m ira c le  o f  th e i r  e x c e p tio n a l  c o lle c tiv e  e c o n o m y  a n d  a ls o  n o t  to  

d is h o n o u r  h is  m a n y  a w a rd s , e v e n  i f  th i s  w e n t  a g a in s t  q u i te  a  fe w  v il la g e rs ’ w ills .128 

T o  p u t  i t  s im p ly , t h e  v illa g e rs  w h o  w e re  a g a in s t  h im  e x p e c te d  W a n g  to  d iv id e  th e  

a n n u a l  p ro f i t s  o f  c o lle c tiv e  e c o n o m y  e q u a lly  a m o n g  e v e ry  h o u s e h o ld  w h ile  W a n g  

d id n ’t  th in k  th i s  w a s  fe a s ib le .

B e c a u se  o f  t h e  s iz e  o f  W a n g  V illa g e ’s  c o lle c tiv e  e c o n o m y  a n d  th e  f a c t  t h a t  

v i l la g e rs  w e re  re c e iv in g  c o n s id e ra b le  w e lfa re  b e n e f i t s  th e  d is a g re e m e n ts  o c c u r r in g  

in  W a n g  V illag e  w e re  n o t  o v e r t  o r  f ie rc e  c o m p a re d  to  th o s e  in  L a n y in g  a n d  X ita i. 

B u t in  a ll  th r e e  v illa g e s  m o ra l  o b lig a tio n s  s e e m e d  to  r e m a in  c le a r ly  d e f in e d . A s th e  

v illa g e  h e a d s  o f  th e  v illa g e rs , th e s e  o ff ic ia ls  w e re  in  a  p o s i t io n  to  fu lf il t h e  n e e d s  o f  

o r d in a r y  v il la g e rs  w h ile  in  th e  m in d s  o f  th e  v il la g e rs , u n t r u s tw o r th y  a n d / o r

128 This might not necessarily have been his real intention but rather something which he 

w as forced into. In fact, he w as pretty exhausted from keeping this up but w asn’t able to quit 
(as w as indicated earlier) and therefore had no choice but to m ake the painful effort to 
endure.
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in e ffe c tiv e  a s  th e  c a d re s  w e re , th o s e  c a d re s  s im p ly  h a d  n o t  d o n e  th e i r  jo b  r ig h t .  T h e  

p ro b le m  w a s  h o w  to  m a k e  i t  r ig h t ,  th o u g h , o r  w h e th e r  t h e  “r ig h t” o r d e r  w a s  e v e n  

a c h ie v a b le ?

T h e  c o n te s ta t io n  th a t  th e r e  is  a  “r ig h t” m o ra l  o r d e r  h a s  b e e n  p r e s e n te d  b y  a  

fe w  a n th ro p o lo g is ts .  I t  is  a r g u e d  t h a t  o n e  o f  t h e  s ig n if ic a n t  c h a n g e s  in  th e  

p o s t - r e f o r m  e r a  w a s  th e  fa c t  o f  th is  p e r io d  b e in g  d is o r d e r e d  a n d  u n s e t t le d .  A s L iu ’s  

w o rk  i l lu s tr a te s ,  “in  th is  t im e  o f  t r a n s i t io n ,  so c ia l  life  in  n o r th e r n  r u r a l  S h a a n x i w a s  

e s s e n tia l ly  c h a r a c te r is e d  b y  th e  la c k  o f  a n y  m o d e  o f  m o r a l  e c o n o m y . T h a t  is  n o t  to  

s a y  t h a t  in d iv id u a ls  w e re  f re e  f ro m  c o m m u n a l  c o n s t r a in ts ;  b u t  t h e  r u le s  a n d  c o d e s  

o f  s u c h  c o n s t r a in t s  c o u ld  n o t  b e  a r t ic u la te d  in  a n y  c o h e r e n t  w ay . I n  o th e r  w o rd s , 

th e r e  is  n o  c o n s is te n t  ‘m o ra l  o r d e r ’ to  g u id e  a n d  d e te r m in e  so c ia l  a c t io n  o r  c u l tu r a l  

m e a n in g ;  in s te a d ,  th e  ‘o r d e r  o f  th in g s ’ r a th e r  t h a n  ‘th in g s ’ a l r e a d y  in  a n  o r d e r  

b e c a m e  th e  s u b je c t  o f  d e b a te ” (L iu  2 0 0 0 :1 8 2 ) .  L itz in g e r  h a s  q u i te  r e a s o n a b ly  

p u s h e d  fo rw a rd  th i s  a r g u m e n t  b y  m a k in g  th e  o r d e r  i t s e l f  a  p o w e rfu l s u b je c t  o f  

d is c u s s io n . A s s h e  p o in ts  o u t,  “it  is  n o t  s im p ly  t h a t  p o s t-M a o  C h in a  is  c h a ra c te r is e d  

b y  a  c o n te s te d  m o ra l  o rd e r ,  so  t h a t  c a lls  fo r  c o n fo rm ity  fa ll o n  s u s p ic io u s  e a rs . 

S o c ia l o r d e r  is  i t s e l f  a n  e ffe c t o f  p o w e r , n o t  s im p ly  r e ta in e d  a n d  m a n a g e d  b y  a n  

e n l ig h te n e d  r e f o r m - e r a  p a r ty - s ta te .  I t  is  a n  o b je c t  o f  d is c o u r s e  a n d  th u s  in v a r ia b ly  

o p e n e d  u p  fo r  c r it ic a l  e n g a g e m e n t  b y  so c ia l a c to rs . T h is  is  w h y  th e  r e fo rm  p e r io d  is  

n e v e r  b e y o n d  r e p ro a c h , a s  m a n y  se e  c le a r ly  th e  p a r ty ’s in a b i l i ty  to  a c t  a s  a n  

e x e m p la r , o r  to  c o n ta in  th e  fo rc e s  i t  h a s  r e le a s e d ” (L itz in g e r , 1 9 9 9 : 3 0 8 ) .  A s w a s  

m a n if e s te d  b y  W a n g ’s d iff ic u ltie s  a n d  m o ra l  d i le m m a , h o w e v e r , th e  o r d e r  w a s  s till



fo rc e fu lly  p e r s i s te n t  in  p e o p le ’s  m in d s ,  h o w e v e r  c o n fu s in g  a n d  e a s ily  d is m is s e d  i t  

m ig h t  b e ; th e  d if fe re n c e  w a s  t h a t  a  g ro w in g  n u m b e r  o f  p e o p le  j u s t  d id  n o t  m in d  

ta k in g  th e  r i s k  o f  b re a k in g  th e  m o ra l  c o d e s  in  s e a rc h  o f  b ig g e r  e c o n o m ic  g a in s .

A t th e  t im e  th e  s ta te  id e o lo g y  w a s  c h a n g e d  f ro m  th e  id e a  o f  a ll b e in g  “e q u a lly  

p o o r ” to  th e  id e a  o f  “le t t in g  s o m e  g e t  r ic h  f i r s t  a n d  a c h ie v in g  g e n e ra l  w e a l th  l a t e r ”, 

e c o n o m ic  in e q u a l i ty  w a s  la rg e ly  to le r a te d  b e c a u s e  p e o p le  b e lie v e d  t h a t  in e q u a l i ty  

w o u ld  b e  t e m p o r a r y  a n d  th a t  th e y  w o u ld  e v e n tu a lly  jo in  th e  r a n k s  o f  th e  r ic h . A f te r  

3 0  y e a r s  o f  r a p id  e c o n o m ic  d e v e lo p m e n t  s o m e  h a v e , in d e e d , b e c o m e  w e a lth y  b u t  

th e  e x p e c ta t io n  t h a t  e v e ry o n e  w ill b e c o m e  r ic h  is  n o w  s e e n  a s  u n re a lis t ic .  M a n y  

p e o p le  a r e  in c l in e d  to  b e lie v e  t h a t  w e a l th  f lo w s to  th o s e  w h o  a r e  c a p a b le  o f  

a c q u ir in g  i t  a n d ,  th e re fo re ,  n o t  to  e v e ry o n e . I n  th e  c a s e  o f  X ita i, L a n y in g  a n d  W a n g  

V illag e , n o n e th e le s s ,  g iv e n  th e  n a tu r e  o f  th e  m in in g  b u s in e s s  w h ic h  is  la rg e ly  

d e p e n d e n t  o n  n a tu r a l  r e s o u rc e s , th o s e  w h o  g o t  r ic h  c o u ld  h a r d ly  b e  a c c e p te d  a s  

d e s e rv in g  w h e n  lu c k , o p p o r tu n i ty  a n d  u n c e r ta in ty  w e re  in v o lv e d  in  th e  b u s in e s s  to  

s u c h  a  la rg e  e x te n t .  P e o p le  b e lie v e d , a s  th e  sa y in g  g o e s , “k a o s h a n  c h is h a n , k a o s h u i  

c h is h u i” ( lite ra lly , “E a t  m o u n ta in  w h e n  y o u  liv e  n e x t  to  a  m o u n ta in ,  d r in k  w a te r  if  

y o u  liv e  n e a r  a  r iv e r ”). T h e y  b e lie v e d , in  o th e r  w o rd s ,  t h a t  th e y  s h o u ld  a ll h a v e  a  

s h a r e  o f  th o s e  m o u n ta in s ’ r ic h  d e p o s its .  S in c e  e q u a li ty  c o u ld  h a r d ly  b e  e n fo rc e d  b y  

g o v e rn m e n t ,  th o u g h ,  e v e ry o n e  n e e d e d  to  se iz e  th e  o p p o r tu n i t ie s  fo r  th e m s e lv e s , 

th i s  s i tu a t io n  o f te n  g e n e ra t in g  a  d e s p e r a te  d e s ir e  to  su c c e e d .

Conclusion

E n v y - d e s ir in g  s o m e th in g  t h a t  is  n o t  y o u r s  -  is  u n a t t r a c t iv e  a n d
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d is h o n o u ra b le  b u t  i t  is  a  s in  t h a t  s h o u ld  b e  a v o id e d  b y  b o th  th e  p o te n t ia l ly  e n v io u s  

a n d  b y  th e  p e o p le  w h o  c a n  p o te n t ia l ly  b e  e n v ie d . F o r  e n v io u s  p e o p le , i t  is  s h a m e fu l  

to  re v e a l th e i r  m a lic io u s  e n v y  in  p u b lic , to  e x p o se  t h e i r  b a d  in te n t io n s  d e s ig n e d  to  

s a b o ta g e  o th e r s  o r  e v e n  to  e n g a g e  in  o v e r t  a c ts  p ro v o k e d  b y  en v y . F o r  p e o p le  w h o  

c a n  p o te n t ia l ly  b e  e n v ie d , i t  is  a ls o  w ro n g  to  d o  c e r ta in  th in g s  s u c h  a s  c e le b ra t in g  

th e i r  a d v a n ta g e s , e i th e r  in te n t io n a l ly  o r  u n in te n t io n a l ly ,  s o  a s  to  a ro u s e  e n v y  in  

o th e r s .

T h e  m o ra l  re s p o n s ib i l i ty  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  e n v y  w e ig h s  h e a v ie s t  o n  th o s e  

p e o p le  w h o  c a n  p o te n t ia l ly  b e  e n v ie d . A s X u  S h u m in g  h a s  b lu n t ly  p o in te d  o u t , th e  

d a m a g e  c a u s e d  b y  m a lic io u s  e n v y  w a s  m o s tly  d u e  to  t h e  in c o n s id e ra te  b e h a v io u r  o f  

th e  e n v ie d  p e o p le . I f  th e y  w e re  c a re fu l  e n o u g h  a b o u t  a p p ly in g  c e r ta in  ta c t ic a l  

s t r a te g ie s  in  o r d e r  to  c u ltiv a te  g o o d  so c ia l r e la t io n s h ip s ,  th e  e v i l -m in d e d  e n v ie r  a n d  

th e i r  s u b s e q u e n t  v in d ic tiv e  a c t io n s  c o u ld  b e  s ig n if ic a n tly  a v o id e d . P e o p le  w h o  a c t  

o n  th e i r  e n v y  ta k e  h ig h  r is k s  -  b o th  o f  f a i lu re  a n d  o f  in c u r r in g  p u b lic  c o n te m p t .  

T h e re fo re , w h e n  p e o p le  d o  a c t  o n  m a lic io u s  e n v y  i t  is  g e n e ra l ly  th e  c a se  t h a t  th e  

p e o p le  w h o m  th e y  e n v y  h a v e  d o n e  s o m e th in g  v e ry  w ro n g  to  p ro v o k e  th e m . E n v y  is  

g e n e ra l ly  b e lie v e d  to  b e  n o r m a l  a n d  c o n tro l la b le  b u t  i t  c a n  q u ic k ly  t u r n  to  h a t r e d  

w h e n  th e  p e o p le  w h o  a r e  e n v ie d  a r e  th o u g h t  to  h a v e  n o t  d e s e rv e d  th e i r  su c c e s s  a n d  

y e t  s t i l l  b e h a v e  in  s u c h  a  w a y  a s  to  d e m o n s t r a te  t h a t  th e y  c le a r ly  fee l g o o d  a b o u t  

th i s  an y w a y . T h is  is  w h a t  d r iv e s  th e  e n v io u s  to  w a n t  to  in f l ic t  h u r t  o n  th o s e  w h o  

th e y  en v y .

I n  th e  c o n te x t  o f  th e  v illa g e  w h e re  I  c a r r ie d  o u t  f ie ld w o rk , th in g s  w e re  le s s
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b la c k  a n d  w h ite , th o u g h . T h e  la rg e  a m o u n t  o f  m o n e y  p o u r in g  f o r th  f ro m  m in in g  

a c t iv itie s  in  r e c e n t  y e a r s  h a d  m a d e  v ir tu a l ly  e v e ry o n e  e n v io u s . C e r ta in ly , n o t  a ll 

c a se s  o f  e n v y  w e re  m a lic io u s , th o u g h , a n d  e v e n  fe w e r  in v o lv e d  p e o p le  a c tu a lly  

a c t in g  o n  th e i r  en v y . M o s t o f  th o s e  w h o  h a d  b e e n  c a te g o r is e d  b y  lo c a l o ffic ia ls  a s  

“t r o u b le m a k e r s ” h a d  b e e n  d e n o u n c e d  a s  “re d -e y e s ”. T h e  r e a s o n in g  o f  th e  o ffic ia ls  

in v a r ia b ly  w e n t  lik e  th is :  th e  t ro u b le m a k e r s  w e re  r e d -e y e d  a b o u t  p e o p le  g e t t in g  

r ic h  b u t  h a d  th e m s e lv e s  n o  m e a n s  o f  m a k in g  m o n e y  ( fo r  in s ta n c e ,  n o  sk ills , n o  

c o n n e c tio n s ,  n o  k n o w le d g e )  a n d  th e re fo re  t r ie d  t o  g e t  m o n e y  th r o u g h  m a k in g  

t ro u b le .  T h e  r i s k  o f  b e in g  th o u g h t  o f  a s  “b a d  p e o p le ” w a s  n o t  o f  m u c h  c o n c e rn  to  

th e  t r o u b le m a k e r s  a s  th e y  w e re  n o t  g o o d  p e o p le  in  th e  f i r s t  p la c e  a n d  s o  d id  n o t  

h a v e  m u c h  to  lo se .

I t  c a n  b e  s e e n  th a t  th e  r ic h  a n d  th e  g o v e rn m e n t  o ff ic ia ls  w h o  w e re  th e  ta r g e t  

o f  th e  t r o u b le m a k in g  g a n g s  n o t  o n ly  b o re  th e  m o ra l  r e s p o n s ib i l i t ie s  o f  h a v in g  m a d e  

th e  “t r o u b le m a k e r s ” r e d -e y e d  b u t  a lso  fe a r e d  th e  p o s s ib i l i ty  o f  lo s in g  p u b lic  

a p p ro v a l . T h ey , th e re fo re ,  s e e m e d  to  b e  in  a  v e ry  d if f ic u lt  p o s i t io n  a n d  w h e n  

p o s s ib le  th u s  c o n d e m n e d  th e  t ro u b le m a k e r s  in  a  r u th le s s  a n d  h o s t i le  w ay , in v o k in g  

th e  w e ll e s ta b l is h e d  s u z h i  d is c o u rs e  to  r e b u k e  a n d  s t ig m a t is e  th e  e n v io u s . T h e  

lo g ic  b e h in d  th i s  b e h a v io u r  w a s  t h a t  e n v y -a v o id in g  s t r a te g ie s  in v o lv in g  c u lt iv a tin g  

r e n y u a n  o n ly  w o rk e d  w h e n  o n e  w a s  d e a lin g  w i th  g r a te fu l  a n d  w e ll-b e h a v e d  

re c ip ie n ts  (g o o d  q u a li ty  p e o p le ) .

T h e  h e a d  o f  th e  m o d e l  v illa g e  h a s  a c h ie v e d  a lm o s t  u n im a g in a b le  fa m e , 

w e a l th  a n d  p o li t ic a l  r e c o g n it io n  c o m p a re d  to  a n y  o f  h is  c o u n te r p a r t s  a lo n g  w ith
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g e n e ra l  r e s p e c t  f ro m  h is  fe llo w  v illa g e rs , a  p h e n o m e n o n  r a r e ly  s e e n  in  o th e r  

v illa g e s . H is  w ife  w a s  ta c tfu lly  fe n d in g  o f f  e n v y  b y  s h o w in g  h e r  e x tr e m e  g e n e ro s ity , 

k in d n e s s  a n d  u n s e lf is h n e s s  a n d  b y  b u i ld in g  u p  r a p p o r t  w ith  h e r  f r ie n d s . B u t e v e n  

in  W a n g  V illag e , th i s  m o d e l o f  so c ia l is t  c iv il is a t io n  w h e re  in c o m p a ra b le  co llec tiv e  

w e a l th  a n d  a n  o u ts ta n d in g  in f r a s t r u c tu r e  h a v e  b e e n  e s ta b l is h e d , th e  e n v y  o f  m a n y  

r e m a in s  a  p o te n t ia l ly  d a n g e ro u s  fo rc e  a n d  a n  a lm o s t  u n b e a r a b le  b u r d e n  fo r  th e  

le a d e r .  T h e  s o c ia l is t  id e a l s e e m e d  to  o f fe r  th e  e n v io u s  ju s t i f ia b le  r e a s o n s  fo r  

c la im in g  th e i r  s h a r e  o f  t h e  c o lle c tiv e  a s s e ts ;  W a n g ’s  d if f ic u lty  w a s  s im p ly  th e  

im p o s s ib i l i ty  o f  m a in ta in in g  th i s  id e a l. I n  m y  in t r o d u c t io n  to  th i s  d is s e r ta t io n ,  I  

h a v e  a rg u e d  th a t  e n v y  h a s  b e e n  s e e n  a s  a  w a y  o f  p u n is h in g  so c ia l  v io la t io n  a n d  a  

m e c h a n is m  fo r  m a in ta in in g  g o o d  so c ia l r e la t io n s .  I n  th i s  c h a p te r  I  h a v e  e x p la in e d  

in  d e ta i l  w h a t  th e  e n v ie d  h a v e  to  d o  to  a v o id  e n v y  b e c o m in g  m a lic io u s , w h ic h  

in c lu d e s  a c ts  o f  g e n e ro s i ty  a n d  se lf -sa c r if ic e , a n d  in  th e  c a se  o f  W a n g  m a in ta in in g  

th e  s o c ia l is t  id e a l  o f  c o lle c tiv e  w e lfa re .
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Chapter 5: Conciliation for the envier: luck, fate and auspiciousness

T h e  id e a s  o f  a u s p ic io u s n e s s  ( fu ) } lu c k  (y u r i)  a n d  fa te  ( rrdng ) w e re  n o t  

u n c o m m o n  in  L a n y in g  v illag e . W e a lth , h a v in g  a  m a r r ia g e  d e e m e d  a  g o o d  m a tc h  o r  

h a v in g  tw o  c h ild re n , o n e  o f  e a c h  g e n d e r ,  c o u ld  b e  a  m a t t e r  o f  lu c k  o r  fa te . T h e  

w in d fa ll  w e a l th  r e la te d  to  th e  b u r g e o n in g  m in in g  b u s in e s s  in  th e  v illa g e  o b ta in e d  

b y  s o m e  b u t  n o t  o th e r s  c o u ld  a lso  b e  r e g a r d e d  a s  a  m a t t e r  o f  lu c k  o r  fa te . B e in g  

lu c k y  is  n o t  a lw a y s  a  g o o d  th in g  i f  fa te  is  n o t  k in d  to  y o u  a n d  y o u  c a n n o t  k e e p  th e  

th in g s  y o u  h a v e  c o m e  to  p o s s e s s , th o u g h . S im ila r ly , b e in g  w e a l th y  is  d e s ira b le  b u t  

m a y  a ls o  r e s u l t  in  d is a s te r  a n d  u n e x p e c te d  h a r m  i f  i t  is  n o t  s u s ta in e d  b y  m e a n s  o f  

g o o d  fa te . E n v y  h a s  b e e n  p ro v o k e d  b y  th e  u n e v e n ly  d is t r ib u te d  w in d fa ll  w e a lth , a s  

s h o w n  in  C h a p te r  2 . H o w e v e r , n o t  a ll e n v io u s  fe e lin g s  h a v e  tu r n e d  in to  re d -e y e  

a c tio n s . I n  fa c t, v e ry  fe w  h a v e . S o m e  o f  th e s e  fe e lin g s  h a v e  b e e n  s u p p r e s s e d  

b e c a u s e  o f  m o ra l  c o n c e rn s  a n d  th e  h o p e le s s n e s s  c o m in g  f ro m  n o t  b e in g  a b le  to  

a c h ie v e  a n y th in g  g o o d . In  th i s  c h a p te r ,  th o u g h ,  I  w a n t  to  s u g g e s t  a n o th e r  m e a n s  o f  

c o n s o la t io n  a llo w in g  fo r  th e  sw a llo w in g  o f  th e  p a in  o f  en v y . M o re  sp ec if ica lly , I  w ill 

t a lk  a b o u t :  1) h o w  p e o p le  in  th e  v illa g e  h a v e  a t t r ib u te d  in a c c e s s ib le  w e a l th  to  lu c k  

a n d  fa te  ( s o m e th in g  w h ic h  h a s ,  in  e ffec t, c o v e re d  u p  a n d  d iv e r te d  fe e lin g s  o f  en v y ); 

a n d  2 ) h o w  th e  b e l ie f  in  a u s p ic io u s n e s s  a n d  fa te  h a s  b e e n  ta c t ic a l ly  u s e d  a s  a n  

a f te r - th e -e v e n t  e x p la n a t io n , v a lid a t io n  a n d  r a t io n a l is a t io n  o f  w h a t  h a s  h a p p e n e d  in  

t h e  v illa g e  (w h ic h  h a s  a ls o  s u b s e q u e n t ly  c o n s o le d  th e  p a in  o f  th e  e n v y  t h a t  h a s  b e e n  

fe lt) . B e in g  lu c k y  o r  fa te  b e in g  k in d  to  o n e  c a n  a lso  b e  e n v ia b le  b u t  th e  m a t te r  o f



lu c k  a n d  fa te  s e e m s  to  b e  j u s t  b e y o n d  o n e s  c o n tro l .  P u t t in g  u p  w ith  o n e s  f a te  d o e s  

n o t  in d ic a te  t h a t  e n v y  is  n o  lo n g e r  f e l t  b u t  i t  d o e s  m e a n  t h a t  re d -e y e  a c t io n s  b e c o m e  

s e e m in g ly  im p o s s ib le .

I n  th is  c h a p te r ,  I  f i r s t  in tro d u c e  th e  v a r io u s  ty p e s  o f  w in d fa ll  w e a l th  r e le v a n t  to  

L a n y in g  a n d  X ita i  a lo n g  w ith  th e  a lle g e d ly  in c re a s e d  g a m b lin g  a c tiv it ie s , a ll o f  

w h ic h  h a v e  re sp e c tiv e ly  s h if te d  a n d  r e p r e s e n te d  th e  c h a n g in g  id e a s  a b o u t  w e a lth . 

P e o p le  s e e m  to  b e  m o re  s u s c e p tib le  to  th e  id e a  o f  m a k in g  m o n e y  th r o u g h  lu c k , 

r a th e r  t h a n  a n y th in g  e lse , a n d  h a v e  th u s  b e e n  e n t ic e d  b y  th e  u n c e r ta in t ie s  a n d  

o p p o r tu n i t ie s  r e s u l t in g  f ro m  th e  m in in g  b u s in e s s .  I n  th e  s e c o n d  s e c tio n , I  w ill th e n  

u n fo ld  th e  d is t in c t io n s  b e tw e e n  a u s p ic io u s n e s s  { ju ) ,  lu c k  (y u n )  a n d  fa te  (m in g ) a n d  

h o w  th e s e  c o n c e p ts  h a v e  b e e n  a p p l ie d  to  d is t in c tiv e  w e a l th  a c q u is i t io n . I  w o u ld  

a rg u e  t h a t  b o th  a u s p ic io u s n e s s  a n d  fa te  r e s id e  in  o n e s e l f  w h ile  lu c k  is  s o m e th in g  

t h a t  is  f o u n d  o u ts id e  o n e se lf . I f  y o u  g e t  lu c k y , i t  m e a n s  y o u  a r e  a u s p ic io u s ; i f  y o u  

a r e  a lw a y s  lu c k y , th i s  in  t u r n  sh o w s  th a t  fa te  h a s  b e e n  k in d  to  y o u . B y a t t r ib u t in g  

s u d d e n  w e a l th  to  o n e s  a u s p ic io u s n e s s  a n d  fa te , a c t io n s  m o t iv a te d  b y  e n v y  a r e  le f t  

s e e m in g  r id ic u lo u s  a n d  u n ju s t if ie d . T h is  s e c t io n  w ill b e  fo llo w e d  b y  a  m o re  d e ta i le d  

d is c u s s io n  o n  th e  b e l ie f  in  f a te  a n d  h o w  th is  h a s  w o rk e d  in  t e r m s  o f  c a lc u la t io n  o r  

s p e c u la t io n , s u p e r s t i t io n  a n d  ra t io n a l is a t io n ;  t h a t  is , f a te  a s  in tr in s ic a l ly  w i th in  

o n e s e l f  p r e d e te r m in in g  s u c c e s s  a n d  fa i lu re  a n d  fa te  in  th e  s h a p e  o f  e x te rn a l  

m a n if e s t  fo rc e s  l i f t in g  p e o p le  o u t  o f  th e i r  f a ilu re s . B y e la b o ra t in g  o n  th e  

c o m p le x it ie s  a n d  a m b ig u it ie s  o f  th e s e  b e lie fs , I  w ill c o n c lu d e  b y  sh o w in g  h o w  th e  

d is ru p t iv e  a c t io n s  o f  e n v y  a r e  s ig n if ic a n tly  r e s t r a in e d  b y  s tra te g ic a lly  c la im e d



a u s p ic io u s n e s s ,  lu c k  a n d  fa te  a n d  h o w  th e  in fe r io r i ty  in d u c e d  b y  e n v y  is , in  e ffec t, 

s o o th e d  b y  s u c h  b e lie fs .

Mining and gambling

T h e  m in in g  b u s in e s s  in  L a n y in g  v illa g e  o n ly  b e g a n  to  th r iv e  a  fe w  y e a r s  ag o , a s  

d is c u s s e d  p re v io u s ly , th a n k s  to  th e  sw if t  in c r e a s e  in  t h e  p r ic e  o f  i r o n  o re  p e lle ts  a n d  

n e w ly  d e te c te d  i r o n  o re  d e p o s i ts  in  t h e  re g io n . T h is  le d  to  a  s u b s ta n t ia l  

t r a n s f o r m a t io n  o f  th e  w a y s  o f  m a k in g  m o n e y  w i th in  th e  v illa g e . A c c o rd in g  to  th e  

S e c o n d  N a tio n a l  A g r ic u ltu ra l  S u rv e y  o f  L a n y in g  v illa g e  c a r r ie d  o u t  a t  th e  e n d  o f  

N o v e m b e r  2 0 0 7 , o u t  o f  th e  77 6  h o u s e h o ld s  r e s e a rc h e d , 2 2 3  h o u s e h o ld s  w e re  

in v o lv e d  in  in d u s t r ie s  o th e r  t h a n  a g r ic u l tu re  w ith  6 o % l2<> o f  th e s e  2 2 3  h o u s e h o ld s  

d ir e c t ly  o r  in d ir e c t ly  in v o lv e d  in  th e  m in in g  b u s in e s s  e i th e r  a s  w a g e  la b o u re r s ,  

t r a n s p o r te r s  o f  i r o n  o re  o r  i r o n  p o w d e r  o r  a s  c o n tr a c to r s  fo r  th e  m in in g  c o m p a n ie s ’ 

s m a ll  p ro je c ts .  M o n e y  e a r n e d  in  th e s e  w a y s , h o w e v e r , w ill n o t  b e  c o u n te d  a s  

w in d fa ll  w e a lth . W in d fa ll  w e a lth , b a o fu  a s  i t  is  c a lle d , g e n e ra l ly  in d ic a te s  s o m e  

la rg e  a m o u n t  o f  m o n e y  a c q u ir e d  a lm o s t  o v e rn ig h t  a n d  r a th e r  u n e x p e c te d ly .

I t  is  c ru c ia l  t o  id e n tify  th r e e  ty p e s  o f  w in d fa ll  w e a l th  o b ta in e d  b y  o rd in a r y  

v il la g e rs  in  r e la t io n  to  th e  m in in g  b u s in e s s e s  in  L a n y in g  a n d  X ita i. U n lik e  th e  ty p e s  

I  m e n t io n e d  in  th e  in t r o d u c t io n  w h e re  c e r ta in  in v e s tm e n ts  o r  p e r s o n a l  c o n n e c tio n s  

w e re  n e c e s s a ry  to  r u n  h ig h ly  p ro f i ta b le  b u s in e s s e s ,  th e  ty p e s  o f  w in d fa ll w e a l th  

m e n t io n e d  h e r e  h a v e  to  d o  w ith  s m a lle r  a m o u n ts  a n d  th e  o p p o r tu n i ty ,  th e re fo re ,

129 The question in the survey was: W hat non-agricultural profession do you undertake? 
44% responded by placing them selves in the mining industries category with 16% in 

transportation.
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s e e m e d  to  b e  o p e n  to  m o s t  o f  th e  v il la g e rs . T h e  f i r s t  ty p e  o f  o p p o r tu n i ty  to  b e  d e a lt  

w i th  is  r e a l is e d  th r o u g h  se llin g  m in e  s ite s . T h e s e  m in e  s i te s  w e re  n o rm a lly  d e te c te d  

b y  in d iv id u a l  h o u s e h o ld s  t h a t  th e n  le a s e d  o u t  th e  r ig h t  to  e x p lo it  th e  i r o n  o re  to  th e  

m in in g  c o m p a n ie s  w h o  d e s p e ra te ly  n e e d e d  to  s e c u re  m o re  d e p o s i ts  fo r  f u r th e r  

p ro d u c t io n . G iv e n  th e  h ig h  d e m a n d  fo r  i r o n  o re  a n d  th e  n e e d  to  m a in ta in  

u n in te r r u p te d  p ro d u c t io n , th e  m in e  s i te s  c o u ld  b e  s o ld  f o r  q u i te  a  h ig h  p r ic e , a  

c o u p le  o f  m il l io n  Y u a n , fo r  in s ta n c e . T h e  s e c o n d  ty p e  o f  o p p o r tu n i ty  c a m e  th r o u g h  

m a n u a l ly  d ig g in g  i r o n  o re . B e fo re  a n y  fo rm a l  m in in g  c o m p a n ie s  a r e  s e t  u p , i t  is  a lso  

p o s s ib le  f o r  in d iv id u a l  v illa g e rs  to  d e te c t  i r o n  o re  (w ith  v e ry  b a s ic  m a c h in e ry )  in  th e  

m o u n ta in s ,  to  d ig  th e  o re  o u t  a n d  th e n  t r a n s p o r t  i t  d o w n  to  th e  v illag e . G iv en  th a t  

t h e  p r ic e  o f  o re  w a s  n o rm a lly  r is in g , th e  s h o r t - t e r m  g a in  c o u ld  a ls o  b e  r e m a rk a b le  

f o r  th e s e  c a se s . T h is  ty p e  o f  m in e ra l  e x tr a c t io n  r e q u i r e d  la b o r io u s  w o rk  b u t  

c o n s id e r in g  th e  lo w  lev e l o f  in c o m e  in  t h e  v illa g e  t h i s  s t i l l  s e e m e d  to  r e p r e s e n t  

m o n e y  m a d e  fo r  l i t t le  o r  n o  in v e s tm e n t .  I f  y o u  w e re  lu c k y  e n o u g h  to  f in d  i ro n - r ic h  

o re  in  la rg e  c o n c e n tr a t io n s  th e  m o n e y  m a d e  th i s  w a y  c o u ld  a lso  b e  c o n s id e ra b le , a  

fe w  h u n d r e d  Y u a n  p e r  la b o u r e r  p e r  d a y , fo r  in s ta n c e . *3° T h e  th i r d  ty p e  o f  

o p p o r tu n i ty  c a m e  th r o u g h  “s e llin g ” a g r ic u l tu r a l  la n d . M in in g  c o m p a n ie s  o f te n  

n e e d e d  to  r e q u is i t io n  c e r ta in  p ie c e s  o f  l a n d  to  b u i ld  w o rk s h o p s  o r  to  u s e  fo r  ta i l in g  

s to ra g e  a n d  s o m e  h o u s e h o ld s  m a n a g e d  to  n e g o t ia te  m il l io n s  o f  Y u a n  fo r  th i s  k in d  

o f  la n d  a p p r o p r ia t io n .  A ll th e  th r e e  ty p e s  o f  in c o m e  c o m in g  e i th e r  f ro m  o w n in g  a n  

i r o n  o re  s ite , d ig g in g  o u t  o re  o r  le a s in g  o u t  s o m e  p a r t s  o f  o n e s  a g r ic u l tu ra l  l a n d

130 As mentioned in previous chapters, the monthly salary for working in a  mine is normally 

around 1,500 Yuan.
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seemed to be quite unexpected and contingent on external factors. On the one hand,

t h e  s e e m in g ly  u n p re d ic ta b le  f lu c tu a t io n  o f  i r o n  p r ic e s  m a d e  s o m e  p e o p le  b a n k r u p t  

o n e  d a y  a n d  m ill io n a ire s  th e  n e x t; o n  th e  o th e r  h a n d ,  v a lu e le s s  s to n e s ,  b a r r e n  la n d , 

g ra v e y a rd s  o r  m o u n ta in s  s u rp r is in g ly  tu r n e d  o u t  to  b e  h o ld in g  b u r ie d  t r e a s u re .  

M o n e y  c o u ld  b e  q u ic k ly  m a d e  th e s e  w ay s  b u t  t h e  o p p o r tu n i t ie s  s e e m e d  to  b e  q u i te  

u n s ta b le  a n d  u n p re d ic ta b le .

T h e  w in d fa ll  w e a l th  a c q u ir e d  w ith in  th e  v illa g e  w a s  c e r ta in ly  r e s t r ic te d  to  a  

m in o r i ty  o f  th e  v il la g e rs . N o t a ll v il la g e rs  h a d  th e  s a m e  o p p o r tu n i t ie s  to  a c c e ss  th e  

p re c io u s  i r o n  o re  t h a t  h a d  m a d e  s o m e  s o  c u r s o r i ly  r ic h ; e v e n  i f  th e y  d id  h a v e  

s im i la r  o p p o r tu n i t ie s ,  s o m e tim e s  th e r e  w e re  r e a s o n s  w h ic h  h e ld  th e m  b a c k . W h a t  

is  c e r ta in ,  th o u g h ,  is  t h a t  th e  re a l is in g  o f  w in d fa ll  w e a l th  b y  s o m e  m a d e  o th e r s  

w i th in  th e  v illa g e  im p a t ie n t  to  g e t r ic h . A s L ao  W a n g , w h o  h a s  b e e n  g a m b lin g  fo r  

m o re  t h a n  2 0  y e a rs , p o in te d  o u t ,  th e  lo g ic  b e h in d  c r im e , g a m b lin g  a n d  g e tt in g  r ic h  

w a s  a s  fo llo w s.

G a m b lin g  131 h a s  th e  s a m e  lo g ic  a s  t h a t  m o tiv a tin g  s te a l in g  o r  th e  

c o m m it t in g  o f  c r im e s . T h e re  m u s t  b e  m o re  c a s e s  o f  c o m p a r in g  ( p a n b i ) 

in  c i t ie s  a n d  o f  th in k in g  w h y  o th e r s  a r e  b e t t e r  o f f  w h ile  I a m  n o t . T h e re  

is  le s s  o f  th i s  in  th e  c o u n try s id e . L o ts  o f  p e o p le  a r e  in  c o n f lic t  w ith  th e  

la w  in  L a n y in g  v illa g e  b u t  n o t  so  m a n y  in  X ita i132 a n d  m u c h  le s s  in  

r e c e n t  y e a rs . P e o p le  e a r n  m o n e y  th r o u g h  la b o u r in g . T h o s e  w h o  c o m m it  

c r im e s  d o  n o t  a lw a y s  th in k  i t  th r o u g h  a n d  th e i r  b e h a v io u r  is  a lw a y s

131 He used the word “pick up money” (/7a/?) to indicate winning in gambling and “lost" (diu) 

a s  "lose” (s h u ) (these two are the sam e in English but very different in Chinese). His wife 
com m ented, "How can you sleep soundly whether you win or lose?” He said, “Why not, 
gambling is like a kind of consumption. If I win, I’ll consider the money to be something I 
accidentally found on the street; if I lose, I simply consider I lost the money som ewhere. 

Otherwise, you m iss the fun part and are always worrying about winning or losing.”

132 As it is a  much closer and smaller community in Xitai, any crime would be difficult to hide 
from others.
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b e c a u s e  o f  m o n e y . T h e  p e r s o n  w h o  c o m m its  a  c r im e  s t a r t s  to  th in k  t h a t  

th e  u s u a l  w a y  o f  g e tt in g  m o n e y  is  to o  s lo w  a n d  th e n  b e c o m e s  im p a t ie n t .  

W h e n  h e  s e e s  o th e r s  b e c o m e  r ic h  w h ile  h e  h a s  n o  o th e r  w a y s  [o f  g e tt in g  

r ic h ]  t h e n  h e  w ill s te a l  o r  ro b . By b e h a v in g  lik e  th i s  m o n e y  c a n  b e  m a d e  

m o re  q u ick ly . W h e n  h e  s u c c e e d s  o n c e , h e  w a n ts  to  d o  i t  a g a in . I f  h e  g e ts  

in v o lv e d  in  th i s  in  th e  lo n g - te rm , h e  w ill b e  c a u g h t  o n e  d a y  fo r  s u re . 

G a m b lin g  is  th e  s a m e . I f  y o u  a r e  lu c k y  e n o u g h  to  h a v e  o n e  lu c k y  w in  

( l a n g u o d i y o u  c a n  g e t 2 0  to  3 0  th o u s a n d  Y u a n  a n d  i t  w ill b e  

w o r th w h ile . [I  p o in te d  o u t  t h a t  th e r e  a r e  t im e s  t h a t  y o u  lo se ] . G a m b le rs  

w o u ld n ’t  th in k  t h a t  w ay . W h a t  is  in  h is  m in d  is  t h a t  b y  s o m e  c h a n c e  h e  

w ill w in  a n d  s o m e tim e s  e v e n  w ith  o n e  w in  h e  c a n  m a k e  lo ts  o f  m o n e y .

B u t c e r ta in ly  i f  y o u  g a m b le  o v e r  a  lo n g  p e r io d  o f  t im e  y o u ’ll lo s e  m o n e y . 

P e o p le  lik e  m e , I  h a v e  g a m b le d  s in c e  I  w a s  2 0  b u t  th e  s ta k e s  w e re  s m a ll  

a n d  I  o n ly  g a m b le d  a t  fe s tiv a ls  o r  N e w  Y ear. I f  I  lo se , I  w ill e a r n  th e  

m o n e y  n e x t  y e a r . A n d  I  a lw a y s  s a v e  th e  m o n e y  I  n e e d  f o r  liv in g ; fo r  

in s ta n c e , i f  I  h a v e  1 0 0  Y u a n , I  w ill s im p ly  o n ly  g a m b le  5 0 .

T h in g s  c e r ta in ly  c h a n g e d  d ra s t ic a l ly  o n c e  th e  m in in g  b u s in e s s  b e g a n  to  

f lo u r is h . O n e  o f  th e  s ig n if ic a n t  c h a n g e s  w a s  th e  in c re a s e  in  t h e  a m o u n t  o f  m o n e y  

in v o lv e d  a n d  th e  sc a le  o f  g a m b lin g ; a n o th e r  s ig n if ic a n t  f e a tu r e  w a s  h o w  th is  

b e c a m e  a  “p ro fe s s io n ” fo r  s o m e  fa rm e r s .  T h e re  w a s  e v e n  a n  e x tr e m e  c a se , 

r e c o u n te d  to  m e  b y  m y  h o s t ,  o f  a  w o m a n  w h o  u s e d  to  c o o k  f o r  m in e r s  g iv in g  u p  h e r  

8 o o - Y u a n - p e r - m o n th  jo b  to  b e c o m e  a  g a m b le r  s in c e  e a r n in g  m o n e y  w a s  

a p p a r e n t ly  m u c h  e a s ie r  th i s  w ay . A c c o rd in g  to  L ao  W a n g , p e o p le  w e re  k e e n  o n  

g a m b lin g  b e c a u s e  th e y  w e re  to o  im p a t ie n t  to  e a r n  m o n e y  th r o u g h  la b o u r in g ^ 4 a n d  

k e p t  h o p in g  th e y  m ig h t  g e t  lu c k y  o n e  d a y , in s te a d . T h e  im p a t ie n c e  to  e a r n  m o n e y  

re v e a ls , o n  th e  o n e  h a n d ,  o n e s  z e s t  fo r  e a rn in g  m o n e y ; o n  th e  o th e r  h a n d ,  th o u g h , i t  

a c tu a lly  re f le c ts  c h a n g in g  id e a s  a b o u t  “h o w  w e a l th  is  m a d e ”. G iv e n  t h a t  w e a l th  c a n

133 W hen people gam ble everyone puts s takes in a t the start of the gam e (not often during 

it). Cards and mahjong depend on who is out last, those who are remaining in the gam e 

getting all the stakes left.
134 Certainly not many can maintain a living by gambling although this c a se  here only 

indicates a tendency.
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b e  m a d e  o v e rn ig h t  th r o u g h  se llin g  m in e  s i te s  o r  i r o n  o re , th e  p re v io u s ly  v a lu e d  id e a  

o f  m a k in g  m o n e y  th r o u g h  h a r d  w o rk  o r  la b o r io u s  f a rm in g  g e ts  q u ic k ly  d is m a n tle d . 

W h e n  W u  le c tu r e d  m e  o n  h o w  to  s u c c e e d , h e  s a id  t h a t  s u c c e s s  c e r ta in ly  d id  n o t  

c o m e  th r o u g h  a c c u m u la t in g  w e a l th  b i t  b y  b i t  b u t  b y  k n o w in g , a s  s o m e  su c c e s s fu l 

m in e r s  d id , “h o w  to  t u r n  th o s e  y e llo w -g re y  s to n e s  in to  m o n e y ”.

S in c e  th e  m o n e y  g a in e d  th r o u g h  m in in g  fe l t  s o m e w h a t  lik e  th e  m o n e y  g a in e d  

th r o u g h  g a m b lin g , p e o p le  m in d e d  m u c h  le s s  a b o u t  lo s in g  m o n e y  th r o u g h  

g a m b lin g . A f te r  a ll, th e y  c o u ld  j u s t  a c q u ire  a  s im ila r  a m o u n t  o r , i f  th e y  w e re  lu c k y  

e n o u g h , d e te c t  e v e n  b e t t e r  q u a li ty  i r o n  o re  w h ic h  c o u ld  t h e n  s e c u re  a n o th e r  r o u n d  

o f  r e m a rk a b le  w e a lth . A s H ig h ’s  ( 2 0 0 8 )  r e s e a rc h  in  M o n g o lia n  g o ld  m in e s  a lso  

sh o w s , m o n e y  e a r n e d  f ro m  g o ld  m in in g  is  m o re  e a s ily  s p e n t  a n d  th e  “d e s ir e  to  

‘c o n s u m e  m o n e y ’ is  r e la te d  to  p e rc e p t io n s  o f  n in ja ^ 5 m o n e y  a s  d a n g e ro u s ,  h e a v y  

a n d  p o l lu te d ” (H ig h , 2 0 0 8 :1 4 ) .  P e rc e p t io n s  a b o u t  w e a l th  h a v e  c e r ta in ly  s h a p e d  th e  

id e a s  a n d  b e h a v io u r  o f  s e r io u s  g a m b le rs . O n  th e  o n e  h a n d ,  m o n e y  is  s e e m in g ly  

e a sy  to  a c q u ir e  a n d  th e re fo re  p a in le s s ly  g a m b le d  aw ay , th i s  b e n e f i t in g  o th e r s  w h o  

a r e  th e r e  to  p ic k  u p  th e  w e a l th  “c o n s u m e d ” th r o u g h  g a m b lin g . S in c e  n o t  e v e ry o n e  

is  lu c k y  e n o u g h  to  b e  in v o lv e d  in  th e  m in in g  b u s in e s s ,  g a m b lin g  o ffe rs  a n  

im p o r ta n t  c h a n c e , o r  a t  le a s t  h o p e , fo r  o th e r s  to  b e  fa v o u re d  b y  lu c k  a s  w ell. I n  a  

w a y  g a m b lin g  h e lp s  to  r e d is t r ib u te  w e a l th  a m o n g  v illa g e rs , a  p h e n o m e n o n  t h a t  h a s  

a lso  g e n e r a te d  e x tra  f e rv o u r  f o r  s e r io u s  g a m b lin g . M o re o v e r , w h e n  b o a s t in g  a b o u t

135 “[T]he term ninja refers to a  person who m ines for gold without possessing the legally 
required mining license and thereby evades sta te  regulation with regard to taxation, 

environmental rehabilitation and land entitlement” (High, 2008: 2). This is quite similar to the 
mining situation in my field village.
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g a in s  a n d  lo s s e s  f ro m  g a m b lin g , th o s e  v il la g e rs  w ith  s u d d e n ly  a c h ie v e d  w e a lth  a re , 

in  e ffec t, a v o id in g  a  c e r ta in  a m o u n t  o f  e n v y  d ir e c te d  a t  th e i r  w e a lth .

Auspiciousness (/ii), luck (yun) and fate (miny)

I n  th e  w in te r  o f  2 0 0 6 ,  n o t  v e ry  lo n g  a f te r  m y  a r r iv a l  in  th e  v illa g e , I  r a n d o m ly  

w a lk e d  in to  a  h o u s e , d e s p e ra te ly  lo o k in g  fo r  s o m e o n e  to  c h a t  w ith , h a v in g  

d is c o v e re d  t h a t  w in te r  in  N o r th e r n  C h in a  w a s  u n b e a r a b ly  c o ld , e m p ty  a n d  q u ie t . 

T h e  h o u s e  w a s  s h a b b y  c o m p a re d  to  a ll th e  o th e r  s u r r o u n d in g  b r ic k  a n d  c e m e n t  

h o u s e s  w h ic h  h a d  a p p a re n t ly  b e e n  c o n s t r u c te d  n o t  lo n g  b e fo re . T o  m y  s u rp r is e ,  i t  

t u r n e d  o u t  to  b e  th e  h o u s e  o f  M e n g ’s  m o th e r .  M e n g  w a s  a  s c h o o l te a c h e r  in  th e  

to w n s h ip  p r im a r y  sc h o o l a n d  s in c e  h e  w a s  a  g o o d  f r ie n d  o f  m y  h o s t ’s  s o n  I h a d  

o f te n  s e e n  h im  a b o u t. M e n g ’s  m o th e r  w a s  se w in g  a  q u i l t  w h ile  M e n g ’s  

th r e e - y e a r - o ld  s o n  s le p t  in  t h e  n e x t  ro o m . T h e  m o th e r  a n d  I  q u ic k ly  d e v e lo p e d  a  

r a p p o r t  a n d  I  l e a r n t  t h a t  s h e  h a d  a n o th e r  s o n , w h o  w a s  u n m a r r ie d ;  th e y  h a d , 

th e re fo re ,  b e e n  s a v in g  m o n e y  to  b u i ld  a  n e w  h o u s e  in  p r e p a r a t io n  fo r  th is  s e c o n d  

s o n ’s  m a r r ia g e . W e  a lso  ta lk e d  a b o u t  w h o  h a d  m o n e y  (y o u q ia n ) in  th e  v illa g e  a n d  

h o w  o u ts id e r s  lik e  m e  c o u ld  te ll . I  th e n  p o p p e d  h e r  m y  q u e s t io n  a b o u t  r ic h  p e o p le : 

“D o  y o u  re d -e y e  th e m ? ” S h e  lo o k e d  a t  m e  w ith  o b v io u s  s u rp r is e ,  a s  i f  s h e  w a s  

s u r p r i s e d  a t  th e  s tu p id i ty  o f  m y  q u e s t io n  a n d  th e n  re p lie d , “R e d -e y e ?  N o! W h a t  is  

th e r e  to  re d -e y e ?  ( n a  y o u s h a  k e  y a n h o n g  d e ) ,  I  d o n ’t  h a v e  th e  a u s p ic io u s n e s s  (m e i 

n a g e f u ) ”.

I t  w a s  th e  f i r s t  t im e  t h a t  I  h a d  h e a r d  th is  u n u s u a l  lo g ic  c o n n e c tin g  

a u s p ic io u s n e s s  a n d  re d -e y e : “I  h a v e  n o  a u s p ic io u s n e s s ;  th e r e fo re ,  I  c e r ta in ly  d o n ’t
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r e d -e y e ”. F o r  m e  a n d  p e r h a p s  m o s t  r e a d e r s ,  th e  r e a s o n  f o r  n o t  b e in g  e n v io u s  w o u ld  

b e  e i th e r  t h a t  I  a m  in  g e n e ra l  n o t  a n  e n v io u s  p e r s o n  o r  t h a t  I  d id  n o t  h a p p e n  to  

e n v y  th e  th in g  t h a t  y o u  m e n t io n e d  (b e in g  r ic h  in  th i s  c a s e )  a l th o u g h  I  m ig h t  e n v y  

s o m e th in g  e lse  o r  re fu se , a s  m a n y  o f  m y  in f o r m a n ts  d id , to  a d m i t  th e i r  e n v y  d u e  to  

i t s  u n p le a s a n t  n a tu r e ,  in s is t in g  o n  th e  p o in t le s s n e s s  o f  en v y . M e n g ’s  m o th e r  

a d o p te d  n e i th e r  o f  th e s e  a p p ro a c h e s ;  in s te a d , s h e  p o s e d  a  n e w  q u e s t io n . W h y  

w o u ld  I  e n v y  s o m e o n e  r ic h  w h e n  s / h e  h a s  th e  q u a l i ty  o f  a u s p ic io u s n e s s ?  T o  c le a r  

th in g s  u p , s h e  f u r th e r  e x p la in e d  h e r  p o in t  b y  te l l in g  m e  h e r  s to ry :

W e  u s e d  to  h a v e  a  m in e  s i te  (k a a n g d ia n ) a s  w e ll. W e  f o u n d  i t  o n  

o u r  o w n . A t th is  t im e , m y  e ld e r  s o n  [M e n g ] w a s  a b o u t  to  g e t  m a r r ie d  

a n d  w e  w e re  s h o r t  o f  m o n e y , s o  w e  s o ld  th e  s i te  f o r  th e  p r ic e  o f  10 

th o u s a n d  Y u a n . A fte r  o n ly  a  c o u p le  o f  w e e k s , th e  p r ic e  h a d  g o n e  u p  a  lo t  

m o re . H o w  c o u ld  w e  h a v e  k n o w n  t h a t  th e  p r ic e  w o u ld  in c re a s e ,  so  w e  

s o ld  to  Z h a n g s . N o t lo n g  a f te r  th is ,  th e y  s o ld  i t  [ th e  s a m e  s ite ]  f o r  0 .4  

m il l io n  Y u a n . S o m e o n e  to ld  m e  t h a t  th e  s i te  is  w o r th  1 m il l io n  n o w .

W h a t  c o u ld  w e  d o  th e n ?  Y o u  w o n ’t  b e  a b le  to  k e e p  i t  a n y w a y  i f  y o u  a re  

n o t  a u s p ic io u s  (m e i fu  z u o b u z h u ). I f  w e  h a d n ’t  b e e n  s h o r t  o f  m o n e y  a t  

th e  t im e , w e  m ig h t  h a v e  j u s t  k e p t  it. B u t n o w  w e  n e e d  to  re ly  o n  M e n g ’s 

f a th e r ’s  la b o r io u s  w o rk .

A u s p ic io u s n e s s  ( fa  o r  f u q i ) is  s o m e th in g  o n e  p o s s e s s e s  t h a t  b r in g s  lu c k . I f  o n e

g e ts  lu c k y , th i s  is  n o t  a s  s im p le  a s  o n e  j u s t  b e in g  lu ck y ; r a th e r ,  o n e  h a s  t h e

a u s p ic io u s n e s s  to  a c c id e n ta l ly  g e t  th e  lu c k  ( o r  to  k e e p  i t  o r  b e n e f i t  f ro m  i t )  w h ile

o th e r s  w h o  d o  n o t  h a v e  th e  s a m e  lev e l o f  a u s p ic io u s n e s s  a r e  n o t  a b le  to  a c h ie v e  th e

s a m e  th in g . A u s p ic io u s n e s s  c a n  a p p ly  to  a  n u m b e r  o f  th in g s .  I t  c a n  a p p ly  to

im p o r ta n t  th in g s  s u c h  a s  g e t t in g  r ic h  o r  m a r ry in g  a  g o o d  w ife  a n d  i t  c a n  a ls o  b e

m a n if e s te d  in  t r iv ia l  th in g s . F o r  in s ta n c e , i f  s o m e o n e  h a p p e n e d  to  h a v e  p r e p a r e d  a

f e a s t  a n d  y o u  h a p p e n e d  to  w a lk  in  t h a t  d a y  fo r  th e  p u r p o s e  o f  d o in g  s o m e  e r r a n d s

y o u  w o u ld  b e  in v i te d  to  e a t. T h is  w o u ld  n o t  o n ly  m e a n  t h a t  y o u  a r e  lu c k y  to  b e
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th e r e  a n d  h a v e  g o o d  fo o d , i t  w o u ld  a ls o  in d ic a te  t h a t  y o u  h a d  a  c e r ta in  

a u s p ic io u s n e s s  fo r  g o o d  fo o d  (k o u fu ) .  A s w i th  lu c k  (y u n ), s u c h  a s  lu c k  fo r  su c c e s s  

in  p o lit ic s  ( g u a n y u n ) o r  m o n e y  (c a iy u n ), a u s p ic io u s n e s s  is  s o m e th in g  th a t  o ffe rs  

s o m e o n e  m o re  p o te n t ia l  th a n  o th e r  th in g s  to  g e t  lu ck y . I n  M e n g ’s  m o th e r ’s  w o rd s , 

“m e i fu  z u o b u z h u ” w h ic h  l i te ra l ly  m e a n s  o n e  “c a n n o t  s i t  o n  i t  w i th o u t  

a u s p ic io u s n e s s ”. A u s p ic io u s n e s s , th e n ,  is  a lso  s o m e th in g  t h a t  c a n  s e c u re  a n d  

a c c o m p lis h  lu ck .

F a te , o n  th e  o th e r  h a n d ,  h a s  f a r  m o re  c o m p lic a te d  im p lic a t io n s . L e t m e  s t a r t  

w ith  a n o th e r  s to r y  t h a t  I o v e rh e a rd  in  a  c o n v e rs a t io n  in  th e  w in te r  o f  2 0 0 7  w h e n  

ta k in g  a  c a b  b a c k  h o m e . I t  w a s  s h o r t ly  a f te r  h e a v y  s n o w  a n d  th e r e  w a s  h a rd ly  a n y  

p u b l ic  t r a n s p o r ta t io n  a v a ila b le . T h e re fo re , w h e n  th e  d r iv e r  s a id  h e  h a d  to  g o  in  th e  

w ro n g  d i r e c t io n  to  p ic k  u p  tw o  o th e r  p a s s e n g e r s  b e fo re  h e a d in g  to  to w n , w e  c o u ld  

n o t  s a y  a n y th in g . T h e  v illa g e  h e  d ro v e  to  w a s  o n e  o f  th e  r ic h e s t  in  L a n y in g  

T o w n s h ip . I t  w a s  a  v e ry  s m a ll  v illag e  w i th  j u s t  a  few  h u n d r e d  o f  p e o p le  b u t  e a c h  

h o u s e h o ld  w a s  a b le  to  g e t  a t  le a s t  s e v e ra l t e n s  o f  th o u s a n d s  o f  Y u a n  e a c h  y e a r  f ro m  

th e  m in e s . T h e  d r iv e r  a n d  a n o th e r  p a s s e n g e r  w e re  c o m m e n tin g  o n  a n d  e x c h a n g in g  

in f o r m a t io n  a b o u t  h o w  r ic h  p e o p le  w e re  th e r e .  W h ile  w e  w e re  w a itin g , h e  p o in te d  

a t  d if f e r e n t  h o u s e s  a n d  ta lk e d  a b o u t  h o w  s o -a n d - s o  w a s  r ic h  a n d  s o  o n . H e  a lso  s a id  

th e  fo llo w in g .
’i

I  c o n s ta n t ly  p ic k  u p  p e o p le  l iv in g  h e re .  O n e  g ir l ’s  fa m ily  h a s  se v e ra l 

m il l io n  Y u a n  a n d  th e  p e o p le  o f  th i s  v illa g e  d o n ’t  s e e  o n e  m il l io n  a s  a  b ig  

d e a l. T h is  w o m a n  g av e  m e  150 Y u a n 136 f o r  th e  ta x i  fa re . T h e y  a r e  r ic h  

( y o u q ia n ). T h e y  d o n ’t  c a re  [ a b o u t  m o n e y ] . I  k n o w  a  d r iv e r  w h o  m a r r ie d

136 Normally, the taxi fare is 10 Yuan per person or 40 Yuan for renting the whole car.
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a  g ir l f ro m  th is  v illag e  a n d  th e  g ir l ’s  fa m ily  g av e  h im  o n e  m ill io n  Y u a n  

r ig h t  aw ay . N o t c a sh , fo r  s u re ,  b u t  th e  m o n e y  to  b u y  a n  a p a r tm e n t ,  a  

s ta l l  (d is h a n g ) a n d  a  tru c k , fo llo w e d  b y  h u n d r e d s  o f  th o u s a n d s  m o re  fo r  

o th e r  e x p e n d i tu re .  A n o th e r  o n e  m a r r ie d  a  r ic h  g ir l a s  w e ll [ th e  o th e r  

g u y  m o c k s  h im  a t  th is  p o in t  b y  sa y in g , “A re  y o u  re g re t t in g  g e tt in g  

m a r r ie d  to o  e a r ly ? ”). N o , i t ’s  j u s t  m in g  [ fa te ] .

C lea rly , th i s  d r iv e r  h a d  p a in fu lly  w itn e s s e d  h o w  o th e r  d r iv e r s  w e re  g e t t in g  r ic h  

t h r o u g h  m a r r ia g e . H e  h a d  n o t  m a r r ie d  lik e  th is  a n d  h e  n o  lo n g e r  h a d  th e  c h a n c e . 

B y c o n t r a s t  w ith  th o s e  k in d s  o f  w e a l th  t h a t  a r e  c o n t in u o u s ly  g e n e r a te d  o r  w h ic h  in  

o r d e r  to  a c h ie v e  o n e  h a s  m a n y  c h a n c e s , m a r r ia g e , a t  le a s t  w i th in  th e  v illa g e  

c o n te x t ,  is  d e e m e d  a s  a  m a t t e r  t h a t  o n ly  h a p p e n s  o n c e  in  a  l ife tim e . P e o p le  

c e r ta in ly  d o  d iv o rc e  b u t  th is  is  r a r e  w ith  d iv o rc e e s  b e in g  h ig h ly  d e v a lu e d  m e a n in g  

t h a t  p e o p le  c a n n o t  b a rg a in  a s  m u c h  a s  th e y  d id  fo r  th e  f i r s t  m a r r ia g e  in  th e s e  c a se s . 

I t  c a n  b e  s e e n  t h a t  fa te  is  a lso  a b o u t  b e in g  lu c k y , th e n ,  a l th o u g h  i t  c o n c e rn s  th in g s  

t h a t  la s t  m u c h  lo n g e r  ( s u c h  a s  l ife lo n g  m a r r ia g e ) .  I t  is  d if f e re n t ,  th e n ,  f ro m  

a u s p ic io u s n e s s ,  w h ic h  is  a t t r ib u te d  fo r  s h o r t - t e r m  o r  o n e -o f f  e v e n ts ;  f a te  h a s  

lo n g - te r m  in d ic a t io n s .  I f  y o u  sa y  s o m e o n e  h a s  a  g o o d  fa te  ( m in g h a o ) ,  th is  p e r s o n  

h a s  to  b e  a t  le a s t  m id d le -a g e d  a n d  to  h a v e  b e e n  lu c k y  in  m a n y  r e s p e c ts ,  s u c h  a s  in  

t e r m s  o f  c a re e r ,  m a r r ia g e , c h i ld r e n  a n d  so  fo r th .  T o  p ro v e  s o m e o n e  h a s  a  g o o d  fa te , 

o n e  n e e d s  a  m u c h  lo n g e r  t im e  in  o r d e r  to  w itn e s s  i ts  e ffec ts .

H e re , to  d is t in g u is h  fa te  f ro m  a u s p ic io u s n e s s ,  I  o n ly  in t r o d u c e  fa te  a s  

s o m e th in g  t h a t  is  a lso  in tr in s ic a l ly  p o s s e s s e d  b y  a  p e r s o n ;  o th e r  a s p e c ts  o f  t h e  fa te  

b e l ie f  w ill b e  f u r th e r  i l lu s t r a te d  la te r  o n  in  th i s  c h a p te r .  I n  s h o r t ,  w h e n  lu c k  is  

s o m e th in g  u n p re d ic ta b le ,  m o b ile  a n d  u n s u s ta in a b le ,  a u s p ic io u s n e s s  a n d  fa te  a r e  

in t r in s ic  p e r s o n a l  f e a tu re s  th r o u g h  w h ic h  to  o b ta in  i t , b e n e f i t  f ro m  i t  a n d  s e c u re  i t
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in  t h e  s h o r t  o r  lo n g  te rm . A u s p ic io u s n e s s  a n d  fa te  d o  n o t  s e e m  to  a p p ly  to  s im ila r  

a s p e c ts  o f  p e o p le ’s  lifecy c les , h o w e v e r , a l th o u g h  th e r e  a r e  n o tic e a b le  o v e r la p s . I n  

g e n e ra l ,  f a te  s h o u ld  b e  a b o u t  th e  k e y  l i f e t im e  e v e n ts , s u c h  a s  b i r th ,  m a r r ia g e , 

m o n e y  a n d  c h i ld re n , w h ile  a u s p ic io u s n e s s  c a n  b e  a b o u t  h e a l th ,  fo o d , s a fe ty  o r  o th e r  

th in g s  b e s id e s  b i r th ,  m a r r ia g e , m o n e y  o r  c h ild re n .

N o w  I  s h a ll  r e tu r n  to  M e n g ’s m o th e r ’s  p o in t  ( “I  d o n ’t  h a v e  th e  a u s p ic io u s n e s s ;  

th e re fo re ,  I  c e r ta in ly  d o n ’t  re d -e y e ”) a n d  th e  d r iv e r ’s  c la im  ( “I  d o n ’t  r e g re t  i t  

b e c a u s e  i t  is  f a te ”) in  o r d e r  to  d is c u s s  th e  r e la t io n s h ip  b e tw e e n  en v y , 

a u s p ic io u s n e s s  a n d  fa te . S c h o e c k  a rg u e s  t h a t  th e  b e l ie f  in  lu c k  h a s  th e  p o te n t ia l  to  

ta k e  s o m e  o f  th e  e n v y  o u t  o f  h u m a n  re la t io n s .  H e  p o in ts  o u t  t h a t  “ to  h a v e  g o o d  o r  

b a d  lu c k  is  s o m e th in g  q u i te  in d e p e n d e n t  o f  e ffo r t, p r e d ic t io n  o r  h u m a n  

in te r v e n t io n ” ; th e re fo re ,  “ b y  d e f in i t io n  i t  is  v ir tu a l ly  im p o s s ib le  to  e n v y  h im  fo r  

b e in g  j u s t  lu c k y ”, a l th o u g h  “ i t  is  p e r fe c tly  p o s s ib le  to  e n v y  th e  o th e r  h is  s e r e n i ty  

a n d  h a p p in e s s ,  b e c a u s e  i t  is  o b v io u s  h o w  m u c h  th i s  d e p e n d s  o n  h is  w o rk  a n d  th e  

w a y  h e  b e h a v e s ” (S c h o e c k , 1966 : 2 3 8 ) . H e  a ls o  r e m a r k s  t h a t  w h e n  th is  id e a  is  

a p p l ie d  to  in e q u a l i ty  lu c k  a n d  fa te  c a n , th e re fo re ,  b e  s u b s t i tu t iv e  fo r  u n d e r s ta n d in g  

a n d  a c c e p t in g  in e q u a li ty , f o r  “i t  is , o f  c o u rs e , p o s s ib le  fo r  a n y  n u m b e r  o f  p e o p le  in  a  

s o c ie ty  t o  b e  h a p p y , s in c e  th is  d e p e n d s  la rg e ly  o n  th e m s e lv e s , b u t  th e y  c a n  n e v e r  a ll 

‘h i t  th e  ja c k p o t ’ a t  o n c e , a ll b e  fa v o u re d  b y  fa te . T h is  w o u ld  b e  im p o s s ib le  f ro m  a  

s p a c e - t im e  p o in t  o f  v ie w ” (S c h o e c k , 1 9 6 6 : 2 3 9 ) . T h u s  ty p ic a lly , b y  n a tu r e ,  y o u  

c a n n o t  e n v y  s o m e o n e  w h o  is  j u s t  b e in g  lu c k y  a s  th i s  is  q u i te  in d e p e n d e n t  o f  o n e s  

e ffo r t . T h e  iro n y  h e r e  is  t h a t  th e  g a in  w i th o u t  e f fo r t  is  p re c is e ly  w h a t  m a k e s  p e o p le



e n v io u s  b e c a u s e  i t  is  u n fa i r  a n d  u n d e s e rv e d . I n  o th e r  w o rd s , a u s p ic io u s n e s s  

d ir e c t ly  u n d e r m in e s  w h a t  is  o th e rw is e  a  p r im e  r e a s o n  f o r  re d -e y e .

M e n g ’s  m o th e r ,  a s  s h e  to ld  it , d id  n o t  re d -e y e  o th e r  r ic h  p e o p le  in  th e  v illag e  

b e c a u s e  s h e  d id  n o t  h a v e  e q u a l  le v e ls  o f  a u s p ic io u s n e s s  r e g a rd in g  lu c k . S h e  c le a r ly  

e x p re s s e d  a  s e n s e  o f  r e g r e t  a b o u t  n o t  b e in g  a b le  to  k e e p  th e  s i te  in  o r d e r  to  w a it  fo r  

i t  t o  b e c o m e  m u c h  m o re  v a lu a b le  a n d  th e r e f o r e  e n d  u p  b e in g  a s  r ic h  a s  th e  o th e r  

r ic h  h o u s e h o ld s  s h e  m e n tio n e d . W h a t  s h e  b e lie v e d , th o u g h ,  w a s  t h a t  th i s  w a s  a b o u t  

m o r e  th a n  j u s t  b e in g  u n lu c k y . T h e  m o re  im p o r ta n t  th in g  w a s  t h a t  ‘"You w o n ’t  b e  

a b le  to  k e e p  i t  i f  y o u  a r e  n o t  a u s p ic io u s ”; t h a t  is , e v e n  i f  lu c k  w e re  w e ll d is t r ib u te d  

a n d  e v e ry o n e  h a d  a  c h a n c e , th o s e  w h o  d id  n o t  h a v e  th e  e q u iv a le n t  a u s p ic io u s n e s s  

to  s u s ta in  i t  w o u ld  n o t  b e  a b le  to  g r a b  th i s  “f re e - f lo a t in g ” a n d  u n p r e d ic ta b le  lu c k  

a n d  b e n e f i t  f ro m  i t .13? T h e  d r iv e r  c o u ld  e a s ily  h a v e  b e e n  p r o v o k e d  to  e n v y  w h e n  

o th e r  d r iv e r s  a p p a r e n t ly  a c q u ir e d  m a n y  th in g s  t h a t  h e  w a n te d  a s  w e ll138 b u t  b y  

p u t t in g  fo rw a rd  th e  rrdng  e x p la n a t io n  a t  t h e  e n d  th e  z e s t  a n d  e x c i te m e n t  o f  m a k in g  

m o r e  m o n e y  o u t  o f  t h e  r ic h  a n d  th e  s u b t le  e n v y  h e  h a d  o f  o th e r  lu c k y  d r iv e r s  w e re  

c o v e re d  u p  a n d  q u ic k ly  d e f le c te d . T h e  p a s s e n g e r  w h o  m o c k e d  a t  h im  c o u ld  n o t  s a y  

a n y th in g  e lse . W h e n  th e  d r iv e r  s a id , “I t ’s  f a te ”, th i s  r e p r e s e n te d  th e  e n d  o f  th e  

c o n v e rs a t io n . I f  i t  is  y o u r  fa te , th e r e  is  n o th in g  y o u  c a n  d o  a b o u t  it;  b r in g in g  u p  th e  

e x p la n a t io n  o f  f a te  o b lig e s  o th e r s  to  s h u t  u p  a n d  s h a r e  y o u r  u n f o r tu n a te  p a in  a t

137 Certainly, there are practical reasons for selling a  site a t a  particular time but in this ca se  
they could not know the price would go up so  much.
138 I have heard many drivers complain about the severe competition they faced 
(especially with the growing num ber of taxis) and the hardship of the long hours of driving 
necessary  to earn a  sufficient am ount of money for a better living.
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h a v in g  a n  u n d e s i r a b le  fa te . U n lik e  S ch o e c k , w h o  b e lie v e s  t h a t  b e l ie f  in  lu c k  h a s  th e  

p o te n t ia l  to  ta k e  s o m e  o f  th e  e n v y  o u t  o f  h u m a n  r e la t io n s ,  I  w o u ld  a rg u e  t h a t  in  th e  

C h in e s e  c o n te x t  th e  in te r n a l is a t io n  o f  lu c k  in to  o n e s  a u s p ic io u s n e s s  a n d  fa te  m a k e s  

e n v y  s t i l l  c le a r ly  fe lt. T h e  b a s ic  c la im  o f  m y  in f o r m a n ts  ( th a t  is , " I  b e lie v e  in  

a u s p ic io u s n e s s  ( fu )  o r  fa te  (m in g ) , so  I  d o n ’t  fe e l e n v y ”) is  a c tu a lly  a  w a y  o f  

d iv e r t in g  en v y . T h e  u n s p o k e n  p a in  o f  e n v y  c a n  s t i l l  b e  e a s ily  s e n s e d  b u t  th e r e  is  j u s t  

n o th in g  to  b e  g a in e d  f ro m  c o n fro n t in g  it.

Fate as an internalised entity

F a te , a s  c a lc u la te d  o r  s p e c u la te d  a b o u t ,  c a n  b e  s e e n  b y  m y  in f o r m a n ts  to  b e  

in tr in s ic a l ly  w i th in  o n e se lf . I n  th is  s e c tio n , fa te  is  t r e a te d  a s  s o m e th in g  th a t  b e lo n g s  

to  s o m e o n e ;  t h a t  is , a  p a r t ic u la r  fa te  is  m in e , h is , h e r s  o r  s o m e o n e  e ls e ’s. T h is  m ig h t  

b e  d e te r m in e d  b y  u n k n o w n  c o sm o lo g ic a l p a t t e r n s  o r  p u re ly  s p e c u la te d  a b o u t  o n  

th e  b a s i s  o f  c e r ta in  e v e n ts  b u t  i t  w ill in e v ita b ly  b e  lo c a te d  in  c e r ta in  in d iv id u a ls . 

T h is  ty p e  o f  f a te -b e l ie f  c a n , in  g e n e ra l ,  b e  e m p lo y e d  u n d e r  th r e e  ty p e s  o f  

c i r c u m s ta n c e s  c o n c e rn in g  w e a l th  in  th e  v illag e . T h e  f i r s t  ty p e  in v o lv e s  u t i l is in g  fa te  

a s  a  p r e d ic t io n ;  t h a t  is , w h e th e r  y o u  h a v e  th e  f a te  o f  h a v in g  lu c k  w ith  m o n e y  

(c a iy u r i)  to  s m o o th  y o u r  w e a l th -a c q u ir in g  a c tiv it ie s  o r  n o t .  T h e  s e c o n d  ty p e  h a s  to  

d o  w i th  w e a l th  tu r n in g  in to  d a n g e r  i f  y o u  d o  n o t  h a v e  t h e  e q u iv a le n t  fa te  n e c e s s a ry  

to  m a in ta in  it. T h e  th i r d  ty p e  is  th e  fa te  t h a t  c a n  b e  s e e n  a s  a n  u n k n o w n  s t r e n g th  

t h a t  a s s is ts  so m e , b u t  n o t  o th e r s ,  in  g e t t in g  o p p o r tu n i t ie s  fo r  s u d d e n ly  b e c o m in g  

r ic h . F a te  is  e i th e r  c a lc u la te d  o r  s p e c u la te d  o n ; I  w o u ld  a rg u e  t h a t  th e  u s a g e  o f  fa te  

c e r ta in ly  c a n n o t  s im p ly  r e d u c e  th e  d e s ir a b i l i ty  o f  w e a l th ,  th e n .  R a th e r ,  i t  c o n f irm s



o r  ju s t i f ie s  th e  in a c c e s s ib i l i ty  o f  c e r ta in  w e a l th  o n  th e  b a s is  o f  in d iv id u a l  fa te , 

s o m e th in g  w h ic h  m a k e s  w e a l th  s e e m in g ly  im p o s s ib le  to  en v y .

I n  g e n e ra l ,  m in g ,  o r  fa te , a c c o rd in g  to  C h in e se  p o p u la r  re lig io n , r e s id e s  in  th e  

e ig h t  c h a r a c te r s  ( b a  z i)  o f  o n e s  b i r t h  t im e . A s H a r re l l  (1 9 8 9 )  p o in ts  o u t ,  th is  s y s te m  

p o s i t s  t h a t  a n  in d iv id u a l’s  f a te  is  d e te r m in e d  b y  fo u r  p a i r s  o f  c h a ra c te r s .  T h e  p a ir s  

r e p r e s e n t ,  re sp e c tiv e ly , th e  tw o -h o u r  p e r io d , th e  d a y , th e  m o n th  a n d  th e  y e a r  o f  th e  

p e r s o n ’s  b i r th ;  o n e  m e m b e r  o f  e a c h  p a i r  is  d r a w n  f ro m  th e  cy c le  o f  th e  T e n  

H e a v e n ly  S te m s  a n d  th e  o th e r  f ro m  th e  T w elv e  E a r th ly  B ra n c h e s  (H a r re l l ,  1 989 : 

9 5 ). I n  m y  f ie ld  v illag e , s im ila r  ty p e s  o f  f a te  c a lc u la t io n  w e re  a p p lie d . In d e e d , th e r e  

w e re  tw o  fo r tu n e - te l le r s  th e r e ,  e a c h  o n e  w ith  a  s ta l l  in  th e  county. ̂ 9 I  h a p p e n e d  to  

r u n  in to  o n e  o f  th e m , M r  L ei, o n  m y  w a y  b a c k  f ro m  th e  w e e k ly  m a r k e t  o n e  d a y , 

w h ile  I  w a s  a im le s s ly  o b s e rv in g  f a rm e r s  p la n t in g  th e i r  f ie ld s  w i th  s e e d . M r L ei a lso  

to ld  fo r tu n e s  in  th e  c o u n ty  m o re  g e n e ra l ly  b u t  h e  w a s  b a c k  f o r  a  w e e k  to  h e lp  d o  th e  

p la n t in g  o f  th e  la n d . A f te r  le a rn in g  a b o u t  m y  b a c k g ro u n d , h e  w a s  k e e n  to  c a lc u la te  

m y  fa te  a s  h e  c la im e d  th a t  h e  r a r e ly  s a w  a n y o n e  lik e  m e  w h o  w a s  so  h ig h ly  

e d u c a te d  a n d  w h o  c a m e  f ro m  a  c ity . I  g av e  h im  m y  b a z i  a n d  h e  a s k e d  m e  to  v is i t  

h im  a g a in  in  h is  h o u s e  a f te r  a  few  d a y s  h a d  p a s s e d . I  w e n t  b a c k  a s  p ro m is e d  a n d  h e  

to ld  m e  h is  c a lc u la t io n  o f  m y  fa te .

T h e re  a r e  th r e e  le v e ls  o f  m e ta l140 in  y o u r  f a te  ( m in g ) .  M e ta l is  in  

c h a rg e  o f  in te lle c t,  w h ic h  m e a n s  y o u  a r e  in te l l ig e n t  a n d  a ls o  h a v e  a  

g o o d  m e m o ry . Y o u r b a z i  is  n o t  la c k in g  in  a n y  o f  th e  fiv e  e le m e n ts ;

139 It w as said that it was easier for them to swindle strangers out of money as  they were 

not widely trusted within the village.
140 Basically, there are  five elem ents (wuxing) in ones ming: metal, wood, water, fire and 

sand.
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th e re fo re ,  th e r e  is  n o  n e e d  to  a d d  a n y th in g  to  y o u r  n a m e .1*1 I n  g e n e ra l,  

y o u  h a v e  a  v e ry  g o o d  fa te  a n d  a s  y o u  g e t  o ld e r , y o u r  life  w ill b e c o m e  

b e t t e r  a n d  b e t te r .  Y o u  w ill h a v e  a  r a th e r  la te  m a r r ia g e ;  i f  y o u  h a d  g o t 

m a r r ie d  e a rly , th e r e  w o u ld  h a v e  b e e n  m o re  c o n f lic ts  w i th in  th e  

m a r r ia g e , w h ic h  c o u ld  h a v e  e a s ily  le d  to  a  b r e a k  u p . Y o u r  s h o r tc o m in g  

is  t h a t  y o u  c a n ’t  sa v e  s ig n if ic a n t  q u a n t i t ie s  o f  m o n e y  a n d  a lw a y s  s p e n d  

a ll  y o u  h a v e . Y ou  s h o u ld n ’t  m a r r y  a n y o n e  w h o  w a s  b o r n  in  th e  y e a r s  o f  

th e  T ig e r, P ig  o r  S n a k e . T h e  b e s t  s h o u ld  b e  th o s e  b o r n  in  th e  y e a r  o f  th e  

O x o r  th e  S h e e p .

B as ica lly , a c c o rd in g  to  M r  L ei, th i s  ty p e  o f  s u a n m in g  ( c a lc u la t io n  o f  f a te )  c a n  

te l l  y o u  th in g s  a b o u t  d e s t in y , m a r r ia g e , f a te  in  te r m s  o f  w e a lth , p a r e n ts  (o r  

p a r e n t - c h i ld  r e la t io n s h ip s  in  te r m s  o f  x ia n g s h e n g  x ia n g k e , i.e . b e in g  s y n e rg ic  o r  

in h ib i te d )  a n d  s o  o n , d e p e n d in g  o n  w h a t  y o u  a sk . I  d id  n o t  a s k  a n y  p a r t ic u la r  

q u e s t io n s ,  s o  w h a t  I  w a s  to ld  w a s  q u i te  g e n e ra l .  W h e n  w e  c h a t te d  a b o u t  o th e r  

th in g s ,  M r L ei to ld  m e  t h a t  p e o p le  c a m e  to  h im  fo r  m a in ly  th r e e  r e a s o n s :  f irs tly , 

w e a l th  ( q iu c a i ); s e c o n d ly , m a r r ia g e ;  a n d  th ird ly ,  w o rk . N o  m a t te r  w h a t  th e  a g e  o r  

b a c k g r o u n d  o f  th e  p e r s o n  w h o  c a m e  to  a s k  w a s , th e s e  w e re  t h e  o n ly  th in g s  in  t h e i r  

h e a d s .  I  a s k e d  w h e th e r  th e r e  w e re  a n y  c a se s  o f  p e o p le  r e d -e y e in g  o th e r  p e o p le ’s 

w e a l th  a n d  c o m in g  to  h im  f o r  h e lp  H e  to ld  m e  th e  fo llo w in g .

I n  c a s e s  lik e  th is ,  th e r e  i s n ’t  a n y th in g  I c a n  d o . I t  is  m in g  [fa te ] . 

S o m e o n e  h a s  i t  a n d  o th e r s  d o n ’t .  F o r  p e o p le  w h o  h a v e  i t  [g o o d  fa te  

r e g a rd in g  m o n e y , y o u q ia n  d e  m in g ] ,  th e y  d o n ’t  n e e d  to  d o  a n y th in g  

a n d  m o n e y  j u s t  p o u r s  in to  th e i r  p o c k e ts . H o w  d o  m il l io n a ir e s  0q ia n w a n  

f u w e n g )  b e c o m e  m il l io n a ire s ?  I f  y o u  w a n t  to  e a r n  th e  s a m e  a m o u n t  a s  

th e y  d o , e v e n  i f  y o u  w o rk  re a l ly  h a r d ,  th e  m o s t  y o u  c o u ld  g e t m ig h t  b e  

12 0  th o u s a n d  Y u a n  p e r  y e a r  a n d  t h a t ’s  w ith  y o u r  w h o le  life  w o rk in g ; 

y o u  s ti l l  w o n ’t  b e  a b le  t o  h a v e  t e n s  o f  m il l io n s  Y u a n . F o r  s o m e o n e  w h o  

h a s n ’t  g o t  m o n e y  fa te  ( m e i  c a im in g ), e v e n  th o u g h  th e y  m a y  h a v e  

e a r n e d  lo ts  o f  m o n e y , th e y  m a y  g e t  c a u g h t  in  a c c id e n ts .  I f  y o u  d o n ’t  

h a v e  e n o u g h  a u s p ic io u s n e s s  ( fu ) ,  y o u  c a n ’t  s u s ta in  t h a t  a m o u n t  o f

141 Generally, the full possession of the five elem ents is considered to be good fate; if this 

is not the case, adding the elem ent that is lacking in the fate into the nam e by using a 
particular character can be a way of adjusting ones fate.
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w e a l th  (c a i) .  L ike  f o r  m y se lf , I  c a lc u la te  m y  lu c k  e v e ry d a y  a n d  i f  i t  

s h o w s  I  w ill g e t  8 0  R M B  to d a y , I  g o  h o m e  w h e n  I  g e t  th i s  a m o u n t .  I f  

th e r e  is  n o  w e a l th  ( c a i) [c o m in g ] , I  w o n ’t  e v e n  g o  to  m y  s ta ll . [B u t i f  y o u  

d o n ’t  g o , th e n  y o u  w o n ’t  e a r n  a n y  m o n e y , I  q u e r ie d ] .  B u t i f  i t  sh o w s  I 

d o n ’t  h a v e  w e a l th  (c a i) [c o m in g ]  to d a y  e v e n  i f  I  w e n t  i t  w o u ld  j u s t  b e  a  

w a s te  o f  t im e .

M r  L ei r e p r e s e n ts  a n  e x tre m e  c a se  o f  s o m e o n e  w h o  u s e s  f a te  c a lc u la t io n s  to  

g u id e  h is  e v e ry d a y  m o n e y -m a k in g  a c tiv it ie s . O th e r  v il la g e rs  a p p a r e n t ly  d o  n o t  a n d  

c a n n o t  a f fo rd  to  c a lc u la te  th e i r  fa te  e v e ry d a y  a l th o u g h  th e  id e a  o f  c a im in g  ( lite ra lly , 

m o n e y  f a te )  c a n  b e  p re v a le n t . E v e n  th o u g h  i t  w a s  n o t  u n c o m m o n  fo r  p e o p le  to  

d e n y  t h a t  th e y  b e lie v e d  in  fa te , th e s e  p e o p le  s ti l l  k n e w  w h a t  t h e i r  fa te  w a s  

a c c o rd in g  to  th i s  o r  t h a t  fo r tu n e - te l le r .  M rs  L in , f o r  e x a m p le , h a d  a  c le a r  d i s t r u s t  o f  

f o r tu n e - te l le r s  b u t  o n c e  c a su a lly  m e n t io n e d  t h a t  s h e  h a d  b e e n  to ld  t h a t  h e r  

d a u g h te r  h a d  a  f a te  o f  a  “d ra g o n  c irc le d  w ith  j a d e  r ib b o n s ”, t h i s  c o n s t i tu t in g  a  

m u c h  h ig h e r  e x p e c ta t io n  fo r  h e r  d a u g h te r ’s  m a r r ia g e , e v e n  th o u g h  s h e  s a id  s h e  

w o n d e r e d  h o w  f a r  th i s  w a s  t r u e .142 M y  h o s t ’s  d a u g h te r - in - la w , o n  th e  o th e r  h a n d ,  

s a id  s h e  n e v e r  w e n t  to  fo r tu n e - te l le r s  b e c a u s e  s h e  w a s  a f r a id  t h a t  th e y  w o u ld  s a y  

b a d  th in g s  a n d  t h a t  s h e  p ro b a b ly  w o u ld  n o t  b e  a b le  to  h e lp  th in k in g  a b o u t  th e s e  

( fa n x in s i )  a f te r w a r d s . 1̂  N o n e th e le s s , th is  d id  n o t  s to p  h e r  r e f le c t in g  o n  h e r  o w n  

m a r r ia g e  a s  h e r  m in g  s in c e  s h e  h a d  h a d  s o  m a n y  o th e r  o p t io n s  b u t  h a d  e n d e d  u p  

m a r ry in g  in to  th i s  n o t - a t - a l l  w e a lth y  fa m ily . T h is  a c tu a lly  i l lu s t r a te s  t h a t  s h e  

s o m e h o w  b e lie v e d  in  th e  c a lc u la t io n  o f  f a te  a n d  c o n s id e re d  t h a t  i t  w a s  a  p o s s ib le

142 Mrs Lin said that if Xiao Hua got into college, this might have been largely true; if not, 

though, sh e  could hardly s e e  it happening.
143 It is said that fortune-tellers do not normally calculate fate for those with a bad fate 
except for circum stances when the situation is critical, a s  in when som eone might die if they 

were to marry a  particular person; otherwise, the bad piece of news is concealed.
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m e a n s  o f  p r e d ic t in g  o n e s  fu tu re .  M o s t c o m m o n ly , h o w e v e r , s h e  w o u ld  u s e  h e r

b e l ie f  in  fa te  a s  a  ty p e  o f  sp e c u la t io n  a f te r  s o m e th in g  h a d  h a p p e n e d ,  a t t r ib u t in g  th e  

e v e n t  to  fa te , a s  is  s h o w n  b y  th e  s to ry  o f  a  c o u p le  w h o m  s h e  k n e w  w ell,

T h e  c o u p le  w e re  re la t iv e s  o f  m y  s te p fa th e r .  I f  th e y  w e re  n o t  d e a d , 

th e y  w o u ld  b e  s o m e  o f  th e  r ic h e s t  p e o p le  in  m y  n a ta l  v illag e . B e fo re  

th e y  d ie d  in  a  c a r  a c c id e n t , th e y  h a d  ju s t  f in is h e d  b u i ld in g  a  n e w  h o u s e  

a n d  h a d  d o n e  w e ll in  th e  m in in g  b u s in e s s .  T h e re  w a s  a  w e d d in g  th e y  

h a d  to  a t t e n d  a n d  th e  a c c id e n t  h a p p e n e d  w h e n  th e y  h a d  le f t  b u t  th e n  

d e c id e d  to  r e tu r n ,  s o m e th in g  w h ic h  w a s  d e e m e d  q u i te  u n n e c e s s a ry .

H o w  c o u ld  th e  t im in g  h a v e  b e e n  s o  s p o t- o n  (z e n m o  n a m o  q ia o )?  T h e y  

h a d  g iv e n  th e  f e n z i  [m o n e y -p re s e n t]  a n d  h a d  to  le a v e  fo r  s o m e  

b u s in e s s .  I n  th is  c a se , i t  w a s  q u i te  u n n e c e s s a ry  to  r e tu r n  f o r  th e  f e a s t  

b u t  th e y  w e re  d o in g  j u s t  t h a t  w h e n  th e  c a r  a c c id e n t  to o k  p la c e . I t  is  

m in g  [ fa te ] . O th e rw is e , w h y  w o u ld  th e y  h a v e  g o n e  b a c k  a n d  h a p p e n e d  

to  h a v e  th e  c a r  c ra s h . I t  i s n ’t  g o o d  to  h a v e  th e  w e a l th  w ith o u t  a n  

e q u iv a le n t  fa te .

I n  th is  e x p la n a t io n  o n e  is  n o t  a b le  to  a c h ie v e  a  la rg e  a m o u n t  o f  w e a l th  w ith o u t  

a  g o o d  fa te . T h e  s to ry  d o e s  n o t  s a y  th a t  th e  w e a l th  b r o u g h t  th e m  b a d  lu ck . R a th e r , 

i t  s a y s  t h a t  th e y  w e re  fa te d  ( m in g )  n o t  to  b e  a b le  to  e n jo y  th e i r  g o o d  lu c k  ( fu ) .  I f  

w e a l th  is  o n ly  d e s ira b le  w h e n  m a tc h e d  w ith  p o te n t ia l ly  g o o d  fa te , o n e  s h o u ld , 

th e r e fo re ,  n o t  d e s ir e  s o m e th in g  t h a t  is  n o t  p r e d e s t in e d  to  b e  o n e s  o w n . S im ila rly , 

c o v e tin g  w e a l th  t h a t  is  n o t  o n e s  o w n  c a n  a lso  b r in g  d o w n  u n f o r tu n a te  in c id e n ts  o n  

o n e s e lf  o r  o n e s  fa m ily . A c c o rd in g  to  s u c h  re a s o n in g , th e  in a c c e s s ib i l i ty  o f  w e a l th  is , 

th e r e fo re ,  s o m e th in g  to  b e  a c c e p te d , w h e th e r  w illin g ly  o r  u n w illin g ly .

F a te , a s  s p e c u la t io n , is  u n d e r s ta n d a b ly  m o re  c o m m o n ly  in f e r r e d  a f te r  th in g s  

h a v e  a lr e a d y  h a p p e n e d . S in c e  fa te  c a lc u la t io n  is  n o t  a n d  n e v e r  c a n  b e  a lw ay s  

c re d ib le , f a te  s p e c u la t io n  is  m o re  c o m m o n ly  u s e d  to  v a l id a te  a n d  ju s t i f y  th in g s  t h a t  

h a v e  h a p p e n e d  in  th e  p a s t .  N e v e r th e le s s , w h e n  fa te  s p e c u la t io n  is  in c re a s in g ly
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r e a d i ly  a c c e p te d  to  e x p lic a te  c e r ta in  e v e n ts , i t  s t a r t s  to  a lso  b e  u s e d  to  m a k e  

p re d ic t io n s  a b o u t  s im ila r  e v e n ts  h a p p e n in g  in  th e  fu tu re .  I  w a s  o n c e  a s k e d  th e  

fo llo w in g  q u e s t io n  b y  th e  w ife  o f  t h e  h e a d  o f  X ita i a s  w e  w e n t  u p  in to  m o u n ta in s  to  

p ic k  w ild  v e g e ta b le s .

D o n ’t  y o u  th in k  o u r  w h o le  life  r e s id e s  in  m in g ? (R e n  z h e  y ib e iz i  

s h ib u s h i  m in g .)  S o m e tim e s , I  w o n d e r  w h e th e r  w e ’ll j u s t  g e t  w h a t  w e  a r e  

d e s t in e d  to  rece iv e . L o o k  a t  t h e  v a lle y  o v e r  th e re .  I t  w a s  r e n te d  b y  X iao  

W a n g . H e  p la n te d  t r e e s  o n  b o th  s id e s  o f  th e  m o u n ta in  a n d , g iv e n  i t  w a s  

b a r r e n ,  i t  to o k  h im  a  g re a t  d e a l  o f  e f fo r t  to  m a k e  i t  p ro d u c tiv e .  A f te r  tw o  

y e a rs , h e  in s is te d  o n  g iv in g  i t  b a c k  to  th e  b r ig a d e  (d a d u i ), s a y in g  i t  w a s  

j u s t  to o  la b o r io u s  a n d  h a r d  to  m a n a g e . N o rm a lly , th e  le a s e  o n  th e  v a lle y  

s h o u ld  h a v e  la s te d  fo r  t e n  y e a r s  a n d , s in c e  a t  t h a t  t im e  th e  v a lle y  w a s  

w o r th  n o th in g , h e  a c tu a lly  d id n ’t  n e e d  to  p a y  m u c h  fo r  t h e  le a se . H e  

g a v e  i t  u p  a n y w ay , th o u g h , a n d  W u ’s  fa m ily  t o o k  i t  o v e r  a f te rw a rd s ,  a n d  

n o w  y o u  c a n  s e e  h o w  m u c h  m o n e y  W u  g o t [n e a r ly  a  m il l io n  Y u a n ] .

A s S ta f fo rd  a rg u e s  in  h is  p a p e r  “W h a t  is  g o in g  to  h a p p e n  n e x t? ”, w h e n

p re d ic t in g  o n e s  fu tu re ,  th e  C h in e s e  t r a d i t io n  is  “v e ry  s t ro n g ly  o r ie n te d  to w a rd s

b o th  th e  p a s t  a n d  th e  f u tu r e ”, w h ic h  is  to  say , “th is  t r a d i t io n  s t r e s s e s  n o t  o n ly  th e

e x te n t  to  w h ic h  th e  h is to r ic a l  p a s t  w e ig h s  u p o n  a n d  d e te r m in e s  th e  p r e s e n t ,  b u t

a lso  th e  e x te n t  to  w h ic h  th e  f u tu r e  m a y  b e  p re d ic ta b le ,  a n d  in  s o m e  w a y s  e v e n

c o n tro l la b le ” (S ta f fo rd , 2 0 0 7 : 5 9 ) . T h e re fo re , a f te r  o n e s  “o w n  e x p e r ie n c e  o f  th e

b r u ta l  fa te fu ln e s s  o f  life ”, i t  is  n o t  s u r p r is in g  to  se e  th o s e  a n x io u s  a b o u t  r is k - ta k in g

“t u r n  to  th e  c o sm o lo g ic a l s y s te m , t h a t  is  th e  s y s te m  fo r  r e a d in g  th e  p a t t e r n s  o f  th e

u n iv e r s e , fo r  g u id a n c e ” (S ta f fo rd , 2 0 0 7 : 61). A p p a re n tly , a l th o u g h  m y  in fo rm a n ts

m a y  h a v e  w o r r ie d  a b o u t  th e i r  f u tu re ,  w h a t  th e y  s t ru g g le d  w i th  th e  m o s t  w a s  to

u n d e r s ta n d  w h a t  h a d  h a p p e n e d  in  th e  p a s t  a n d  to  f ig u re  o u t  th e  d is ru p t iv e  “fa te

p a t t e r n ” t h a t  th e r e b y  ju s t i f ie d  t h e i r  o w n  g a in s  (o r , m o re  c o m m o n ly , lo s se s ) . I t  w a s

d if f ic u lt  fo r  th e m  to  g ra s p  w h y  s o m e  h a d  o b ta in e d  w in d fa ll  w e a l th  o v e rn ig h t  w h e n
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t h e  o p p o r tu n i ty  re a lly  d u ly  b e lo n g e d  to  o th e r s .  T h e y  w e re  a lso  p e rp le x e d  a b o u t  w h y  

s o m e  p e o p le  h a d  a c h ie v e d  s tu n n in g  w e a l th  b u t  lo s t  th e i r  liv e s  in  u n e x p e c te d  a n d  

u n n e c e s s a ry  e v e n ts . F o r  th e m , o p p o r tu n i t ie s  to  b e c o m e  r ic h  w e re  n o t  a t  a ll 

e x c lu s iv e  to  c e r ta in  in d iv id u a ls  b u t  th e  u n c e r ta in t ie s  a n d  in s o lu b le  c o n u n d r u m  a s  

to  w h y  s o m e  b u t  n o t  o th e r s  s e e m e d  to  b e  s p e c u la te d  a b o u t  a n d  lo c a te d  in  fa te  c o u ld  

n o t  b e  e x p la in e d  b y  a n y  o th e r  id e n tif ia b le  fa c to r s  a p a r t  f ro m  lu c k . T h e  m o re  

d is tu r b in g  a n d  p a in fu l  p u z z le  w a s  w h y  w in d fa ll  w e a l th  w a s  a c h ie v e d  b y  s o m e o n e  

e lse  a n d  n o t  m e ?  I f  th e  “s o m e o n e  e ls e ” w a s  s o m e o n e  w h o  d id  n o t  d e s e rv e  th e  g o o d  

f o r tu n e  o r  w a s  n o  b e t t e r  th a n  “m e ”, e n v y  w a s  ty p ic a lly  m o re  s t ro n g ly  fe lt. H o w e v e r, 

a s  w a s  e x p re s s e d  b y  M e n g ’s  m o th e r ’s  d e r is iv e  to n e  a n d  th e  d r iv e r ’s  s ile n c e , th e  p a in  

o f  e n v y  c o u ld  n o t  b e  e x p re s s e d  to  a n y o n e . I t  t e n d s  to  j u s t  b e  m u c h  b e t t e r  to  s im p ly  

e n d  th e  s to r y  b y  sa y in g , “I t  is  j u s t  m y  ( la c k  o f  g o o d )  f a te ”. S o m e h o w , i t  is  e a s ie r  to  

a c c e p t  o n e s  “a l lo c a te d ” b a d  fa te  t h a n  o n e s  o w n  m o re  “c o n tro l la b le ” fa ilu re .

M anifested fate

F a te  c a n  b e  m a n ife s te d  a n d  r e a d  in  m a n y  d if f e r e n t  w a y s , th o u g h ,  a n d  c a n  b e  

g e n e ra l is e d  a s  t h e  fa te  o f  th e  c o s m o s  o r  so c ie ty . F a te ’s  e x p la n a t io n  fo r  th in g s  is  n o t  

o n ly  in d iv id u a lly  c a lc u la te d  o r  s p e c u la te d , a s  in d ic a te d  a b o v e , b u t  is  a lso  ra t io n a l ly  

a p p lie d . W h e n  v a r io u s  w ay s  o f  r e a s o n in g  s t i l l  fa il  t o  m a k e  s e n s e  o f  s o m e th in g  th a t  

h a s  h a p p e n e d ,  “f a te ” is p u t  fo rw a rd  a s  th e  e x p la n a t io n  to  l if t  in d iv id u a ls  o u t  o f  th e i r  

p e r s o n a l  fa ilu re . F u r th e r m o r e ,  i t  is  g e n e ra l ly  m o re  c o m fo r t in g  to  b e lie v e  t h a t  f a i lu re  

is  n o t  d u e  to  o n e s  u n f o r tu n a te  fa te  in  p a r t ic u la r  b u t  to  th e  f a c t  t h a t  w e  a r e  a ll 

d o o m e d . I n  a  w ay , f a te  is  o n e  o f  th e  w a y s  to  e x p la in  w h a t  h a s  h a p p e n e d  j u s t  a s
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ra t io n a l  e x p la n a t io n  d o e s .

I  r a n  in to  W u  o n  m y  w a y  b a c k  h o m e  a f te r  m y  c o n s u l ta t io n  w ith  th e  

f o r tu n e - te l le r  r e g a rd in g  m y  fa te . W u  a s k e d  m e  w h a t  I  h a d  b e e n  re s e a rc h in g  t h a t  

d a y  a n d  I  to ld  h im  I  h a d  g o n e  to  s u a n m in g  ( to  c a lc u la te  m y  fa te ) . I t  w a s  e a sy  to  se e  

t h a t  h e  w a s  o u t r a g e d  b y  th is  a n d  h e  s c o ld e d  m e  a c c o rd in g ly . “H o w  c o u ld  y o u  

b e lie v e  th a t ,  b e in g  a  co lleg e  s tu d e n t  (d a x u e s h e n g )?  H o w  m u c h  d id  y o u  p a y  h im ? ” I  

s a id  t h a t  I h a d  n o t  h a d  to  p a y  a n y  m o n e y  a n d  t h a t  i t  h a d  j u s t  b e e n  a  c a s u a l  c h a t. H e  

w a s  re l ie v e d  t h a t  I  h a d  n o t  b e e n  s w in d le d  b y  th e  f o r tu n e - te l le r  a n d  d e c id e d  to  s h a re  

h i s  id e a  a b o u t  f a te  w ith  m e .

I  d o n ’t  b e lie v e  in  m in g  ( fa te ) . I f  th e i r  [ th e  f o r tu n e - te l le r s ’] lo g ic  is  

t r u e ,  I  k n o w  h o w  to  f o r tu n e  te l l  a s  w e ll. W h e n  th e y  s a y  t h a t  I  c o u ld  b e  

e n g a g e d  s o o n , I  c o u ld  s a y  I c o u ld  e v e n  g e t  m a r r ie d  i f  I  w a n t ;  d o  I  n e e d  

to  b e  to ld ?  W h e n  th e y  sa y  I  c o u ld  e n c o u n te r  b lo o d s h e d  (x u e g u a n g  

z h i z a i ), I  c o u ld  s a y  th a t  i f  I  d o n ’t  d r in k  o r  f ig h t  w i th  o th e r s  t h e n  I  w o n ’t  

b e  c a rv e d  u p  b y  o th e r s .  I t ’s  a ll a b o u t  re ly in g  o n  o n e se lf . W h e n  th e y  sa y  I  

c o u ld  b e  a  b o s s  w ith  3 0 0  th o u s a n d  R M B , I c o u ld  s a y  I  c o u ld  b e  i f  I  

s p e n t  3 0 0  th o u s a n d  to  b u y  a  t r u c k  (s h i lu n z i ). W h a t  th e y  sa y  is  

p o in tle s s !  [“I f  th is  is  th e  c a se , w h y  d id  y o u  g o  to  th e m ? ” I  a s k e d )  N o , I  

d id n ’t  g o  b u t  th is  is  w h a t  th e y  to ld  m e  an y w a y . I  d o n ’t  t r u s t  in  m in g  a t  

a ll. C a n  y o u  go  to  u n iv e r s i ty  b e c a u s e  o f  y o u r  m in g ?  I t  s h o u ld  b e  b e c a u s e  

y o u  s tu d y  h a rd .  T h e y  k n o w  w h a t  to  s a y  f ro m  th e  m o m e n t  w h e n  th e y  

f i r s t  s e e  y o u . T h e y  k n o w  y o u  c o m e  f ro m  a  g o o d  fa m ily  b a c k g ro u n d .

H a v e  a  la te  m a r r ia g e ?  E v e n  I c a n  te l l  th a t .  W h a t  th e y  to ld  y o u , I  c o u ld  

j u s t  a s  e a s ily  p r e d ic t  a s  w ell.

H e  c le a r ly  c la im e d  t h a t  h e  d id  n o t  h a v e  a n y  p r e o r d a in e d  fa te  a n d  th a t ,  a c tu a lly , 

n o n e  o f  u s  d id . H e  r a t io n a l is e d  e v e ry th in g . F o r  h im , th e r e  w e re  a lw ay s  r e a s o n s  

b e h in d  w h a t  h a d  h a p p e n e d . W h y  d o  s o m e  g e t  th e  m o n e y  a n d  o th e r s  n o t?  A c c o rd in g  

to  W u , th is  is  b e c a u s e  s o m e  p e o p le  k n o w  a b o u t  th e  la w  w h ile  o th e r s  d o  n o t. I f  y o u  

a r e  k n o w le d g e a b le , y o u  w ill n o t  b e  e a s ily  d e c e iv e d . T h is  is  a lso  w h y  h e  w a s  o n  th e
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v e rg e  o f  b e in g  fu r io u s  w h e n  h e  f i r s t  d is c o v e re d  t h a t  I  — a  w e l l - e d u c a te d  co lleg e  

s tu d e n t  — c o u ld  b e  so  n a iv e  a s  to  s e e k  a d v ic e  f ro m  a  fo r tu n e - te l le r .  T h e r e  w e re  

c e r ta in ly  th in g s  t h a t  h e  c o u ld  n o t  e x p la in . H e  r e c o u n te d  h is  e x p e r ie n c e  o f  w o rk in g  

in  B e ijin g  w h e re  h is  f o rm e r  f a c to ry  c o lle a g u e  h a d  m a d e  a  fo r tu n e  b y  re c y c lin g  

a b a n d o n e d  s te e l  f ro m  d e m o lis h e d  b u ild in g s . H e  a t t r ib u te d  h is  c o lle a g u e ’s  s u c c e s s  

to  h is  h a v in g  se iz e d  th e  r ig h t  o p p o r tu n i ty  w h e n  o th e r s  w e re  u n a w a re  o f  th e  

o p p o r tu n i ty  e x is t in g  in  th e  c ity ’s  m a n y  r e c o n s t r u c t io n  p ro je c ts .  W u  w a s  s e iz in g  h is  

o w n  o p p o r tu n i ty  b y  re fu s in g  to  s ig n  th e  la n d  r e q u is i t io n  c o n t r a c t  w ith  th e  m in in g  

c o m p a n y ; a t  th e  s a m e  t im e , h e  h a d  b e e n  r e a d in g  c e le b r i t ie s ’ b io g ra p h ie s  to  le a rn  

w h e re  o p p o r tu n i t ie s  w e re  m o s t  lik e ly  to  b e  fo u n d . W h ile  W u ’s  e n d e a v o u r  w a s  a  s till  

o n g o in g  p ro c e s s , M rs  G ao , o n  th e  o th e r  h a n d ,  h a d  fa i le d  to  a c h ie v e  w h a t  sh e  

w a n te d .

Y o u  se e , a ll th e  c a d re s  h a v e  b e e n  c o r ru p te d . T h e  m in e s  h a v e  

a lm o s t  d e p le te d  th e  w a te r  s u p p ly  n e e d e d  f o r  p la n t in g  r ic e  a n d  th e  

m in in g  c o m p a n ie s  h a v e  a ll h a d  to  m a k e  c o n tr a c ts  w i th  o u r  v illa g e  to  

c o m p e n s a te  [o u r  lo ss ] . W e  h a v e n ’t  s e e n  a  p e n n y  o f  th is .  H e  [ th e  h e a d  o f  

t h e  v illa g e ] h a s  p ro m is e d  to  e x e m p t u s  f ro m  o u r  T V  l ic e n c e  fe e s  b u t  w e  

a r e  s t i l l  p a y in g  fo r  th e m . H e  h a s  b e e n  th e  h e a d  o f  t h e  v illa g e  fo r  m a n y  

y e a r s  a n d  w e  s ti l l  h a v e  te n s  o f  th o u s a n d s  in  d e b ts .  T h e re  a r e  s o  m a n y  

m in e s  n o w ; w h e re  d o e s  th e  m o n e y  g o ?  T h e re  a r e  v il la g e s  t h a t  h a v e  s u e d  

th e  h e a d s  o f  th e i r  v illa g e s  b u t  i t  w a s  h a r d ly  p o s s ib le  to  c h e c k  a n y th in g  

o u t .  H o w  c o u ld  w e  h a v e  th a t  m u c h  s p a r e  t im e  to  w o rk  th i s  th r o u g h ?  

H e n c e , w e  w o u ld  r a th e r  e a r n  m o re  m o n e y  o f  o u r  o w n . E v e ry  s in g le  

m in in g  fa c to ry  n e e d s  to  g o  th r o u g h  th e  v illa g e  c o m m it te e  b e fo re  th e y  

s e t  u p ;  c a n  y o u  im a g in e  h o w  m u c h  m o n e y  th e y  h a v e  e m b e z z le d ?  W ell, i f  

y o u  d o n ’t  h a v e  t h a t  f a  ( a u s p ic io u s n e s s ) ,  d o n ’t  th in k  a b o u t  t h a t  m o n e y ; 

n o t  e v e ry o n e  c a n  g e t  th a t .  I f  y o u  d o n ’t  h a v e  th e  fa te , j u s t  d o n ’t  th in k  

a b o u t  it!

M rs  G a o  h a d  s u p p o r te d  a n o th e r  c a n d id a te 144 in  th e  v illa g e  e le c t io n s . S h e  d id

144 Her husband’s  brother.
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n o t  c o n s id e r  t h e  c u r r e n t  h e a d  o f  th e  v illa g e  to  h a v e  b e e n  e le c te d  th r o u g h  f a ir  

c o m p e ti t io n . S h e  re c k o n e d  th e  h e a d  o f  t h e  v illa g e  h a d  m o b il is e d  h is  n e tw o r k  to  

e ffe c tiv e ly  fo rg e  v o te s  in  th e  e le c t io n  a n d  th a t ,  e v e n  a f te r  th e  fo rg e d  v o te s  w e re  

d e te c te d , s o m e o n e  f ro m  th e  to w n s h ip  h a d  d is g u is e d  th is  s o  t h a t  th e  c u r r e n t  h e a d  o f  

t h e  v illa g e  c o u ld  w in  th e  e le c tio n . S h e  u n d o u b te d ly  w o u ld  n o t  h a v e  a c c e p te d  th a t  

t h e  e le c t io n  r e s u l t  w a s  a n y o n e ’s  fa te  b u t  n o t  b e in g  a b le  to  s h a r e  th e  p r o s p e r i ty  o f  

t h e  m in in g  c o m p a n ie s  a s  a  m e m b e r  o f  th e  v illa g e  w h e re  th e  m in in g  c o m p a n ie s  

w e re  e ffe c tiv e ly  s i tu a te d  w a s  s o m e th in g  p a in fu l  t h a t  w a s  b e y o n d  h e r  c o n tro l .  T h is  

p a in  m a y  h a v e  re s u l te d  f ro m  th e  in c a p a c ity  to  m a k e  a  r e la t iv e  o f  h e r  h u s b a n d ’s  th e  

v illa g e  le a d e r ,  s o m e th in g  w h ic h  w o u ld  h a v e  b e n e f i te d  h e r  fa m ily  t o  a  g r e a te r  e x te n t ,  

o r  s im p ly  th e  in c a p a c ity  to  b r in g  d o w n  th e  c u r r e n t  le a d e r  to  e a s e  h e r  u n e x p r e s s e d  

e n v y . A lth o u g h  M rs  G ao  s a id  “I f  y o u  d o n ’t  h a v e  th e  fa te , j u s t  d o n ’t  th in k  a b o u t  i t ” , i t  

c a n n o t  b e  in f e r r e d  f ro m  th is  t h a t  M rs  G ao  w a s  n o t  a c tu a lly  th in k in g  a b o u t  th is .  T h e  

fa c t  w a s , n o t  o n ly  h a d  s h e  c le a r ly  th o u g h t  a b o u t  i t  (m o n e y  a n d  th e  p o w e r  o f  th e  

h e a d  o f  th e  v illa g e ), s h e  h a d  a lso  s tru g g le d  to  o b ta in  b o th  b u t  h a d  u n f o r tu n a te ly  n o t  

b e e n  s u c c e s s fu l in  th is .  By a s c r ib in g  e v e ry th in g  to  f a te  in  th e  e n d , s h e  c o u ld  r ig h tly  

c o n c lu d e  t h a t  th e  u n f o r tu n a te  f a i lu re  w a s  n o t  d u e  to  a n y b o d y ’s  in a b ili ty . T h e re  w a s  

s im p ly  n o th in g  th e y  c o u ld  h a v e  d o n e  in  th i s  in s ta n c e . “M a n ife s te d  f a te ”, I  w o u ld  

a rg u e , is  u s e d  to  p ro v id e  c o m fo r t  fo r  b o th  th e  u n s a t is f a c to r y  p a s t  a n d  th e  

u n p r e d ic ta b le  fu tu re .  By a s c r ib in g  f o r tu n e  o r  m is f o r tu n e  to  fa te , in d iv id u a l  

r e s p o n s ib i l i t ie s ,  e i th e r  c o n tr ib u t in g  to  s u c c e s s  o r  fa i lu re , a r e  s u b s e q u e n t ly  ta k e n  

o u t  o f  th e  e q u a t io n  h a v in g  to  d o  w ith  u n c h a n g e a b le  e v e n ts .



I t  s h o u ld  b e  n o te d  t h a t  th e  s tru g g le  b e tw e e n  a c c e p t in g  fa ta l is m  o r  a d o p t in g

r a t io n a l is a t io n  is  c o n s ta n t  in  th e  v illa g e s  a n d  p o s s ib ly  e ls e w h e re . O n e  o f  th e

im p o r ta n t  r e a s o n s  b e h in d  th i s  c a n  b e  a t t r ib u te d  to  th e  s t a te ’s  d is c o u r s e  a n d

p ra c tic e . U n d e r  c u r r e n t  s ta te  re g u la t io n s ,  a n y  u n r e g is te r e d  o r  u n o r g a n is e d  re l ig io u s

a c tiv i t ie s  c a n  b e  c a te g o r is e d  a s  “fe u d a l  s u p e r s t i t io n ”. F a te  c a lc u la t io n , g e o m a n c y

a n d  d iv in a t io n  w e re  a ll c la s s if ie d  a s  fe u d a l  s u p e r s t i t io n s  a n d  o ffic ia lly  b a n n e d  b y

la w .145 M r  L ei, fo r  in s ta n c e , h a d  b e e n  k e e n  to  c a lc u la te  m y  fa te  a n d  to  in fo rm  m e  o f

th e  lo g ic  b e h in d  o n e s  fa te  b u t  h e  h a d  s ti l l  b e e n  w a ry  a b o u t  th e  d a n g e r s  o u r

c o n v e r s a t io n  c o u ld  h a v e  b r o u g h t  h im . W h e n  h e  s a w  m e  off, I  h a d  to  a s s u r e  h im

q u i te  a  fe w  t im e s  t h a t  I  w o u ld  n o t  r e p o r t  o u r  c o n v e r s a t io n  to  th e  p o lic e  o r  th in k  o f

i t  a s  fe u d a l  s u p e r s t i t io n .  T h e  g e n e ra l  s u s p ic io n  fe l t  to w a r d s  f a te  c a lc u la t io n  is  d u e ,

o n  th e  o n e  h a n d ,  to  th e  u n re l ia b i l i ty  o f  s o m e  f o r tu n e - te l le r s  w h o  a r e  m e re ly  k e e n  o n

s w in d lin g  p e o p le  o u t  o f  m o n e y  a n d , o n  t h e  o th e r  h a n d ,  to  th e  s t r o n g  in f lu e n c e  o f

th e  a n t i - s u p e r s t i t io n  d is c o u rs e  in  C h in a . I  a m  n o t  s u r e  h o w  f a r  m y  in f o r m a n ts ’

id e a s  a b o u t  f a te  w e re  c o m in g  f ro m  th e  a c tu a l  c a lc u la t io n s  o f  fo r tu n e  te l le r s .

W h e n e v e r  I  in q u ir e d  a b o u t  th e  id e a  o f  fa te , m y  in f o r m a n ts  w o u ld  in v a r ia b ly

r e s p o n d ,  “O h , t h a t  is  j u s t  fe u d a l  s u p e r s t i t io n ”. N o n e th e le s s ,  i t  w a s  o f te n  la te r

re v e a le d  t h a t  th e y  h a d  c a lc u la te d  th e i r  o r  t h e i r  fa m ily  m e m b e r s ’ f a te  b u t  j u s t  w o u ld

n o t  s h a r e  th e i r  e x p e r ie n c e  o f  th is  w ith  e d u c a te d  p e o p le  l ik e  m e . A s F e u c h tw a n g

r ig h t ly  p o in ts  o u t ,  in  m a in la n d  C h in a , “s u p e r s t i t io n ” is  n o t  j u s t  a  n e g a tiv e  c a te g o ry .

I t  is  p o r tm a n te a u  c o n d e m n a t io n  o f  th e  b a c k w a rd n e s s  o f  s e v e ra l a s p e c ts  o f  p o p u la r

c u l tu re .  T h e  b la n k e t  c o n d e m n a t io n  is  d i r e c te d  a t  a n y th in g  t h a t  d o e s  n o t  s u i t  th e

145 Constitution.
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id e a ls  o f  s c ie n tif ic  a n d  d e m o c ra t ic  g o v e rn a n c e  a n d  i t s  p ro je c t  f o r  m o d e rn is a t io n . 

B a c k w a rd n e s s  s h a m e s  (F e u c h tw a n g , 2 0 0 1 : 216 -217). O n  th e  o th e r  h a n d ,  th e  m in g ,  

w h ic h  p e o p le  e f fo r tle s s ly  u s e d  to  p a r t ia l ly  r a t io n a l is e  o th e r  p e o p le ’s  g a in s , w a s  n o t  

d e e m e d  b a c k w a rd  o r  s u p e r s t i t io u s  a t  a ll. I  o f te n  h e a r d  p e o p le  sa y in g , “D o n ’t  e v e n  

d r e a m  o f  a c h ie v in g  s o m e th in g  i f  y o u  d o n ’t  h a v e  th e  f a te !” j u s t  a s  M rs  G a o  d id . 

N o n e th e le s s ,  m in g  a s  s o m e th in g  c a lc u la te d  o r  j u s t  a s  p u r e  s p e c u la t io n  d id  n o t  s e e m  

to  m a k e  m u c h  d if fe re n c e  to  th o s e  w h o  w e re  u s in g  i t  to  c o m m e n t  o n  th e  g a in s  o r  

lo s s e s  in  life . T h e  d if fe re n c e  w a s , h o w e v e r , t h a t  p e o p le  w e re  in c l in e d  to  t r e a t  th e  

a c t io n  o f  g o in g  to  a  f o r tu n e - te l le r  a s  s u p e r s t i t io u s  a l th o u g h  n o t  th e  b e l ie f  in  m in g  

itse lf .

F a ta l is m , a s  d e f in e d  b y  C a h n , “is  th e  th e s i s  t h a t  th e  la w s  o f  lo g ic  a lo n e  su ff ic e  

to  p ro v e  t h a t  n o  m a n  h a s  f re e  w ill, su ff ic e  to  p ro v e  t h a t  t h e  o n ly  a c t io n s  w h ic h  a  

m a n  c a n  p e r fo rm  a re  th e  a c t io n s  w h ic h  h e  d o e s , in  fa c t, p e r fo rm , a n d  su ff ic e  to  

p ro v e  t h a t  a  m a n  c a n  b r in g  a b o u t  o n ly  th o s e  e v e n ts  w h ic h  d o , in  fa c t, o c c u r  a n d  c a n  

p r e v e n t  o n ly  th o s e  e v e n ts  w h ic h  d o  n o t ,  in  fa c t, o c c u r” (C a h n , 1967 : 8 ) . C a h n  t r ie s  

to  a rg u e  th a t ,  i f  o n e  is  to  a v o id  fa ta l is m  a n d  p re s e rv e  lo g ic , o n e  s h o u ld  c o n s id e r  

w h a t  A r is to t le  p r e s e n te d  m o re  t h a n  tw o  th o u s a n d  y e a r s  ag o ; t h a t  is , “th r e e  

m e ta p h y s ic a l  im p lic a t io n s  c o n c e rn in g  th e  n a tu r e  o f  t im e ” (C a h n , 1967: 136). 

A c c o rd in g  to  A r is to t le ’s  s o lu tio n , n o t  o n ly  is  t im e  re a l ,  t im e  is  a ls o  “e ff ic a c io u s” a n d  

“h a s  a n  in t r in s ic  s e n s e  o f  a s y m m e try ” ; t h a t  is, “c e r ta in  e v e n ts  in  th e  f u tu r e  a r e  

c o n t in g e n t ,  w h e re a s  a ll e v e n ts  in  th e  p a s t  a re ,  b y  v i r tu e  o f  t h e i r  p a s tn e s s  a lo n e , 

n e c e s s a ry , i.e . i t  is  n o t  w ith in  a n y  m a n ’s  p o w e r  to  p r e v e n t  th e i r  o c c u r re n c e . T im e
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a lo n e  c a n  d e c re a s e  a  m a n ’s  p o w e rs  o r  a b i l i t ie s ” a n d  “th e  f u tu r e  d if fe rs  f ro m  th e  

p a s t ,  a n d  n o t  m e re ly  in  th e  s e n s e  t h a t  i t  c o m e s  la te r  — I  c a n  e x e r t  s o m e  m e a s u r e  o f  

c o n tro l  o v e r  w h a t  w ill h a p p e n  in  th e  fu tu re ,  w h e re a s  I  c a n  e x e r t  n o  s u c h  c o n tro l  

o v e r  w h a t  h a s  h a p p e n e d  in  th e  p a s t” (C a h n , 1 9 6 7 :1 3 6 -1 3 7 ) . I n  th e  C h in e s e  b e l ie f  in  

m in g ,  a s  s h o w n  b y  m y  in f o r m a n ts ’ c o m m e n ta r ie s ,  f a ta l is m  is  e s s e n t ia l ly  u s e d  to  

d e te r m in e  w h a t  h a s  h a p p e n e d  in  th e  p a s t ,  s in c e  th e r e  is  n o th in g  I  c a n  d o  a b o u t  

th is ;  fo r  th e  th in g s  t h a t  h a v e  n o t  y e t  h a p p e n e d  ( th in g s  in  th e  f u tu r e ) ,  th o u g h , 

p e o p le  c a n  s t i l l  b e  h o p e fu l a b o u t  th e s e .

H a r re l l  a n d  O x fe ld  h a v e  b o th  s tu d ie d  th e  C h in e s e  fo lk  id e o lo g y  o f  f a te  in  th e  

l ig h t  o f  e n t r e p r e n e u r ia l  s p ir i ts .  F o r  H a rre l l ,  t h e  id e a  o f  f a te  c a n  b e  e i th e r  u s e d  a s  

“s im p ly  a n o th e r  w a y  o f  c o m m e n tin g , s e r io u s ly  o r  c a su a lly , o n  o n e s  o w n  o r  

a n o th e r ’s  m a te r ia l  s i tu a t io n  in  l ife ” (H a r re l l ,  1 9 8 9 : 9 4 )  o r  to  e x p la in  f a i lu re  a s  a  

“p o s t-h o c  ra t io n a l iz a t io n , a  c a tc h a ll  e x p la n a t io n  w h e n  o th e r s  fa il, a  w a y  o f  

a c k n o w le d g in g  t h a t  e v e n  th e  m o s t  m o ra l  a n d  d i l ig e n t  h u m a n  b e in g s  c a n n o t  

n e c e s s a r i ly  g u a r a n te e  th e i r  o w n  su c c e s s  in  l ife ” (H a r re l l ,  1 9 8 9 : 101). I n  O x fe ld ’s 

s tu d y , “a l th o u g h  th e  D h a p a  C h in e se  c le a r ly  s u b s c r ib e  to  th e  n o t io n  t h a t  th r o u g h  

g o o d  b e h a v io u r  a n d  w ise  in v e s tm e n ts  o n e  c a n  e x e r t  c o n s id e ra b le  in f lu e n c e  o v e r  

o n e s  f u tu r e  a n d  e v e n  o n e s  a f te r life , th e y  a lso  le a v e  ro o m  in  t h e i r  w o r ld v ie w  f o r  th e  

a c k n o w le d g m e n t  t h a t  s o m e tim e s  e v e n  th e  b e s t  o f  e f fo r ts  m a y  r e s u l t  in  f a i lu r e ” 

(O x fe ld , 1993 : 110) o r  “in  th e  w o rs t-c a s e  s c e n a r io ,  p e o p le  w ill h in t  t h a t  s o m e  

m is d e e d  in  th e  p a s t  w a s  th e  c a u s e  o f  th e  p r e s e n t  b a d  f o r tu n e .  T h e y  w ill p o in t  t o  th e  

m is t r e a tm e n t  o f  a  c h ild , s ib lin g , o r  s p o u s e  in  e a r l ie r  y e a rs , f o r  in s ta n c e , a n d  e x p la in



t h a t  a n  in d iv id u a l’s  c u r r e n t  h a r d s h ip s  a r e  r e t r ib u t io n  f o r  s u c h  th o u g h t le s s  

b e h a v io u r ” (O x fe ld , 1993 : 101). I n  g e n e ra l ,  b o th  H a r re l l  a n d  O x fe ld  t r e a t  f a te  a s  

w a y s  o f  e x p la in in g  th e  u n c e r ta in t ie s  a n d  r is k s  C h in e se  e n t r e p r e n e u r s  fa c e d , 

e s p e c ia lly  th o s e  w h o  h a d  “d o n e  a ll th e  r ig h t  th in g s  — w o rk e d  h a r d ,  in v e s te d  w ise ly , 

s a v e d  m o n e y , a n d  b e h a v e d  p r o p e r ly  — ... [b u t]  s t i l l  fa il[e d ]  to  p r o s p e r ”. I n  s u c h  

c a se s , a n  in d iv id u a l’s c i r c u m s ta n c e s  m a y  b e  e x p la in e d  a s  th e  s im p le  r e s u l t  o f  a  b a d  

“f a te ” ( m in g y u n )  (O x fe ld , 1993 : 101). F o r  b o th  H a r r e l l  a n d  O x fe ld , th e  id e a  o f  f a te  

s im p ly  o ffe rs  s o m e  k in d  o f  e x p la n a t io n  a n d  c o m fo r t  fo r  t h e  o f te n  f ru i t le s s  

h a rd -w o rk in g  e f fo r ts  u n d e r ta k e n  b y  t h e i r  in fo rm a n ts .  A s H a r re l l  a rg u e s ,  f a te  “w a s  a  

to o l  in  s u c h  a  s tru g g le , a  c o m fo r t  to  th o s e  w h o  lo s t  a n d  a n  a d m o n i t io n  to  o th e r s  to  

k e e p  t r y in g ” (H a r re l l ,  1 9 8 9 : 1 07 ). I  w a n t  to  ta k e  th e  a r g u m e n t  o n e  s te p  f u r th e r ,  

th o u g h .  T h e  e x p la n a t io n  a n d  v a l id a t io n  o f  o n e s  su c c e s s  o r  f a i lu r e  a c h ie v e d  b y  

a s c r ib in g  th i s  to  fa te  n o t  o n ly  s e rv e s  a s  ju s t i f ic a t io n  o r  c o m fo r t  f o r  th o s e  w h o  w in  o r  

lo s e  b u t  a ls o  r e s t r ic ts  th e  s p a c e s  a v a ila b le  fo r  e n v y  s in c e  th e  p a s t  is  n o t  c h a n g e a b le  

a n d  th e  f u tu r e  is  u n d e te rm in e d .

Conclusion

I n  th i s  c h a p te r ,  I  h a v e  e la b o r a te d  o n  th e  sp e c if ic  u s a g e  o f  a u s p ic io u s n e s s  ( fu ) ,  

lu c k  ( y u n )  a n d  fa te  (m in g )  m a d e  b y  m y  in f o r m a n ts  to  c o m p r e h e n d  a n d  ju s t i f y  

g a in s  a n d  lo s s e s  o f  w in d fa ll  w e a l th  in  L a n y in g  a n d  X ita i. T h e  v il la g e rs  ta c t ic a l ly  

a p p l ie d  id e a s  o f  f a te  to  c o m m e n t  o n  o th e r  p e o p le ’s  a c h ie v e m e n ts  o r  f a i lu r e s  a s  w e ll 

a s  to  c o m m e n t  o n  th o s e  o f  t h e i r  o w n . C e rta in ly , f a te  c a n n o t  b e  s e e n  a s  a n  

o v e r r id in g  fo rc e  t h a t  b y p a s s e s  a ll o th e r  o p p o r tu n i t ie s  to  g e t  r ic h  o r  r e m a in  p o o r
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a l th o u g h  i t  is  c o m m o n ly  in te r p r e te d  a s  in f lu e n tia l ,  e s p e c ia lly  a f te r  a n y  p a r t ic u la r  

e v e n ts  o r  c h a n c e s  w h ic h  tu r n e d  o u t  to  b e  s ig n if ic a n t  in  a c q u ir in g  w e a l th  o r  p o w e r . 

M o re  sp e c if ic a lly , fa te  is  u s e d  to  ju s t i fy  th e  g a in s  o r  p a in  in v o lv e d  in  th o s e  e v e n ts  

a n d  to  m a k e  th o s e  g a in s  b e y o n d  o n e s  c o n tro l ,  th e r e b y  a m e lio ra t in g  o n e s  s e n s e  o f  

u n d e s e r v e d  in fe r io r i ty . T h is  u n d e r s ta n d in g  s h o u ld , a t  le a s t  o n  th e  s u r fa c e , le a d  to  

t h e  d is a p p e a r a n c e  o f  th e  en v y  a n d  re d -e y e  fe l t  b y  v il la g e rs . H o w e v e r , w h a t  I  a m  

a c tu a l ly  a rg u in g  is  t h a t  b y  p u t t in g  a  n u m b e r  o f  e x p la n a t io n s  d o w n  to  f a te , t h e  fo lk  

b e lie fs  o f  a u s p ic io u s n e s s ,  fa te  a n d  lu c k  o f fe r  c ru c ia l  m e a n s  o f  m a k in g  s e n s e  o f  

th in g s  t h a t  h a v e  h a p p e n e d , o f  a c c e p tin g  th a t  th e  g a in s  a c q u ir e d  b y  o th e r s  a r e  j u s t  

f o r tu n a te  a n d ,  m o s t  im p o r ta n t ly ,  o f  c o n s o lin g  o n e s  s e n s e  o f  in f e r io r i ty  b r o u g h t  

a b o u t  b y  o n e s  lo s se s . T h e  u n d e s e rv e d  in f e r io r i ty  e m b e d d e d  in  th e  fe e lin g  o f  e n v y  

o f te n  n e e d s  to  b e  c u ltu ra l ly  a d d r e s s e d  a s , o th e rw is e , th i s  c a n  e i th e r  le a d  to  h a r m in g  

o n e s e l f  o r  to  s a b o ta g in g  th e  e n v ie d  s u b je c t  in  th e  h o p e  o f  r e d r e s s in g  th e  s i tu a t io n .  

By a t t r ib u t in g  th e  p o s s e s s io n  o f  d e s ira b le  g o o d s  to  a u s p ic io u s n e s s ,  f a te  a n d  lu c k , 

e f fo r ts  m a d e  to  d e p r iv e  th e  e n v ie d  o f  th e i r  p o s s e s s io n s  s e e m  m u c h  le s s  p ro b a b le .

N o n e th e le s s ,  w e  c a n n o t  th u s  c la im  t h a t  th e s e  p e o p le  a r e  s e r io u s  b e l ie v e r s  in  

fa te . W h a t  th e y  c o m m e n te d  o n , e i th e r  n o t  a c h ie v in g  w h a t  th e y  w a n te d  o r  th e  f a i lu re  

o f  c e r ta in  o f  t h e i r  e f fo r ts , d id  n o t  n e e d  to  b e  c a lc u la te d  b y  f o r tu n e - te l le r s .  T h e y  

m a d e  th e i r  o w n  ju d g e m e n ts  a n d  th e  e x p la n a t io n s  w ith  r e g a r d  to  f a te  w e re , in  e ffe c t, 

r a t io n a l is e d  c a lc u la tio n . I t  w a s  r a t io n a l is a t io n  in  th e  s e n s e  o f  a  s t r a te g ic  

c la r if ic a t io n  o f  w h a t  th e y  c o u ld  d o  a n d  w h a t  w a s  b e y o n d  th e i r  r e a c h . I t  w a s  a lso  

r a t io n a l is a t io n  w h e n  th e y  c o n s id e re d  th a t  c e r ta in  o p p o r tu n i t ie s  fo r  m a k in g  m o n e y

212



h a d  p a s s e d  b u t  t h a t  o th e r s  w e re  s ti l l  to  c o m e  in  th e  n e x t  fe w  d a y s . O n e s  fa te  is  n o t  

s e a le d  b y  o n e s  f a i lu re  in  life  b u t  i t  is  o f te n  a v a ila b le  to  re c o n c ile  th e s e  tw o  a s p e c ts . 

I d e a s  o f  lu c k  a n d  fa te  h a v e  b e e n  s e e n  a s  in te r c h a n g e a b le  in  o th e r  c u l tu r e s  s in c e  th e  

d is t r ib u t io n  o f  o p p o r tu n i ty  h a s  a lw a y s  b e e n  b y  a n d  la rg e  u n e q u a l  a n d  s p a r s e ,  a s  

S c h o e c k  p o in ts  o u t  (S ch o eck , 1 9 66 : 2 3 8 ) . I n  C h in a , th e r e  is  c e r ta in ly  a  lo n g  

t r a d i t io n  o f  c a lc u la t in g  fa te  a n d  th e  b e l ie f  in  a u s p ic io u s n e s s  a n d  fa te  a r e  d e e p ly  

in g r a in e d  in  p e o p le ’s m in d s . I t  is  c o n v e n ie n tly  a v a ila b le  in  s u c h  a  w a y  t h a t  p e o p le  

c a n  tu r n  to  i t  to  re c o n c ile  th e m s e lv e s  to  th e i r  s i tu a t io n  w h e n e v e r  th e y  n e e d  to .

T h e  w in d fa ll  w e a lth  o b ta in e d  in  r e c e n t  y e a r s  h a s  v e ry  lik e ly  c h a n g e d  p e o p le ’s 

n o t io n s  o f  h o w  w e a l th  is  m a d e . N o w  w e a l th  is  th o u g h t  to  c o m e  th r o u g h  lu c k  a n d  

fa te , t h a t  is  to  sa y , u n p re d ic ta b le  f a c to r s  n o w  p la y  a  m u c h  b ig g e r  ro le  in  m a k in g  b ig  

p ro f i t s  th a n  in  th e  p a s t .  I t  is  c e r ta in ly  s ti l l  r a r e  fo r  a  “p ro fe s s io n a l” g a m b le r  to  g e t 

r ic h  a n d  th e  lu c k  h a v in g  to  d o  w ith  g e t t in g  w in d fa ll  w e a l th  m ig h t  a lso  b e  j u s t  

o n e -o ff . H o w e v e r , b y  in te rn a l is in g  o p p o r tu n i t ie s  fo r  b e c o m in g  r ic h  in to  o n e s  

p r e d e s t in e d  a u s p ic io u s n e s s  o r  fa te , th e  c h a n c e s  o f  g e t t in g  lu c k y  o r  o f  a c h ie v in g  a n d  

s u s ta in in g  e x tre m e  w e a l th  a re  r e s t r ic te d  to  o n ly  a  fe w  in d iv id u a ls .  T h is  is  th u s  

ju s t i f ia b le  to o , th o u g h . W e a lth  r e m a in s  d e s ira b le  b u t  a c c e s s  to  w e a l th  c a n  o n ly  b e  

e n s u r e d  fo r  s o m e  a n d  n o t  fo r  o th e r s ,  e sp e c ia lly  c o n s id e r in g  th e  d a n g e r  o f  n o t  

h a v in g  a  g o o d  e n o u g h  fa te  to  s u s ta in  w e a l th  o n c e  o b ta in e d . F a ta l is m  is  g e n e ra lly  

m e re ly  u s e d  f o r  th in g s  t h a t  h a v e  h a p p e n e d  in  th e  p a s t  a l th o u g h  i t  is  a ls o  s o m e tim e s  

u s e d  to  d e m y s tify  th e  p a t t e r n  o f  th e  p a s t  a n d , th e re fo re ,  to  p r e d ic t  t h e  u p c o m in g  

fu tu re .  G iv e n  t h a t  th e  p a s t  is  a l r e a d y  b e y o n d  o n e s  c o n tro l ,  th e  e n v y  o f  w h a t o th e r s



a l r e a d y  h a v e  c a n  o n ly  b e  p o in tle s s .  T h e  a n g e r  a n d  p a in  o f  u n s p o k e n  e n v y  c a n  s t i l l  

b e  fe l t  b u t  i t  is  q u ic k ly  d iv e r te d  a n d  c o n c e a le d  in  th e  a c c e p ta n c e  o f  o n e s  fa te . 

L u ck ily , f a te  is  n o t  c o m p le te ly  d o o m e d  o r  u n c h a n g e a b le ,  a t  l e a s t  n o t  u n t i l  t h e  e n d  

o f  o n e s  life . O p p o r tu n i t ie s  d o  n o t  e n t i r e ly  r u n  o u t  e i th e r .  T h e re fo re ,  e v e ry o n e  c a n  

s t i l l  b e  h o p e fu l .  I n  p a r t ic u la r ,  h o p e  c a n  b e  r e ta in e d  a n d  r e p r o d u c e d  b y  o n e s  

e x p e c ta t io n s  w i th  r e g a r d  to  o n e s  c h i ld re n , s o m e th in g  w h ic h  w ill b e  d i s c u s s e d  in  th e  

n e x t  c h a p te r .
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C h a p te r  6 : P a re n t- c h i ld  r e la t io n s  a n d  t r a n s c e n d in g  en v y

W h e n  th e  n e w s  o f  m y  f r ie n d ’s  d e a th  c a m e , I  c o u ld  n o t  b e lie v e  it. O n ly  a  m o n th  

b e fo re ,  w e  h a d  b e e n  s i t t in g  o n  u n e v e n  ro c k s  a t  th e  fo o t  o f  th e  m o u n ta in s  in  X ita i  

w i th  X ia o  L i r e fu s in g  to  te ll  m e  w h a t  h e  e n v ie d . U n lik e  o th e r s  w h o  m ig h t  j u s t  h a v e  

d e n ie d  t h a t  th e y  e n v ie d  a t  a ll, h e  in s te a d  in s is te d  s h u o le  y o u s h a y o n g  (W h a t’s  th e  

u s e  o f  s a y in g )?  I  k e p t  o n  p ro m p tin g , th o u g h :  “E v e n  th o u g h  i t ’s  u s e le s s  th e r e  is  n o  

h a r m  in  say in g ! W h y  d o n ’t  y o u  j u s t  te l l  m e ? ” H e  s m ile d , s h o o k  h is  h e a d  a n d  

c o n t in u e d  to  s a y  n o th in g . I  c o u ld  n e v e r  h a v e  e x p e c te d  t h a t  th is  u n a n s w e r e d  

q u e s t io n  w o u ld  e n d  u p  b e in g  h is  la s t  w o rd s  to  m e . H e  w a s  2 8  y e a r s  o ld  th e n .

X ia o  Li w a s  t h e  n e ig h b o u r  a n d  re la t iv e  o f  m y  h o s t  in  X ita i. H e  h a d  m ig ra te d  

a w a y  to  w o rk  in  s u b u r b a n  B e ijin g  fo r  s e v e ra l  y e a r s  b u t  h a d  c o m e  b a c k  f o r  th e  

S p r in g  F e s tiv a l a n d  d e c id e d  to  s t a r t  w o rk in g  lo c a lly  a n d  s e t t le  b a c k  in  th e  v illa g e  

c o n s id e r in g  th e  p r o s p e r o u s  o u tlo o k  f o r  th e  to w n s h ip ’s  e c o n o m y  a n d  th e  

b u rg e o n in g  m in in g  e c o n o m y  in  p a r t ic u la r .  M o s t  o f  th e  y o u n g  m e n  c o u ld  a t  t h a t  

p o in t  e a s ily  e a r n  th e  s a m e  a m o u n t  o f  m o n e y  w i th in  th e  r e g io n  a s  in  th e  b ig  c i t ie s  

w h ile  th e  l iv in g  c o n d i t io n s  a t  h o m e  w e re  m u c h  b e t te r .  N o t lo n g  a f te r  h is  r e tu r n  a n d  

th e  e n d  o f  t h e  S p r in g  F e s tiv a l b re a k , X iao  L i jo in e d  five  y o u n g  m e n  f ro m  th e  s a m e  

v illa g e  to  m a n u a l ly  d ig  a n d  se ll i r o n  o re . T h e  m o u n ta in s  w h e re  th e y  w o rk e d  h a d  

v ir tu a l ly  a l r e a d y  b e e n  r e q u is i t io n e d  b y  S k y  a s  ta i l in g  s to r a g e  a n d  a s  s i te s  fo r  

b u i ld in g  p r o d u c t io n  m ills . N o n e th e le s s , i t  w o u ld  ta k e  S k y  a t  l e a s t  a  y e a r  o r  s o  to  

f in a l is e  t h e  c o n tr a c t  a n d  to  s t a r t  c o n s t ru c t io n  s o  m a n y  v illa g e rs  to o k  a d v a n ta g e  o f
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th i s  d e la y  to  e x p lo it  w h a te v e r  th e r e  w a s  in  th o s e  m o u n ta in s .  B y w a y  o f  e x c u s in g  

th e i r  i r r e g u la r  “b u s in e s s ”, th e y  w o u ld  s a y  th a t  w h e n  th e  m o u n ta in s  a n d  v a lle y s  

w e re  f in a lly  tu r n e d  in to  ta i l in g  s to ra g e , th o s e  i r o n  o re  d e p o s i ts  w o u ld  g o  to  w a s te  

a n y w a y .146

D e s p ite  th e  h a r s h  a n d  p h y s ic a lly  d e m a n d in g  w o rk in g  c o n d i t io n s ,  th e  m o n e y  

e a r n e d  f ro m  s e lf -e m p lo y e d  o re  d ig g in g  w a s  q u i te  s u b s ta n t ia l  a n d  se e m in g ly  ea sy . 

T h e  s ix  y o u n g  m e n  s h a r e d  th e  c o s t  o f  t r a n s p o r ta t io n  a n d , in  s o m e  c a se s , th e  c o s t  o f  

r e n t in g  in d is p e n s a b le  m a c h in e ry . T h e  p ro f i ts  w o u ld  b e  s p l i t  s ix  w a y s , m o s t ly  a t  th e  

e n d  o f  e a c h  d a y . U n d e r  n o rm a l  c ir c u m s ta n c e s ,  m e n  c o u ld  e a c h  e a r n  o v e r  1 0 0  o r  

e v e n  a s  m u c h  a s  2 0 0  R M B  p e r  d a y .14? G iv e n  th e  m u c h  h a r s h e r  l iv in g  c o n d it io n s  in  

m o u n ta in o u s  a r e a s  ( th e  p o o r  q u a li ty  o f  a g r ic u l tu ra l  la n d ,  la c k  o f  t r a n s p o r ta t io n  a n d  

b e in g  e x c lu d e d  f ro m  b u s in e s s  o p p o r tu n i t ie s ) ,  m y  h o s t  a n d  th e i r  c lo se  n e ig h b o u r s  in  

X ita i  w e re  a ll q u i te  im p o v e r is h e d  c o m p a re d  to  t h e i r  c o u n te r p a r t s  in  L a n y in g . 

T h e re fo re , i t  w a s  n o t  u n t i l  th e  e m e rg in g  m in in g  o p p o r tu n i t ie s  a p p e a r e d  t h a t  m y  

h o s t  a n d  o th e r  p e o p le  lik e  X iao  Li s t a r t e d  to  s h a r e  th e  n e w  g o o d  fo r tu n e  a n d  th e  

d r e a m  o f  b e c o m in g  w e a lth y . I t  w a s  n o t  d if f ic u lt  to  s p o t  th e  g l im m e r  in  th e i r  ey e s  

w h e n  th e y  g a th e r e d  a f te r  d in n e r  in  th e  y a r d  o f  m y  h o s t  to  e x c h a n g e  n e w - fo u n d  

in fo rm a tio n ,  to  p la n  a n d  a rg u e  a b o u t  w h a t  to  d o  n e x t  to  m a x im is e  th e i r  p ro f i t s  a n d  

e v e n  to  b o a s t  a b o u t  h o w  m u c h  m o n e y  th e y  h a d  g a m b le d  a w a y  o n  a  p re v io u s  v is i t  to  

L an y in g .

146 The quantity of the deposits w as not deem ed large enough for machinery production.
147 Iron ore w as in very high dem and and each  ton w as worth 120-130 Yuan.
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6.i: Young men digging out ore in the mountains

6.2: Iron ore
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I t  w a s  w id e ly  b e lie v e d  th a t  th e  lev e l o f  w e a l th  in  X ita i  w o u ld  s o o n  o v e r ta k e  t h a t  

o f  L a n y in g  a n d  th e n  q u ic k ly  c a tc h  u p  w ith  o th e r  b e t te r - o f f  v il la g e s  in  th e  re g io n , 

th i s  o n c e  S k y  b e g a n  i ts  fu ll o p e ra t io n . A  m id d le -a g e d  w o m a n  to ld  m e  t h a t  h e r  

f a n ta s y  w a s  th e  d is c o v e ry  o f  a m p le  i r o n  o r e  d e p o s i ts  in  th e  m o u n ta in s  e n v e lo p in g  

X ita i, s o m e th in g  t h a t  c o u ld  m e a n  e v e ry th in g  to  th e m . H o ld in g  w e ll - fo u n d e d  a n d  

in s p i r in g  h o p e s  in  i r o n  o re , X iao  L i a n d  o th e r  y o u n g  m e n  g o t  u p  a t  4 .3 0  e v e ry  

m o r n in g  a n d  w o rk e d  in  th e  m o u n ta in s  to  d ig  ro c k s , e x tr a c t  th e  o re  a n d  s h o u ld e r  

th i s  in to  tru c k s .  X ia o  Li, h o w e v e r , w a s  c r u s h e d  b y  a  t r u c k  fu ll  o f  i r o n  o r e  o n  o n e  o f  

t h e  t r ip s  b a c k  h o m e . H e  fe ll o f f  t h e  t r u c k  a n d  th e  w h e e l p a s s e d  o v e r  o n e  o f  h i s  leg s . 

A lth o u g h  h e  w a s  s e n t  to  th e  c o u n ty  h o s p i ta l  a n d  h a d  h is  le g  a m p u ta te d ,  a f te r  o n e  

m o n th ’s  d e s p e r a te  t r e a tm e n t ,  h e  d ie d  m is e ra b ly . H is  d e a th  h a d  s e n t  th e  o th e r  fiv e  

p a r tn e r s  in to  f in a n c ia l  d is a s te r  a s  X ia o  L i’s  fa m ily  d e m a n d e d  t h a t  th e y  jo in t ly  

u n d e r ta k e  r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  fo r  th e  c o s t  o f  X ia o  L i’s  m e d ic a l t r e a tm e n t  a n d  p e c u n ia ry  

c o m p e n s a t io n  fo r  h is  d e a th .  T h e  a m o u n t  d e m a n d e d  w a s  q u i te  s u b s ta n t ia l  a n d  w a s  

r e je c te d  b y  th e  o th e r  p a r tn e r s ,  h o w e v e r .1*8 T h e  d is a g r e e m e n ts  b e tw e e n  a ll t h e  

p a r t ie s  in v o lv e d  c o u ld  n o t  b e  s e t t le d  a n d  h a d  to  b e  h a n d e d  o v e r  to  b e  s e t t l e d  b y  a  

lo n g  a n d  c o n v o lu te d  le g a l p ro c e d u re . I n  t h e  m e a n t im e ,  th e  o th e r  fiv e  y o u n g  m e n  

d is p e r s e d ,  n o n e  o f  th e m  c o n t in u in g  to  w o rk  s e ll in g  o re  a n y  m o re .

I  s t i l l  d o  n o t  k n o w  w h a t  X iao  L i m ig h t  h a v e  e n v ie d  b u t  h e  m ig h t  h a v e  a lr e a d y

148 The common practice for dealing with a death in mining com panies w as to pay a  total of 
220 thousand RMB to the family, which w as agreed to be the fair am ount for supporting the 
elders and providing education fees for children in the family under the age  of 18. However, 
in Xiao Li’s  case, the other five partners argued that Xiao Li w as not working for them. They 
were equal shareholders and should, therefore, equally share both the benefits and the 

consequences.
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k n o w n  t h a t  h is  a m b it io n s  c o u ld  n e v e r  b e  r e a l is e d . I t  is  th i s  k in d  o f  u n a r t ic u la te d  

a n d  b a r r e n  a m b i t io n  t h a t  w ill f o rm  th e  m a in  fo c u s  o f  th i s  c h a p te r .  S u c h  

u n re a l is a b le  a m b it io n , t h a t  is , t h e  “s u b je c t ’s  u n d e s e r v e d  in fe r io r i ty ”, c o m b in e d  w ith  

th e  “o b je c t’s  u n d e s e rv e d  f o r tu n e ” a re  th e  tw o  u n d e n ia b le  c o n d i t io n s  f o r  th e  

in s t ig a t io n  o f  envy* X iao  L i’s  s e c re t  e n v y  w a s  u n a r t ic u la te d  n o t  o n ly  b e c a u s e  h is  

d r e a m s  c o u ld  n o t  h a v e  b e e n  a c h ie v e d  b u t  a lso  b e c a u s e  th e y  w o u ld  h a v e  b e e n  

s u b je c t  to  r id ic u le  a s  th e y  im p lie d  a n  u n re a l i s t ic  ju x ta p o s i t io n  o f  th e  s u b je c t  a n d  th e  

o b je c t’s  p o s i t io n . B o a s tin g  a b o u t  o n e s  a m b it io n s ,  d e s ir e s  a n d  d r e a m s  is  n o t  

r e g a r d e d  a s  a  v i r tu e  b u t  is  s h a m e fu l  b e c a u s e  i t  c a n  o n ly  s e rv e  to  d e m o n s t r a te  t h a t  

o n e  d o e s  n o t  k n o w  w h o  o n e  s h o u ld  b e  a n d  w h a t  o n e  c a n  p o s s ib ly  a c h ie v e . T h e  

s u b je c t ,  n a m e ly  X ia o  Li in  th i s  c a se , w a s  fu lly  a w a re  o f  h is  “m is p la c e m e n t” o f  

h im s e lf  w ith  th e  p e o p le  h e  e n v ie d  a n d  o f  th e  f a c t  t h a t  th i s  w a s  u s e le s s  fo r  h im s e lf  

a n d  la u g h a b le  f o r  o th e r s . X iao  L i’s  e n v y  w a s  b a r r e n  b e c a u s e  a lm o s t  n o th in g  c o u ld  

b e  d o n e  a b o u t  i t ,  j u s t  a s  h is  o w n  w o rd s  “s h u o le  y o u s h a y o n g ? ” ( “W h a t ’s  th e  u s e  o f  

s a y in g ? ”) e x p re s s e d . U n lik e  re d -e y e , w h ic h  in e v ita b ly  in d ic a te s  th e  a n g e r  d i r e c te d  

to w a r d s  o th e r  p e o p le , X iao  L i’s  e n v y  w a s  m e re ly  t h e  d e s ir e  fo r  s o m e th in g  e ls e  o r  fo r  

s o m e th in g  o th e r s  h a d  a c h ie v e d , w ith  n o  o n e  s e e m in g  to  b e a r  a n y  r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  fo r  

X ia o  L i’s  o w n  u n a c h ie v a b le  f a n ta s ie s . I t ,  th u s ,  s e e m e d  to  X ia o  L i t h a t  n o  a c t io n  

p o te n t ia l ly  r e le v a n t  to  a n y b o d y  e ls e  c o u ld  b e  ta k e n  in  t h i s  c a s e  a n d  t h a t  i t  w a s , 

th e r e fo re ,  u s e le s s  to  d is c u s s  th e  is s u e  f u r th e r .

T h is  k in d  o f  c a re fu lly  h id d e n  e n v y  w a s  b y  n o  m e a n s  e x c lu s iv e ly  fe l t  b y  X ia o  Li. 

I n  fa c t, i t  w a s  s e c re t ly  s h a r e d  b y  m a n y  o f  h is  fe llo w  v illa g e rs  in  L a n y in g  a n d  X ita i.
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A s s h o w n  b y  t h e  d a ta  r e la t in g  to  th e  th r e e  c a se s  to  b e  p r e s e n te d  la t e r  in  t h i s  c h a p te r ,  

s im i la r  k in d s  o f  u n a c h ie v a b le  f a n ta s ie s  w e re  p re v a le n t ;  s o m e  p ro v id e  m o r e  e a s ily  

id e n t i f ia b le  s u b je c ts  fo r  e n v y  b u t  th e s e  w e re  n o t  a b s o lu te ly  in fe r t i le  o r  u s e le s s  a s  

t h e y  w e re  f o r  X ia o  Li. X iao  L i’s  n e g a tiv i ty  w a s  n o t  o n ly  p u t  to  a n  e n d  b y  h is  

u n f o r tu n a te  d e a th  b u t  a lso  b y  th e  fa c t  t h a t  h e  h a d  n o t  y e t  m a r r ie d  a t  th e  a g e  o f  2 8 , 

s o m e th in g  w h ic h  h a d  a lre a d y  d e p r iv e d  h im  a n d  h is  p a r e n t s  o f  m a n y  h o p e fu l  

p o s s ib il i t ie s . A s H a n  p o in ts  o u t ,  “A m o n g  r u r a l  C h in e se , b e in g  a b le  to  m a r r y  a n d  

c o n s t r u c t  a  d o m e s t ic  s p a c e  is  a  m a n ife s to  o f  a  m a n ’s  so c ia l  s ta tu s ,  e c o n o m ic  p o w e r  

a n d  p e r s o n a l  c h a r is m a ” (H a n , 2 0 0 9 :  4 9 ) . M o re  im p o r ta n t ly ,  w h a t  s e ts  X ia o  L i’s  

c a s e  a p a r t  f ro m  th e  th r e e  c a s e s  I  w ill in t r o d u c e  h e r e  l ie s  p re c is e ly  in  th e  im p o r ta n c e  

o f  th e  e m o tio n a l  c o n t in u a t io n  im p o s e d  o n  th e  p a r e n t - c h i ld  r e la t io n s h ip  in  C h in e s e  

fa m ilie s ;  t h a t  is  to  say , C h in e se  c h ild re n , to  a  g r e a t  e x te n t ,  a r e  s e e n  a s  a  

c o n t in u a t io n  o f  th e i r  p a r e n t s ’ liv e s , e sp e c ia lly  a s  c o n t in u in g  h o p e  f o r  p a r e n t s ’ 

u n a c h ie v e d  fa n ta s ie s  — so c ia l  m o b il i ty  b e in g  o n e  o f  th e  m o s t  im p o r ta n t  o f  th e s e . 

T h is  c a n  c e r ta in ly  c a u s e  c o n f lic ts  a n d  te n s io n s  b e tw e e n  p a r e n t s  a n d  c h i ld re n . F o n g  

(2 0 0 7 )  th e o r is e s  p a r e n t- c h i ld  c o n flic ts  a s  th e  c o n f lic ts  o f  th e  d if f e r e n t  c u l tu r a l  

m o d e ls  C h in e se  p a r e n ts  a n d  th e i r  c h i ld r e n  h a v e  s e p a ra te ly  a n d  in te ra c t iv e ly  

d e v e lo p e d  (F o n g , 2 0 0 7 : 2 2 6 ) . O th e r  r e a s o n s  f o r  s u c h  c o n f lic ts  a n d  t e n s io n s  h a v e  

s te m m e d  f ro m  m a lp ra c t ic e  a n d  th e  c o lla p s e  o f  th e  s y s te m  o f  s u p p o r t  f o r  t h e  e ld e r ly , 

th e s e  r e p r e s e n t in g  p a r e n t s ’ u n fu lf i l le d  e x p e c ta t io n s  a n d  c h i ld r e n ’s  d is o b e d ie n c e  

(Y an , 2 0 0 3  a n d  F o n g , 2 0 0 4 ) .  H e re , I  j u s t  w a n t  to  a d d  t h a t  p a r e n t s ’ s e c re t iv e  e n v y  

a n d  u n a c h ie v a b le  d e s ire s  (u n a c h ie v a b le  f o r  th e  p a r e n t s  th e m s e lv e s ,  t h a t  is , n o t  fo r
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t h e i r  c h i ld re n )  c a n  a lso  p la y  a  p a r t  in  th e  in c re a s in g  te n s io n s  b e tw e e n  p a r e n ts  a n d  

c h i ld r e n  t h a t  m a n y  a n th ro p o lo g is ts  h a v e  d o c u m e n te d .

U n lik e  Y a n  ( 2 0 0 3 ) ,  w h o  b e lie v e s  t h a t  “th e  m o s t  s ig n if ic a n t  c h a n g e  w i th  re s p e c t  

to  e ld e r ly  s u p p o r t  is  th e  d is in te g ra t io n  a n d  u l t im a te  c o lla p s e  o f  th e  n o t io n  o f  filia l 

p ie ty , t h e  b a c k b o n e  o f  o ld -a g e  s e c u r i ty  in  C h in e se  c u l tu r e ” (Y an , 2 0 0 3 :  1 89 ), I  

w o u ld  a rg u e  t h a t  th e  n o t io n  o f  filia l p ie ty  is  s ti l l  la rg e ly  a liv e  a n d  w e ll, e v e n  i f  i t  h a s  

n o w  ta k e n  ra d ic a lly  d if fe re n t  fo rm s  to  b e fo re . O ld -a g e  s e c u r i ty  h a s  b e c o m e  m u c h  

le s s  o f  a n  e x p e c ta t io n  fo r  C h in e se  p a r e n ts ,  th i s  w ith  r e g a r d  to  th e i r  c h ild re n , 

e s p e c ia lly  in  u r b a n  a re a s . I n s te a d ,  fu lf illin g  t h e i r  o th e r  e x p e c ta t io n s ,  a m o n g  th e s e  

th e  d e s i r e  t h a t  th e i r  c h i ld re n  m a y  fu lf il w h a t  th e y  w e re  n o t  a b le  t o  a c h ie v e  

th e m s e lv e s ,  h a s  b e c o m e  in c re a s in g ly  s ig n if ic a n t .  I  a ls o  w a n t  t o  s t r e s s  t h a t  th e  

te n s io n s  fe l t  a r e  n o t  u l t im a te ly  a s  i r r e c o n c ila b le  a s  m a n y  m ig h t  p re d ic t .  A s I  w ill 

f u r th e r  e x p lo re  in  th is  c h a p te r ,  i t  is  th e  fa ilu re , s h o c k  a n d  r e a l i s a t io n  e n c lo s e d  in  

k e y  l i f e -c h a n g in g  e v e n ts , d e a th  b e in g  o n e  o f  th e  m o s t  e x tre m e  a n d  d e v a s ta t in g  o f  

th e s e ,  t h a t  h a v e  c o n s ta n t ly  p u lle d  th e  y o u n g  g e n e r a t io n  b a c k  f ro m  th e i r  a m b it io n s ,  

f a n ta s ie s  a n d  “u n re a l is t ic ” e n d e a v o u rs  a n d  m a d e  th e m  jo in  in  t h e i r  p a r e n t s ’ 

s e e m in g ly  m o re  “a c h ie v a b le ” a n d  s te a d y  p la n s  f o r  th e s e ,  t h e i r  o w n  c h ild re n . A fte r  

a ll, t h e  o b je c ts  o f  d e s ire  a n d  h o p e  o f  m a n y  p e o p le  c a n  o n ly  b e  a c h ie v e d  g ra d u a lly , 

g e n e r a t io n  b y  g e n e ra t io n . C h ild re n  n o t  o n ly  r e p r e s e n t  h o p e  in  t e r m s  o f  o ld -a g e  

s u p p o r t  b u t ,  m o s t  im p o r ta n tly ,  a lso  h o p e  f o r  u p w a rd  m o b il i ty  in  so c ia l  t e r m s  o r , to  

p u t  i t  d if fe re n tly , h o p e  f o r  th e i r  su c c e s s  in  so c ia l  c lim b in g , a s  d is c u s s e d  in  C h a p te r  

3 . I t  is , th e r e fo re ,  th e  e x c e p tio n a l h o p e  t h a t  p a r e n ts  h a v e  fo r  t h e i r  c h i ld re n  th a t  c a n



p o s s ib ly  t r a n s c e n d  th e  k in d  o f  e n v y  I  a m  d e s c r ib in g  in  th i s  c h a p te r  a s  th is  ty p e  o f  

h o p e  h a s  la rg e ly  u n d e r m in e d  th e  c o n d i t io n  o f  “u n re a c h a b i l i ty ” in  in s t ig a t in g  

i r re c o n c i la b le  en v y .

Parent-child relations and the production o f hope

R e c ip ro c ity  is  o n e  o f  th e  m o s t  im p o r ta n t  f e a tu r e s  o f  th e  p a r e n t - c h i ld  

r e la t io n s h ip  in  C h in a . A s S ta f fo rd  (1 9 9 5 ) su c c in c tly  p o in ts  o u t ,  “C h in e s e  

p a r e n t - c h i ld  r e c ip ro c ity , in  a ll i ts  c o m p le x ity , d e v e lo p s  f ro m  th is  r a th e r  s im p lis t ic  

fo rm u la :  f i r s t ,  p a r e n ts  y a n g  ( to  s u p p o r t  a n d  p ro v id e  n o u r i s h m e n t )  c h ild re n , a n d  

t h e n  c h i ld re n  y a n g  p a r e n t s ”, m o s tly  th r o u g h  th e  t r a n s m is s io n  o f  fo o d  a n d  m o n e y  

(S ta f fo rd , 1995 : 8 0 ) .  C h ild re n  a c q u ire  th e  o b lig a tio n  o f  y a n g  th r o u g h  th e  re c e iv in g  

o f  th e  n o u r i s h m e n t ,  e d u c a t io n , m a te r ia l  in v e s tm e n t ,  c a re  a n d  lo v e  o f fe re d  b y  th e i r  

p a r e n ts ;  in  r e tu r n ,  “p ro d u c in g  g ra n d c h i ld r e n  to  c o n t in u e  th e  fa m ily  l in e , p ro v id in g  

l ife - lo n g  f in a n c ia l  s u p p o r t  a n d  p e r fo rm in g  r i tu a ls  to  e n s u r e  t h a t  s u p p o r t  is  

m a in ta in e d  in  th e  n e x t  l ife ” a r e  in d is p e n s a b le  w a y s  to  r e p a y  th e i r  p a r e n t s  (S ta f fo rd , 

1 9 9 5 : 8 0 ) .  T h is  fo rm u la  is  o f te n  r e p r e s e n te d  b y  p a r e n t s ’ in v e s tm e n ts  a n d  s a c r if ic e s  

f o r  th e i r  c h i ld r e n ’s  b e n e f i t  a n d  b y  c h i ld r e n ’s  w e ll- c o n fe r re d  f ilia l p ie ty  a n d  f ilia l 

o b e d ie n c e .

T o  p u t  i t  d if fe re n tly , th e  h o p e s  a n d  e x p e c ta t io n s  e n ta i le d  in  filia l p ie ty  a n d  filia l 

o b e d ie n c e  h a v e  m a in ly  b e e n  p r e s e n te d  a s  tw o fo ld . O n e  o f  th e  k e y  a s p e c ts  is  d e la y e d  

r e c ip ro c ity  fo r  f u tu r e  s u p p o r t  a n d  c a re  o f  t h e  e ld e r ly . T h is  is  a ls o  s e e n  a s  th e  m o s t  

p r e s s in g  a n d  im p o r ta n t  o n e . A s Y a n ’s  ( 2 0 0 3 )  in f o r m a n ts  d e ta i l ,  “c a r in g  a n d  

e m o tio n a l  b o n d in g , s u c h  a s  p h y s ic a l a s s is ta n c e  w ith  e v e ry d a y  a c tiv itie s , a t te n d in g
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to  th e  s ic k  b e d , a n d  m o ra l  s u p p o r t  o f  a n d  e m o tio n a l  a t t a c h m e n t  to  o n e s  e ld e r s ” a re  

t h e  p r in c ip le  f e a tu re s  o f  c a r in g  fo r  th e  e ld e r ly  (Y an , 2 0 0 3 :  172). T h e  s e c o n d  k e y  

a s p e c t  is  th e  h o p e  fo r  u p w a rd  m o b ility . A s F o n g ’s  b o o k  O n ly  H o p e :  C o m in g  o f  A g e  

u n d e r  C h in a ’s  O n e -c h ild  P o lic y  c a p tu r e s  w e ll, “s in c e  th e  h ig h e s t-p a y in g , m o s t  

p r e s t ig io u s  jo b s  w e re  r e s e rv e d  fo r  g r a d u a te s  o f  th e  p o s t-M a o  e d u c a t io n a l  s y s te m , 

m a n y  s in g le to n s  w e re  th e i r  f a m ilie s ’ la s t  b e s t  h o p e  f o r  u p w a r d  m o b il i ty ” (F o n g , 

2 0 0 4 :  2 9 ) . A s o n e  o f  th e  p a r e n ts  s a id  to  F o n g , “w e  j u s t  h a v e  o n e  c h ild  a n d  a ll  o u r  

h o p e s  a r e  p in n e d  o n  h e r ” (F o n g , 2 0 0 4 :  51); t h a t  is  to  say , th e  in v e s tm e n t  p e o p le  

m a k e  in  th e i r  c h i ld re n  in  th e  p r e s e n t  a r e  p re s e rv e d  a s  th e i r  h o p e s  fo r  th e  fu tu re .

F o r  u r b a n  s in g le to n s  c a r in g  f o r  th e  e ld e r ly  is  j u s t  a s  p r e s s in g  a n d  s t r e s s fu l  a s  i t  

is  fo r  th e i r  r u r a l  c o u n te rp a r ts .  F o n g  ( 2 0 0 4 ) ,  in  h e r  in t im a te  e th n o g r a p h y  o f  

s in g le to n s  in  D a lia n , a  c o a s ta l  c ity  in  N o r th e a s t  C h in a , r e p o r t s  t h a t  “s in g le to n s  a re  

lik e ly  to  b e a r  a lo n e  th e  b u r d e n s  o f  e ld e r  c a re  t h a t  w e re  o n c e  s h a r e d  b y  m a n y  

s ib l in g s ” (F o n g , 2 0 0 4 :  7 9 -8 0 ) .  W h a t  is  m o re ,  “s ta te  o ff ic ia ls  a s s u m e d  th a t  r e t i r e d  

p e o p le  w o u ld  b e  s u p p o r te d  p r im a r i ly  b y  th e i r  c h i ld re n  r a th e r  t h a n  b y  m e d ic a l  

in s u r a n c e  a n d  p e n s io n  p la n s ,  w h ic h  w e re  re d u c e d , e l im in a te d , o r  a llo w e d  to  la g  

b e h in d  in f la t io n  a s  p a r t  o f  e f fo r ts  to  m a k e  s ta te  e n te r p r is e s  m o re  c o m p e ti t iv e  in  th e  

c a p i ta l i s t  w o r ld  s y s te m ” (F o n g , 2 0 0 4 :  7 9 -8 0 ) .  A s a  r e s u l t ,  “a s  t h e  p r im a r y  s o u rc e  o f  

so c ia l  s e c u r i ty  fo r  th e  e ld e r ly , C h in e se  c u l tu ra l  m o d e ls  o f  filia l d u ty  a n d  p a r e n ta l  

in v e s tm e n t  e n ta i le d  a  c a n d id  r e c o g n it io n  th a t  p a r e n t s  m u s t  b e  r e p a id  in  t im e  a n d  

m o n e y  a s  w e ll a s  lo v e ” (F o n g , 2 0 0 4 :  141). A s a  c o n s e q u e n c e  o f  th is ,  th e  e x p e c te d  

r e p a y m e n t  o f te n  m e t  w ith  th e  y o u n g e r  g e n e r a t io n ’s  re b e l l io n  a n d  d is o b e d ie n c e ,



n o rm a lly  m a n if e s te d  a s  e i th e r  u n w ill in g n e s s  o r  in a b i l i ty  to  m e e t  t h e i r  p a r e n t ’s 

e x p e c ta t io n s . S u c h  te n s io n  a n d  c o n f lic t  is  s a id  b y  Y a n  (2 0 0 3 ) ,  a lo n g  w i th  G u o  

(2 0 0 1 ) ,  to  r e p r e s e n t  th e  a l te r a t io n  o f  th e  lo g ic  o f  in te r g e n e r a t io n a l  e x c h a n g e  fo r  

e ld e r ly  s u p p o r t  t h a t  h a s  o c c u r re d  o v e r  th e  la s t  s e v e ra l d e c a d e s  (Y an , 2 0 0 3 :  171). 

Y a n  f u r th e r  p o in ts  o u t  t h a t  “i t  is  c le a r  t h a t  v il la g e rs  in  th e  tw o  g e n e ra t io n s  d id  n o t  

s h a r e  th e  s a m e  n o t io n  o f  e ld e r ly  s u p p o r t” (Y an , 2 0 0 3 :  177). W h ile  p a r e n t s  s t i l l  

b e l ie v e d  in  “th e  s a c re d n e s s  o f  p a r e n ta l  a u th o r i ty  a n d  th e  s u p e r io r i ty  o f  p a r e n t s  a t  

l e a s t  in  a  m o ra l  s e n s e ”, th e y  h a d  a lre a d y  r e t r e a te d  “in  th e  fa c e  o f  th e  r is in g  p o w e r  o f  

t h e  y o u n g e r  g e n e r a t io n ” (Y an , 2 0 0 3 :1 7 7 ) .  F o r  F o n g  ( 2 0 0 7 ) ,  o n  th e  o th e r  h a n d ,  th e  

c o n f lic t  a n d  a n x ie ty  s h e  o b s e rv e d  in  p a r e n t - c h i ld  in te r a c t io n s  w a s  e s s e n t ia l ly  d u e  to  

“th e  c o n tr a d ic t io n s  in h e r e n t  in  p a r e n t s ’ d u a l  d e s ir e s  f o r  r e p l ic a t io n  a n d  

im p r o v e m e n t”, s o m e th in g  w h ic h  h a s  m a d e  i t  e v e n  m o re  d if f ic u lt  f o r  c h i ld re n  to  

u n d e r s ta n d  a n d  fu lfil th e i r  p a r e n t s ’ w is h e s  (F o n g , 2 0 0 7 :  2 2 2 ) . M o re o v e r , “i t  w a s  

d if f ic u lt  fo r  c h i ld re n  to  d e v e lo p  o n ly  th e  d e s ira b le  a s p e c ts  o f  th e  v a lu e s  th e i r  

p a r e n t s  p r o m o te d ,  a s  th e s e  d e s ira b le  a s p e c ts  w e re  in e x tr ic a b ly  c o n n e c te d  w ith  

u n d e s i r a b le  c o n s e q u e n c e s ” (F o n g , 2 0 0 7 : 221 ). S u c h  a  m is m a tc h  b e tw e e n  p a r e n t s ’ 

a n d  c h i ld r e n ’s  c u l tu r a l  m o d e ls , a c c o rd in g  to  F o n g , in i t ia l ly  c a u s e d  th e  p a r e n t s  a n d  

c h i ld r e n  s h e  k n e w  in  C h in a  th e  g r e a te s t  a n x ie ty  a n d  c o n f lic t  (F o n g , 2 0 0 7 : 2 2 6 ) .

T h e  d if f e r e n t  c o n c lu s io n s  Y an  a n d  F o n g  re a c h , in  m y  v iew , l ie  p re c is e ly  in  th e  

u n s p e c if ie d  h o p e  a n d  e x p e c ta t io n s  p la c e d  o n  filia l p ie ty  a n d  filia l o b e d ie n c e . F o r  

Y an , e ld e r ly  s u p p o r t  w e ig h e d  m u c h  m o re  th a n  a n y  o th e r  f e a tu r e s  f o u n d  w i th in  th e  

n o t io n  o f  filia l p ie ty  w h ile , f o r  F o n g , th e  d e s ire  fo r  u p w a r d  m o b il i ty  w a s  in c lu d e d  a s
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a  c ru c ia l  p a r t  o f  p a r e n t s ’ in v e s tm e n t .  T h is  is  a ls o  t r u e  in  th e  r u r a l  c o n te x t .  I  w ill 

a rg u e  th a t ,  a p a r t  f ro m  re c ip ro c a l  s u p p o r t  fo r  th e  e ld e r ly , u p w a r d  m o b ili ty , w h ic h  is 

th e  c o n t in u a t io n  o f  p a r e n t s ’ o w n  liv e s , h a s  g a in e d  in c re a s in g  im p o r ta n c e  in  

p a r e n t - c h i ld  r e c ip ro c ity  in  r u r a l  a re a s . T h is  r is e  in  e x p e c ta t io n s  s e e m e d  a p p a r e n t  in  

F o n g ’s  ( 2 0 0 4 )  u r b a n  e th n o g ra p h y  b u t  fe w  h a v e  c o n s id e re d  th e  re le v a n c e  o f  th i s  to  

r u r a l  s tu d ie s . “P a r e n ts  liv e d  v ic a r io u s ly  th r o u g h  th e i r  c h i ld re n ”, a s  F o n g  d o c u m e n ts ,  

w h ile  p o o r  w o rk e rs  to ld  h e r  t h a t  “th e y  fe l t  c o m p e n s a t io n  a n d  fu lf i lm e n t  w h e n  th e y  

s a w  th e i r  c h i ld r e n  e n jo y in g  lu x u r ie s  th e y  th e m s e lv e s  n e v e r  h a d ”. F o r  s o m e  p a r e n ts ,  

“c h i ld r e n  w e re  s o u rc e s  o f  h o p e  a n d  p u r p o s e  in  o th e rw is e  d re a ry , u n fu lf il l in g  liv e s ” 

(F o n g , 2 0 0 4 :1 4 1 ) .  M e a n w h ile , a s  f o r  th e i r  c h ild re n , “te e n a g e r s  w a n te d  to  s tu d y  a n d  

w o r k  in  th e  F i r s t  W o rld , n o t  o n ly  to  fu lf il th e i r  p e r s o n a l  d r e a m  o f  u p w a r d  m o b ili ty , 

b u t  a ls o  to  fu lf il t h e i r  filia l d r e a m  o f  m a k in g  th e i r  p a r e n t s  p r o u d  a n d  e n a b lin g  th e i r  

p a r e n t s  to  r e t i r e  in  lu x u ry ” (F o n g , 2 0 0 4 :  7 9 -8 0 ) .  S im ila r  w a y s  o f  re a s o n in g  a r e  a lso  

r e p o r te d  b y  K ip n is  ( 2 0 0 9 )  in  h is  r u r a l  s tu d y : “in  s a c r if ic in g  th e m s e lv e s  fo r  th e i r  

c h i ld re n , Z o u p in g  p a r e n ts  a re  r is in g  a b o v e  b a r e  life , g iv in g  th e i r  b a r e  life  m e a n in g ” 

(K ip n is , 2 0 0 9 :  216).

C o n tin u in g  th e  life  o f  o n e s  p a r e n t s  w a s  t r a d i t io n a l ly  u n d e r s to o d  to  in v o lv e  

p r o d u c in g  g r a n d c h i ld re n , a s  w a s  p o in te d  o u t  e a r l ie r  w ith  r e f e re n c e  to  S ta f fo rd ’s  

w o rk . T h e  h o p e s  a n d  e x p e c ta t io n s  r e la te d  to  th i s  d id  n o t ,  h o w e v e r , s im p ly  b e a r  o u t  

p e r s o n a l  fe e lin g s ; th e  p ro d u c t io n  o f  h o p e  a n d  e x p e c ta t io n  a ls o  h a d  to  b e  s h a p e d ,  

a l te r e d  a n d  c o n s t r a in e d  b y  th e  e x is t in g  so c ia l  c o n to u r s  s t ip u la te d  b y  th e  s t a t e  a n d  

so c ie ty . F o r  in s ta n c e , p a r e n t s ’ e x p e c ta t io n s  h a v e  b e e n  r e w r i t te n  a n d  r e f r a m e d  b y
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C h in a ’s  o n e -c h i ld  p o licy , s o c ia l is t  r e fo rm s  a n d  th e  v a lu e s  a t t a c h e d  to  th e  m a r k e t  

e c o n o m y . A s a  r e s u l t ,  th e  t r a d i t io n a l  p a r e n t - c h i ld  r e la t io n s h ip  s e e m s  to  h a v e  b e e n  

c o n t in u o u s ly  r e in v e n te d  a n d  re c y c le d , a s  K ip n is  h a s  a ls o  in d ic a te d  (K ip n is , 2 0 0 9 :  

2 19 ). T h e  y o u n g e r  g e n e r a t io n  w e re  e x p e c te d  to  c o n t in u e  fu lf i l l in g  th e i r  p a r e n t ’s  

e x p e c ta t io n s ,  a s  w e ll a s  r e s p o n d in g  to  t h e  c h a n g e s , a s  e x p re s s io n s  o f  filia l p ie ty . I n  

t h e  m e a n t im e ,  th o u g h ,  t h e  r e s t r u c tu r in g  o f  C h in e s e  fa m ilie s  h a s  le d  to  

u n p r e c e d e n te d  b u r d e n s  b e in g  p u t  o n  th e  v a s t ly  r e d u c e d  n u m b e r s  o f  c h ild re n . I n  

c o n s e q u e n c e , th e  p r e s s u r e  o f  fu lf illin g  filia l p ie ty  h a s  b e c o m e  c o n c e n tr a te d  o n  th e  

o n ly  c h i ld  ( o r  in  th e  c a se  o f  r u r a l  a re a s ,  th e  o n ly  tw o  c h i ld re n ) .  O n e  o f  t h e  

c o n s e q u e n c e s  s p e lle d  o u t  b y  K ip n is  ( 2 0 0 9 )  w a s  t h a t  “r e d u c in g  th e  q u a n t i ty  o f  th e  

C h in e s e  p o p u la t io n  w o u ld  le a d  to , o r  e n a b le , a n  in c re a s e  in  i t s  q u a li ty ”, s o m e th in g  

w h ic h  a lso  le a d s  to  “in c re a s in g  e d u c a t io n a l  in v e s tm e n t” (K ip n is , 2 0 0 9 :  2 0 5 -2 0 6 ) .  

T h e  im p a c t  o n  p a r e n t- c h i ld  r e la t io n s  w a s  th u s  re v e a le d  in  “c o n f lic ts  o v e r  th e  

a m o u n t  o f  t im e  p u t  in to  s c h o o lw o rk , t e s t  s c o re s , a n d  h o w  c h i ld r e n  s h o u ld  s p e n d  

t h e i r  f re e  t im e ”. T h is , a rg u e s  K ip n is , h a s  a ls o  r e d e f in e d  t h e  e x p e r ie n c e  o f  c h i ld h o o d  

in  Z o u p in g , a  c o u n ty  in  S h a n d o n g  p ro v in c e  (K ip n is , 2 0 0 9 :  2 1 0 ).

F ilia l p ie ty , I  w o u ld  a rg u e , h a s  n o t  lo s t  i ts  im p o r ta n c e  in  p a r e n t- c h i ld  

re c ip ro c ity . W h a t  I  in te n d  to  d e m o n s t r a te  in  th is  c h a p te r  is  t h e  g ro w in g  im p o r ta n c e  

o f  th e  e le m e n t  o f  th i s  r e la t in g  to  c o n t in u in g  p a r e n t s ’ d e s ir e s  a n d  t r a n s f e r a b le  h o p e s ,  

a lo n g  w ith  e ld e r ly  s u p p o r t  a n d  u p w a rd  m o b ili ty , w ith  r e s p e c t  to  th e  e x p e c te d  f ilia l 

p ie ty . H o p e s  c a n  b e  a  h y b r id  o f  fe e lin g s  in c lu d in g  b o th  b e s t  w is h e s  fo r  o n e s e lf  a n d  

b e s t  w is h e s  f o r  o n e s  c h ild re n . T h e  p ro d u c t io n  o f  h o p e  c e r ta in ly  s h o u ld  n o t  b e  s e e n

226



m e re ly  a s  w is h in g  fo r  g o o d  th in g s  p e r s o n a l ly  o r  a s  j u s t  c o n c re te  p la n s  fo r  th e  fu tu re .  

M iy a z a k i’s  ( 2 0 0 4 )  w o rk  se e s  h o p e  a s  “n o t  a n  e m o tio n a l  s ta te  o f  p o s it iv e  fe e lin g  

a b o u t  th e  f u tu r e  o r  a  re lig io u s  s e n s e  o f  e x p e c ta t io n s ,  i t  is  n o t  e v e n  a  s u b je c t  o f  

a n a ly s is ” (M iy a z a k i, 2 0 0 4 :  5 ). R a th e r , h e  t r e a t s  h o p e  a s  a  m e th o d  fo r  e x a m in in g  

k n o w le d g e  fo rm a tio n , a s  “a n  e ffe c t o f  a n d  p r o o f  o f  t h e  t r u th f u ln e s s  o f  th e i r  [ th e  

S u v a v o u  p e o p le ]  k n o w le d g e  a b o u t  th e m s e lv e s ” (M iy a z a k i, 2 0 0 4 :  3 ) , s o m e th in g  

w h ic h  is  a c h ie v e d  th r o u g h  a c c o u n tin g  “h o p e fu l  m o m e n ts  w h o s e  s h a p e  re p l ic a te s  

th e  w a y  th o s e  m o m e n ts  a r e  p ro d u c e d  a n d  e x p e r ie n c e d ” (M iy a z a k i, 2 0 0 4 :  7). I n  th e  

s a m e  v e in , in  th i s  c h a p te r ,  h o p e  w ill a lso  b e  s e e n  a s  a  sp e c if ic  k in d  o f  k n o w le d g e  

f o r m a t io n  a n d  a s  p o s it iv e  m o m e n ts  t h a t  d e s ig n a te  a  r e n e w e d  u n d e r s ta n d in g  a n d  

ju d g e m e n t  fo r  a n d  o f  o n e se lf . A s I  m e n t io n e d  e a r l ie r ,  c h i ld re n  a re ,  to  a  la rg e  e x te n t , 

t h e  e m b o d ie d  h o p e s  o f  th e i r  p a r e n ts ,  e sp e c ia lly  fo r  th o s e  th in g s  t h a t  p a r e n t s  h a v e  

n o t  y e t  a c h ie v e d  o r  th e  k in d  o f  p e r s o n  th e y  h a v e  n o t  y e t  b e c o m e . T h e  n e e d  fo r  c a re  

f o r  th e  e ld e r ly  a n d  th e  w is h  fo r  u p w a rd  m o b il i ty  r e m a in  im p o r ta n t  in  p a r e n t - c h i ld  

re c ip ro c ity . I t  is  a lso  w o r th  s t r e s s in g  t h a t  th e  h o p e  im p r in te d  in  C h in e se  

p a r e n t - c h i ld  r e la t io n s  c a n  g o  b e y o n d  m a te r ia l  e x c h a n g e s  a n d  e m o tio n a l  a t ta c h m e n t  

a n d  c a n  h a v e  d e e p e r  im p lic a t io n s  fo r  w h o  th e  p a r e n t s  a r e  a n d  w h a t  th e y  c o u ld  

e v e n tu a lly  b e c o m e .

Mrs Cui’s plan for her daughter

C ui J i e  w a s  n o t  w e ll- e d u c a te d  h e r s e l f  a n d  h a d ,  in  fa c t, d r o p p e d  o u t  o f  s c h o o l 

w h e n  s h e  w a s  in  th e  f i r s t  y e a r  o f  j u n io r  m id d le  sc h o o l. S h e  w a s  t h e  e n v y  o f  o th e r  

w o m e n  a n y w a y , h o w e v e r , s in c e  h e r  h u s b a n d  w a s  c a p a b le  o f  e a r n in g  g o o d  m o n e y
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a n d  th is  m a d e  th e m  o n e  o f  th e  r ic h  h o u s e h o ld s  in  th e  v illa g e  a n d  a ls o  a  h o u s e h o ld  

v e ry  d e v o te d  to  th e  fam ily . N o t o n ly  d id  M rs  C u i n o t  n e e d  to  w o rk  in  th e  f ie ld s , s h e  

a lso  h a d  th e  lu x u ry  o f  h a v in g  t im e  to  r e a d , w r i te  p o e m s  a n d  s p e n d  t im e  ta lk in g  to  

v a r io u s  f r ie n d s .  S h e  to ld  m e  th a t  s o m e tim e s  h e r  e n v io u s  n e ig h b o u r s  w o u ld  

s a rc a s t ic a l ly  c o m p lim e n t  h e r  o n  h e r  life s ty le , s o m e th in g  w h ic h  h a d  m a d e  h e r  

b e c o m e  m o re  c a re fu l a b o u t  c u lt iv a tin g  r e la t io n s  w ith  th e m .^9  H e r  h u s b a n d  w a s  a  

m a n a g e r  in  a  m in in g  c o m p a n y  b u t  s h e  to ld  m e  t h a t  h a r d  w o rk  c o u ld  o n ly  e v e r  b e  

th e  e n t r y  p o in t  fo r  m a k in g  m o n e y . G e tt in g  r ic h  r e q u i r e d  v a r io u s  a b il i t ie s  a n d  

a c c u m u la te d  c a p ita l . M rs  C u i h a d  a lso  h e lp e d  h e r  h u s b a n d  in  m a k in g  v a r io u s  

im p o r ta n t  d e c is io n s  a n d  s u p p o r te d  h im  b y  ta k in g  c a re  o f  th e  fa m ily . S h e  i l lu s t r a te d  

o n e  o f  t h e  c ru c ia l  p o in ts  t h a t  a llo w e d  h e r  h u s b a n d  g a in  c r e d i t  a n d  e s ta b l is h  

a u th o r i ty  a m o n g  h is  fe llo w  w o rk e rs .

O n e  m a n  w a s  n o t  s a t is f ie d  w ith  th e  w o rk  a r r a n g e m e n ts  so  h e  

w e n t  u p  to  a rg u e  w ith  m y  h u s b a n d ,  C u i J u n .  C u i J u n  e x p la in e d  h o w  

th in g s  w o rk e d  a n d  w h y  th e  d e c is io n  h a d  b e e n  m a d e . N o n e th e le s s ,  th e  

m a n  w a s  s ti l l  u n h a p p y  a b o u t  i t  a n d  c o n t in u e d  a c tin g  u n re a s o n a b ly . By 

th i s  p o in t ,  h is  fe llo w  w o rk e rs  h a d  s t a r t e d  s i le n tly  s u p p o r t in g  h im  b y  

s to p p in g  w o rk  a l to g e th e r ;  th e y  a lso  w a n te d  to  s e e  h o w  t h e  n e w  m a n a g e r  

w o u ld  r e s p o n d  to  s u c h  a  d is p u te .  T h e  w o rk e r s  w e re  a ll f r o m  th e  s a m e  

re g io n , w h ils t  m y  h u s b a n d  w a s  a n  o u ts id e r ;  th e y  w a n te d  to  s e e  w h e th e r  

h e  h a d  th e  a b ili ty  to  o v e r r id e  th e m . A ll o f  a  s u d d e n ,  th e  m a n  w h o  h a d  

in i t ia te d  th e  d is p u te  p ic k e d  u p  a  s t ic k  a n d  h a m m e r e d  m y  h u s b a n d  so  

h a r d  t h a t  h e  fe ll to  th e  g ro u n d . I t  w a s  q u i te  a s to n is h in g  a n d  i t  i s n ’t  

d if f ic u lt  to  s p e c u la te  t h a t  i f  o th e r s  h a d  jo in e d  th e  m a n  to  b e a t  u p  m y  

h u s b a n d ,  h e  w o u ld  h a v e  b e e n  in  r e a l  d a n g e r .  T o  e v e ry b o d y ’s  s u rp r is e ,  

th o u g h ,  m y  h u s b a n d  w a s n ’t  te r r i f ie d  a t  a ll  a n d  h e  s to o d  u p  a n d  fo u g h t 

b a c k . I n  th e  e n d  th is  w o rk e r  w a s  f i r e d  a n d  n o  o n e  e ls e  d a r e d  to  m a k e  

u n a c c e p ta b le  r e q u e s ts  a g a in .

149 She did not care about this at the beginning and said “Ju st let them envy m e” but later 
decided that w as not a good way to respond. By the time of my second visit to the village, 
her family had already moved out of the village and lived in the county town.
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W h a t  M rs  C u i w a s  t ry in g  to  te l l  m e  w a s  t h a t  h e r  h u s b a n d  w a s  a  b r a v e  a n d  

ta c t ic a l  m a n . H e  k n e w  a t  th e  c ru c ia l  m o m e n t  t h a t  i f  h e  fa i le d  to  a s s e r t  f i rm  c o n tro l  

o v e r  th e  s i tu a t io n ,  h e  w o u ld  n o t  b e  a b le  to  m a n a g e  th e  w o rk e rs  a n y m o re . T h e re fo re , 

e v e n  th o u g h  th e  w o rk e r  w a s  p h y s ic a lly  s t r o n g e r  t h a n  h im , i t  w a s  n e c e s s a ry  t o  g ra s p  

th e  r ig h t  m o m e n t  a n d  th e  r ig h t  m e th o d  to  d e m o n s t r a te  h is  s t r e n g th  a t  a ll  c o s ts . 

T h is  c a re fu l  c a lc u la t io n  a n d  e ffec tiv e  u n d e r s ta n d in g  h a d  a llo w e d  C u i J u n  to  c h a n g e  

f ro m  b e in g  a n  o r d in a r y  p e a s a n t  to  th e  c o n tr a c to r  o f  a  b r ic k  f a c to ry  a n d  to  c o n t in u e  

a ll th e  w a y  to  b e c o m e  th e  p o w e rfu l m a n a g e r  h e  w a s  a t  th e  t im e . I t  w a s  th i s  k in d  o f  

k n o w le d g e  a n d  e x p e r ie n c e  t h a t  M rs  C u i d e e m e d  e s s e n t ia l  to  su c c e ss . M rs  C u i h a d  

w o rk e d  in  S h a n d o n g  P ro v in c e  fo r  a  c o u p le  o f  y e a r s  a s  s h e  h a d  b e e n  d e s p e r a te  to  

le a v e  th e  c o u n try s id e  a n d  fe lt  i t  w a s  o n ly  in  c it ie s  t h a t  s o m e o n e  a s  in te l l ig e n t , 

c iv ilise d  a n d  s e n s ib le  a s  s h e  w a s  c o u ld  b e  p ro p e r ly  a c c o m m o d a te d  in  te r m s  o f  h e r  

n e e d s .  T h e  m a in  r e a s o n  fo r  h e r  c o m in g  b a c k  w a s  p r o v id e d  b y  h e r  d a u g h te r s  w h o  

c e r ta in ly  n e e d e d  h e r  c a re  a n d  s u p p o r t .  M rs  C u i w a s  r e lu c ta n t  to  r e tu r n  b u t ,  w h e n  

s h e  s t a r t e d  s e n s in g  th e  n o n c h a la n c e  w ith  w h ic h  h e r  d a u g h te r  t r e a t e d  h e r ,  s h e  h a d  

n o  c h o ic e  b u t  to  c o m e  b a c k  in  o r d e r  to  w in  b a c k  h e r  a f fe c tio n . A f te r  r e tu r n in g ,  s h e  

d id  n o t  s to p  te a c h in g  h e r s e lf  th e  k in d  o f  k n o w le d g e  a n d  u n d e r s ta n d in g  t h a t  s h e  

d e e m e d  c ru c ia l  fo r  b e c o m in g  a  s u c c e s s fu l p e r s o n , h o w e v e r , a c h ie v in g  th i s  b y  

w a tc h in g  e d u c a t io n a l  T V  p ro g ra m m e s , r e a d in g  m a g a z in e s  a n d  b e f r ie n d in g  

p o w e rfu l a n d  in fo rm a tiv e  p e o p le , t h a t  is , g o v e rn m e n t  o ff ic ia ls , lo c a l b u s in e s s m e n  

a n d  fe m a le  f r ie n d s  s h e  h a d  m e t  in  c it ie s  a n d  w h o m  s h e  fe rv e n tly  a s p i r e d  to  e m u la te .  

I n  a  w ay , s h e  g a v e  u p  th e  p o s s ib le  life  o p p o r tu n i t ie s  to  b e  f o u n d  in  c i t ie s  a n d



r e tu r n e d  to  th e  c o u n try s id e  fo r  h e r  e ld e r  d a u g h te r .  B e c a u se  o f  t h e  la c k  o f  

e d u c a t io n a l  a n d  o th e r  o p p o r tu n i t ie s  n e c e s s a ry  f o r  h e r s e l f  to  b e c o m e  a s  r e c o g n is e d  

a n d  p o w e rfu l a s  h e r  e n v ia b le  f r ie n d s ,  th e  fo c a l p o in t  o f  h e r  life  s h i f te d  to  h e r  e ld e r  

d a u g h te r ’s  e d u c a tio n . S h e  k n e w  t h a t  s h e  w o u ld  n o t  b e  a b le  to  b e  th e  k in d  o f  

s u c c e s s fu l w o m a n  s h e  w a n te d  to  b e , e v e n  th o u g h  s h e  p r o b a b ly  c o u ld  h a v e  i f  s h e  

h a d  h a d  th e  c h a n c e , b u t  th e r e  w a s  s ti l l  h o p e  fo r  h e r  d a u g h te r .  S h e  to ld  m e  th e  

fo llo w in g .

I  a lw a y s  ta lk e d  to  h e r  [m y  d a u g h te r ]  a n d  a s k e d  w h y  s h e  b e lie v e d  

in  c e r ta in  th in g s .  I w a n t  h e r  to  b e  a  re f le c tiv e  p e r s o n  a n d  n o t  a  p u p p e t  

o f  e d u c a t io n . W h e n  I  go  to  p a r e n t s ’ m e e t in g s ,  I  a lw a y s  s ta y  lo n g e r  to  

ta lk  w ith  h e r  te a c h e rs ,  p o in t in g  o u t  m y  d a u g h te r ’s  s h o r tc o m in g s  a n d  

d is c u s s in g  w a y s  s h e  c o u ld  im p ro v e . I  d o n ’t  j u s t  c a re  a b o u t  h e r  e x a m  

m a rk s  l ik e  m a n y  o th e r s  d o . W h a t  I  c a re  a b o u t  a r e  h e r  c o m p re h e n s iv e  

q u a li t ie s . I  th in k  m y  d a u g h te r  is  v e ry  g o o d  a n d  h a s  lo ts  o f  p o te n t ia l .  M y  

h o p e  n o w  is  — d o n ’t  la u g h  a t  m e  w h e n  I  te l l  y o u  th i s  — t h a t  o n e  d a y  a  

te le v is io n  s ta t io n  o r  a  jo u r n a l i s t  w ill c o m e  to  in te rv ie w  m y  d a u g h te r  a n d  

s h e  w ill s a y  — j u s t  o n e  s e n te n c e , o n e  is  e n o u g h  — t h a t  a ll m y  

a c h ie v e m e n ts  h a v e  b e n e f i te d  g re a tly  f ro m  m y  m u m ’s  te a c h in g  a n d  s h e  

is  a n  e x tre m e ly  f in e  w o m a n . T h is  w o u ld  b e  e n o u g h  fo r  m e . E v e ry th in g  

w o u ld  b e  w o r th  it. O h , I ’m  g o in g  to  c ry  j u s t  sa y in g  it.

B e in g  o n  T V  is  o n e  o f  th e  m o s t  im p o r ta n t  in d ic a to r s  fo r  b e in g  s e e n  b y  th e

lo c a ls  a s  im p o r ta n t  a n d  su c c e ss fu l. F o r  th e m , o n ly  th o s e  w h o  h a v e  e x c e lle d  a t

s o m e th in g  a p p e a r  o n  TV . F o r  M rs  C ui, th e  id e a  o f  h e r  d a u g h te r  b e c o m in g

p r o m in e n t  e n o u g h  to  b e  te le v is e d  a n d  t r a n s m i t  th e  m e s s a g e  t h a t  “M rs . C u i is  a n

e x tre m e ly  f in e  w o m a n ” g iv es  h e r  h o p e . T h is  m o m e n t  a lo n e  w o u ld  c o m p e n s a te  fo r

a n d  p a y  o ff  a ll o f  h e r  sa c r if ic e s , th e  r e lu c ta n c e  o f  g iv in g  u p  w h a t  s h e  h a d  a s p i r e d  to

a n d  th e  a l te rn a t iv e  in v e s tm e n t  s h e  h a d  m a d e  in  h e r  o w n  d a u g h te r .  C h ild re n  a r e

o f te n  s e e n  a s  th e  c o n t in u a t io n  o f  p a r e n t s ’ liv e s . W h a t  s e e m s  e x c e p tio n a l  a b o u t  th e

c a se  o f  M rs  C u i a n d  th e  c a se s  o f  o th e r  s im ila r  C h in e s e  p a r e n t s  is  th e  h o p e  th e y  h a v e
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o f  s e e in g  th e i r  c h i ld r e n  re a lis e  th e ir  d r e a m s  a n d  th e  c o n c re te  p la n s  th e y  d e v ise  to  

m a k e  th e s e  h a p p e n .

Xiao Hua’s battling marriage decision

X ia o  H u a  w a s  M rs  L in ’s  d a u g h te r .  M rs  L in  h a d  b e e n  th e  h e a d  o f  t h e  v illag e  

W o m e n ’s A s s o c ia t io n  fo r  m o re  th a n  te n  y e a r s  a n d  b e fo re  t h a t  s h e  h a d  b e e n  a  v illa g e  

s c h o o lte a c h e r .  S h e  o n c e  h a d  th e  o p p o r tu n i ty  o f  b e c o m in g  e m p lo y e d  a s  a n  o ffic ia lly  

r e g is te r e d  s c h o o l te a c h e r ,^ 0 w h ic h  c o u ld  h a v e  b e e n  a  life lo n g  jo b  w ith  a  m o n th ly  

s a la ry  a n d  a  p e n s io n  a f te r  r e t i r e m e n t .  T h e  p re c o n d i t io n  f o r  t h a t  e m p lo y m e n t  w a s  to  

a t t e n d  a  n o r m a l  sc h o o l in  a n  a d ja c e n t  c o u n ty , h o w e v e r , a n d  s h e  tw ic e  fa ile d  to  

e n ro l  a t  th e  sc h o o l. T h e  f i r s t  t im e  a ro u n d ,  s o m e o n e  w h o  h a d  b e t t e r  c o n n e c t io n s  

r e p la c e d  h e r .  T h e  s e c o n d  t im e  h e r  f a th e r  d is c o u ra g e d  h e r  f ro m  g o in g  b y  s a y in g  th a t  

i t  w a s  n o t  w o r th  th e  t ro u b le ,  g iv e n  t h a t  n o th in g  w a s  g u a r a n te e d  a t  t h a t  t im e . S h e  

h e e d e d  h e r  f a th e r ’s  a d v ice , d id  n o t  e n ro l  a t  th e  s c h o o l a n d  th u s  m is s e d  th e  

o p p o r tu n i ty ,  w h ic h  s h e  d e e m e d  to  b e  th e  m o s t  r e g re t ta b le  th in g  s h e  h a d  e v e r  d o n e . 

A t th e  a g e  o f  5 0 , i t  w o u ld  h a v e  b e e n  s o  m u c h  b e t t e r  i f  s h e  h a d  h a d  a  s e c u re  jo b  to  

s u b s id is e  h e r  fa m ily  in c o m e . H e r  jo b  a s  th e  h e a d  o f  th e  v illa g e  W o m e n ’s 

A s s o c ia t io n  w a s  m u c h  le s s  d e s ira b le  b e c a u s e  n o t  o n ly  h a d  s h e  t o  g o  th r o u g h  th e  

lo c a l e le c t io n  e v e ry  th r e e  y e a rs , s h e  a lso  n e e d e d  to  c h a s e  u p  o f te n  d e la y e d  s a la r ie s  

c o m in g  f ro m  th e  v illag e  c o m m itte e .

M rs  L in  h a d  five  y o u n g e r  s ib lin g s : th r e e  s is te r s  a n d  tw o  b r o th e r s .  T h e  b e s t-o f f

150 There are two kinds in China: officially registered ones and those in rural 

citizen-managed schools who do not receive remuneration from the government.
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a n d  m o s t  e n v ia b le  s ib lin g  w a s  n o t  M rs  L in  b u t  th e  s i s te r  w h o  m a r r ie d  a  m a n  w h o  

l a t e r  b e c a m e  a  c o u n ty  o ffic ia l. D u e  to  th e  su c c e s s fu l m a r r ia g e , M rs  L in ’s  s i s te r  w a s  

liv in g  in  t h e  c o u n ty  c i ty / to w n  a n d  h a d  th e  m o s t  p r o s p e r o u s  a n d  p r iv i le g e d  life  o u t  

o f  a ll  th e  s ix  b r o th e r s  a n d  s is te r s .  A t fa m ily  o c c a s io n s , i t  w a s  th i s  s i s te r  w h o  a lw a y s  

w o re  n e w  c lo th e s  a n d  je w e lle ry  a n d  w h o  h a d  a  d r iv e r  to  p ic k  h e r  u p  a n d  d r o p  h e r  

off. S h e  a lso  o n c e  c a su a lly  m e n t io n e d  h o w  m u c h  m o n e y  th e y  h a d  s p e n t  to  g e t  h e r  

s o n  e n ro l le d  in  th e  a rm y ,151 a n  a m o u n t  M rs  L in  a n d  h e r  h u s b a n d  w o u ld  n e v e r  b e  

a b le  to  a ffo rd . M rs  L in  n e v e r  s a id  e x p lic itly  t h a t  s h e  e n v ie d  h e r  s i s t e r  b u t  s h e  w o u ld  

c o m p la in  a b o u t  h o w  u n a c c u s to m e d  s h e  w a s  to  liv in g  in  th e i r  f la t  in  th e  c o u n ty  

to w n /c i ty .  M rs  L in  h a d  a  v e ry  g o o d  r e la t io n s h ip  w ith  h e r  s is te r ,  in  fa c t,  a n d  h e r  

s i s t e r ’s  h u s b a n d  h a d  h e lp e d  th e m  in  v a r io u s  fa m ily  m a t te r s  a n d  h a d  a ls o  h e lp e d  

w i th  X ia o  H u a ’s  e d u c a tio n .

I t  w a s  n o t  u n t i l  a lm o s t  th e  e n d  o f  m y  f ie ld w o rk  t h a t  M rs  L in ’s  s e c r e t  e n v y  fe lt 

to w a r d s  h e r  s i s te r  w a s  re v e a le d . I t  w a s  th e  s u m m e r  o f  2 0 0 7  a n d  M rs  L in ’s 

d a u g h te r - in - la w  h a p p e n e d  to  g e t  k n o w  a  y o u n g  m a n  w h o m  s h e  th o u g h t  w o u ld  

p o te n t ia l ly  b e  a  g o o d  m a tc h  fo r  X ia o  H u a . T o  e v e ry b o d y ’s  s u r p r is e ,  X ia o  H u a  

s e e m e d  to  l ik e  t h e  y o u n g  m a n  a n d  th e y  s t a r t e d  to  c h a t  r e g u la r ly  o n  th e  p h o n e .152 

N e i th e r  M rs  L in  n o r  h e r  d a u g h te r - in - la w  h a d  a n t ic ip a te d  t h a t  X ia o  H u a  w o u ld  lik e  

t h e  y o u n g  m a n  s in c e  X ia o  H u a  h a d  o f te n  im p lie d  t h a t  s h e  h a d  n o  in te r e s t  in  g e t t in g

151 This is seen  a s  a  privileged thing for young graduates because it can help them  to climb 
up the ranks faster than in ordinary jobs and because it will secure them a  better job after 

demobilisation.
152 The man lived and worked in another location where Mr Lin’s  daughter-in-law used to 
work which is how they got to know each other. He was, however, transferred to work in 

another county soon after he w as introduced to Xiao Hua.
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m a r r ie d  a t  s u c h  a  y o u n g  ag e  (e v e n  th o u g h  m o s t  o f  t h e  g ir ls  h e r  a g e  w e re  a lre a d y  

e n g a g e d  o r  e v e n  m a r r ie d ) .  M rs  L in  w a s  v e ry  u p s e t ,  h o w e v e r , a n d  m a d e  h e r  

d is a p p ro v a l  o f  th e  m a tc h  k n o w n  to  th e  fa m ily  e v e n  th o u g h  h e r  d a u g h te r - in - la w  

th o u g h t  i t  w a s  n o t  a s  b a d  a s  M rs  L in  th o u g h t .  F o r  M rs  L in , th e  y o u n g  m a n  w a s  n o t  

w e l l- e d u c a te d  a n d  w a s  o n ly  in v o lv e d  in  u n s ta b le  jo b s  w h ile  h is  fa m ily  w a s  to o  fa r  

a w a y  fo r  th e m  to  g e t  to  k n o w  a ll th e  d e ta i ls  a b o u t  th e m . F o r  M rs  L in ’s  

d a u g h te r - in - la w , th e  m a n  h a d  d e s ira b le  q u a l i t ie s  s u c h  a s  sk ills  v a lu a b le  t o  m in in g  

c o m p a n ie s  a n d  th e  s h re w d n e s s  to  m a k e  lo ts  o f  m o n e y . T h e re fo re , f o r  h e r ,  h is  

e d u c a t io n a l  le v e l w a s  n o t  o f  s u c h  c r it ic a l  c o n c e rn . A ll th e  fa m ily  m e m b e r s  b e c a m e  

in e s c a p a b ly  e n g a g e d  in  d is c u s s in g  w h e th e r  X ia o  H u a  s h o u ld  s e e  th e  y o u n g  m a n  

a g a in , h o w e v e r  ( I  w a s  a s k e d  to  o ffe r  m y  o p in io n  to o ) .^3 F in a lly , th e y  a ll a g re e d  th a t  

t h e  w h o le  fa m ily  s h o u ld  m e e t  th i s  m a n  in  p e r s o n  a n d  th e n  d e c id e . T h e  s u i to r  c a m e  

f o r  d in n e r  b u t  a f te r  h e  le f t  M rs  L in ’s  d a u g h te r - in - la w  s h o w e d  h e r s e l f  t o  b e  d e e p ly  

u p s e t  b e c a u s e  o f  th e  c o ld  a n d  in a p p r o p r ia te  m a n n e r s  M rs  L in  h a d  u s e d  to w a rd s  

h im . M rs  L in  m a d e  i t  v e ry  c le a r  t h a t  th e  m a n  w a s  n o t  th e  id e a l  h u s b a n d  fo r  X iao  

H u a . M rs  L in ’s  d a u g h te r - in - la w  to ld  m e  a f te rw a rd s ,  “F o r  m y  m o th e r - in - la w , n o  o n e  

is  g o o d  e n o u g h  f o r  X iao  H u a . I  k n o w  w h a t  s h e  w a n ts ,  b u t  h o w  is  i t  p o s s ib le  to  f in d  

s o m e o n e  lik e  h e r  s i s te r ’s  h u s b a n d  fo r  X ia o  H u a ? ”

153 It w as actually slightly exceptional for everybody to be involved in such a  matter. One 
reason for the involvement in this ca se  w as that Xiao Hua, at the age  of 22, w as seen  to be 
too young to m ake such an important decision but too old to simply date a  man. S he w as 

being pressured to get married in a year or two so there w as no time to waste. The second 
reason w as that Mrs Lin's daughter-in-law introduced the potential match although she w as 

not actually supposed to, something which consequently caused  tensions and generated  
lots of discussion.
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I t  w a s  n o t  u n t i l  th e n  th a t  I  re a l is e d  t h a t  e v e ry  m e m b e r  in  th e  fa m ily , in  fa c t, 

k n e w  o f  M rs  L in ’s  s e c re t  en v y  o f  h e r  s is te r .  T h is  w a s  b e c a u s e  n o  o n e  h a d  o p e n ly  

ta lk e d  a b o u t  i t  b e fo re . X iao  H u a  a lso  k n e w  e x a c tly  w h a t  h e r  m o th e r ’s  a m b i t io n  w a s , 

h o w e v e r , a l th o u g h  s h e  w a s  to o  o b e d ie n t  to  c a n d id ly  c o n f r o n t  h e r  a b o u t  it. S h e  to ld  

m e  th e  fo llo w in g .

I  d o n ’t  w a n t  to  h a v e  a  co lleg e  s tu d e n t  a s  m y  f u tu r e  h u s b a n d .  I 

h a v e  j u s t  g r a d u a te d  f ro m  h ig h  s c h o o l a n d  h e  m ig h t  lo o k  d o w n  u p o n  m e .

I n o w  r e g r e t  t h a t  I  d id n ’t  s tu d y  h a r d  e n o u g h  a n d  I  c a n n o t  d o  a n y th in g  

n o w  b u t  id le  a w a y  m y  t im e  a t  h o m e . M y  p a r e n t s  f o u n d  m e  a  j o b  in  a  

g la ss  f a c to ry  in  th e  c ity  a f te r  m y  g r a d u a t io n  b u t  I  c a m e  b a c k  a f te r  

o n e - a n d - a - h a l f  d a y s ; I  c o u ld n ’t  s t a n d  it. W e  w o rk e d  s o  m a n y  h o u r s  a  

d a y  a n d  I  w a s  so  e x h a u s te d  a f te r  j u s t  o n e  d ay . W e  liv e d  in  a  d o r m ito r y  

s h a r e d  b y  b o th  m e n  a n d  w o m e n  a n d  I  d id n ’t  fe e l s e c u re  l iv in g  th e re .

T h e re  w e re  o p p o r tu n i t ie s  to  w o rk  in  B e ijin g  a s  a  w a i t r e s s  to o . B u t 

c o n s id e r in g  th a t  a  c o u p le  o f  h u n d r e d  in  s a la ry  w o u ld n ’t  e v e n  b e  e n o u g h  

fo r  a c c o m m o d a t io n  a n d  fo o d , h o w  c o u ld  I  s u rv iv e  th e r e ?  I  d o n ’t  w a n t  to  

m a r r y  e a r ly  e i th e r .  L o o k  a t  th o s e  m a r r ie d  w o m e n , e i th e r  d o in g  n o th in g  

o r  q u a r r e l l in g  w ith  th e i r  h u s b a n d s .  I t  is  n o t  th e  life  I  w a n t  b u t  I  c a n ’t  

a c h ie v e  a n y th in g  e i th e r .

X ia o  H u a  o f te n  fe lt  t h a t  s h e  w o u ld  in e v ita b ly  d i s a p p o in t  h e r  m o th e r  b y  n o t  

a c h ie v in g  w h a t  s h e  w a n te d  h e r  to  a c h ie v e . W h a t  w a s  c e r ta in  w a s  t h a t  M rs  L in  d id  

w a n t  X ia o  H u a  to  m a r r y  in to  th e  c o u n ty  c ity  w h e re  M rs  L in ’s  s i s te r  l iv e d  a n d  t h a t  

s h e  b e lie v e d  t h a t  i t  w o u ld  a ls o  b e  p re f e r a b le  f o r  h e r  to  m a r r y  s o m e o n e  w o rk in g  in  

t h e  g o v e rn m e n t .  M rs  L in  c o n fe s s e d  th e  fo llo w in g  to  m e  a  fe w  d a y s  b e fo re  m y  

d e p a r tu r e .

I ’v e  n e v e r  s a id  th is  to  a n y o n e  b u t  m y  s o n  h a s  a l r e a d y  b e e n  a  h u g e  

d is a p p o in tm e n t  to  m e .1̂  I  t r u ly  d o n ’t  w a n t  m y  d a u g h te r  to  b e  a n o th e r

154 He w as not able to get a  good education and his wife seem ed  to be infertile a t that time. 

They had been married for five years but did not yet have a  child. This w as seen  a s  a big 
problem since in rural China at the time the primary “function” of marriage w as still to “deliver 
descendan ts” to continue the family line (chuanzong jieda\). Not having a  grandchild could 
also imply the termination of generational continuity.
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d is a p p o in tm e n t .  M y  s o n ’s  m a r r ia g e  w a s  to o  h a s ty . B u t w h o  c o u ld  k n o w  

i t  w o u ld  t u r n  o u t  lik e  th is .  E v e ry  t im e  I th in k  a b o u t  th is ,  I  fe e l s o  u p s e t  

{ n a n  s h o u ). I  h a v e  h ig h  b lo o d  p r e s s u r e  so  I  c a n ’t  a f fo rd  to  b e  a g i ta te d  

a n d  th e r e  is  n o th in g  I  c a n  d o  an y w ay . I ’m  n o t  s a t is f ie d  w ith  th e  y o u n g  

m a n  m y  d a u g h te r - in - la w  in t r o d u c e d  to  u s  e i th e r .  I  h a v e  v e ry  h ig h  

e x p e c ta t io n s  fo r  X iao  H u a . I  e v e n  to ld  h e r  t h a t  o n e  c h i ld  h a d  a lr e a d y  le t  

m e  d o w n  a n d  t h a t  s h e  s h o u ld  n o t  m a k e  m e  fe e l le t  d o w n  a g a in .

I  h a d  h o p e d  t h a t  s h e  w o u ld  g o  to  u n iv e r s i ty  w h ic h  is  w h y  I 

in s is te d  o n  h e r  s tu d y in g  in  h ig h  s c h o o l.155 I  w o u ld  e v e n  o f fe r  f o r  h e r  to  

s tu d y  fo r  o n e  m o re  y e a r  to  p r e p a r e  fo r  th e  u n iv e r s i ty  e n t r a n c e  e x a m s  i f  

s h e  w o u ld  s tu d y  h a r d e r .  S h e  d id n ’t  w a n t  to , th o u g h , a n d  s a id  s h e  d id n ’t  

h a v e  th e  ta l e n t  to  s tu d y  { b u s h i  x u e x i  d e  lia o ) .  A t t h e  le a s t ,  i f  s h e  c a n  

m a r r y  a  n ic e  g u y  w o rk in g  in  to w n  t h a t  w o u ld  b e  g r e a t  to o . I t  is  n o t  t h a t  

I ’m  j u s t  p ra is in g  m y  o w n  d a u g h te r  b u t  i t  is  t r u ly  e x c e p tio n a l  to  h a v e  

y o u n g  g ir ls  lik e  h e r  th e s e  d a y s  in  th e  c o u n try s id e , s o m e o n e  w h o  is  g o o d  

lo o k in g , w e ll- e d u c a te d  [h ig h -s c h o o l e d u c a t io n  w a s  e x c e p tio n a l  f o r  

v illa g e  g ir ls ] , s e lf -d is c ip lin e d , u n d e r s ta n d in g  a n d  n o t  w ild  a n d  w h o  h a s  

a  g o o d  fa m ily  b a c k g ro u n d  to o . S o  I  d o  h o p e  s h e  c a n  f in d  a  g o o d  m a tc h .

I t  c a n  b e  s e e n  t h a t  M rs  L in ’s  p r e f e r r e d  m e th o d  fo r  a c h ie v in g  u p w a r d  m o b il i ty

w a s  th r o u g h  e d u c a tio n . A s s h e  h e r s e l f  h a d  fa ile d  in  th i s  a n d , in  a d d i t io n ,  b o th  o f

h e r  c h i ld r e n  h a d  fa ile d  to  go  to  u n iv e rs i ty , M rs  L in  h a d  to  t u r n  h e r  h o p e s  to  h e r

c h i ld r e n ’s  m a r r ia g e s .  H e r  s o n ’s  m a r r ia g e  h a d  a ls o  fa i le d  a s  h e  h a d  m a r r i e d  a n

in fe r t i le  w ife , w h ic h  a lm o s t  e x c lu d e d  a ll t h e  p o s s ib il i t ie s  o f  h a v in g  a  g ra n d c h i ld  to

c o n t in u e  th e  l in e  o f  h o p e . X ia o  H u a ’s  m a r r ia g e  w a s , th u s ,  th e  b e s t  h o p e  a n d  th e  la s t

h o p e . A ll t h a t  M rs  L in  h a d  n o t  b e e n  a b le  to  a c h ie v e  f o r  h e rs e lf ,  s h e  w is h e d  f o r  h e r

c h ild re n . I f  th e y  c o u ld  fu lfil s o m e  o f  th e s e  w is h e s  f o r  M rs  L in , th i s  w o u ld  n o t  o n ly

m a k e  h e r  p r o u d  b u t  w o u ld  a lso  b e  a  g r e a t  c o m fo r t  c o m p e n s a t in g  f o r  h e r  o w n  fa ile d

a m b it io n s .  T o  p u t  i t  d if fe re n tly , a s  lo n g  a s  th e r e  w e re  h o p e s  fo r  M rs  L in ’s  c h i ld re n

a n d  f u tu r e  g r a n d c h i ld re n , h e r  s i s te r ’s  e n v ia b le  p o s i t io n  w o u ld  n o t  b e  e x c lu s iv e ly

155 The high school w as actually a vocational school but Mrs Lin insisted on her daughter 

studying normal high school courses in the hope of getting her into a university. However, 
her daughter actually told m e that this w as a w aste of time and that it would have actually 
been more useful to learn som e vocational skills.
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u n re a c h a b le .

Liu Jun and his father’s business

L iu  J u n  w a s  a  2 8 -y e a r -o ld  m a n  w h o  h a d  p re v io u s ly  b e e n  w o rk in g  in  S h a n d o n g  

P ro v in c e . H e  h a d  c o m e  b a c k  tw o  y e a r s  b e fo re ,  w a s  m a r r ie d  to  a  g ir l  f r o m  a  n e a rb y  

v illa g e  a n d  h a d  a  l -y e a r -o ld  d a u g h te r .  M o s t o f  t h e  t im e , th e  fa m ily  s ta y e d  w i th  L iu  

J u n ’s  p a r e n ts  in  th e i r  r e n te d  s to r e h o u s e  w h e re  t r u c k s  c o u ld  e a s ily  p a r k  a n d  lo a d  

a n d  u n lo a d  th e  b o t t le d  b e e r s ,  b e v e ra g e s , s n a c k s  a n d  o th e r  s tu f f  th e y  w e re  se llin g . 

L iu  J u n ’s  f a th e r  w a s  m a in ly  a  b e e r  v e n d e r  b u t ,  u p o n  L iu  J u n ’s  r e tu r n ,  n o t  o n ly  d id  

L iu  J u n  jo in  h is  f a th e r  in  th e  b u s in e s s ,  th e y  a lso  o p e n e d  a  r e ta i l  s to r e  fo r  th e  y o u n g  

c o u p le  to  ru n .

I t  w a s  o n e  o f  th o s e  c r is p  w in te r  e v e n in g s  a n d  w e  a ll s q u e e z e d  in to  th e  

u n d e c o r a te d  b e d r o o m /l iv in g  ro o m  o f  th e  s to r e h o u s e  w h e re  L iu  J u n ’s  f r ie n d s  

u s u a l ly  c a m e  to  v is i t  a n d  h a n g  o u t . W e  w e re  c h a t t in g  a b o u t  r a n d o m  th in g s  w h e n  i t  

c a u g h t  m y  a t te n t io n  th a t  L iu  J u n ’s m o th e r  w a s  c la im in g  t h a t  s h e  w o u ld  h a v e  k il le d  

th e  g u y  i f  s h e  h a d  e v e r  s e e n  h im . I  w a s  s t a r t le d  b y  th e  s u d d e n  in f u r ia t io n  in  h e r  

v o ic e  a n d  a s k e d  w h o  a n d  w h a t  th is  w a s  a b o u t .  I t  t u r n e d  o u t  t h a t  th e y  w e re  ta lk in g  

a b o u t  a  g u y  w h o  h a d  s ig n e d  u p  L iu  J u n  to  se ll p r o d u c ts  fo r  T ig e r  ( th is  w a s  o n e  o f  

t h e  s o -c a lle d  P y ra m id  s c h e m e s , c a lle d  C h u a n x ia o  in  C h in e s e 1̂ 6). I t  w a s  f u r th e r

156 A pyramid schem e is a  non-sustainable business model that involves the exchange of 

money primarily for enrolling other people into the schem e, usually without any product or 
service being delivered. It has been known to com e in many guises. The Tiger operation had 
certain particular products to sell but it still relied to a  large extent on enrolling more people 

into the schem e. W hen Chuanxiao w as banned in China it started having retail s to res in 
various cities.
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re v e a le d  t h a t  L iu  J u n  h a d  tu r n e d  d o w n  a  u n iv e r s i ty  o f fe r  b e c a u s e  h e  h a d  w a n te d  to  

b e  in c lu d e d  in  th i s  “b u s in e s s ” in  S h a n d o n g  P ro v in c e . A t th e  b e g in n in g , h e  h a d  h a d  

to  p a y  f o u r  th o u s a n d  Y u a n  to  g e t  in ; h e  h a d  th e n  a ls o  r e c r u i te d  tw o  o th e r  y o u n g  

m e n  f ro m  th e  s a m e  v illag e . A t th is  p o in t ,  a ll o f  th e m  w e re  q u i te  c o n v in c e d  t h a t  th e  

s c h e m e  w o u ld  b e  p ro f i ta b le  a l th o u g h  n o n e  o f  th e m  h a d ,  in  fa c t, m a d e  a n y  m o n e y . 

R a th e r ,  th e y  h a d  h a d  to  r e p e a te d ly  a s k  fo r  s u b s id ie s  f ro m  th e i r  p a r e n ts .  I t  w a s  n o t  

u n t i l  a  fe w  y e a r s  la te r  t h a t  L iu  J u n ’s  p a r e n t s  b e c a m e  s u s p ic io u s  a b o u t  w h a t  L iu  J u n  

h a d  b e e n  d o in g . T h e y  th e n  re fu s e d  to  s u p p ly  a n y  m o re  m o n e y  a n d  in s i s te d  o n  h im  

c o m in g  b a c k  h o m e . L iu  J u n ’s  m o th e r  w a s  s ti l l  a n g ry  a t  th e  b u s in e s s  p r o m o te r  

b e c a u s e  h is  a c t io n s  h a d  c o s t L iu  J u n  h is  p re c io u s  u n iv e r s i ty  o ffe r  a n d  h a d  a lso  

w a s te d  h e r  s o n ’s  m o n e y  a n d  tim e .

B e fo re  h e  h a d  le f t  fo r  S h a n d o n g , L iu  J u n  h a d  a c tu a lly  n o t  w a n te d  to  e n r o l  a t  

co lle g e  b e c a u s e  i t  w a s  n o t  a  s p e c ia l  co lleg e  a n d  h e  d id  n o t  lik e  s tu d y in g  e i th e r .  H e  

h a d  h a d  n o  in te n t io n  o f  h e lp in g  h is  f a th e r  w ith  d e liv e r in g  b e e r s  e i th e r  b e c a u s e  th i s  

in v o lv e d  lo ts  o f  p h y s ic a l s t r e n g th  f o r  lo a d in g  a n d  u n lo a d in g . H o w e v e r , a f te r  a  few  

y e a r s  o f  b u s in e s s  a d v e n tu re s  o f  h is  o w n , h e  h a d  f in a lly  r e s ig n e d  h im s e lf  to  c o m in g  

b a c k  to  h is  f a th e r ’s  b u s in e s s .  O n  a n o th e r  d a y , h e  c o n t in u e d  h is  o w n  s to r y  f ro m  

w h e re  h is  m o th e r  h a d  le f t  off.

I t  to o k  u s  [h im  a n d  th e  o th e r  tw o  m e n  f ro m  th e  s a m e  v illa g e ] a  

w h ile  to  r e a l is e  t h a t  w e  c o u ld n ’t  g e t  in to  th e  h ig h e r  r a n k s  [o f  th e  

p y ra m id ]  in  o r d e r  to  b e  a b le  to  e a r n  m o n e y  w i th  T ig e r . T o  m a k e  i t  se ll, 

y o u  n e e d  to  h a v e  v e ry  g o o d  so c ia l n e tw o rk s  ( r e n m a i ) w h ic h  w e  d o n ’t  

h a v e  in  S h a n d o n g . O u ts id e r s  lik e  u s  c a n  n e v e r  a c h ie v e  th is .  I t  w a s  o n  

th e  b a s is  o f  th is  r e a l is a t io n  t h a t  w e  a ll q u i t .  W e  m o v e d  o n  to  w o rk in g  in  

a  r e s ta u r a n t ,  3 0 0  Y u a n  p e r  m o n th ,  p lu s  f re e  a c c o m m o d a t io n  a n d  fo o d .

I  s a v e d  f o r  th r e e  m o n th s  a n d  f in a lly  b o u g h t  a  m o b ile  p h o n e . I  lo s t  i t  t h e
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s a m e  d a y , th o u g h . T h re e  m o n th s  la te r ,  t h e  r e s ta u r a n t  w a s  s h u t  d o w n  

a n d  w e  lo s t  o u r  jo b s  a g a in . I  h a d  a b o u t  o n e  th o u s a n d  Y u a n  le f t  a t  t h a t  

t im e  a n d  s t a r t e d  to  lo o k  fo r  a n o th e r  jo b . I d id n ’t  f in d  a n y th in g  fo r  o n e  

a n d  a  h a l f  m o n th s  a n d  w e  h a d  to  e a t  s te a m  b u n s  e v e ry d a y  a n d  c o o k  fo r  

o u rs e lv e s . T o  sa v e  m o n e y , w e  h a d  tw o  m e a ls  a  d a y , o n e  a t  11 in  th e  

m o r n in g  a n d  o n e  a t  10 in  th e  e v e n in g . T h e  r e s t  o f  th e  t im e  w a s  s p e n t  

lo o k in g  f o r  jo b s .  I t  to o k  u s  o n e  a n d  a  h a l f  m o n th s  to  f in d  a  jo b  in  a  

b a th h o u s e .15? W a n g ’s  jo b  w a s  to  b e  in  c h a rg e  o f  x ia o j ie  ( p r o s t i tu te s )  

a n d  I  w a s  d i s t r ib u t in g  b a r s  o f  s o a p  a n d  c lo th e s . N o t lo n g  a f te r  th is ,  I  

w e n t  to  a n o th e r  b a th h o u s e  to  m a n a g e  x ia o j ie  a s  w ell.

T h e  b a s ic  s a la ry  w a s  5 0 0  Y u a n  b u t  w e  g o t  m o re  in  t ip s  t h a n  th e  

s a la ry  a n d  y o u  c o u ld  e v e n  a s k  fo r  w h a te v e r  y o u  w a n te d  [ f ro m  th e  

x ia o jie ] . I t  w a s  n o t  lik e  in  k a ra o k e  b a r s  w h e re  c l ie n ts  d ire c t ly  p ic k e d  

o n e  g ir l  f ro m  a  q u e u e  o f  g ir ls . I n  th e  b a th h o u s e ,  w e  c h o s e  w h o m  to  

b r in g  in . E a c h  t im e  a  g ir l  e a r n e d  4 0 0  Y u a n  a n d  p a id  h a l f  to  th e  

b a th h o u s e  i t  s till  w o u ld n ’t  b e  a  b ig  d e a l  i f  th e y  g av e  u s  2 0  to  3 0  Y u an . 

T h e  s m a r t  g ir ls  k n e w  th e  a d v a n ta g e s  o f  m a in ta in in g  g o o d  r e la t io n s h ip s  

w ith  u s . T h e  m o re  b u s in e s s  th e y  h a d  th e  m o re  m o n e y  th e y  c o u ld  e a rn . 

O n ly  tw ic e  w a s  I  o n  th e  v e rg e  o f  b e in g  c a u g h t  b y  th e  p o lic e .158 O n c e  I 

w a s  s u p p o s e d  to  b e  o n  d u ty  b u t ,  fo r tu n a te ly ,  w a s  a c tu a lly  c h a t t in g  in  

th e  o th e r  ro o m . I  e s c a p e d  w h ile  th e  r e s t  o f  th e m  w e re  c a u g h t.  T h e  

s e c o n d  t im e  w a s  a  g a m b lin g  ra id .  W h e n  th e  p o lic e  c a m e  in , i t  w a s  o n ly  

m e  in  th e  ro o m  w ith  a ll th e  X ia o j ie  in  a n o th e r  ro o m . T h e  d o o r  w a s  

p a in te d  th e  s a m e  c o lo u r  a s  th e  w a ll s o  th e y  d id n ’t  k n o w  th a t  th e i r  

t a r g e ts  w e re  o n  th e  o th e r  s id e  o f  it. I t  w a s  a ll v e ry  r isk y . I  c a m e  b a c k  

a f te r  le s s  th a n  o n e  a n d  a  h a l f  y e a rs .

L iu  h a d  n o t  c o m e  b a c k  f ro m  th e  c ity  o f  h is  o w n  f re e  w ill. H is  p a r e n ts  h a d  

b e e n  p e r s u a d in g  h im  fo r  s o m e  t im e  t h a t  i t  w o u ld  b e  m u c h  e a s ie r  f o r  h im  to  r u n  

t h e  b u s in e s s  a t  h o m e  s in c e  th e y  h a d  a lr e a d y  h a d  th e  n e c e s s a ry  r e ta i l  n e tw o rk s  

f o r  y e a rs . H e  m ig h t  h a v e  h a d  o th e r  a m b it io n s  in  th e  c ity  b u t  h a d  k n o w n  t h a t  

th e s e  w o u ld  h a v e  b e e n  v e iy  h a r d  to  s u s ta in .  H e  h a d  f in a lly  c o m e  b a c k  to  d o  

w h a t  h is  p a r e n t s  h a d  a lw ay s  w a n te d  h im  to  d o . A s L iu  J u n  to ld  m e , “N o w  I  j u s t  

w is h  I c o u ld  e m p lo y  s o m e o n e  to  c a r ry  t h e  b e e r s .  I t ’s re a lly  t i r in g  a n d  I  e n v y  th e

157 His parents and other neighbors did not actually know about this job a s  it w as shameful 
to work with prostitutes in this kind of bathhouse.
158 Prostitution is illegal in China.
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b e e r  w h o le s a le r  a  lo t”. W h a t  h e  e n v ie d , a s  h e  re v e a le d  to  m e , w a s  th e  id e a  o f  

s c a lin g  u p  th e  w h o le s a le  b u s in e s s  in  o r d e r  to  e a r n  lo ts  o f  m o n e y  a s  th e  r e g io n a l  

b e e r  r e p r e s e n ta t iv e  d id . L iu  d e s c r ib e d  th e  e n v ia b le  life  o f  t h i s  b e e r  w h o le s a le r :  

“H is  w ife  j u s t  b o u g h t  a  n e w  c a r . T h e y  a lr e a d y  h a d  tw o  c a r s  b e fo re . I  h o p e  I  c a n  

b e  lik e  h im  o n e  d a y ”. L iu  J u n  a n d  h is  p a r e n t s ’ d iv e rg e n t  p la n s  fo r  th e  f u tu r e  

w e re , th e n ,  re c o n c ile d  a f te r  L iu  J u n ’s  r e tu r n .  U p w a rd  m o b il i ty  w a s  w h a t  b o th  

o f  th e m  w a n te d . N o n e th e le s s , g e t t in g  e s ta b l is h e d  a n d  s u c c e e d in g  in  th e  c it ie s  

w a s  m u c h  m o re  d if f ic u lt  th a n  L iu  J u n  h a d  n a iv e ly  b e lie v e d . U n d e r  th e  p r e s s u r e  

o f  h a v in g  to  g e t  m a r r ie d  b e fo re  a  c e r ta in  a g e  a n d  o f  h a v in g  c h i ld re n , h e  h a d  

r e tu r n e d  to  h is  v illa g e  a n d  c o n t in u e d  h is  f a th e r ’s  b u s in e s s ,  n o w  o n ly  w is h in g  

f o r  a  b e t t e r  life  in  th e  c o u n try s id e . L iu  J u n  m ig h t  h a v e  b e e n  g re a t ly  in s p i r e d  to  

l e a d  th e  c ity  life  b u t  h a d  n e v e r th e le s s  a c c e p te d  th e  a c c u m u la te d  r e s o u rc e s  

c o m in g  f ro m  h is  f a th e r  fo r  u p w a rd  m o b ili ty , s o m e th in g  w h ic h  h e  c o u ld  la te r  

a ls o  p a s s  o n  to  h is  c h ild re n . L iu  J u n ’s r e tu r n  h a d  a ls o  r e k in d le d  h is  p a r e n t s ’ 

h o p e s ,  th i s  b e in g  e v id e n t  in  L iu  J u n ’s  m o th e r ’s  to n e  o f  r e l ie f  w h e n  r e c a ll in g  L iu  

J u n ’s  s to r ie s  a n d  in  L iu  J u n ’s  f a th e r ’s  c o n c re te  p la n  f o r  h e lp in g  L iu  J u n  to  

a c h ie v e  a  b e t t e r  life .

N o w  b o th  m y  c h i ld re n  h a v e  m a r r ie d  a n d  o th e r s  m ig h t  th in k ,  

“Y o u ’v e  c o m p le te d  y o u r  life  t a s k  (w a n c h e n g  r e n w u ) ”. B u t I  d o n ’t  th in k  

t h a t  w ay . Y o u  c a n ’t  s to p . W h e n  y o u  h a v e  a  fu ll t a n k  o f  e n e rg y  y o u  c a n ’t  

j u s t  u s e  h a l f  o f  it. I  s till  w a tc h  th e  g o v e rn m e n t’s  w o rk  r e p o r t  o n  T V  a n d  

p a y  c lo se  a t te n t io n  to  r e c e n t  m a r k e t  t r e n d s .  I f  c e r ta in  p r o d u c ts  a r e  n o t  

m a rk e ta b le ,  y o u  s h o u ld  k n o w  a b o u t  th i s  im m e d ia te ly . I  a m  a lso  

th in k in g  a b o u t  b u ild in g  a n o th e r  h o u s e  f o r  m y  s o n  to  le t  th e m  liv e  

c o m fo r ta b ly . [ I s n ’t  i t  t h e i r  h o u s e  t h a t  h a s  j u s t  b e e n  n e w ly  b u i l t? ]  Y es, 

b u t  t h a t  h o u s e  is  n o t  g o o d  e n o u g h . I  h a v e  to  b u i ld  a  b e t t e r  o n e  fo r  th e m .

L iu  J u n ’s  f u tu r e  w a s  w h a t  m a t te r e d  f o r  h is  p a r e n ts .  T h e  d e s p a i r  L iu  J u n ’s



m o th e r  h a d  fe lt  a b o u t  th e  g u y  w h o  h a d  p o s s ib ly  r u in e d  h e r  s o n ’s  f u tu r e  w a s  in  

s h a r p  c o n t r a s t  to  th e  h o p e  s h e  n o w  fe l t  f o r  L iu  J u n ’s  fa m ily  a n d , p a r t ic u la r ly ,  

h is  c h ild . A s  I  h a v e  a lre a d y  a rg u e d , w h e n  u n fu lf i l le d  a m b i t io n s  a n d  d e s ire s  a re  

a c c o m p a n ie d  b y  a  s e n s e  o f  u n d e s e rv e d  in fe r io r i ty , h o p e  c a n  o n ly  b e  

r e p r o d u c e d  th r o u g h  fa m ily  l in e s  b e c a u s e  o f  th e  b e l ie f  t h a t  w h e re  th e y  h a v e  le f t  

o f f  c a n  b e  p ic k e d  u p  a s  a  s ta r t in g  p o in t  fo r  th e i r  c h ild re n ;  to g e th e r ,  th e y  c a n  

s t r iv e  fo r  a  m u c h  b e t t e r  fu tu re .

Social clim bing and transcending envy

S o c ia l s t r a t i f ic a t io n  a n d  th e  c h a n g in g  m e c h a n is m s  r e la t in g  to  th is  

p h e n o m e n o n  ( th e s e  r a n g in g  f ro m  a  p la n n e d  e c o n o m y  to  a  m a r k e t  e c o n o m y  in  

C h in a )  h a v e  b e e n  th e  s u b je c t  o f  d e b a te  f o r  n u m e r o u s  s c h o la rs . F ro m  

in s t i tu t io n a l - b a s e d  s t r a t i f ic a t io n  to  th e  le g a c y  o f  th e  im p e r ia l  p a s t ,  c o n f lic tin g  

f a c to r s  h a v e  co lle c tiv e ly  b e e n  s h a p in g  c la ss  s ta tu s  a n d  h ie r a r c h y  in  c o n te m p o ra ry  

C h in e s e  so c ie ty  (D a v is  a n d  W a n g , 2 0 0 9 :  v ii) . T h e  in f lu e n c e  o f  h ie r a r c h y  is  

p e rv a s iv e ly  e v e ry w h e re , f ro m  th e  r u r a l - u r b a n  d is p a r i t ie s  to  t h e  c a p a c ity  to  

n e g o t ia te  g u a n x i  n e tw o rk s . S in c e  th e  1978  re fo rm s , s o m e  o f  th e  w o r ld ’s  m o s t  

s ig n if ic a n t  a c ts  o f  e c o n o m ic  in e q u a l i ty  h a v e  b e e n  w itn e s s e d  w ith  th e  fo rm a t io n  o f  

d if f e r e n t  so c ia l g ro u p s  h a v in g  b e e n  w id e ly  d o c u m e n te d  a c ro s s  C h in a . T h e  

p e c u l ia r i ty  o f  C h in e s e  so c ie ty , th o u g h , is  t h a t  th e  h ie r a r c h y  in  C h in a  h a s  n e v e r  b e e n  

s e a m le s s ly  f ix e d  th i s  m e a n in g  t h a t  o n e  p e r s o n ,  o r  a  fa m ily , c a n  ( o r  a t  l e a s t  s o  i t  is  

b e lie v e d )  r a is e  t h e i r  so c ia l s t a tu s  in  v a r io u s  w a y s , s u c h  a s  t h r o u g h  e d u c a tio n , 

m a r r ia g e  o r  b e c o m in g  r ic h  a s  M rs  C u i, X ia o  H u a  a n d  L iu  J u n ’s  c a s e s  h a v e  s h o w n .



I t  is  c le a r  t h a t  e c o n o m ic  re fo rm s  h a v e  o p e n e d  u p  o p p o r tu n i t ie s  fo r  f a rm e r s  to  

g e t  r ic h e r  in  m a n y  w a y s  b u t  d if f e re n t  c la ss  b a c k g ro u n d s  s t i l l  c a r ry  p a r t ic u la r  

im p lic a t io n s  fo r  th o s e  w h o  m a n a g e  to  g e t  r ic h . W h ils t  C h in a ’s  la rg e  n u m b e r  o f  

m ig r a n t  w o rk e r s  d e m o n s t r a te d  t h a t  th e r e  w e re  m o re  o p p o r tu n i t ie s  fo r  v il la g e rs  to  

e a r n  a  liv in g  o u ts id e  th e i r  v illa g e s , th i s  fa c t  d id  n o t  im p ly  t h a t  u p w a r d  m o b il i ty  w a s  

e n t i r e ly  o p e n  to  th e m . B e s id e s  L iu  J u n ’s  c o n fe s s io n , a n o th e r  g ir l  a ls o  to ld  m e  th e  

fo llo w in g  to  b a c k  th i s  v ie w  u p .

I  fe e l i t  is  v e ry  d iff ic u lt  to  e s ta b l is h  r o o ts  in  c itie s . M a n y  u r b a n  

d w e lle rs  lo o k  d o w n  o n  p e o p le  f ro m  th e  c o u n try s id e .  I  a m  v e ry  b a d  

te m p e re d .  I f  y o u  d e s p is e  m e , I  d e s p is e  y o u  to o . I ’m  a lso  th e  q u e e n  

( c h e n g w a n g c h e n g b a )  o f  th i s  p la c e  [ in  th e  c o u n try s id e ] .  W h y  w o u ld  I  

w a n t  to  b e  s u f fe r in g  th e r e ?  I f  y o u  s e e  i t  f r o m  th e  o th e r  s id e , life  is  e a s ie r  

in  th e  c o u n try s id e  th a n  in  th e  c itie s . M y  h u s b a n d ’s  f la t  h a s  a t  l e a s t  150 

s q u a r e  m e te r s ;  i f  y o u  w a n t  to  b u y  i t ,  i t  is  w o r th  a t  le a s t  2 0 0  th o u s a n d  

Y u a n . [Y ou m e a n  in  B e ijin g ? ] I n  B e ijin g , i t  w o u ld  b e  w o r th  m o re  th a n  1 

m il l io n  Y u a n . I f  y o u  h a v e  a  h o u s e  l ik e  t h a t  in  B e ijin g , y o u  d o n ’t  n e e d  to  

w o rk  o r  a n y th in g , y o u  c a n  j u s t  m a k e  m o n e y  f ro m  th e  h o u s e .

W h a t  th e  g ir l ’s  c o m m e n ta ry  h a s  s u g g e s te d  is  th e  s h a r p  r u r a l  u r b a n  d iv id e  a n d  

th e  v e ry  l im ite d  h o p e  o f  c ro s s in g  o v e r  s u c h  a  d iv id e . S tu d ie s  h a v e  a ls o  s h o w n  th a t ,  

b e s id e s  in f e r io r  w o rk in g  a n d  liv in g  c o n d it io n s ,  th e  d u a l  u r b a n - r u r a l  s y s te m  a lso  

s to p s  m o s t  m ig r a n t  w o rk e rs  f ro m  m o v in g  u p w a rd s  w ith in  th e  e x is tin g  so c ia l 

s t r a t i f i c a t i o n .^  In c re a s in g  d is p a r i t ie s  b e tw e e n  u r b a n  a n d  r u r a l  a r e a s  s t a r t e d  to  

a p p e a r  a s  e a r ly  a s  198 5  w h e n  th e  w h o le  e m p h a s is  o f  th e  e c o n o m y  s h if te d  f ro m  r u r a l  

to  u r b a n  C h in a  a n d  a  s e r ie s  o f  u r b a n  r e fo rm s  b e g a n  to  b e  im p le m e n te d . A c c o rd in g  

to  s ta t i s t ic s  f o r  in c o m e  d is p a r i ty  fo r  1979  to  1 9 8 5 , t h e  g o v e rn m e n t  in c re a s e d  th e  

p r ic e s  o f  a g r ic u l tu r a l  p r o d u c ts  a n d  r e fo rm e d  th e  a g r ic u l tu r a l  s y s te m  in to  th e

159 S ee  Shen Yuan ed. 2001. Tsinghua Sociological Review. Tsinghua University P ress.
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h o u s e h o ld  c o n t r a c t  m a n a g e m e n t  s y s te m  d u r in g  th is  p e r io d . F a r m e r s ’ in c o m e s  th u s  

g re w  s ig n if ic a n tly , a n d  th e  g a p  b e tw e e n  th e  in c o m e s  o f  r u r a l  a n d  u r b a n  r e s id e n ts  

n a r ro w e d . S in c e  1 9 8 6 , h o w e v e r , th e  G in i c o e f f ic ie n ts 160 b e tw e e n  u r b a n  a n d  r u r a l  

r e s id e n ts  h a v e  g ra d u a l ly  in c re a s e d , e x c e e d in g  0 .3  in  1 9 9 9  a n d  0 .3 5  in  2 0 0 0  (F e n g , 

2 0 0 4 :  2 8 -2 9 ) .  Y a n g  p o in ts  o u t  t h a t  C h in a  h a s  e x p e r ie n c e d  th e  la r g e s t  in c re a s e  in  

in c o m e  in e q u a l i ty  o f  a ll th e  c o u n tr ie s  fo r  w h ic h  c o m p a ra b le  d a ta  a r e  a v a ila b le  

(Y an g , 1 9 99 : 3 0 6 ) .

T h e  r e a s o n s  fo r  th e  r u r a l - u r b a n  d is p a r i ty  a r e  c o m p le x  a n d  m ig h t  in c lu d e  th e  

e ffe c ts  o f  r e s o u rc e  e n d o w m e n ts ,  h is to r ic a l  h e r i ta g e , e c o n o m ic  s t r u c tu r e ,  

g o v e rn m e n t  p o licy , m a rk e t is a t io n ,  o w n e rs h ip ,  th e  in s t i tu t io n a l  s y s te m , th e  

le g is la tiv e  s y s te m , in d iv id u a l  d if fe re n c e s , w e a l th  a c c u m u la t io n , e c o n o m ic  

d e v e lo p m e n t  a n d  so  fo r th .  H o w e v e r  c o m p le x  a n d  c o n te s te d  th e  c a u s e s , th o u g h ,  th e  

f a c t  o f  in e q u a l i ty  is  a p p a r e n t  a n d  n o t  o n ly  to  s c h o la r s  b u t  to  p e a s a n ts  a s  w ell. L ao  

W a n g  e x p la in e d  th e  fo llo w in g  to  m e .

S o m e  a s p e c ts  o f  c it ie s  a n d  v illa g e s  a r e  in c o m p a ra b le .  F o r  

in s ta n c e , in  v illa g e s  n e a r  B e ijin g , th e y  c a n  r e n t  o u t  a n  a p a r tm e n t  fo r  

o n e  th o u s a n d  Y u a n . E v e n  i f  w e  h a v e  th e  s a m e -s iz e  a p a r tm e n t ,  w h o  w ill 

c o m e  to  r e n t  it?  E c o n o m ic  d e v e lo p m e n t  in  d if f e r e n t  r e g io n s  is  u n e q u a l  

a s  w e ll. L a n d  in  s u b u r b a n  B e ijin g  is  w o r th  m u c h  m o r e  th a n  th e  

s a m e -s iz e d  p ie c e  o f  l a n d  h e re . N o  o n e  is  w illin g  to  c o m e  to  a  r e m o te  

v illa g e  l ik e  th i s  [ th a t  is , X ita i] , i f  n o t  b e c a u s e  o f  th e  m in e s . B e c a u se  o f  

th is  e v e n  y o u  se e  d e s ira b le  th in g s  in  th e  c itie s ; y o u  c a n ’t  c o m p a re  th e m  

a n d  i t ’s  j u s t  im p o s s ib le  to  c o m p a re  { b ib u  z h a o , m e i fa b i ).

A s C ro ll d e s c r ib e s , th e  p e a s a n ts  in  g e n e ra l  fe l t  th e m s e lv e s  to  b e  d is a d v a n ta g e d  

a s  th e y  s t ru g g le d  to  m a in ta in  t h e i r  l iv e lih o o d s  in  a g r ic u l tu re .  T h is  m e a n t  t h a t  th e y

160 Although the implications of Gini coefficients are  arguable depending on the country, 

generally the higher the num ber is, the greater the level of inequality is.
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c o n t in u e d  to  b e  th e  C in d e re lla  o f  th e  e c o n o m y  a n d  a ls o  t h a t  th e y  fe l t  le f t  b e h in d  o r  

m a rg in a l is e d  b y  th e  s p e e d  o f  r e fo rm  a n d  c h a n g e  (C ro ll, 2 0 0 6 :  161). G iv e n  th e  

r u r a l - u r b a n  d iv id e , th e  p e a s a n ts  u s e d  n o t  to  e x p e c t  to  a c q u ir e  th e  s a m e  q u a l i ty  o f  

life ; n o w , h o w e v e r , e sp e c ia lly  th e  y o u n g , a s  C ro ll r ig h t ly  p o in ts  o u t , a r e  m o re  lik e ly  

to  fe e l t h a t  th e y  d e s e rv e  a  b e t t e r  q u a l i ty  o f  life  a n d  e v e n  a s s e r t  t h e i r  r ig h ts  to  s im ila r  

s t a n d a r d s  o f  l iv in g  to  th o s e  o f  th e i r  u r b a n  c o u n te r p a r t s  (C ro ll, 2 0 0 6 :  153). T h e  

a s p i r a t io n s  f o r  n e w  a n d  im p ro v e d  life s ty le s  a r e  a ls o  a p p a r e n t  in  th e  c a s e s  p r e s e n te d  

in  th i s  c h a p te r  e v e n  th o u g h  th e s e  a s p i r a t io n s  h a v e  n o t  y e t  b e e n  m a tc h e d  b y  

o p p o r tu n i t ie s  t h a t  c a n  a c tu a lly  s u s ta in  s u c h  life s ty le s . M o re o v e r , th e  a s p i r a t io n s  o f  

th e  y o u n g  h a v e  o f te n  m e t  w ith  fa ilu re , d is a p p o in tm e n t ,  s t r e s s  a n d  e v e n  d e a th ,  a s  in  

X ia o  L i’s  c a se . T h e  r e a l is a t io n  o f  th e  u n re a c h a b i l i ty  o f  t h e i r  o b je c tiv e s  w a s  a lso  in  

la rg e  p a r t  p r e s e n t .

W h a t  is  in te r e s t in g  a n d  d is t in c tiv e  a b o u t  C h in a ’s  p r e s e n t  w e a l th  a n d  d e m a n d  

p y ra m id , th o u g h , is , a s  C ro ll p o in ts  o u t , t h a t  th o s e  a t  th e  b o t to m  s t i l l  b e lie v e  t h a t  

th e  w h o le  n a t io n  is  g e t t in g  w e a l th ie r  so  th e  r ic h  a r e  s im p ly  s e e n  a s  th o s e  w h o  g o t  

th e r e  f i r s t  w ith  th e  r e ig n in g  a s s u m p t io n  s t i l l  b e in g  t h a t  o th e r s  w ill fo llo w  in  th e i r  

f o o ts te p s  v ia  h a r d  w o rk  a n d  f u r th e r  e d u c a t io n  (C ro ll, 2 0 0 6 :  3 2 1 ). T h is  u n fa i l in g  

h o p e  h a s  b e e n  e c h o e d  b y  M rs  C u i, M rs  L in  a n d  L iu  J u n ’s  p a r e n t s ’ b e s t  w is h e s  fo r  

th e i r  c h i ld r e n  a n d  F o n g ’s  in f o r m a n ts ’ e x p lic it  p la n  a im e d  a t  u p w a r d  m o b ili ty . I n  a  

w ay , th e  s e e m in g ly  p e rm e a b le  h ie r a r c h y  h a s  m a d e  th e  u p p e r  r e a lm s  o f  so c ia l s ta tu s  

a c h ie v a b le . M o re  im p o r ta n t ly ,  th e  c o n t in u a t io n  o f  life  th r o u g h  o n e s  c h i ld  m e a n s  

t h a t  s u c h  a  p o s s ib il i ty  c a n  n e v e r  b e  e x h a u s te d . A s w a s  d is c u s s e d  in  C h a p te r  1,



u n r e a c h a b i l i ty  is  a  c ru c ia l  f a c to r  fo r  in s t ig a t in g  en v y . I t  is  o f te n  n o t  t h e  l im i ta t io n  

o n  g o o d s  b u t  th e  su b je c tiv e  in a b i l i ty  to  h a v e  th e m  t h a t  c a n  c a u s e  en v y . I n  a  s t r ic t ly  

h ie r a r c h ic a l  so c ie ty , a s  is  s h o w n  b y  th e  c a s e  o f  H a d h r a m i  im m ig r a n ts  in  K u w a it, 

e n v y  is  a n  in d iv id u a l  m e c h a n is m  fo r  b r in g in g  d o w n  a n d  p u s h in g  a s id e  o th e r s  w ith  

t h e  s a m e  so c ia l  s t a tu s ,161 w h ile  in  th e  c a s e  o f  C h in a  m o v in g  u p w a r d  f ro m  o n e  so c ia l 

s t a tu s  to  a n o th e r  is  re a l is a b le  w ith  e v e n  o n e s  o w n  fa i lu re  b e in g  re v e rs ib le , b y  o n e s  

c h ild re n . T h e  e x c e p tio n a l  h o p e  c a r r ie d  b y  o n e s  c h ild  c a n  th u s  t r a n s c e n d  e n v y  b y  

tu r n in g  i t  in to  w ish fu l lo n g in g s  a n d  f u tu r e  a s p ir a t io n s .  T h e  m o m e n t  t h a t  M rs  C u i’s 

d a u g h te r  b e c o m e s  su c c e s s fu l o r  X ia o  H u a  m a r r ie s  a  h u s b a n d  in  a  p r iv ile g e d  

p o s i t io n  o r  L iu  J u n  e x p a n d s  h is  f a th e r ’s  b u s in e s s  a n d  m a k e s  m o r e  m o n e y  ( o r  th e  

m o m e n t  a n y  o f  th e s e  b e c o m e  fe a s ib le ) , h o p e  f o r  o n e s e lf  is  a lso  r e p r o d u c e d  a n d  

re c o n f irm e d .

Conclusion

E n v y  is  n o t  o n ly  u n s p e a k a b le ,  i t  is  a lso  s u p p re s s e d . A s o n e  y o u n g  w ife  to ld  m e ,

“I  d o n ’t  e n v y  o th e r s .  I t  is  u s e le s s  to  en v y . I t  c a n  o n ly  m a k e  y o u r  life  lo o k  w o rs e ”.

T h is , h o w e v e r , d o e s  n o t  im p ly  t h a t  p e o p le  d o  n o t  e n v y  o n ly  t h a t  th e y  d o  n o t  te ll

o th e r  p e o p le  t h a t  th e y  envy . T h e  r e a s o n  f o r  th is  s e e m s  c le a r  to o  a s  th e  a d m is s io n  o f

e n v y  c a n  o n ly  s p e ll  o u t  th e  d is a p p o in tm e n t  fe l t  a b o u t  w h a t  th e y  h a v e  a n d  th e

a s s o c ia t io n  o f  th i s  w ith  th e i r  in a b il i ty  to  m o v e  u p w a rd s .  X ia o  Li, M rs  C ui, M rs  L in

a n d  L iu  J u n ’s  p a r e n t s  a ll h a v e  p e o p le  to  en v y . A p a r t  f ro m  X ia o  U , th o u g h , a ll  th e

o th e r s  h a v e  t u r n e d  th e i r  n e g a tiv e  fe e lin g s  in to  m o re  p ra c t ic a l  a n d  a s p ir in g

161 Alajmi, Abdullah. 2006. An image of a limited space: Envy among Hadhrami immigrants 

in Kuwait. Friday Seminar, Department of Anthropology, LSE.
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e n d e a v o u r s  ( a n d  in v e s tm e n t)  fo r  th e i r  c h ild re n . E v e n  s o  th e  im p lie d  in fe r io r i ty  

e m b e d d e d  in  s u c h  e n v y  r e m a in s  u n d e s e rv e d ;  s u c h  fe l t  in f e r io r i ty  c a n , h o w e v e r , b e  

t r a n s f o r m e d  in to  th e  h o p e  o f  s u p e r io r i ty  th r o u g h  th e i r  c h ild re n . O n c e  th e i r  

c h i ld r e n  a r e  a b le  to  a c h ie v e  w h a t  th e y  h a v e  y e t  to  a c h ie v e , th e  th in g s  th e y  f in d  

e n v ia b le  b e c o m e  re a c h a b le . I n  a  w ay , m a lic io u s  e n v y  c a n , th u s ,  b e  a v o id e d . I t  

s h o u ld  a ls o  b e  n o te d  th a t  th e  th r e e  c a se s  p r e s e n te d  h e r e  a r e  n o t  e x c e p tio n a l  in  

L a n y in g  a n d  X ita i. S u c h  in s p i r a t io n  a n d  h o p e  fo r  o n e s  c h i ld r e n  w a s , in  fa c t, c a p a b le  

o f  m o tiv a t in g  m a n y  p e o p le .

A s w e  h a v e  n o w  se e n , th e n ,  th e  p a r e n t - c h i ld  r e la t io n s h ip  h a s  p la y e d  a  

s ig n if ic a n t  ro le  in  u n d e r m in in g  th e  s e n s e  o f  u n re a c h a b i l i ty  in  C h in e s e  fa m ilie s . 

F ilia l p ie ty  h a s  b e e n  c e n tr a l  in  C h in e s e  p a r e n t - c h i ld  r e la t io n s .  U p w a rd  m o b il i ty  h a s  

a ls o  b e e n  p r e d o m in a n t  in  b o th  p a r e n ts  a n d  c h i ld r e n ’s  s e p a r a te  v e n tu re s .  T h e  

in c re a s in g ly  a c u te  d e s ire  fo r  u p w a rd  m o b il i ty  m ig h t  h a v e  f u r th e r  c o n tr ib u te d  to  th e  

u n fu lf i l le d  re s p o n s ib i l i t ie s  fo r  e ld e r ly  c a re  a n d  th e  in te n s if ie d  p a r e n t - c h i ld  c o n f lic ts  

t h a t  h a d  b e c o m e  o b se rv a b le . T h e  d w in d lin g  n u m b e r  o f  c h i ld re n  r e s u l t in g  f ro m  th e  

fa m ily  p la n n in g  p o lic y  h a s , in  a  w ay , c a u s e d  th e  h o p e s  o f  p a r e n t s  to  d w in d le . I n  th is  

c h a p te r  I  h a v e  n o t  d is t in g u is h e d  b e tw e e n  th e  d if f e r e n t  ro le s  m o th e r s  a n d  f a th e r s  

u n d e r ta k e  in  e d u c a t in g  th e i r  c h i ld re n  a n d  th e  v a ry in g  in f lu e n c e s  th e y  h a v e  o n  th e i r  

s o n s  a n d  d a u g h te r s .  H a r r ie t  E v a n s ’ s tu d y  ( 2 0 0 8 )  c o n v in c in g ly  p o in ts  o u t  th e  

im p o r ta n c e  o f  m o th e r - d a u g h te r  r e la t io n s  in  s h a p in g  g e n d e re d  s u b je c tiv i ty  in  

C h in a , th o u g h  ( th e s e  k in d s  o f  r e la t io n s  h a d  p re v io u s ly  b e e n  o v e r lo o k e d  b y  m a s s iv e  

e m p h a s is  o n  th e  r e la t io n s  b e tw e e n  f a th e r  a n d  s o n , m o th e r  a n d  s o n  o r  th e  r e la t io n s



b e tw e e n  m o th e r  a n d  d a u g h te r - in - la w ) . A s s h e  m e n t io n s ,  th e  r e la t io n  b e tw e e n  

m o th e r s  a n d  d a u g h te r s  is  “a  r e la t io n s h ip  t h a t  e v o k e s  p o w e rfu l  m e m o r ie s ,  lo n g in g s , 

a n d  a n g e rs , a n d  t h a t  e x e r ts  a n  e n d u r in g  in f lu e n c e  o n  w o m e n ’s  s e n s e  o f  g e n d e re d  

se lf , in  C h in a  a s  e ls e w h e re ” (E v a n s , 2 0 0 8 :  1). I n  th i s  s tu d y , I  s e e  t h e  r e la t io n s  

b e tw e e n  th e  tw o  g e n e ra t io n s ,  b e tw e e n  b o th  m o th e r s  a n d  d a u g h te r s  ( o r  s o n s )  a n d  

f a th e r s  a n d  d a u g h te r s  (o r  s o n s ) ,  a s  h a v in g  e q u a lly  im p o r ta n t  p la c e s  in  th e  

p ro d u c t io n  o f  h o p e  a n d  e m o tio n a l  c o n tin u ity .

H ie ra rc h ic a l  u n re a c h a b i l i ty  is  o n ly  o n e  k in d  o f  fe e lin g  o f  d e p r iv a t io n  th a t  m ig h t  

a r o u s e  en v y . I t  is , h o w e v e r , o n e  o f  th e  m o s t  im p o r ta n t  o n e s  in  t h e  c o n te x t  o f  

c h a n g in g  so c ia l in e q u a l i ty  a n d  q u ic k ly  re s h u f f le d  so c ia l  s t a tu s  in  p o s t- r e fo rm  

C h in a . I t  is  b y  m e a n s  o f  k e y  life -c h a n g in g  e v e n ts , s u c h  a s  e d u c a t io n , m a r r ia g e  a n d  

w o rk , t h a t  v il la g e s  a re  c o n s ta n t ly  d e te c t in g  a n d  r e a d ju s t in g  th e i r  so c ie ta l  

b o u n d a r ie s  a n d  h ie ra rc h ic a l  l im ita t io n s .  A s d is c u s s e d  in  C h a p te r  3 , so c ia l c lim b in g  

a n d  c o m p a ra b le  c o m p e ti t io n  a r e  e v id e n tly  c e n tr a l  in  v illa g e  so c ia l  life  w ith  b o th  

t h e i r  s u c c e s s  a n d  f a i lu re  b e in g  u n d o u b te d ly  s ig n if ic a n t. T h e  s e n s e  o f  sh o c k , f a i lu re  

a n d  s h a m e  (a s  w e ll a s  th e  a n g e r  a n d  d isb e lie f )  e x p e r ie n c e d  a t  c e r ta in  t im e s  w a s  n o t  

d if f ic u lt  to  o b se rv e , e sp e c ia lly  w h e n  th e r e  w e re  c a s e s  in v o lv in g  th e  lo s s  o f  life , 

w h ic h  w a s  n o t  u n c o m m o n  a f te r  th e  f lo u r is h in g  o f  th e  m in in g  b u s in e s s .162 T h e  

y o u n g e r  g e n e r a t io n  w e re  a p p a r e n t ly  le s s  s e t t l e d  w i th  w h a t  th e y  h a d  a n d  w is h e d  fo r  

m o re  w h ils t  th e  o ld e r  g e n e ra t io n  k n e w  t h a t  th e r e  w a s  n o t  m u c h  th e y  c o u ld  d o

162 Xitai had roughly five to ten deaths every year from accidents in m ines or car accidents 

and this num ber w as steadily growing. Many more people w ere severely injured each year 
and great concern w as expressed  for safety a t work generally.
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e x c e p t t r a n s f e r  th e i r  h o p e  to  th e  n e x t  g e n e ra t io n . T h e  le a rn in g  a n d  n e g o t ia t io n  o f  

b e in g  “r e a l is t ic ” w a s  im p o r ta n t  fo r  b o th  g e n e ra t io n s .  H o p e  fo r  u p w a r d  m o b il i ty  is  

c o m m o n  to  a ll p a r e n ts  b u t ,  in  th e  c a s e  o f  C h in a , th e  h o p e s  o n e  h a s  fo r  o n e s  c h i ld r e n  

a ls o  a c t  a s  a  w a y  o f  o v e rc o m in g  envy .
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Conclusion: Towards an anthropological theory o f envy

I n  th i s  c o n c lu d in g  c h a p te r  I  u s e  th e  c a s e  o f  C h in a  a s  a  n e w  e x a m p le  in  o r d e r  to  

r e v is e  t h e  c o m p re h e n s iv e  a n d  in s p i r in g  th e o r y  o f  e n v y  p ro p o s e d  b y  F o s te r  (1 9 7 2 ). 

I n  h i s  p a p e r  “T h e  A n a to m y  o f  E n vy : A  S tu d y  in  S y m b o lic  b e h a v io u r ”, F o s te r  p u ts  

fo rw a rd  a n  a n th ro p o lo g ic a l  th e o r y  o f  e n v y  t h a t  s e r e n d ip i to u s ly  o r ig in a te d  f ro m  h is  

s tu d y  o f  p e a s a n t  so c ie ty  in  T z in tz u n tz a n  (F o s te r ,  1 9 7 2 :1 9 8 ) . T h e  f ra m e w o rk  f o r  th e  

s o c ia l a r t ic u la t io n  o f  en v y  a n d  e n v y -re d u c in g  m e c h a n is m s , a s  F o s te r  a c k n o w le d g e s , 

w a s  b o r n  o u t  o f  th e  a c c id e n ta l  o b s e rv a t io n  o f  y o u n g  M e x ic a n  s tu d e n t s ’ a t t i tu d e s  

to w a r d s  fo o d , w h ic h  t r ig g e re d  w h a t  h e  c a lls  a  w h e e ls - in -m o tio n  e ffe c t (F o s te r ,  1972: 

1 9 8 ). A  fe a r -o f -e n v y  f ra m e w o rk  r e s u l te d  f ro m  th is ,  a  f r a m e w o rk  t h a t  h a d  th e  

h e u r is t ic  p o w e r  to  in te r p r e t  m u c h  w id e r  so c ia l p h e n o m e n a  s u c h  a s  th e  d i s t r ib u t io n  

o f  g o o d s , r i tu a l ,  g if t-g iv in g  a n d  s o  o n  (F o s te r ,  1 9 7 2 :1 9 8 ) .  E v e n  d e c a d e s  a f te r  i t  w a s  

c o n c e iv e d , F o s te r ’s  th e o r y  r e m a in s  th e  o n ly  k in d  o f  c o m p le x  th e o r y  o f  e n v y  

s u p p o r te d  b y  e th n o g r a p h ic  d a ta  w ith  m a n y  o f  i t s  a r g u m e n ts  s t i l l  b e in g  o f  g r e a t  

re le v a n c e  in  th e  p r e s e n t  d ay .

I  h a v e  d iv id e d  th e  t h e o iy  in to  th r e e  p a r ts :  c o n tro l l in g  en v y , e x p re s s in g  e n v y

a n d  b r e e d in g  en v y . F o r  e a c h  p a r t ,  I  w ill d is c u s s  w h a t  th e  c a se  o f  C h in a  c a n  a d d  to

th e  o r ig in a l  th e o r y  o f  en v y . W h a t  e m e rg e s  is  t h a t  t h e  c a se  o f  C h in a , in  m y  v iew ,

c h a lle n g e s  tw o  o f  th e  c e n tr a l  c o n d i t io n s  u n d e r l in e d  b y  F o s te r ’s  th e o ry :  th e  d iv is io n

b e tw e e n  p r e - in d u s t r i a l /p e a s a n t  so c ie ty  a n d  c o m p le x /m o d e r n  o n e s  a n d  e n v y  in

s ta b le  s lo w -c h a n g in g  so c ie tie s . O n  th e  o n e  h a n d ,  p e a s a n ts  s t i l l  m a k e  u p  th e  la rg e
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m a jo r i ty  o f  th e  p o p u la t io n  in  C h in a  e v e n  th o u g h  th e y  a r e  fa c in g  c o n s ta n t  a n d  

fo rc ib le  in d u s t r ia l  in tru s io n . O n  th e  o th e r  h a n d ,  th e  e n d u r in g  t r a n s f o r m a t io n  

c o m in g  a f te r  th e  1978  re fo rm  h a s  p ro v id e d  n e w  o u tlo o k s  fo r  d is c u s s in g  en v y ; th e  

a r r iv a l  o f  w in d fa ll  w e a l th  a s  a  s ig n  o f  th e  t r a n s f o r m a t io n  h a s  b e e n  p a r t ic u la r ly  

r e v e a lin g  in  th i s  re s p e c t .

Controlling envy: the envier versus the envied

F o r  F o s te r ,  e n v y  is  a  “p a n - h u m a n  p h e n o m e n o n ” a n d  is  v ie w e d  “a t  le a s t  

su b c o n s c io u s ly , a s  a  p a r t ic u la r ly  d a n g e ro u s  a n d  d e s tru c t iv e  e m o tio n , s in c e  i t  

im p lie s  h o s ti l i ty , w h ic h  le a d s  to  a g g re s s io n  a n d  v io le n c e  c a p a b le  o f  d e s tro y in g  

s o c ie t ie s ” (F o s te r ,  1 9 7 2 :1 6 5 ) . S e e in g  th e  t h r e a t  e n v y  p o s e s  to  o n e s e l f  a n d  to  so c ie ty , 

p e o p le  f e a r  it. “H e  fe a r s  th e  c o n s e q u e n c e s  o f  h is  o w n  en v y , a n d  h e  f e a r s  th e  

c o n s e q u e n c e s  o f  th e  e n v y  o f  o th e r s ” (F o s te r ,  1972: 165). B e c a u se  o f  th i s  p a r t ic u la r  

c u l tu r a l  fo rm s  a n d  sy m b o lic  b e h a v io u r  s e rv e  to  n e u tr a l i s e ,  r e d u c e  o r  c o n tro l  th e  

d a n g e r s  a n d  u n d e s ir a b le  c o n s e q u e n c e s  s te m m in g  f ro m  e n v y  (F o s te r ,  1972: 165). 

W h a t  F o s te r  is  e sp e c ia lly  c o n c e rn e d  w ith  in  h is  w o rk  is  “e n v y  in  i t s  m a jo r  

d im e n s io n s ,  w h e n  b o th  th e  e n v ie r  a n d  th e  e n v ie d  a r e  a s s a i le d  b y  s t ro n g , o f te n  

p a s s io n a te  fe e l in g s ” (F o s te r ,  1 9 7 2 :1 6 8 ) . F o r  F o s te r ,  “r e a l  e n v y  o f  a n o th e r  im p lie s , i f  

n o t  th e  w is h  to  c h a n g e  p la c e s  w ith  th e  p e r s o n  e n v ie d , a t  le a s t  th e  w il l in g n e s s  to  

m a k e  a  re a l  e f fo r t  to  a c h ie v e  w h a t  is  d e s ir e d  o r , i f  th i s  g o a l is  im p o s s ib le , to  d e p r iv e  

th e  e n v ie d  p e r s o n  o f  th e  o b je c t  o f  e n v y ” (F o s te r , 1972: 1 6 8 ). I t  is  th i s  k in d  o f  r e a l  

en v y , t h a t  is , e n v y  w ith  a  r e a l  im p a c t  o n  th e  “m e n ta l  s ta te  a n d  p e r s o n a l i ty  o f  th e  

e n v ie r ” a n d  e n v y  “w h ic h  a ro u s e s  in  th e  p e r s o n  e n v ie d  re a l  fe e lin g s  o f  fe a r ,



d is c o m fo r t ,  o r  g u i l t” (F o s te r ,  1 9 7 2 :1 6 8 )  t h a t  is  s u b je c t  to  c u l tu r a l  c o n tro l .

T h re e  c a te g o r ie s  o f  c u l tu ra l  fo rm s  a r e  u s e d  to  c o p e  w i th  th e  p ro b le m  o f  en v y , a s  

F o s te r  s u m m a r is e s .  T h e  f i r s t  c a te g o ry  is  m a d e  u p  o f  “c u l tu r a l  fo rm s  u s e d  b y  a  

p e r s o n  w h o  fe a r s  th e  e n v y  o f  o th e r s ”, fo rm s  w h ic h  m a y  in c lu d e  c o n c e a lm e n t ,  d e n ia l,  

s y m b o lic  s h a r in g  a n d  t r u e  s h a r in g . T h u s , “w h e n  a n  in d iv id u a l  f e a r s  e n v y  h e  f i r s t  

a t t e m p ts  to  c o n c e a l  h is  g o o d  fo r tu n e ;  w h e n  th i s  is  n o t  p ra c tic a l ,  h e  fa lls  b a c k  o n  

d e n ia l  t h a t  t h e r e  is  r e a s o n  to  e n v y  h im ; w h e n  th i s  is  n o t  a d e q u a te ,  h e  s y m b o lic a l ly  

s h a r e s ,  a n d  o n ly  a s  a  la s t  r e s o r t  d o e s  h e  t r u ly  s h a r e ” (F o s te r ,  1972: 186 , o r ig in a l  

e m p h a s is ) .  T h e  s e c o n d  c a te g o ry  is  m a d e  u p  o f  “c u l tu r a l  fo rm s  u s e d  b y  a  p e r s o n  w h o  

f e a r s  h e  m a y  b e  s u s p e c te d  o f  e n v y ”, th e s e  fo rm s  m a in ly  d e m a n d in g  m o re  s u b t le  

a n d  p r o p e r  so c ia l c o n d u c t  s u c h  a s  “n o t  c o m p lim e n tin g  o r  n o t  p r a is in g ” o r , 

w h e n e v e r  y o u  d o , a d d in g  o th e r  c o m m e n ts  to  r e a s s u r e  o th e r s  o f  y o u r  (n o n -e n v y  

m o tiv a te d )  in te n t io n s  o r  to  in d ic a te  y o u r  a b s e n c e  o f  in te r e s t  in  th e  p o s s e s s io n s  o r  

a t t r ib u te s  o f  o th e r s  (F o s te r , 1972: 175 -184). T h e  th i r d  c a te g o ry  is  m a d e  u p  o f  

“c u l tu r a l  fo rm s  u s e d  b y  a  p e r s o n  a f r a id  to  re c o g n is e  h is  o w n  e n v y ”. G iv en  th a t  

r e c o g n is in g  e n v y  in  o n e s e lf  is  “a c k n o w le d g in g  in f e r io r i ty  w i th  r e s p e c t  to  a n o th e r ” 

( o r ig in a l  e m p h a s is )  a n d  t h a t  “to  a d m it  in fe r io r i ty , e i th e r  o p e n ly  o r  m a s k e d  a s  envy , 

is  n e i th e r  p le a s a n t  n o r  e a sy ” (F o s te r , 1972: 1 8 4 ), F o s te r  s u g g e s ts  t h a t  “c u l tu re s  

m u s t  p ro v id e  t h e  e n v io u s  p e r s o n , th e  o n e  w h o  fe e ls  in fe r io r ,  w i th  r a t io n a l is a t io n s  

a n d  o th e r  d e v ic e s  w h ic h  h e lp  h im  c o n t in u e  to  fu n c t io n  a s  a  re a s o n a b ly  

w e l l - a d ju s te d  in d iv id u a l”. T h e  c o n c e p ts  o f  “lu c k ” a n d  “f a te ” — “e i th e r  in  s o m e  

g e n e ra l is e d  fo rm , o r  a s  th e  w ill o f  a  d e i ty  — is  th e  m o s t  w id e s p r e a d  fo rm  o f



r a t io n a l is a t io n  t h a t  m a k e s  a n  in f e r io r  p o s i t io n  b e a r a b le ” (F o s te r , 1 9 7 2 :1 8 4 )

M y  r e s e a r c h  is  a lso  c o n c e rn e d  w ith  “e n v y  in  i t s  m a jo r  d im e n s io n s ”, t h a t  is , 

e n v y  in v o lv in g  a  s t r o n g  in te n t io n  to  b e t t e r  o r , i f  t h a t  is  n o t  p o s s ib le , s a b o ta g e  th e  

e n v ie d  p e r s o n  o r  th e  o b je c t  o f  en v y . R e d -e y e  is  th e  c o n c e n t r a te d  m a n if e s ta t io n  o f  

s u c h  en v y . A ll th r e e  fo rm s  o f  e n v y -a v e r t in g  s t r a te g ie s  h a v e  b e e n  id e n t i f ie d  fo r  th e  

c a s e  o f  C h in a  in  th i s  th e s is .  T o  p u t  i t  d if fe re n tly , th e  c u l tu r a l  d e v ic e s  u s e d  to  c o p e  

w ith  e n v y  c a n  b e  s u m m a r is e d  a s  th e  o n e s  u s e d  b y  th e  e n v ie d  ( f o u n d  in  th e  f i r s t  

c a te g o ry )  a n d  th e  o n e s  u s e d  b y  th e  e n v ie r  ( f o u n d  in  th e  s e c o n d  a n d  th i r d  

c a te g o r ie s ) . W h a t  m a k e s  th e  c a s e  o f  C h in a  d is t in c t  is  t h e  r a th e r  s t r o n g  m o ra l  

p r e s s u r e  p la c e d  o n  th e  e n v ie d  a n d  th e  e x tr a  s t r a te g ie s  p ro v id e d  fo r  th e  e n v ie r .  

A p a r t  f ro m  th e  ta c t ic s  o f  c o n c e a lm e n t,  d e n ia l ,  sy m b o lic  s h a r in g l63 a n d  t r u e  s h a r in g , 

m o re  d e l ic a te  s tr a te g ie s ,  s u c h  a s  c u lt iv a tin g  r e n y u a n  ( p o p u la r i ty  in  so c ia l 

r e la t io n s h ip s )  a n d  th e  d is c o u rs e  o f  s u z h i  (q u a li ty ) , h a v e  b e e n  d e v e lo p e d  a n d  

m a n ip u la te d  b y  th o s e  p e o p le  w h o  f e a r  th e  e n v y  o f  o th e r s .  T h e  h ig h  m o ra l  r is k  o f  

b e in g  e n v ie d  a n d  o f  b e in g  r e s p o n s ib le  fo r  th e  im p r o p e r  a c t io n s  a r is in g  o u t  o f  o th e r  

p e o p le ’s  e n v y  h a s  m e a n t  t h a t  th e  e n v ie d  h a v e  s o m e tim e s  h a d  to  m a n o e u v re  v a r io u s  

p u b l ic  d is c o u r s e s  to  ju s t i fy  th e i r  p o s s e s s io n s  a n d  m o ra l  s ta n c e .

F o r  th e  e n v ie r , o n  th e  o th e r  h a n d ,  e n v y  is  m o s t  c a re fu lly  c o n c e a le d . F o r  th i s  

r e a s o n  th e  so c ia l  n o r m s  o f  n o t  c o m p lim e n tin g  a n d  n o t  p r a is in g  h a v e  b e e n  f o u n d

163 Foster describes symbolic sharing a s  “sop behavior”, that is “the symbolic offer to sh are”. 

As indicated by the English usage “a “sop” is a  token item given to a ssu ag e  the 
disappointment of som eone who has lost in a competition, or who has not had su ccess  
com parable to others” (Foster, 1972: 177-178). In China, such symbolic sharing is often 
manifested by offering meals or giving small gifts.
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v e ry  a p p r o p r ia te  in  C h in e se  c u l tu re  to o , w h ic h  h a s  b e e n  la b e lle d  a s  “ex c e ss iv e  

m o d e s ty ” b y  S c h o e c k  (S c h o e c k , 1 966 : 5 5 ). W h a t’s  m o re ,  c o m p lim e n tin g  a n d  

p r a is in g  c a n  o n ly  b e  s p o k e  o u t  in  c o n te x ts  w h e n  c e r ta in  c o m p e n s a t io n  n e e d s  to  b e  

m a d e , s u c h  a s  A u n t  Z h o u  to  m y  en v y , o r  h e r  f r ie n d  to  A u n t  Z h o u  a f te r  s h e  w a s  

“c r i t ic is e d ” a s  d is c u s s e d  in  C h a p te r  4 . T h e  a t t r ib u t io n  o f  e v e n ts  a n d  o u tc o m e s  to  

lu c k  a n d  fa te  a ls o  s e e m e d  to  c o n tr ib u te  to  c o n s o lin g  th o s e  w h o  u n f o r tu n a te ly  fe lt  

in f e r io r  a n d  th e  a p p l ic a t io n  o f  lu c k  h a s  in  r e c e n t  t im e s  b e e n  f u r th e r  in te r tw in e d  

w i th  th e  c o n t in g e n c ie s  o f  th e  m in in g  b u s in e s s  a n d  th e  u n e x p e c te d  a c q u ir e m e n t  o f  

w e a l th  in  C h in e s e  m in in g  v illa g e s . W h a t  is  e s s e n t ia l  fo r  th e  e n v ie r  to  b e  a v a ile d  o f  

p o s it iv e  r a t io n a l is a t io n  in  th e  C h in e s e  c o n te x t , h o w e v e r , a r e  th e  h o p e fu l  m o m e n ts  

p r o d u c e d  b y  o n e s  fa m ily  a n d , m o s t  im p o r ta n t ly ,  o n e s  c h ild re n . A s lo n g  a s  p e o p le ’s 

c h i ld r e n  c a n  c a r ry  o n  s tr iv in g  fo r  th e  d e s i r e d  g o o d  th in g s  in  life , th e  e n v io u s  p e r s o n , 

t h e  o n e  w h o  fe e ls  in fe r io r , c a n  c o n t in u e  to  fu n c t io n  in  a  w e l l - a d ju s te d  w ay .

A c tio n s  a t t r ib u te d  to  re d -e y e  in s t ig a te d  b y  m in in g  d is p u te s  w e re  a lso  

e x c e p tio n a l  c a s e s  o f  e n v y  b o th  in  C h in a  a n d  o u ts id e  C h in a . O n  th e  o n e  h a n d ,  th e y  

w e re  e x c e p tio n a l  b e c a u s e  o f  th e  m a n if e s t  e x te r n a l is a t io n  o f  s u c h  a  n e g a tiv e  e m o tio n , 

th i s  r e s u l t in g  f ro m  th e  o d d  p o s s ib il i ty  o f  a c tu a lly  g e t t in g  s o m e th in g  o u t  o f  th e m ;  o n  

th e  o th e r  h a n d ,  th e y  w e re  a lso  e x c e p tio n a l  b e c a u s e  o f  th e i r  t r a n s ie n t  a p p e a ra n c e s  

b o th  in  p u b lic  d is c o u rs e  a n d  in  m in in g - r e la te d  c o n flic ts . T h is  e c h o e s  m a n y  o f  th e  

p re v io u s  a r g u m e n ts  m a d e  a b o u t  e n v y  s u g g e s tin g  t h a t  i t  is  a  m e a n s  o f  c o n tro l  in  

s i tu a t io n s  o f  so c ia l  v io la tio n . I n  a  q u ic k ly  c h a n g in g  so c ie ty , e n v y  r e m a in s  a  

p o w e rfu l  to o l  a n d  a  s o u rc e  o f  m o ra l  g u id a n c e  f o r  u n r e a s o n a b le  b e h a v io u rs .
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H o w e v e r , in  t h e  c a se  o f  C h in a , a s  w a s  s h o w n  in  C h a p te r  4 , s u c h  c o n tro l  h a s  b e e n  

g r e a t ly  w e a k e n e d  b y  p e o p le ’s  f r a n t ic  e f fo r ts  to  p u r s u e  m o n e y  a n d  b e c a u s e  o f  th e  

d e s p e r a te  n e e d  to  b e c o m e  b e t t e r  off, n o t  w o rs e  off, th a n  o th e r s .

I n  a d d i t io n  to  e n v y -c o p in g  s t r a te g ie s  a t  a n  in d iv id u a l  lev e l, F o s te r  (1 9 7 2 ) a lso  

p r e s e n t s  fo rm a l  in s t i tu t io n a l is e d  d e v ic e s  fo r  c o p in g  w ith  en v y . O n e  o f  th e s e  is  a  

r e d is t r ib u t iv e  m e c h a n is m  c h a ra c te r is e d  b y , fo r  in s ta n c e , c e re m o n ia l  e x p e n d i tu r e s  

in  p r e - in d u s t r ia l  so c ie tie s  o r  ta x a t io n  in  c o m p le x  o n e s . T h e  o th e r  d e v ic e  is  c a lle d  

“e n c a p s u la t io n ”, th i s  b e in g  “a  d e v ic e  m a k in g  u s e  o f  th e  e g a l i ta r ia n  p r in c ip le  to  

p ro d u c e  s u b s o c ie t ie s  w ith in  w id e r  c iv il is a tio n s , in  w h ic h  a ll m e m b e r s  id e a lly  h a v e  

a b o u t  th e  s a m e  a c c e s s  to  w h a t  a r e  c o n s id e re d  to  b e  t h e  g o o d  th in g s  in  l i fe ” (F o s te r , 

1972: 185 ). A c c o rd in g  to  F o s te r , in  s u c h  so c ie tie s , g iv e n  th e  c o n d i t io n  t h a t  a ll  o r  

m o s t  o f  th e  p e o p le  a c c e p t  th e  p r in c ip le  o f  su b s o c ie t ie s , “e n v y  s e e m s  g re a t ly  r e d u c e d  

b e tw e e n  p e o p le  o f  d if f e re n t  s ta tu s ,  a t  le a s t  in  t r a d i t io n a l ,  s lo w ly  c h a n g in g  s o c ie t ie s ” 

(F o s te r ,  1972: 1 85 ). I n  th e  c a se  o f  C h in a , t h e  e c o n o m ic  r e fo rm  a n d  th e  s u b s e q u e n t  

t r a n s i t io n  o f  th e  r e d is t r ib u t iv e  s y s te m , i.e . th e  t r a n s i t io n  f ro m  a  s o c ia l is t  w e lfa re  

s y s te m  to  a n  in c re a s in g ly  m a r k e t - o r ie n te d  r e d is t r ib u t iv e  s y s te m  h a v e  m a d e  

c o n tro l l in g  e n v y  a  c h a lle n g in g  ta s k  a t  th e  in s t i tu t io n a l  lev e l. T h is , a s  d is c u s s e d  in  

C h a p te r  1 h a s  in  p a r t  r e s u l te d  in  th e  s t r ik in g  p re v a le n c e  o f  en v y , i.e ., th e  

d o c u m e n te d  p h e n o m e n a  o f  re d -e y e  d is e a s e  a n d  w e a l th - h a t r e d  m e n ta l i ty .  I n  

r e s p o n d  to  th is ,  in s t i tu t io n a l  c o n tro l  o f  e n v y  in  C h in a  h a s  b e e n  p r e s e n te d  a s  a  

m o ra l  e d u c a t io n  fo r  b o th  th e  e n v ie d  a n d  th e  e n v ie r  b y  P a r ty  n e w s p a p e rs .

F o r  F o s te r , e n v y  c a n  a lso  b e  c a te g o r is e d  in to  tw o  k in d s :  “e n v y  b e tw e e n
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c o n c e p tu a l  e q u a ls ” a n d  “e n v y  b e tw e e n  n o n -c o n c e p tu a l  e q u a ls ”. T h e  f o r m e r  re fe r s  

to  e n v y  a m o n g s t  p e o p le  w h o  a r e  d e e m e d  a s  e lig ib le  to  “c o m p e te  w ith  e a c h  o th e r  fo r  

d e s i r e d  g o a ls ” w h ile  th e  la t t e r  is  ta lk in g  a b o u t  e n v y  t h a t  o c c u rs  a c ro s s  c la s s  o r  

h ie ra rc h y . T h e  s t r a te g ie s  fo r  d e a lin g  w ith  th e  tw o  e n v ie s  a r e  d if f e r e n t  f o r  d if f e re n t  

c i r c u m s ta n c e s .  F o r  “e n v y  b e tw e e n  c o n c e p tu a l  e q u a ls ”, s o c ie ty  te n d s  to  “v a l id a te  th e  

w in n e r ’s  c la im  to  s u p e r io r i ty  a n d  p ro te c ts  h is  r ig h ts  to  th e  p r iz e ” w h e re a s  f o r  e n v y  

b e tw e e n  n o n -e q u a ls  th e  c o n c e rn  o f  th e  s o c ie ty  is  “to  s t r u c tu r e  i t s e l f  in  s u c h  fa s h io n  

t h a t  th e  d is ru p t iv e  e ffe c ts  o f  th i s  e n v y  w ill b e  m in im is e d ” (F o s te r , 1972: 170-171). 

B o th  th e  “r e d is t r ib u t iv e  m e c h a n is m ” a n d  “e n c a p s u la t io n ” s e e m  to  w o rk  b e t t e r  fo r  

e n v y  b e tw e e n  n o n -c o n c e p tu a l  e q u a ls . T h is  d o e s  n o t  n e c e s s a r i ly  im p ly  t h a t  e n v y  is  

m o re  lik e ly  to  o c c u r  b e tw e e n  n o n -c o n c e p tu a l  e q u a ls  a l th o u g h  th i s  ty p e  o f  e n v y  m a y  

b e  m o re  d is ru p t iv e ,  a s  F o s te r  re c o g n is e s  (F o s te r , 1972: 185 ); a c c o rd in g ly , d if f e re n t  

p r io r i t ie s  s h o u ld  b e  s e t  u p  to  c o n tro l  th e  f e a r  o f  en v y  d e p e n d in g  o n  w h e th e r  p e o p le  

a r e  c o n c e p tu a l  e q u a ls  o r  n o n -e q u a ls .  A s d is c u s s e d  in  C h a p te r  3 , th e  d a n g e r  o f  e n v y  

s t im u la te d  b y  q u ic k ly  w id e n in g  in e q u a l i ty  a r is e s  p re c is e ly  b e c a u s e  th i s  s i tu a t io n  

b lu r s  th e  b o u n d a r ie s  b e tw e e n  e q u a ls  a n d  n o n -e q u a ls .  M a n y  d i f f e r e n t  s ta n d a r d s  

h a v e  b e e n  a p p l ie d  to  d if fe re n t  s i tu a t io n s  w h ic h  h a s  te n d e d  to  m a k e  th e  c o n tro ll in g  

s t r a te g ie s  lo s e  th e i r  p o w e r  a n d  s o m e  u n r e a s o n a b le  b e h a v io u r s  to  c o m e  to  s e e m  

re a s o n a b le .

F o s te r  d o e s  n o t  e x p lo re  in s t i tu t io n a l  e n v y -c o p in g  s t r a te g ie s  in  n o n - t r a d i t io n a l ,  

f a s t - c h a n g in g  s o c ie tie s  w h e re  r e d is t r ib u t iv e  m e c h a n is m s  a re  n o t  y e t  fu lly -f le d g e d  

a n d  w h e re  s u b s o c ie t ie s  a r e  e m e rg in g  b u t  a r e  w id e ly  q u e s t io n e d  w h ic h  is  w h a t  w e
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f in d  in  C h in a . A t th e  v illag e  lev e l, p e a s a n ts  d o  n o t  e x p re s s  s t r o n g  e n v y  to w a rd s  th e i r  

u r b a n  c o u n te r p a r t s  w h o  a r e  m u c h  b e t t e r  o ff  th a n  th e m  a l th o u g h , a d m itte d ly , th e  

u r b a n - r u r a l  d iv id e  is  o n ly  o n e  o f  th e  in d ic a to r s  o f  c la s s  fo r m a t io n  in  C h in a  a n d , a s  

W a ts o n  (1 9 8 4 )  n o te s ,  “th e  C h in e s e  t e r m s  fo r  c la s s e s  a n d  s t a tu s  g ro u p s  a r e  v e ry  

d if f ic u lt  to  p in  d o w n ” (W a ts o n , 1 9 8 4 : 1). D e s p ite  th e  d i s t in c t  a n d  c h a n g in g  a n d  

c h a n g e a b le  c la s s  fo rm a tio n  p ro c e s s e s  in  C h in a , i t  is , n e v e r th e le s s ,  s a fe  to  s a y  th a t  

e n v y  w i th in  v il la g e s  s e e m s  to  fa ll in to  th e  c a te g o ry  o f  “e n v y  b e tw e e n  c o n c e p tu a l  

e q u a ls ”. H o w e v e r , b e c a u s e  o f  c a s e s  in v o lv in g  th e  a c q u is i t io n  o f  e n o rm o u s  w e a lth , 

c e r ta in  v illa g e rs  m a y  q u ic k ly  c o m e  to  p o s s e s s  e x c lu s iv e  r e s o u rc e s  a n d  so c ia l s ta tu s .  

A s a  r e s u l t  o f  th is ,  “e n v y  b e tw e e n  c o n c e p tu a l  e q u a ls ” m ig h t  b e c o m e  s u b je c t  t o  “e n v y  

b e tw e e n  n o n -c o n c e p tu a l  e q u a ls ” w h ic h  is  s u p p o s e d ly  m o re  d is ru p t iv e .  W h a t  h a s  

b e e n  d o n e  in  C h in a  to  s to p  s u c h  a  p ro c e s s  a t  th e  in s t i tu t io n a l  le v e l h a s  m a in ly  

in v o lv e d  tw o  th in g s . F irs tly , a t  th e  d is c u rs iv e  lev e l, a s  s h o w n  in  C h a p te r  1, m o ra l  

c o n d e m n a t io n  h a s  b e e n  u s e d  to  e a s e  th e  s i tu a t io n ;  s e c o n d ly , th i s  c o n d e m n a t io n  h a s  

b e e n  u s e d  to  p ro v id e  h o p e  fo r  th o s e  w h o  fee l in fe r io r . A s C ro ll p o in ts  o u t , w h a t  is  

in te r e s t in g  a b o u t  C h in a ’s  p r e s e n t  w e a l th  a n d  d e m a n d  p y r a m id  is  t h a t  th o s e  a t  th e  

b o t to m  s ti l l  b e lie v e  t h a t  th e  w h o le  n a t io n  is  g e t t in g  w e a l th ie r  ( a s  m e n t io n e d  in  

C h a p te r  6 ) m e a n in g  t h a t  th e  r ic h  s im p ly  r e p r e s e n t  th o s e  w h o  g o t  th e r e  f i r s t  a n d  

t h a t  o th e r s  w ill fo llo w  in  th e i r  fo o ts te p s  th r o u g h  h a r d  w o rk  a n d  f u r th e r  e d u c a t io n  

(C ro ll, 2 0 0 6 :  321 ).

F o s te r ’s  th e o r y  b e g in s  w ith  a  r a th e r  n e g a tiv e  a s s u m p t io n  a b o u t  th e  n a tu r e  o f  

e n v y , t h a t  is , i t s  d is ru p t iv e  c o n s e q u e n c e s  a n d  p e o p le ’s  fe a r . I n  o th e r  w o rd s , F o s te r
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ta k e s  f e a r  to  b e  n e g a tiv e  a n d  s o m e th in g  w h ic h  n e e d s  to  b e  p re v e n te d  w h ile  o th e r  

a n th r o p o lo g is ts  a rg u e  th a t  f e a r  m a y  a lso  p ro d u c e  p o s it iv e  so c ia l  c o n s e q u e n c e s . 

C a p p a n n a r i ’s  (1 9 7 2 ) c o m m e n ts  a b o u t  F o s te r ’s  a r t ic le  in d ic a te  t h a t  “e n v y  h a s  

fu n c t io n e d  in  m o re  s ta b le  s o c ie tie s  a s  a  r e a f f i rm a t io n  o f  v a lu e s  ... a n d  i t  c a n  b e  

v ie w e d  in  th i s  c o n te x t  a s  a n  e m o t io n  w h ic h  h a s  c o n t r ib u te d  p o s it iv e ly  to  th e  

s a n c t io n  a n d  m a in te n a n c e  o f  a  so c ia l s y s te m ” (C a p p a n n a r i ,  1972: 1 8 9 ). S im ila rly , 

V a n  V le e t d ra w s  a t te n t io n  to  e n v y ’s  a c tiv e  e ffe c ts  o n  w o m e n . S h e  sp e c if ie s  t h a t  “in  

c o n t r a s t  to  m e n ’s  c a p ita l ,  th e  v a lu e  o f  w h ic h  is  e s ta b l is h e d  b y  th e  m a rk e tp la c e , 

w o m e n ’s  sy m b o lic  c a p ita l  m u s t  b e  e v a lu a te d  in  r e la t io n  to  c o m m u n ity  n o r m s  fo r  

t h e i r  b e h a v io u r ” (V a n  V lee t, 2 0 0 3 :  5 0 5 ) . E n v y  “a r is e s  f ro m  a  s e n s e  t h a t  s o m e o n e  is  

g a in in g  o r  a d v a n c in g  w ith o u t  p r o p e r  a t te n t io n  to  th e  m o ra l  o b lig a t io n s  o f  s o c ia li ty  

a n d  r e c ip ro c ity ” (V an  V le e t, 2 0 0 3 :  5 0 6 ) . T h e re fo re , a c c o rd in g  to  V a n  V le e t, th r o u g h  

g o s s ip in g , S u llk ’a te  w o m e n  c o n s ta n t ly  “m o n i to r  th e  m o ra l  v a lu a t io n  o f  th e m s e lv e s  

a n d  e a c h  o th e r ”, s e e  c e r ta in  m o ra l  v a lu e s  a s  b e in g  m o re  p r iv i le g e d  th e n  o th e r s  a n d  

r e -v a lu e  c e r ta in  n o t io n s  a b o u t  lo c a l s ta n d a r d s  o f  so c ia b il i ty  (V a n  V le e t, 2 0 0 3 :  5 0 5 ) .

B u ild in g  o n  th e  p ro p o s e d  p o s i t iv e  e ffe c ts  o f  en v y , I  w a n t  to  f u r th e r m o r e  a rg u e  

t h a t  w h a t  is  o p p o s e d  to  th e  f e a r  o f  e n v y  is  th e  n e e d  t o  b e  e n v ie d . B e in g  e n v ie d  c a n  

in  e ffe c t c o n f irm  t h a t  th e  th in g s  p o s s e s s e d  b y  th e  e n v ie d  p e r s o n  a r e  w id e ly  d e s i r e d  

a n d  so c ia lly  e n c o u ra g e d  a n d  c a n  a lso  p la y  a  p o s i t iv e  ro le  in  a v o id in g  so c ia l 

e x c lu s io n  in  a  r u r a l  c o m m u n ity . A s w a s  d is c u s s e d  in  C h a p te r  3 , i t  is  n o t  o n ly  g o o d  

to  fee l s u p e r io r  a b o u t  o th e r  p e o p le ’s  en v y , i t  is  a ls o  e s s e n t ia l  n o t  to  b e  lo o k e d  d o w n  

u p o n  b y  y o u r  fe llo w  v illa g e rs  a s  th i s  m ig h t  e n d a n g e r  r e c ip ro c a l  s o c ia l  c o lla b o ra tio n
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a n d ,  th e re fo re ,  o n e s  a b il i ty  to  m a n a g e  so c ia l re s o u rc e s .  W e a l th  is , th e re fo re ,  b o th  

d e s i r a b le  a n d  d a n g e ro u s .  I t  n e e d s  to  b e  b o th  c o n c e a le d  a n d  c o m p lim e n te d .

From the expression to the attribution o f envy: witchcraft, evil eye 

and red-eye

A c c o rd in g  to  F o s te r ,  “e n v y  is  e x p re s s e d  in  d i r e c t  a n d  in d ir e c t ,  o v e r t  a n d  

s y m b o lic  f o rm s ” (F o s te r ,  1972: 172). M o re  sp e c if ic a lly , “in  le s s  c o m p le x  s o c ie tie s  

e n v y  u s u a l ly  s e e m s  to  b e  e x p re s s e d  to w a rd  th e  p e r s o n  e n v ie d  b y  m e a n s  o f  d ir e c t  

a g g re s s io n  a n d  i ts  f u n c t io n a l  e q u iv a le n t , w itc h c ra f t” (F o s te r ,  1972: 172) w h ile  “in  

p e a s a n t  s o c ie t ie s  e n v y  is  e x p re s s e d  to  t h i r d  p e r s o n s  b y  g o ss ip , b a c k b it in g , a n d  

d e fa m a tio n , p o te n t  w e a p o n s  fo r  d is s u a d in g  p e o p le  w h o  s e e k  to  r is e  a b o v e  th e i r  

le v e l” (F o s te r ,  1972: 172). I n  m o re  c o m p le x  s o c ie tie s , o n  th e  o th e r  h a n d ,  F o s te r  

s u g g e s ts  t h a t  “e sp e c ia lly  in  W e s te r n  E u ro p e a n  s o c ie ty  a n d  i ts  o v e rs e a s  o ffsh o o ts , 

c o m p lim e n ts  a p p e a r  to  c o n s t i tu te  a  p r in c ip a l  a v e n u e  o f  e x p re s s io n  o f  e n v y ”, th is  

s e e m in g  to  b e  a  “c u ltu ra l ly  s a n c t io n e d  d e v ic e  w h e re b y  in  n o n -d is ru p t iv e  f a s h io n  

e n v y  o f  a n o th e r  m a y  b e  e x p re s s e d ” (F o s te r , 1 9 7 2 :1 7 2 ) . 164 M o ra l in d ig n a t io n , “lik e  

c o m p lim e n tin g , m a y  a lso  o n  o c c a s io n  r e p r e s e n t  a  so c ia lly  s a n c t io n e d  w a y  o f  

e x p re s s in g  en v y , a l th o u g h  th e  o b je c t  o f  e n v y  [ in  th e s e  c a se s ]  w o u ld  a p p e a r  to  b e  

m o r e  d if fu se  a n d  le s s  sp e c if ic  t h a n  w ith  a  c o m p l im e n t” (F o s te r ,  1972: 173). A s 

a n o th e r  w id e ly  d o c u m e n te d  fo rm  o f  e n v y  e x p re s s io n , ev il eye  is  a ls o  a s s ig n e d  b y  

F o s te r  to  th e  k in d s  o f  s i tu a t io n  w h e re  e n v y  is  p r e s e n t .  E v il ey e  d if fe rs  f ro m

164 W hen Foster wrote “in suggesting that praise and compliments in W estern society have 
an underlying psychological base of envy” he w as not suggesting that "everyone who 
compliments is even subconsciously displaying envy” (Foster, 1972: 173).
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w itc h c ra f t  a n d  o th e r  fo rm s  o f  e x p re s s io n , th o u g h , b e c a u s e  th e s e  o th e r  k in d s  o f  e n v y  

e x p re s s io n  a r e  “d i r e c te d  a t  th e  p o s s e s s o r  o f  th e  d e s i r e d  o b je c t, n o t  a t  th e  o b je c t 

i t s e l f ’ w h ile  ev il ey e  is  d i r e c te d  a t  h u r t in g  th e  o b je c t  w ith  th e  p o s s e s s o r s  th u s  b e in g  

m a d e  im m e d ia te  v ic t im s  (F o s te r , 1 9 7 2 :1 7 4 ) .

W h ile  i t  h a s  b e e n  e s ta b l is h e d  th a t  w itc h c ra f t  a n d  ev il ey e  h a v e  a  s o lid  

c o n n e c t io n  w ith  fe e lin g s  o f  en v y , th e  c o n n e c t io n  o f  e n v y  w i th  o th e r  fo rm s  o f  

e x p re s s io n  h a s  b e e n  c o n s ta n t ly  s u b je c t  to  s e r io u s  q u e s t io n in g . O n e  o f  th e  a p p a r e n t  

d if f ic u ltie s  in  p in n in g  d o w n  e n v y  is  t h a t  fe e lin g s  o f  en v y , a s  E v a n s -P r i tc h a rd  w r ite s , 

d o  n o t  o f te n  s h o w  th e m s e lv e s , e v e n  in  th e  p r e s e n c e  o f  w itc h c ra f t .

U su a lly , h o w e v e r , a  m a n  w h o  b e lie v e s  t h a t  o th e r s  a r e  je a lo u s  o f  h im  w ill 

d o  n o th in g . H e  c o n t in u e s  to  b e  p o li te  to  th e m  a n d  t r ie s  to  r e m a in  o n  

f r ie n d ly  te rm s . B u t w h e n  h e  s u ffe rs  a  m is fo r tu n e  h e  w ill a t  o n c e  b e lie v e  

t h a t  i t  is  o n e  o f  th e s e  m e n  w h o  h a s  b e w itc h e d  h im , a n d  w ill p la c e  th e i r  

n a m e s  b e fo re  th e  p o is o n  o ra c le  to  a s c e r ta in  w h o  a m o n g  th e m  is  

r e s p o n s ib le .

(E v a n s -P r i tc h a rd , 1 9 3 7 :1 0 0 -1 0 2 )  

F e e lin g s  o f  e n v y  a n d  je a lo u s y  h a v e  o c c a s io n a lly  b r o k e n  o u t  in  th e  fo rm  o f  

p u b lic  s c e n e s , a s  in  th e  c a se  o f  th e  Z a n d e , s o m e t im e s  w ith  th e  in v o lv e m e n t o f  

w itc h c ra f t .  N o n e th e le s s ,  s u c h  d isp la y s  a r e  h ig h ly  d e p e n d e n t  o n  w e ig h in g  u p  th e  

s i tu a t io n  o f  m is fo r tu n e  a n d  th e  p e r s o n a l  r e la t io n s  in v o lv e d , a s  E v a n s - P r i tc h a r d ’s 

e th n o g r a p h y  n o te s . I n  a  w ay , a s  I  p o in te d  o u t  e a r l ie r  in  th e  th e s is ,  t h e  e x p re s s io n  o f  

e n v y  is  la rg e ly  in te r p r e te d  th r o u g h  th e  a t t r ib u t io n  o f  en v y , w h e th e r  th is  b e  b y  

in f o r m a n ts  o r  th e  s p e c u la tiv e  a n th ro p o lo g is t .  I n  t h e  l ig h t  o f  e n v y  a t t r ib u t io n ,  

w itc h c ra f t ,  ev il ey e  a n d  m a lic io u s  g o s s ip  h a v e  b e e n  c o n v in c in g ly  p r e s e n te d  a s  

e x p re s s io n s  o f  e n v y  in  c e r ta in  so c ia l c o n te x ts  w h ile  c o m p lim e n tin g  a n d  m o ra l
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in d ig n a t io n  h a v e  te n d e d  to  b e  s e e n  ( th is  h a s  b e e n  d e b a te d  in  s e v e ra l  c o m m e n ts  o n  

F o s te r ’s  a r tic le )  a s  le s s  a c c e p te d  fo rm s  o f  e n v y  a t t r ib u t io n  (B ro g e r  e t  a l. 1972: 1 8 8 ). 

D u r in g  th e  t r a je c to r y  f ro m  e x p re s s io n  to  a t t r ib u t io n ,  th e  fo c u s  o f  e n v y  h a s  b e e n  

e x p a n d e d  b e y o n d  th e  e n v ie r  a n d  th e  e n v ie d .  N o t o n ly  is  e n v y  s e n s e d , a c k n o w le d g e d , 

re c o g n is e d  o r  s u s p e c te d  b y  p e o p le  w h o  a r e  d ire c t ly  in v o lv e d  in  th e  p r e s e n c e  o f  en v y , 

a  p a r t ic u la r  w a y  o f  a t t r ib u t in g  s u c h  a n  e m o t io n  u n d e r  sp e c if ic  c i r c u m s ta n c e s  a lso  

n e e d s  to  b e  le a r n t  a n d  n e g o t ia te d  in  s u c h  c a se s . M o re o v e r , s u c h  a t t r ib u t io n s  a re  

s u b je c t  to  c o n s ta n t  re fa s h io n in g  a n d  m o d if ic a tio n .

T a u ss ig , in  a  s im i la r  v e in , in te r p r e t s  e n v y  a s  a  k in d  o f  im p lic i t  k n o w le d g e  t h a t  

is  h ig h ly  s i tu a t io n a l ly  s e n s it iv e . A s h e  th e o r is e s  it, e n v y  is  t h e  k in d  o f  im p lic i t  

k n o w le d g e  t h a t  is  “s lip p in g  in  a n d  o u t  o f  c o n s c io u s n e s s  a s  a  c o n s ta n t ly  c h a rg e d  

s c a n n e r  o f  th e  o b tu s e  a s  w e ll a s  th e  o b v io u s  fe a tu re s  o f  so c ia l r e la te d n e s s ” (T a u ss ig , 

1 987 : 3 9 4 ) ;  e n v y  is  “a c q u ire d  th r o u g h  p ra c t ic e s  r a th e r  t h a n  th r o u g h  c o n sc io u s  

le a r n in g ” (T a u ss ig , 1987: 3 9 3 ) . T a u s s ig  w r i te s  th e  fo llo w in g .

Im p lic i t  so c ia l k n o w le d g e  is  n o t  s im p ly  a  p a s s iv e , re f le c tin g , a b s o rb in g  

fa c u lty  o f  so c ia l b e in g ; i t  s h o u ld  b e  th o u g h t  o f  a s  a n  e x p e r im e n ta l  

a c tiv ity , e s s a y in g  th is  o r  t h a t  p o s s ib il i ty , im a g in in g  th i s  o r  t h a t  s i tu a t io n ,  

th is  o r  t h a t  m o tiv a tio n , p o s tu la t in g  a n o th e r  d im e n s io n  to  a  p e r s o n a l i ty  

— in  s h o r t  t ry in g  o u t  in  v e rb a l  a n d  v is u a l  im a g e  th e  r a n g e  o f  

p o s s ib il i t ie s  a n d  n e a r - im p o s s ib i l i t ie s  o f  so c ia l in te r c o u r s e ,  s e l f  a n d  

o th e r .

(T a u ss ig , 1987 : 3 9 4 )

F o r  T a u ss ig , i t  is  e n v y  th a t ,  th r o u g h  th e  d is c u s s in g  o f  i ts  m a n if e s ta t io n s  a n d

ra m if ic a t io n s ,  p ro v id e s  “a  t h e a te r  o f  p o s s ib il i t ie s  in  so c ia l  l ife ” a n d  i t  is  o n  th i s  s ta g e

t h a t  “im p lic i t  so c ia l k n o w le d g e  ro a m s  a n d  s c a v e n g e s , s h a r p e n in g  i t s  s e n s it iv ity , i ts

c a p a c ity  to  i l lu m in a te ,  i ts  c a p a c ity  to  w o u n d ” (T a u ss ig , 1987 : 3 9 4 ) . I n  o th e r  w o rd s ,
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th e  a t t r ib u t io n  o f  e n v y  is  o n e  w a y  o f  m a k in g  im p lic i t  k n o w le d g e  e x p lic it  in  

d is c u rs iv e , m a g ic a l o r  b e h a v io u ra l  te rm s . A t th e  r o o t  o f  s u c h  a t t r ib u t io n s  is  so c ia l 

r e la te d n e s s ;  th e  th in g s  t h a t  h a v e  b e e n  a d d e d  to  th e  e x p re s s io n  o f  e n v y  a r e  th e  

le g it im a c y  a n d  so c ia l c o n to u r  o f  s u c h  e x p re s s io n s .

R e d -e y e , in  i ts  d is c u rs iv e  a n d  b e h a v io u ra l  e x p re s s io n , is , th e re fo re ,  p a ra l le l  to  

w itc h c ra f t  p ra c t ic e  a n d  ev il-ey e  b e lie fs  a s  a t t r ib u t io n s  o f  e n v y  in  o th e r  c u l tu ra l  

c o n te x ts . F o r  in s ta n c e , w itc h c ra f t  in  Z a n d e la n d  is  b a s e d  o n  th e  b e l ie f  t h a t  “a  w itc h  

a t ta c k s  a  m a n  w h e n  m o tiv a te d  b y  h a t r e d ,  en v y , je a lo u s y , a n d  g r e e d ” a n d  w h e n  

“o th e r s  ta k e  p le a s u re  in  h is  t r o u b le s  a n d  p a in  a n d  a r e  d is p le a s e d  a t  h is  g o o d  

f o r tu n e ”. T h e re fo re , p e o p le  k n o w  t h a t  i f  th e y  b e c o m e  r ic h  th e  p o o r  w ill h a te  th e m  

a n d  i f  th e y  r is e  in  so c ia l p o s i t io n  th e i r  in fe r io r s  w ill b e  je a lo u s  o f  th e i r  n e w  

p r iv i le g e s 165 (E v a n s -P r i tc h a rd , 1 9 3 7 :1 0 0 -1 0 2 ) . E v il ey e , o n  th e  o th e r  h a n d ,  c a n  a lso  

b r in g  d r o u g h t  to  c ro p s , s la y  c a t t le , fe ll t r e e s ,  p o l lu te  fo o d  a n d  w a te r  a n d  c a u s e  

h o u s e s  to  c o lla p se ; i t  c a n  e v e n  k ill s m a ll  c h i ld r e n  a c c o rd in g  to  s o m e  p e o p le  in  B raz il 

(A n se ll, 2 0 0 9 :  1 0 3 ). F o r  A n se ll, e n v y  is  “a  s y s te m  o f  so c ia l s t r a t i f ic a t io n  b a s e d  o n  

v is ib le  a n d  v isu a lly  im p re s s iv e  fo rm s  o f  w e a lth , t h a t  is , to  c e r ta in  m e d ia  in  w h ic h  

p e o p le  s to r e  c a p i ta l” (A n se ll, 2 0 0 9 :  1 0 3 ) w h ile  f o r  t h e  A m h a ra  p e o p le  ev il ey e  is  

a ls o  b e lie v e d  to  b e  m o tiv a te d  b y  e n v y  a l th o u g h  th e  a t t r ib u t io n  o f  ev il ey e  ta r g e ts  th e  

o th e r n e s s  o f  th e  e n v io u s  p e o p le . A s R e m in ic k  p o in ts  o u t ,  “T h o s e  p e o p le  w h o  a re  

b e lie v e d  to  h a v e  a  d a n g e ro u s  p o w e r  a r e  n o t  a  p a r t  o f  A m h a ra  s o c ie ty ”. T h e  ev il-ey e  

p e o p le  a r e  “a  c o m p le te ly  s e p a r a te  c a te g o ry  o f  p o p u la t io n  o f  d if f e r e n t  e th ic  o r ig in ,

165 Such a way of reasoning can be changed a s  can the attribution of envy.
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w ith  a  r a th e r  m in im a l  a m o u n t  o f  in te r a c t io n  w ith  th e  A m h a ra  p e o p le ”. T h e  t e r m  

e v il ey e  “d e s ig n a te s  th e  p o w e r  to  c u r s e  a n d  d e s t r o y  a n d  r e in c a r n a te ,  h a r n e s s in g  th e  

la b o r  o f  th e  d e a d  fo r  o n e s  o w n  e n d s ” (R e m in ic k , 1974: 2 8 0 ) .  W h a t  I  w a n t  to  s u g g e s t  

w i th  t h e  tw o  d if fe re n t  ty p e s  o f  e n v y  p r e s e n te d  h e r e  is  t h a t  b o th  A m h a ra  e n v y  a n d  

B ra z ilia n  e n v y  ( o f  th e  ty p e  d is c u s s e d  b y  A n se ll)  c a n  b e  s e e n  a s  w a y s  o f  a t t r ib u t io n ,  

t h e  f i r s t  w ith  r e fe re n c e  to  d a n g e ro u s ly  s to r e d  c a p i ta l  a n d  th e  s e c o n d  to  th e  

o th e r n e s s  o f  th e i r  r iv a ls .

T h e  p o w e r  o f  re d -e y e  c a n , a t  w o rs t ,  t a i n t  o th e r s ’ m o ra l  s ta n d in g ,  c r e a te  

o b s ta c le s  fo r  o th e r s ’ su c c e s s  a n d  s a b o ta g e  o th e r  p e o p le ’s  a c h ie v e m e n ts  th r o u g h  

s p r e a d in g  m a lic io u s  r u m o u r s  o r  e n g a g in g  in  r e a l  p h y s ic a l  c o n f lic ts . R e d -e y e  w a s  a t  

f i r s t  a  c o llo q u ia l w o rd  fo r  m a lic io u s  e n v y  b u t  t h e n  i t  g a in e d  p o l i t ic a l  s ig n if ic a n c e  in  

th e  1 9 8 0 s  w h e n  i t  w a s  r e f e r r e d  to  b y  th e  P a r ty  n e w s p a p e r s  a s  a n  e x p re s s io n  o f  

e x c e ss iv e  e g a li ta r ia n is m . L a te r  o n , in  th e  1 9 9 0 s , i t s  s ig n if ic a n c e  g ra d u a l ly  d e c lin e d , 

g iv in g  w a y  to  a  n e w  c re a t io n , “w e a l th - h a t r e d ” . T h e  a t t r ib u t io n  o f  re d -e y e  la rg e ly  

d i s a p p e a r e d  f ro m  p u b lic  d e b a te . H o w e v e r , th i s  p o lit ic a lly  c h a r g e d  t r a je c to ry  d id  

n o t  s e a m le s s ly  m a tc h  th e  fo lk  u n d e r s ta n d in g  a n d  e x p re s s io n  o f  e n v y  a t  th e  lo c a l 

lev e l. T h e  a t t r ib u t io n  o f  s u c h  a  ty p e  o f  e n v y  h a s  a ls o  v a r ie d  a n d  f lu c tu a te d  in  

a c c o rd a n c e  w ith  p e o p le ’s  c h a n g in g  p e rc e p t io n s  o f  p e r c e iv e d  in e q u a li ty  a n d  

p e r c e iv e d  e q u a ls . T h e  lo c a l d is c o u rs e  o n  re d -e y e  h a s  la rg e ly  r e p r e s e n te d  a n d  

r e p r o d u c e d  th e  p u b lic  d is c o u rs e  o f  th e  P a r ty  n e w s p a p e r s  b u t  i t  h a s  a lso  o ffe re d  

s p e c if ic  lo c a l u n d e r s ta n d in g s  o f  w h a t  i t  is  r e a s o n a b le  to  a t t r ib u te  to  re d -e y e  a n d  

w h a t  is  n o t .  M a lic io u s  en v y  w a s  b e lie v e d  to  m o t iv a te  re d -e y e  a c t io n  b u t  g e n e ra lly



o n ly  w h e n  th i s  w a s  p ro v o k e d  b y  n e w ly  a r r iv e d  w e a l th ;  th e  b o u n d a r ie s  b e tw e e n  

r ig h t f u l / ju s t i f ie d  a c t io n s  a n d  re d -e y e  o n e s  h a v e  a ls o  b e e n  s u b je c t  to  n e g o tia t io n .

F o s te r ’s  a n a ly s is  s tic k s  to  th e  e x p re s s io n  o f  en v y , th o u g h .  I n  a  s o c ie ty  w h e re  

e s ta b l is h e d  fo rm s  o f  e n v y  e x p re s s io n  a r e  la rg e ly  a b s e n t ,  i t  is  t h u s  im p o r ta n t  to  

in v e s t ig a te  th e  a t t r ib u t io n  o f  s u c h  a n  e m o tio n . M o re o v e r , a s  m a n y  c a s e s  h a v e  

s h o w n , e x p re s s io n s  o f  e n v y  a r e  o f te n  a lle g e d  e x p re s s io n s .  T h e  f lu id i ty  o f  s u c h  a  

c o n c e p t  a n d  th e  c o n s ta n t  n e g o t ia t io n  o f  th e  id e a s  u n d e r l in e d  b y  e n v y  h a v e  m a d e  

th e  c la im in g  o f  p a r t ic u la r  e x p re s s io n s  o f  e n v y  in c re a s in g ly  d if f ic u lt  a n d  l im ite d . 

E v e n  f o r  w itc h c ra f t  a n d  s o rc e ry  a n d  o th e r  s t r a te g ie s  t h a t  h a v e  b e e n  c lo se ly  

a s s o c ia te d  w ith  en v y , th e i r  a p p l ic a t io n  a n d , m o s t  im p o r ta n t ly ,  t h e  a t t r ib u t io n  o f  

e n v y  c a n  a lso  d if fe r  w h e n  th e s e  a r e  r e s p o n d in g  to  th e  in te r v e n t io n  o f  n e w  fo rm s  o f  

w e a l th  a n d  so c ia l r e la t io n s .  T h e re fo re , h o w  c e r ta in  in s ta n c e s  a r e  im p u te d  to  e n v y  

a n d  i t s  re le v a n c e  to  w i tc h c ra f t  s h o u ld  b e  th e  p r im a r y  c o n c e rn  o f  a n th ro p o lo g ic a l  

in q u ir ie s .

Breeding envy: from  lim ited good to contested hierarchy

“E n v y  is  p r e s e n t  w h e n  o n e  p e r s o n  h a s  s o m e th in g  a  s e c o n d  p e r s o n  w o u ld  lik e  to  

h a v e ”, a s s e r ts  F o s te r .  “T h e  d e s i r e d  p r o p e r ty  m a y  b e  a  ta n g ib le  g o o d , s u c h  a s  fo o d  o r  

m o n e y , w h ic h  th e  e n v ie r  n e e d s  fo r  h is  v e ry  p h y s ic a l su rv iv a l, o r  i t  m a y  b e  a  q u a lity , 

a t t r ib u te ,  o r  r e c o g n i t io n  t h a t  h is  p s y c h e  c ra v e s , a n d  w h ic h  m a y  b e  n e c e s s a ry  f o r  h is  

p sy c h o lo g ic a l w e ll-b e in g ” (F o s te r , 1972: 1 6 8 ). T h e s e  d e s ir a b le  g o o d s , “e i th e r  

m a te r ia l  g o o d s ” o r  o th e r  ty p e s  o f  g o o d s , a r e  a lw a y s  in s u f f ic ie n t  a n d  in  l im i te d  

s u p p ly ; th e re fo re ,  th e i r  p o s s e s s io n  b y  s o m e  is  fe l t  a s  d e p r iv a t io n  b y  o th e r s  a n d  w ill
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in e v ita b ly  c a u s e  en v y . T h is  m e a n s , a c c o rd in g  to  F o s te r ,  t h a t  w h a t  b r e e d s  e n v y  is  th e  

s c a rc i ty  o f  th e  d e s i r e d  g o o d  th in g s  in  life , w h e th e r  th e s e  b e  in  th e  fo rm  o f  fo o d , 

h e a l th  o r  c h i ld re n  ( to  s e rv e  a s  th e  m e a n s  o f  su rv iv a l)  o r  p o w e r , w e a lth , p r e s t ig e  a n d  

s t a tu s  (w h ic h  in d ic a te  o n e s  su c c e s s )  (F o s te r , 1 9 7 2 :1 6 6 -1 6 8 ) . L im ite d  G o o d , t h a t  is , 

in s u f f ic ie n t  q u a n t i t ie s  o f  t h e  g o o d  th in g s  in  life  ( w h e th e r  d e f in e d  a s  fo o d  in  

s o c ie t ie s  s t r iv in g  fo r  su rv iv a l, o r  g r e a te r  h o n o u r s  in  s o c ie tie s  w h e n  e v e ry b o d y  is  

c o m p e t in g  fo r  th e  e v id e n c e  o f  su c c e s s ) , s e e m s  to  u n d e r l ie  a  g r e a t  d e a l  o f  a n d  

p o s s ib ly  a ll e n v y  (F o s te r ,  1 9 7 2 :1 6 9 ) .

T h e  Im a g e  o f  L im ite d  G o o d , a s  F o s te r  (1 9 7 6 ) f u r th e r  c la r if ie s , is  a  “c o g n itiv e  

o r ie n ta t io n ” r a th e r  th a n  a  so c ia l r e a l i ty  (S c h ry e r  a n d  F o s te r ,  1976: 710 ); t h a t  is , i t  

d o e s  n o t  n e c e s s a r i ly  s u g g e s t  t h a t  th e  q u a n t i ty  o f  th o s e  d e s i r e d  th in g s  is  a c tu a lly  in  

s h o r t  s u p p ly  b u t  r a th e r  t h a t  p e o p le  b e lie v e  i t  to  b e  so . P e o p le ’s  b e h a v io u r  is , th u s ,  

f r a m e d  in  te r m s  o f  a n  o r ie n ta t io n  t h a t  F o s te r  c a lls  L im ite d  G o o d  b e h a v io u r .  T h is  

a p p lie s  e sp e c ia lly  to  “s i tu a t io n s  in  w h ic h  m a n y  p e o p le  a r e  c o m p e tin g  fo r  d e s i r a b le  

b u t  s c a rc e  th in g s ,  w h e re  th e y  re a liz e  t h a t  a n o th e r ’s  su c c e s s  w ill d im in is h  e g o ’s  

c h a n c e s  o f  s u c c e s s ” (S c h ry e r  a n d  F o s te r , 1976: 7 10 ). T h e  m o d e l, m o re  t h a n  

a n y th in g  e lse , is  “to  m a k e  p la u s ib le , a  w id e  v a r ie ty  o f  b e h a v io u ra l  fo rm s  m a n if e s te d  

b y  p e o p le  w h o  liv e  u n d e r  s p e c if ie d  c o n d it io n s ” (S c h ry e r  a n d  F o s te r ,  1976: 7 1 0 ). I t  

s h o u ld  b e  n o te d  h e r e  t h a t  s t r u c tu r a l  l im i ta t io n s  a r e  in d e e d  o b s e rv a b le  a n d  fa c tu a l  

in  m a n y  c a s e s  a l th o u g h  th i s  d o e s  n o t  n e c e s s a r i ly  fu lly  c o r r e s p o n d  w ith  p e o p le ’s  

b e lie v e d  l im ita t io n s .

T h e  s u b je c t’s  u n d e s e rv e d  in fe r io r i ty  a n d  th e  o b je c t’s  (u n d e s e rv e d )  g o o d  f o r tu n e
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a r e  c o n s id e re d  to  b e  in d is p e n s a b le  c o n d i t io n s  fo r  g e n e ra t in g  en v y , a s  d is c u s s e d  

e a r l ie r  in  th e  th e s is ,  e v e n  th o u g h  d if f e r e n t  th e o r i s t s  s o m e tim e s  p r io r i t i s e  o n e  f a c to r  

o v e r  th e  o th e r .  T h e  Im a g e  o f  L im ite d  G o o d  s e rv e s  b o th  c o n d i t io n s  w e ll in  te r m s  o f  

t h e  p e rc e iv e d  s c a rc i ty  o f  g o o d s  a n d  th e  b e l ie f  in  e q u a l  a c c e ss  to  th e s e  g o o d s . U n d e r  

s u c h  c i rc u m s ta n c e s ,  n o  m a t te r  w h o  a c q u ir e d  th e s e  d e s ira b le  g o o d s , th i s  w o u ld  

m a k e  b o th  th e  g o o d  f o r tu n e  a n d  o th e r  p e o p le ’s  in fe r io r i ty  u n d e s e r v e d . A s  a  r e s u l t  

o f  th is ,  F o s te r  a ls o  in te r p r e t s  th e  L im ite d  G o o d  b e h a v io u r  a s  th e  te n d e n c y  to  

m a in ta in  th e  f i c t i o n  o f  b e in g  e q u a l  (S c h ry e r  a n d  F o s te r ,  1976: 711). T h e re fo re , th e  

r i s in g  o f  o n e  m e m b e r  t e n d s  to  g iv e  r is e  to  in e x p lic a b le  t e n s io n  in  o th e r s .  I n  th e  

s a m e  v e in , w i tc h c ra f t  a n d  o th e r  i l le g it im a te  m e a n s  o f  b e h a v io u r  c o u ld  b e  s e e n  a s  

t h e  (o n ly )  w a y  f o r  th e  in f e r io r s  to  ta k e  th e i r  s u p e r io r s  d o w n  (F o s te r ,  1 9 7 2 :1 6 9 -1 7 0 )  

i f  n o  o th e r  e m p o w e r in g  in s t i tu t io n a l  m e c h a n is m s  e x is t.

S im ila r ly , G h o s h  a lso  s u g g e s ts  t h a t  e n v y  is  a r o u s e d  p re c is e ly  b y  th e  

c o n tr a d ic t io n  b e tw e e n  th e  a s s e r te d  e q u a li ty  “w e  a re  o n e ” a n d  o b je c tiv e  c o n d i t io n s  

t h a t  m a k e  th e  r e a l is a t io n  o f  th i s  im p o s s ib le  (G h o s h , 1 983 : 2 2 2 ) . I n  th e  c a s e  o f  

E g y p t, a s  G h o s h  d e s c r ib e s , t h e  c o n tr a d ic t io n  is  lo c a te d  p re c is e ly  in  th e  c o n tro l  o f  

la n d  a n d  th e  o rg a n is a t io n  o f  h o u s e h o ld  p ro d u c t io n . T h e  la t t e r  is  s u b je c t  t o  g r e a te r  

e n v y  a s  i t  is  “g e a re d  to w a rd s  c o n t in u o u s  a c c u m u la t io n  in  h o u s e h o ld s  (e .g . in  

l iv e s to c k )” (G h o s h , 1983 : 2 2 2 ) . I n  a  w ay , fo r  b o th  F o s te r  a n d  G h o s h , e n v y  is  th e  

r e s u l t  o f  t h e  in v a l id a t io n  o f  a  c e r ta in  im a g e , b e  t h a t  th e  Im a g e  o f  L im ite d  G o o d  o r  

t h e  Im a g e  o f  B e lie v e d  E q u a lity . B en  Z e ’e v ’s  d is c u s s io n  o n  th e  r e d u c in g  o f  in e q u a l i ty  

t o  r e d u c e  th e  in c id e n c e  o f  en v y , p r e s e n te d  in  C h a p te r  1, c o n f irm s  s u c h  a n  a r g u m e n t .
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A s h e  a rg u e s  it, r e d u c in g  in e q u a l i ty  w ill n o t  re d u c e  th e  in c id e n c e  o f  e n v y  b e c a u s e  i t  

w ill o n ly  in te n s ify  th e  s u b je c t’s  fe e lin g  o f  u n d e s e r v e d  in fe r io r i ty . A c c o rd in g  to  

s im ila r  lo g ic , e n v y  w ill n o t  n e c e s s a r i ly  in c re a s e  w h e n  in e q u a l i ty  in c re a s e s . I t  w ill 

o n ly  in c re a s e  w h e n  a  p r e -e x is t in g  e g a l i ta r ia n  id e a l h a s  b e e n  b r e a c h e d  b y  e m e rg in g  

in e q u a li ty , a s  is  d e m o n s t r a te d  b y  e th n o g r a p h ie s  f ro m  A fr ic a  a n d  S o u th  A m e ric a  a s  

w e ll a s  f ro m  C h in a .

In e v ita b ly , th e  c o n d i t io n s  s p e c if ie d  fo r  t h e  Im a g e  o f  L im ite d  G o o d  h a v e  

c h a n g e d , th o u g h  th i s  m a y  n o t  fu lly  in v a lid a te  th e  m o d e l. O n e  o f  th e  s ig n if ic a n tly  

a l te r e d  c o n d it io n s  is  th e  d im in is h in g  e x te n s io n  o f  th e  “c la s s ic ” p e a s a n t  s o c ie tie s  o n  

w h ic h  th e  L im ite d  G o o d  m o d e l w a s  b a s e d  — th e  “so c ia lly  h o m o g e n e o u s , re la tiv e ly  

s ta t ic ,  r u r a l  c o m m u n it ie s  o f  th e  p r e - in d u s t r ia l  w o r ld ” (S c h ry e r  a n d  F o s te r ,  1976: 

711). A s F o s te r  h im s e lf  a c k n o w le d g e s , “a  g o o d  d e a l  o f  L im ite d  G o o d  b e h a v io u r  

p e r s i s t s  b u t  i t  r e p r e s e n ts  c u l tu ra l  la g ”; t h a t  is , “p r e s e n t  c o n d i t io n s  o f  g ro w in g  

o p p o r tu n i ty  a r e  c re a t in g , e sp e c ia lly  a m o n g  th e  y o u n g e r  g e n e ra t io n , a n  in c re a s in g ly  

a p p a r e n t  Im a g e  o f  U n lim ite d  — o r , a t  le a s t ,  E x p a n d in g  — G o o d ” (S c h iy e r  a n d  

F o s te r ,  1976: 711).

In  m y  v iew , th e  p o w e r  o f  th e  Im a g e  o f  L im ite d  G o o d  to  e x p la in  e n v y  l ie s  m o s tly  

in  th e  r e s u l t in g  im a g e  o f  th e  d e p r iv a t io n  o f  o th e r s ,  w h e th e r  th i s  b e  to  d o  w ith  

u n d e s e r v e d  in f e r io r i ty  o r  u n d e s e rv e d  g o o d  f o r tu n e .  T h e re fo re , e v e n  th o u g h  

d e s ir a b le  m a te r ia l  g o o d s  m a y  n o t  b e  s e e n  to  b e  in  l im i te d  su p p ly , w h a t  is  s till  

l im ite d , I  w o u ld  a rg u e , a re  th e  p o s s ib il i t ie s  fo r  u p w a r d  m o b ili ty . A s  is  m a d e  e v id e n t  

b y  th e  C h in e se  w o r d p a n b i  ( to  c lim b  a n d  c o m p a re ) ,  so c ia l c l im b in g  is  b o th  e s s e n t ia l
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a n d  l im ite d . S o c ia l c lim b in g  in e v ita b ly  p r e c o n d i t io n s  a  s e q u e n c e  w ith  r e s p e c t  to  

u p w a r d  m o b ili ty ;  t h a t  is , i f  o n e  g e ts  h ig h e r  u p , th i s  w ill in e v ita b ly  m a k e  o th e r s  w h o  

r e m a in  in  th e  s a m e  p o s i t io n s  a s  b e fo re  c o m p a ra tiv e ly  lo w e r . I n  o th e r  w o rd s ,  i f  o n e  

m o v e s  h ig h e r  u p  in  th e  so c ia l h ie ra rc h y , th e  o th e r s  w h o  p e rc e iv e  th e m s e lv e s  a s  

e q u a ls  w ill in e s c a p a b ly  fee l d e p r iv e d . T h e  a c q u is i t io n  o f  w e a lth ,  w h ic h  o f te n  le a d s  

to  u p w a r d  so c ia l  m o b ility , is  o n e  o f  th e  k e y s  to  m o v in g  h ig h e r  u p  ( in  t e r m s  o f  so c ia l 

p o s i t io n s )  t h a n  o n e s  e q u a ls . T h e re fo re , e v e n  in  s o c ie t ie s  w h e re  m a te r ia l  g o o d s  s e e m  

to  b e  in  u n l im i te d  su p p ly , th e  s tr iv in g  fo r  h ig h  so c ia l s t a tu s  c a n  s t i l l  m e a n  th a t  

e a r n in g  lo ts  o f  m o n e y  is  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  t h e  d e p r iv a t io n  o f  o th e r s ,  a  s i tu a t io n  w h ic h  

c o n s e q u e n t ly  b r e e d s  envy . W h a t  w in d fa ll  w e a l th  r e p r e s e n ts  in  th e  c a s e  o f  C h in a , 

th e n ,  is  a  s o r t  o f  q u e u e - ju m p in g  e ffe c t in  th e  s tru g g le  f o r  u p w a r d  m o b ili ty . T h o s e  

w h o  a c q u ir e  la rg e  a m o u n ts  o f  w e a l th  in  e ffe c t s k ip  th e  u s u a l  s te p s  n e e d e d  fo r  

w e a l th  a c c u m u la t io n  a n d  u p w a r d  m o b ili ty , th i s  b r e e d in g , in  m a n y  c a se s , 

u n b e a r a b le  en v y .

Conclusion

F o s te r ’s  m o d e l o f  th e  Im a g e  o f  L im ite d  G o o d  w a s  b a s e d  o n  c lo se d , p e a s a n t  

s o c ie t ie s  w h ile  h is  th e o ry  o f  e n v y  is  s e t  a g a in s t  s ta b le  a n d  s lo w  c h a n g in g  s o c ie tie s , 

h e  c la im s . I n  th e  c a s e  o f  C h in a , i t  is  a  c o m p le x  h ie r a r c h ic a l  s o c ie ty  e x p e r ie n c in g  a n  

u n p r e c e d e n te d  a n d  f a s t  t r a n s i t io n  t h a t  fo rm s  th e  b a c k d r o p  f o r  th e  s tu d y  o f  envy . 

W h ile  m a n y  o f  F o s te r ’s  in s ig h ts  s t i l l  s e e m  a p p lic a b le  a n d  s t im u la t in g  f o r  s u c h  a  

c a se , a  g o o d  n u m b e r  o f  th e  c o n d i t io n s  a n d  m e th o d o lo g ie s  (a s  w e ll a s  th e  th e o r ie s )  

f o r  th e  s tu d y  o f  e n v y  a re  e v id e n tly  d if fe re n t .  B y e x a m in in g  e n v y  a n d  i t s  a t t r ib u t io n
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in  t r a n s i t io n a l  C h in a , I  h a v e  b e e n  a b le  to  l i s t  c u l tu ra l ly  sp e c if ic  e n v y -c o p in g  

s t r a te g ie s  fo r  b o th  th e  e n v ie r  a n d  th e  e n v ie d  w h ic h , I  h a v e  a rg u e d , o r ig in a te  f ro m  

b o th  th e  f e a r  o f  e n v y  a n d  th e  n e e d  t o  b e  e n v ie d . I f  w e  c o n t in u e  to  e x p lo re  o n ly  th e  

e x p re s s io n  o f  e n v y  a n d  i ts  u n d e r ly in g  lo g ic  w e  w ill, in  m y  v iew , m is s  th e  so c ia l 

c o n to u r in g  o f  th e  c o n n e c t io n  b e tw e e n  fe e lin g s  o f  e n v y  a n d  so c ia lly  t o le r a te d  a c t io n s  

a r is in g  o u t  o f  en v y . I t  s h o u ld  a lso  b e  n o te d  t h a t  s u c h  a  so c ia l  c o n to u r in g  is  s u b je c t  

to  c o n s ta n t  c h a lle n g e  a n d  n e g o t ia t io n , e sp e c ia lly  w h e n  m o ra l  b e h a v io u r  h a s  b e e n  

d is r u p te d  b y  n e w  fo rm s  o f  w e a lth . In v e s t ig a t in g  th e  a t t r ib u t io n  o f  e n v y  c o u ld  

e n la rg e  th e  s c o p e  o f  en v y  s tu d ie s  a n d  e n r ic h  o u r  u n d e r s ta n d in g  o f  c h a n g in g  

s o c ia li ty  a n d  th e  su b je c tiv e  s t r a te g ie s  a d o p te d  to  c o p e  w ith  s u c h  a  t r a n s i t io n .  I t  is  

e q u a lly  im p o r ta n t  to  e x p lo re  s t r a te g ie s  t h a t  d o  n o t  p r e v e n t  e n v y  a s  s u c h  b u t  to  

p r e v e n t  e n v y  f ro m  tu r n in g  in to  u s e le s s  o r  m a lic io u s  a c tio n .

A s F o s te r  a n d  m a n y  o th e r  th e o r is ts  h a v e  s u g g e s te d , th e  d e p r iv a t io n  o f  o th e r s  is 

a  c r it ic a l  c o n d i t io n  fo r  b r e e d in g  en v y . S u c h  d e p r iv a t io n  c a n  r e s u l t  in  b o th  th e  

s u b je c t ’s  u n d e s e rv e d  in fe r io r i ty  a n d  th e  o b je c t’s  u n d e s e r v e d  g o o d  f o r tu n e ,  b o th  o f  

w h ic h  a r e  e s s e n t ia l  fo r  s t im u la t in g  en v y . W h e n  s o c ie ty  s e e m s  to  b e  s ig n if ic a n tly  le s s  

g o v e rn e d  b y  th e  Im a g e  o f  L im ite d  G o o d , w h a t  r e m a in s  l im ite d  a n d  s u b je c t  to  s e v e re  

c o m p e ti t io n , in  m y  v iew , a r e  th e  o p p o r tu n i t ie s  f o r  u p w a r d  m o b ili ty . W in d fa ll  

w e a l th  is  n o t  o n ly  a  n e w  fo rm  o f  w e a lth ,  i t  is  a ls o  s o m e th in g  t h a t  c a n  s u b s ta n t ia l ly  

c h a lle n g e  p e o p le ’s  id e a s  a b o u t  a c c u m u la t in g  w e a l th  a n d  a b o u t  h o w  to  m o v e  h ig h e r  

u p  in  th e  in c e s s a n t  p ro c e s s  o f  s o c ia l c lim b in g . T h e  e m e rg e n c e  o f  w in d fa ll  w e a l th  is  

b y  n o  m e a n s  u n iq u e  to  C h in a  a s  n e w  fo rm s  o f  w e a l th  h a v e  a ls o  b e e n  d o c u m e n te d
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b y  o th e r  a n th ro p o lo g is ts  a r o u n d  th e  w o r ld . T h e  r e c u r r in g  p ro b le m  o f  e n v y  a n d , in  

s o m e  c a se s , th e  o b se s s iv e  d is c u s s in g  o f  e n v y  h a s  a ls o  s t a r t e d  t o  s u r fa c e  in  

e th n o g r a p h ie s  d e s c r ib in g  L a tin  A m e r ic a  a n d  A frica . I t  c a n  b e  s e e n , th e n ,  t h a t  en v y  

c a n  b e  a  p o w e r fu l  to o l  fo r  a c c e s s in g  p e o p le ’s  su b je c t iv e  u n d e r s ta n d in g  o f  so c ia l 

r e la t io n s ,  w in d fa ll  w e a lth , w id e n in g  in e q u a l i ty  a n d  so c ia l  t r a n s f o r m a t io n .  T h is  

th e s i s  c a n  o n ly  b e  s e e n  a s  th e  s t a r t  o f  s u c h  a  c o lla b o ra tiv e  e ffo rt.
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