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Introduction

Performative Boundary Work

A Blurred Boundary

‘Ecological Daxi welcomes you!’ (shengtai Daxi huanying nin 生态大溪欢迎您), proclaim the big red characters painted on a grey two-storey building where visitors turn right off the main concrete road onto the gravel road that leads through the village.1 Although this slogan is legible, it is already starting to fade. Businesses have painted blue and black advertisements for excavation work, steel and water purifier repairs over it. A small blue sign promotes the peasant cooperative’s annual tasting of its organic agricultural products at the primary school, only 1,500 metres away. Thirty metres further down the road, another slogan on the wall of a house exhorts people to ‘start doing organic agriculture from the heart’ (youji nongye congxin zuoqi 有机农业从心做起). After another few hundred metres, one learns that ‘organic agriculture respects heavenly law, circular economy follows nature!’ (youji nongye zun tiandao, xunhuan jingji fa ziran 有机农业尊天道, 循环经济法自然). Following the rutted gravel road past rice fields, lotus ponds and mandarin groves and around a sharp turn, the words on another building announce that here one is ‘far away from agrochemicals and chemical fertilizer, creating an ecological home’ (yuanli nongyao huafei, dazao shengtai jiayuan 远离农药化肥, 打造生态家园). A kilometre later, the visitor arrives at the village square and village committee office, where a whole row of white wooden panels with black characters promote various village and party organizations, including a ‘peasant cooperative’ (nongmin hezuoshe 农民合作社, a ‘cultural troupe’ (wenyidui 文艺队) and a ‘seniors’ association’ (laonianren xiehui 老年人协会). These slogans reflected the vision of Dong Jie, whose pursuit of participatory rural development and ecological agriculture led him to be valued as part of global civil society at the same time as he was praised as a good state agronomist.

In 2009, Dong, then in his forties, had organized a ‘peasant cooperative’ and initiated a transition to ‘ecological agriculture’ in Daxi, a village in the hills outside the megacity Chengdu, Sichuan Province, People’s Republic of China. The main impetus for Dong’s initiative came from NGOs that not only provided models for rural development but also funding for workshops and connections with experts and customers. From his office at the township headquarters, he telephoned every village party secretary in Qiuling Township to present his vision. One was responsive: Wang Zhaochen, the party secretary of Daxi Village, who had recently tried unsuccessfully to establish a peasant cooperative for mandarin orange growers. The township government permitted Dong to participate in NGO activities and to pursue his initiative in Daxi during his working hours, a type of in-between position that anthropologists have described as blurring the boundary of the state.

Criticizing the State: Discursive Boundary Work

I first encountered Dong as a critic of state-sponsored market-oriented agriculture at a workshop held by a Beijing-based rural development NGO at a cooperative in Shanxi Province. When he told me his life story in interviews, he emphasized a crucial turning point in his career: after over a decade promoting ‘agrochemicals’, he had recognized the problematic consequences of the state’s support for ‘modern’ agriculture.

In June 2015, Dong organized a workshop on ecological agriculture and sustainable living in Daxi Village that was co-sponsored by the Sichuan chapter of a Hong Kong-based NGO. Dong opened the workshop by emphasizing that the host institution – the village’s cooperative – was a ‘comprehensive cooperative’ (zonghe hezuoshe 综合合作社), not the kind of ‘specialized cooperative’ (zhuanye hezuoshe 专业合作社) promoted by ‘the state’. Dong stressed that its primary aim was not producing ‘commodities’ for ‘the market’ but providing ‘comprehensive services’ for ‘the community’. He argued that ‘peasants’ should rely on themselves rather than funding from ‘the state’ for cooperatives and organic certification schemes. Unlike the ‘top-down’ agricultural trainings ‘the state’ offered, this ‘participatory’ workshop would not distinguish between teachers and students, he explained. Everyone would both learn and teach, based on their own unique perspectives. Organized peasants and consumers would unite in ‘mutual aid between city and countryside’.

Dong’s critique of the state thus extended to both industrial monoculture and certified-organic farming, which sounded very familiar to me. My own interest in rural development in China was sparked not only by my training in China Studies, which centred on rural politics, but also by my experiences co-organizing food cooperatives in Vienna with students and other activists since 2009. The most active food co-op organizers in Austria at that time were critical of ‘the state’ and imagined ‘social movements’ for ‘food sovereignty’. Through his NGO contacts, Dong was very familiar with globally circulating ‘alternative’ rural development discourses. In anthropology, this discursive distancing of the state has been captured in the notion of ‘boundary work’ (Beek 2012; Thelen, Vetters and Von Benda-Beckmann 2018).

Dong’s boundary work was so effective that some of his former university classmates who worked for NGOs suggested that he should quit his official post, as they feared his position in the township government would impede his engagement in ecological agriculture. These remarks indicated they shared my impression that Dong was not merely fulfilling his duty as a state official but pursuing a different vision for the countryside.

Dong was not the only person who engaged in NGO discourse in this self-styled ‘ecological village’. Village officials, entrepreneurs and other rural citizens also learned to speak of ‘ecological agriculture’, ‘cooperation’ and ‘comprehensive services’ when with outside visitors and potential customers. But not all of them managed to persuade me they stood on ‘our’ side, that of a global social movement. Like me, some of the organized urban consumers who visited the village had doubts about the real reasons why, for example, an entrepreneur had invested in building the cooperative’s rice mill. Thus, NGO discourse was not sufficient evidence of actors’ authentic commitment to this alternative vision.

Avoiding the Taste of the State: Performative Boundary Work

Like me, NGO staff and other urban middle-class citizens saw Dong as positioned on the side of ‘civil society’2 rather than the state. My impression that ‘discursive boundary work’ alone could not explain all that was going on led me to develop this book’s view of the state and the concept of ‘performative boundary work’.

A younger colleague at the township government, who had recently been transferred from another township, told me that Dong’s lifestyle was not typical for a rural state official – someone, he imagined, who would frequently wine and dine, eat meat, drink alcohol, smoke and gamble with his buddies in teahouses, all to build and maintain his ‘guanxi’ (personalistic networks) and climb the hierarchy. Dong Jie, he insisted, was not the type to wine and dine to build his networks.

I agreed, then. But in retrospect, I think Dong knew very well how to build his networks. He invited visitors to the village and to meals. He would often ask a household that was located conveniently to both the village committee’s offices and the cooperative’s vegetable fields to prepare a ‘simple’ meal, with little meat and a lot of vegetables. Meat dishes were usually considered the most important dishes of a proper banquet, but during these meals Dong would emphasize to the visitors that he was vegetarian and explain that he cared about his health and that eating meat was not ecological. He also never offered cigarettes or alcohol to his guests. These small details that made his banquets appear different from those typical of that time and place, and also appealed to me as a food activist from Vienna. Following Pierre Bourdieu (1984) on social distinction, Dong’s taste for ‘simple’ vegetarian meals avoided the image of the official trying to build his networks through wining and dining but also the taste of ‘the state’ for meat-heavy meals and productivist industrial agriculture. Mundane performances like these distinctive banquets marked Dong’s activities as personal commitment and made his discursive distancing of the state effective for an urban middle-class audience, including me.

For others, the way Dong held banquets had nothing to do with the boundary between state and civil society. Before the NGO workshop on ecological agriculture and sustainable living, Dong had asked the usual household to mainly prepare vegetable dishes. A few days later, the field supervisor of the cooperative’s vegetable unit commented on the food that had been offered for workshop participants. During a break, he reported to the workers that only very ‘simple’ dishes including very little meat had been served. In particular, he complained that the classic Sichuan dish Hui Guo Rou (Twice-Cooked Pork) had been prepared with almost no meat. Rather than marking Dong Jie and the other organizers as a civil society alternative to the state, these vegetable dishes marked them as bad – even disrespectful – hosts. Many villagers in Daxi considered Dong an ordinary but somewhat stingy state official who, not unlike his predecessors, tried to make peasants adopt new agricultural technologies.

Similarly, the township government did not consider Dong to be on the side of civil society. He was not regarded as pursuing divergent goals and was never accused of neglecting the work the state paid him to do. Indeed, he was not only not sanctioned but received several awards for his accomplishments, was even offered a promotion, and the township government promoted his initiatives as contributions to the central state aim of ‘building an Ecological Civilization’.

* * *

These brief ethnographic vignettes on participatory rural development show Dong Jie making policy by marking a difference between state and civil society. In front of a wealthy, urban middle-class audience, he performed a clear boundary between the state’s support for industrial and market-oriented agriculture and his own approach to ecological and community-oriented agriculture. Distancing ‘the state’ and successfully positioning himself on the side of ‘civil society’ and ‘community’, he gained access to resources for making policy as a township agronomist. With organized consumers and their purchasing power on his side, Dong had more leverage to make village officials and rural citizens adopt the agricultural practices he advocated.

Since Dong did not make an appearance as a state actor before this Western-oriented segment of the urban middle class, these citizens did not evaluate him through liberal state images. They did not regard him as a potentially ‘corrupt’ state regulator, even though he was building personalized networks with both producers and consumers through banquets. They also did not view Dong as an example of ‘the state’ imposing its will on the farmers and thus restricting their entrepreneurial freedom, but as someone who cared for nature, peasants and consumers. The other side of the coin was that his practices did not change their negative images of ‘the state’: even though these urban citizens valued Dong’s work, they just did not consider him a state actor.

At the same time, other citizens did not see the food Dong chose for banquets as a marker of the state boundary: if they noticed it at all, they just found it a bit strange. For rural citizens, his official title and government job were the markers that aligned him with ‘the state’. Similarly, the township government considered Dong’s distinction between market-oriented and community-oriented unimportant to his initiative of building an ecological village. The involvement of NGOs and consumer associations did not prevent the initiative from demonstrating the township’s successful contribution to a central state goal.

Performed state boundaries – their production, multiplicity and productivity – are at the core of this ethnography of participation in a food network and democratic bureaucracy in a village in Sichuan in the mid-2010s. These projects of citizen participation proved especially productive for exploring boundary work between state and non-state. In this specific setting, various actors who are often retrospectively classified as ‘state’ and ‘civil society’ demanded citizen participation. Government documents and NGO programmes promoted partly overlapping and partly divergent visions for rural development. Sometimes this turned performances of participation into performances of state boundaries (Part I). Moreover, the democratic administration of social benefits required by the central government demanded interactions between officials and other citizens. Performed state boundaries are key to understanding how the line between ‘proper’ and ‘improper’ influence – that is, between participation and corruption – was drawn (Part II). Depending on how state boundaries were performed, practices might appear ‘socialist’ or ‘liberal’ (Chapter 1), ‘transparent’ or ‘corrupt’ (Chapter 2), ‘caring’ or ‘intrusive’ (Chapter 3), ‘democratic’ or ‘paternalist’ (Chapter 4), ‘standardized’ or ‘irregular’ (Chapter 5) and ‘filial’ or ‘individualistic’ (Chapter 6). Therefore, this book approaches the state not as essentialized substance but as performed boundaries that affect classifications of people, judgements of practices and, consequently, the distribution of resources.

In the social sciences, intense theoretical confrontations that are often linked to political struggles and transformations have produced a wealth of competing definitions of the state. Despite significant conceptual differences, a similar problem underlies most approaches to the state. The political scientist Timothy Mitchell (1991: 77) has called this the ‘boundary problem’ and argues that ‘a definition of the state always depends on distinguishing it from society’ and that ‘the line between the two is difficult to draw in practice’. In anthropology, an article titled ‘Blurred Boundaries’ (Gupta 1995) launched the ‘new ethnography of the state’. The blurriness of the state boundary has since become a commonplace and has been explored in depth by several strands of the political anthropology literature using concepts such as intermediation, brokerage, embeddedness or entanglement.

This anthropological work has offered an important counterweight to political science approaches that assumed a clear state boundary and regarded deviations from that norm as signs of ‘corruption’, ‘incomplete state building’ or even ‘failed states’. However, a one-sided attention to blurriness neglects the potential of studying state boundaries. Focusing only on Dong’s intermediary position and the entanglements of township government, NGOs, peasant cooperative and consumer associations misses an important part of how he was making agronomic policy. Adopting the notion of ‘boundary work’ (Gieryn 1983) shifts attention to how actors perform the boundary between what they consider to be inside and what outside of the state. Like Dong, other intermediaries are often also ‘most effective when they discursively distance themselves from the state’ (Thelen, Vetters and Von Benda-Beckmann 2018: 13, my emphasis). As the vignettes above show, speaking the language of only state or only civil society was not always enough to position oneself successfully on one side or the other. Rhetorical style is only one element in the repertoire of performances of state boundaries. I introduce the notion of ‘performative boundary work’ to better capture the material production, multiplicity and productivity of state boundaries.

In the remainder of this introduction, I first present how this book approaches the state conceptually and methodologically through its multiple performed boundaries. Second, I situate the book in the anthropology of China by discussing widespread ideas about the otherness of the Chinese state and showing how claims of authoritarian, socialist or cultural otherness are linked to presumptions about state boundaries. Third, I introduce citizen participation as one productive opportunity for exploring how state boundaries are performed. Fourth, I take the reader to the self-styled ‘ecological village’, where most of the performances described in this book were staged. Finally, brief chapter previews show how attention to performances of state boundaries uncovers overlooked agency in the making of policy.

Performed Distinctions

The state has always been difficult to define. Its boundary with society appears elusive, porous, and mobile. I argue that this elusiveness should not be overcome by sharper definitions but explored as a clue to the state’s nature. (Mitchell 1991: 77)

Anthropological research on the state has tended to emphasize cross-cutting connections and thus the blurriness of both external borders and internal boundaries. While this has produced important theoretical interventions and innovative research perspectives, it has also neglected ethnography’s potential for insights into how actors perform the multiple distinctions between state and non-state before various audiences.3 This book’s approach to the anthropology of the state therefore combines analyses of discursive boundary work and of the performed state to develop the concept of performative boundary work and illuminate the multiplicity of state boundaries.

Appealing Blurriness

External borders – those between states – have attracted much attention in anthropological studies of globalization, migration, citizenship and borderlands. While some have studied the production and productivity of borders (Heyman 1994; Kearney 2004), others have studied them as something to be crossed. Highlighting transnational flows across states’ territorial borders was an important intervention against a deep-seated ‘methodological nationalism’ in the social sciences. Significantly, this methodological nationalism had blinded state theories not only to territorial borders but also the links between state formation and nation building: ‘Western state building was re-imagined as a non-national, civil, republican and liberal experience’ (Wimmer and Glick Schiller 2003: 581). Taking territorial borders for granted thus allowed theorists to concentrate on an internal boundary as a distinctive feature of the modern state.

For Max Weber, producing a sharp boundary between public and private was key to both producing and limiting state power. Weber particularly focused on how a rational constitution normatively regulated officials’ acts by creating ‘the criteria by which specific actions of specific individuals can be qualified as actions of the state so as to distinguish them from actions of private individuals’ (Dusza 1989: 94). An idealized model of this Weberian state has often served as a foil in studies of non-Western states (Steinmetz 1999: 22; Migdal and Schlichte 2005: 3).

In anthropology, internal state boundaries – the lines between state and non-state others – have received very little attention. This claim may appear outrageous: after all, ‘boundaries’ were mentioned in the title of Akhil Gupta’s (1995) seminal article. Yet anthropologists’ analyses often focused on substances that blurred the state boundary: connections traversed the porous boundary, ambivalent feelings and emotions undermined the clear-cut boundary; performances camouflaged the boundary, and images, fictions and illusions made the boundary obsolete altogether (see also the Conclusion).

Paying attention to the blurring of the boundary allowed anthropologists to scrutinize the dominant paradigm. When comparative political theorists have not found the liberal ideal of the state, including a clear separation from society, they have tended to speak of ‘failed’, ‘weak’ or ‘partial’ states. In contrast, anthropologists were among those who developed a pronounced scepticism towards the existence of the state as a ‘substantial entity separate from society’ (Abrams 1988: 61). Gupta (1995: 375) used his ethnographic material on the Indian state to question the ‘Eurocentric distinctions between state and civil society’ and ‘the conceptualization of “the state” as a monolithic and unitary entity’. Anthropologists thus interpretated similar phenomena the other way around: rather than seeing failed non-Western states, they saw failed Western theory.4 Presented as a postcolonial theoretical intervention, the diagnosis of the blurriness of the boundary came with a compelling political-moral message that many anthropologists reproduced.

Such diagnoses of blurriness emerge easily during ethnographic fieldwork. Gupta (1995) used selected Western theories as a foil for studying a non-Western state. But even without such a theoretical straw man, the heat and noise of negotiations, conflicts, tensions and frictions have allowed ethnographers to pinpoint in-between positions and attribute them to a blurred boundary. A certain reading of one poststructuralist text, often quoted in anthropological studies of the state, contributed to translating the ethnographic impulse not to study phenomena without a context into a lopsided overemphasis on blurriness.

In the article ‘The Limits of the State’, Timothy Mitchell (1991) suggested that the ‘boundary problem’ in state theories – scholars’ difficulty in identifying a clear and stable line of distinction between state and society – indicated that the state exists not as a discrete entity but only as an effect.5 Following Mitchell, anthropologists have similarly questioned ‘whether it is empirically possible to identify state and society as separate domains’ (Navaro-Yashin 2002: 132). They have observed that the state ‘is the kind of object that dissolves on close inspection’ (Harvey 2005: 126). But stopping with diagnoses of a blurred state boundary risks overlooking important boundary work that is closely linked to questions of legitimate action and therefore influences access to a variety of resources.

Performative Distancing

For all that, Mitchell’s text can be reinterpreted as an invitation to analyse the state in terms of its boundaries. Acknowledging the elusiveness of the state boundary, he has himself called for studies that ‘examine the detailed political processes through which the uncertain yet powerful distinction between state and society is produced’ (1991: 78). He considers specifically ‘modern’ techniques and practices as producing this boundary: ‘the language of legal practice, the architecture of public buildings, the wearing of military uniforms, or the marking out and policing of frontiers’ (Mitchell 1991: 81). Several anthropologists have heeded this call, typically exploring discursive boundary construction. Yael Navaro-Yashin (2002: chapter 4), for example, has studied how both Islamist and secularist bureaucrats used a state-versus-society discourse in their struggle for state power in the 1980s and 1990s. Both the ‘states at work’ approach (Beek 2012, 2017; Lentz 2014) and the ‘stategraphy’ approach (Thelen, Vetters and Von Benda-Beckmann 2018: 8) respond to Mitchell’s formulation of the boundary problem by introducing the concept of ‘boundary work’ to the anthropology of the state.

While Mitchell provides an example of the boundary between state and economy, stategraphies of welfare and care have explored state images that related to family (Thelen, Thiemann and Roth 2018), civil society (Read 2018) and village community (Thiemann 2024: chapter 2) as non-state others. Ethnographies of states at work, on the other hand, have studied how bureaucrats draw a boundary between themselves and both politicians and civilians (Beek 2012; 2017). Yet, whether the cases are an oil company in Saudi Arabia, a home eldercare project in Serbia supported by Norwegian agencies, volunteers at hospitals in the Czech Republic, or police in Ghana, such studies show how ‘producing and maintaining the distinction between state and society is itself a mechanism that generates resources of power’ (Mitchell 1991: 90).

Anthropologists within the ‘states at work’ framework have focused on ‘normative statements and narratives’ (Lentz 2014: 176) and bureaucratic writing as ‘linguistic boundary work’ (Beek 2017: 82). Stategraphy similarly highlights the ‘ideological boundary’ and the ‘discursive distancing’ of the state (Thelen, Vetters and Von Benda-Beckmann 2018: 8, 11, 13). The discursive dimension of ‘boundary-work’ was already central in the work of Thomas Gieryn (1983), who introduced this concept in Science and Technology Studies to analyse the ‘ideological’ or ‘rhetorical style’ of discursive practices of scientists who attempt to demarcate their own science from others’ non-science.6

By highlighting discourse when studying the state as its boundary, the social scientific discourse on the state and its travels outside of academia have themselves become important parts of the field to be researched. When discussing the works of political scientists, Mitchell (1991: 86) had already pointed out that ‘such writing should be seen as part of the much larger social process of generating the mysterious effect of the state, as a separate, self-willed entity’. The idealized Weberian or liberal image of the state as separate from society continues to be very influential around the world, including in China. But scientific conceptions of a blurred state boundary – most notably those of China’s pre-eminent anthropologist Fei Xiaotong (1910–2005) – also inspired some actors in the rural development efforts under study here.

The importance of discursive boundary work cannot be underestimated. Still, our first ethnographic glimpses of the ecological village of Daxi have already shown that it is not only words – written or spoken, particularly in law – that matter but also acts like eating and substances like food. The concept of ‘performative boundary work’ includes nondiscursive practices and material artefacts as well as actors and audiences in the analyses. Dong Jie’s banquets also demonstrate that state boundaries are performed in unexpected settings, not only through policy creation (Mayrl and Quinn 2016), juridical decisions about corruption – enacted in ‘rituals of separation’ with lists that enumerate ‘rules of separation’ (Bratsis 2006: chapter 3, building on Douglas 1966)7 – or ‘the meticulous organization of space, movement, sequence, and position’ in the army (Mitchell 1991: 92).

The concept of performative boundary work combines growing attention to discursive boundary work with a recently rediscovered interest in performances of the state. This combination avoids limitations of each approach. Building on Clifford Geertz’s (1980) ‘theatre state’ and other studies of state rituals in the 1980s (Ahern 1981; Bloch 1987), studies of both extraordinary spectacles of authority and mundane performances of state power in courts and offices have helped link state images and bureaucratic practices and spotlight state officials and other citizens as both actors and audiences (Rasanayagam, Beyer and Reeves 2014; Jusionyte 2015; Kingsley and Telle 2016). Concepts from ‘new’ ritual theory (Bell 1992) and Erving Goffman’s (1956) interactionism have sharpened ethnographers’ focus on performances of state (Beyer 2014; Sedlenieks 2020b), democracy (Spencer 2007: 72–95; Ismailbekova 2014) and participation (Perreault 2015; Albert 2016).

Approaches to the performed state have mostly continued the new ethnography of the state’s one-sided focus on ‘the processes that make the state appear as an entity’ (Krohn-Hansen and Nustad 2005: 6; emphasis in original). This tendency is above all still ‘seeking to “denaturalize” the state’ (Kingsley and Telle 2016: 173) by asking how ‘performance[s] of politics reproduce, enable, challenge, or naturalize ideologies about the state’ (Rasanayagam, Beyer and Reeves 2014: 11). These studies thus follow Geertz (1980), who has argued that state rituals ‘were not means of representing the state or of masking its true nature but constituted the state’ (Krohn-Hansen and Nustad 2005: 10, emphasis in original); however, they still often end up in the analytical impasse of assuming the truth of the state. Without the theoretical shift from substance to boundaries, they can only ascribe ‘mimicry’, ‘mimesis’, ‘imitation’, ‘camouflage’ and ‘state-like qualities’ to performances of those whom they have categorized a priori as non-state actors. To avoid this analytical dead end, I argue – in parallel to Fredrik Barth’s (1969) move from essentialized cultural substance to ethnic boundaries – for shifting the focus to markers of difference and ‘ways of signalling’ the boundary between state and non-state. Thus reframed, studying the state through performance draws attention to the multifaceted materiality of boundary work.

Performing distinctions between state and non-state requires markers of difference. In principle, almost anything can serve, but in practice there are limited repertoires of stage designs and properties, costumes and characters, scripts and sequences available to actors at specific places and times. Different elements of these repertoires have specific material qualities: some are more durable than others, some easier to acquire and use. Hence, access to these repertoires is unequal. These repertoires of markers of difference explain both the apparent stability of state boundaries and the situational flexibility that allows certain stage designs and props (like assembly halls and official titles) to be put aside when the staging of another powerful scene (like a particular type of banquet) attracts the attention of part of the audience. This plethora of markers of difference also indicates multiple ways of performing state boundaries.

Multiplicity: Ethnography’s Unexploited Potential

Ethnographies of the state have great potential for insights into the different dimensions of multiplicity of performed state boundaries.8 When audiences are kept physically separate – for example, in front and backstage areas – certain markers are visible only to some, not others (segregated multiplicity, see Chapter 1). Different audiences’ uneven familiarity with particular markers further contributes to the multiplicity of state boundaries. Even when audiences are side by side, actors’ practices may appear to some as state acts, to others as non-state acts, and to yet others as having no relevance to this distinction (anaglyphic multiplicity, see Chapter 1).9 State boundaries also multiply because the state is always performed in relation to non-state others. Depending on the situation, these might include kinship, civil society, community, the market or religion (domain multiplicity, see Chapter 2 and 3).

Finally, temporality adds to the multiplicity of state boundaries. Expectations about future performances of state boundaries affect whether bureaucratic practices in the present are assessed as discretion within the boundaries of state policy or as deviation from it (anticipative multiplicity, see Chapter 5). Post hoc classifications by temporally displaced audiences produce still more versions of state boundaries as they engage with traces of markers of difference from earlier performances (folded multiplicity, see Chapters 4).10 Depending on the materiality of these performances, traces may be more or less difficult to recover, unfold or destroy. Textual documentation of laws, regulations and juridical decisions invites late-coming audiences, including social scientists, to retrospective boundary work. This may instantiate state boundaries after the event, when the distinction between state and non-state did not matter before or else was performed differently and through other markers. Dong’s discursive critique and performative avoidance of the state’s taste for meat-heavy productivist industrial agriculture disappeared when the township government represented the ecological village to higher-level officials as the achievement of an agronomist it employed. The kind of food served at the workshop was less persistent than official titles. Over time, previous state boundaries are ‘unfolded’ and ‘folded’ in novel ways to produce new effects.

The methodological limitations of much social science research cause it to mistake markers of difference for state substance or consider only certain well-known ones and thus overlook the multiplicity of state boundaries. In text-based research based on documents or interviews without observations of practices, situationally relevant markers such as official titles and legal categories often appear in hindsight as continuous and substantial attributes of actors and organizations. Ethnographic research centred on participant observation allows social scientists to share situations with actors and audiences and thus to study when such well-known markers of difference are or are not performed and acknowledged as relevant. Moreover, if ethnographers do not assume the state exists as an essential substance but take the proposition of this book that state boundaries are situationally performed in multiple versions seriously, they can discover unexpected markers of the distinction between state and non-state.

That activities and artefacts (like the way Dong Jie hosted banquets) may not mark the boundary between state and society for all calls Mitchell’s main argument about the state effect into question. Mitchell (1991: 82) and many anthropologists following him start by presuming ‘porous edges [aka blurred boundaries] where official practice mixes with the semiofficial and the semiofficial with the unofficial’ and then ask how these are ‘turned into lines of separation, so that the state can stand apart as a discrete, self-directing object’. This question assumes that boundary work is only a resource of power if a coherent image of the state is successfully produced. But Dong’s successful performative distancing of a specific version of the state before one audience increased his influence over another, even though this other audience did not share this image of the state. Taking the multiplicity of performed state boundaries seriously requires us to also look at how different versions sometimes interact and at others exist side by side without interference.

That multiple boundaries are performed into existence does not necessarily mean that state boundaries become blurred. Rather than focusing only on practices that navigate tensions of in-between positions, performative boundary work invites anthropologists to also recognize the specific practices that enable or hinder such tensions to emerge in the first place. If state boundaries are performed successfully for one audience but their markers are not part of the repertoire familiar to another audience, state boundaries multiply without causing often-noted ‘paradoxes’ (Vollebergh, De Koning and Marchesi 2021) or activating repair mechanisms such as irony or cynicism in ‘communities of complicity’ (Steinmüller 2010, 2013; Steinmüller and Brandtstädter 2016). Moving beyond a lopsided emphasis on blurred state boundaries enables anthropology to grasp the productivity, multiplicity and unexpected effects of performative boundary work.

State Boundaries and Multiple Chinas

I observed the performances of state boundaries examined in this book during fifteen months of ethnographic fieldwork within the territorial borders of the People’s Republic of China. But this alone does not make this book a contribution to the anthropology of China. As within other territorial containers, not everything that happens there is enacted as China; even though some scholars produce China as if this was the case. What makes this book a contribution to the anthropology of China as well as to that of the state is that it examines how performances of (internal) state boundaries are sometimes interwoven with different images (or rather ‘versions’)11 of the country. Indeed, state boundaries are often important elements in enactments of China as authoritarian, as socialist or as a cultural other.

While authoritarian and socialist versions of China are enacted by evidencing the lack of a boundary between state and society in opposing ways respectively based on Max Weber and Karl Marx, others have produced a culturalist version of China using historical evidence of a blurred state boundary. Some underline this blurriness as a culturally specific feature by pointing to the Chinese term guojia (国家), which is usually used to translate the English term ‘state’ but may also be translated into English as ‘nation’ or ‘country’.12 Guojia consists of two characters, guo (国) meaning ‘country’ and jia (家) meaning ‘family’ and could be literally translated as ‘a country of families’ (Wei 2006: 24).13

Fei Xiaotong, a student of Bronisław Malinowski’s who became one of China’s most prominent anthropologists and was a source of inspiration for some of the rural development initiatives discussed in this book (see Chapter 2),14 has written about the important role of the gentry as intermediaries who blurred the boundary between state and society in ‘traditional China’:

On the vast continent, with bad communication systems, power is centralized only in name but not in fact. . . . The gentry mediates between the ruler and the ruled. . . . In their official capacity, they are agents of the ruler, but in their private capacity they are closely related to, and share common interests with, the ruled. Herein lies the popular though not thorough check on the absolute and often alien monarch. (Fei 1946: 8–9)

As Fei Xiaotong (1953: 79–81) explains, the officials sent by the central government stopped at the district level. Orders of the emperor, he argues, did not reach individuals or households directly:

When the central government orders the magistrate of the hsien [district] to collect taxes or conscribe services, the latter will send agents to the village to carry out the order. The government order passes unofficially from the hand of the agent to the local headmen, who occupy no official position in the government constitution. The order then will be announced and discussed in the village teashops. All those present may participate. No vote will be taken, but the headman will decide according to the public opinion as well as to his own sense of appropriateness whether the order should be followed. If the decision is in the negative, the agent will be sent back to the magistrate without achieving anything. . . . However, court politics follows on the other hand. The elders of the village will call on the magistrate or ask someone among the town gentry to call on the magistrate for negotiation. Since the gentry have connections with the power hierarchy, the magistrate has to consider their suggestions and modify his order in a way he thinks fit. Sometimes the issue may gradually move up to the monarch himself. Very often, the monarch, to grant some personal favor, intervenes in local affairs in a way contrary to his own decrees. (Fei 1946: 9)

In this culturalist version of China, Fei and other scholars describe the ‘traditional system of government’ as relying on persuasion rather than on coercion. The state–society boundary was thus declared to be ‘alien to Chinese people’ (Wei 2006: 24).

Authoritarian versions of China have been produced and maintained by associating Weberian ideals about a clear-cut state boundary with changing facts and fictions generated within the territorial borders of the People’s Republic over the past few decades. For Weber, the state boundary affected both the production and limitation of modern state power (Dusza 1989: 91–96). For liberal critics, the boundary that protected against state intervention was the key concern. Although they continually accused the Chinese state of not respecting the boundary between public and private, what they rendered relevant as ‘private’ changed over time. During the Mao era, they mainly portrayed the boundary between politics and economy as missing. With the introduction of market elements in the post-Mao era under Deng Xiaoping’s ‘Reform and Opening Up’, they regarded economic institutions as moving closer to the West and shifted the critique to other topics. Attention turned, for example, to the Chinese state’s supposed violation of the boundary between politics and the family through its ‘Family Planning Policy’ (literally ‘Birth Planning’), better known outside of China as the ‘One Child Policy’. With the introduction of village elections, liberal critics used democratic elections in the West as a foil to criticize interventions of higher levels as transgressions of the boundary between state and citizens. Discussions about social movements in China (environmentalism, for example) have decried the lack of a clear boundary between the state and civil society with the ironic acronym GONGO, which stands for ‘government-organized nongovernmental organization’. More recently, outrage about internet censorship and the social credit system has transformed the state boundary element in the association of China as authoritarian by spotlighting the individual.

While the liberal version of the state demands a clear boundary, Marxists, Leninists and Maoists maintain that there should be no boundary between state and society (Grzymala-Busse and Jones Luong 2002: 533–534). Building on the ideas of Marx, Friedrich Engels (1987 [1877–1878]) famously wrote in Anti-Dühring that the state would ‘wither away’ or ‘die out’ in the process of moving from socialism to communism. Lenin (1974 [1917]) picked up this formulation in The State and Revolution, and Marxist-Leninist parties tried to achieve a oneness and sameness of state and society.15 Mao Zedong (1961: 22) criticized ‘a bureaucratic style of work divorced from the masses’, which Maoism sought to counter by promoting mass participation in political life (Gardner 1972). Weintraub (1997: 33) even speaks of ‘Maoist fantasies’ of ‘eliminating any separation between “public” and “private”’.

Clearly, the three versions of China outlined here – authoritarian, culturalist and socialist – come with different, even contrasting, evaluations of state boundaries. Thus, studies’ liberal, socialist or culturalist assumptions usually predetermine their conclusions about ‘the Chinese state’. The fact that all three versions base China’s uniqueness or otherness on how state boundaries are performed makes performative boundary work a powerful lens, one that promises to transcend inadequate culturalist images of a state boundary that is clear in ‘the West’ and blurred in ‘the Rest’, and that may even make visible some surprising similarities, overlaps and slippages between liberalism and socialism.

Liberalism and socialism both have models of ‘proper’ participation. In China, mass participation played a central role in Maoism but declined under Deng Xiaoping in the 1980s and 1990s. Since the 2000s, however, citizen participation has reappeared on the agenda. In rural policy, calls for participation have become ubiquitous since the 2010s. These range from liberal forms of village electoral democracy to socialist and humanitarian models of civic participation in care for certain populations, to forms of participatory bureaucracy such as ‘democratic appraisals’ of applications for state assistance. Citizen participation thus offers abundant opportunities to examine how different actors make policy by marking state boundaries.

Citizen Participation

Some have presented China as an extreme case for participation. When discussing the grand public–private dichotomy, Jeff Weintraub (1997: 16, Fn. 31) describes the Jacobin approach to citizenship and an intensified Leninist vision of ‘having the public entirely submerge the private through the continuous mobilization of civic virtue’. He notes that ‘Maoism attempted the most hyper-Jacobin intensification of participation and public virtue – and wound up, perhaps, most thoroughly burning them out.’ Since the early 2000s, more than three decades after Mao’s death, participation has been back on the agenda in China – if it ever actually was absent. China Studies scholars have noted that ‘a rising number of new policies and regulations . . . explicitly call for more public engagement in local policy implementation’ (Ahlers, Heberer and Schubert 2016: 60). Prior to Covid-19, Anna Ahlers, Thomas Heberer and Gunter Schubert (2016: 64) even spoke of an ‘official “public participation imperative” inherent in contemporary national policy terminology in China’.

Both the central government and NGOs have included calls for citizen participation in development projects and policies that addressed the ‘three-dimensional rural issue’. Wen Tiejun (2001), a leading ‘Chinese New Left’ intellectual, has contributed significantly to this debate. In simplified terms, the concept refers to the relationships between ‘peasants’, ‘the countryside’ and ‘agriculture’ as opposed to economistic rural development approaches that focus only on agricultural economics. Wen, with other intellectuals and activists of the self-styled ‘New Rural Reconstruction Movement’, promotes not only ‘sustainability’, ‘ecological agriculture’, ‘cooperation’ and ‘community building’ but also ‘participation’ (canyu 参与). All these are buzzwords of global development discourse, but the New Rural Reconstruction Movement also references historical experiences in China: especially (as its name shows) the original ‘Rural Reconstruction Movement’ in the 1920s and 1930s,16 but also early collectivization efforts under Mao in the 1950s and the broader East Asian experience with peasant associations (Day and Hale 2007; Day 2008, 2013; Hale 2013).

Around the same time, in 2004, the Chinese Communist Party and the central government of the People’s Republic of China returned their attention from the cities to the countryside with the publication of Document No. 1 (Weigelin-Schwiedrzik 2008). Government programmes to ‘construct a New Socialist Countryside’ and ‘build an Ecological Civilization’ include a diverse set of policies, such as investing in rural infrastructure, resettling villagers, eliminating agricultural taxes, introducing agricultural subsidies, free compulsory education and launching new health and old age insurance schemes – as well as establishing the Rural Minimum Livelihood Guarantee (nongcun zuidi shenghuo baozhang 农村最低生活保障, or dibao 低保) and passing a law on peasant cooperatives. It is the last two policies – with their calls for rural citizens’ participation – that became the focus of my ethnographic research, the one due to a theoretically-informed choice of locality and the other due to ‘serendipity’ (Okely 2012: 23).

My theoretical interest brought me to Daxi Village because I expected government and NGO support for its peasant cooperatives would provide a fertile field of interactions in which to study the negotiation of state boundaries. Once I had settled in, the cancellation of all existing Minimum Livelihood Allowances and the participatory reapplication process unexpectedly drew my attention to attempts to limit and expand that form of state support.

To be sure, the cases of participation examined in the six ethnographic chapters took quite different forms, but all proved instructive in terms of the production, multiplicity and productivity of state boundaries. State support for peasant cooperatives also included offering rewards to the cooperatives with the highest number of peasant members, including that in Daxi Village. Participation as membership was already enshrined in Article 20 of the 2006 ‘Law of the People’s Republic of China on Specialized Peasant Cooperatives’, which stipulates that at least 80 per cent of the members must be ‘peasants’ (in this case meaning citizens with a rural household registration). Both the agrotechnical training centre of Yinhe City’s agricultural bureau and a rural development NGO used Daxi’s peasant cooperative to mobilize peasant participation in their educational projects (Chapter 1). A food blogger was impressed by the participation of middle-class urbanites operating a consumer association’s shop that sold ecological food from Daxi’s peasant cooperative (Chapter 2). The State Council (2016) called for the ‘active participation of social actors’ in the provision of care and affection to China’s ‘rural left-behind children’. Another rural development NGO organized summer camps and called for the ‘participation’ of rural parents and other citizens in these public education activities (Chapter 3).

In 2007, the state introduced the Minimum Livelihood Guarantee for the rural poor. The State Council (2007; 2012) called for the participation of citizens in the bureaucratic administration of this form of state assistance under the heading of ‘democratic appraisal’ of other citizens’ applications. In the cancellation and reapplication process in Qiuling and other townships, participation changed its physical form (from lists of signatures to votes at public meetings), but it was always supposed to be an antidote to corruption, another fruitful field for exploring state boundaries (Chapters 4 to 6). Indeed, Gupta’s ‘Blurred Boundaries’ (1995) studied discourses of corruption, and Michael Herzfeld (2018) has argued that corruption is often seen as ‘too much kinship in the wrong place’ (Thelen and Alber 2018: 6). As the boundaries between state and family are not a given but must be performed situationally to be made effective, the way they are performed may turn ‘proper’ ways of influencing state policy into ‘improper’ ones – participation into corruption and vice versa – and shift the ground below actors’ feet.

At first glance, these diverse notions of participation do not match liberal images of ‘political participation’ and ‘democracy’.17 In mainstream genealogies, participation is often construed as a right and traced back to the Enlightenment and the secularization of European society through bourgeois emancipation in the eighteenth and nineteenth century. Yet, it turns out that many theories and studies of political participation are connected to a narrative about a ‘lack of participation’ and ‘political apathy’ (MacLennan 1995), and imperatives to do something to change this. Against such negative evaluations, Jessica Greenberg (2010) has stressed that nonparticipation is not necessarily passive but can also be understood as an active act of rejection. From this perspective, participation appears less as a democratic right and, increasingly, as a duty, even in the case of ‘democratic elections’, the liberal textbook example of political participation.18 The forms of participation examined in this book should then not be interpreted as a strange Chinese exception but as specific articulations of an inherent tension between participation as a right and as a duty.

An Ethnography of Performed State Boundaries

My exploration of performed state boundaries in participatory rural development and democratic bureaucracy builds on fifteen months of ethnographic fieldwork conducted from 2013 to 2015, mainly in Sichuan Province. Participant observation was a key step in exploring repertoires of performed distinctions and beginning to understand the productivity of state boundaries in their multiplicity. This section introduces my field site, its rural development strategy and its residents’ livelihood and discusses my research methods and interactions with research participants. Most of this fieldwork took place in the village I will call Daxi.

‘Welcome to the Ecological Village’

The village of Daxi has about 1,500 inhabitants divided into nine ‘villagers’ groups’ and is located in the Sichuan basin within the jurisdiction of Qiuling Township and the county-level city Yinhe.19 I first arrived in Daxi Village in autumn of 2013. It was the last of the eight villages I had visited on my trip through Beijing, Hebei, Henan, Shanxi and Sichuan Provinces. Based on my contacts from previous research on the New Rural Reconstruction Movement (Lammer 2012), I had planned my route with help from the staff of a rural development NGO based in the suburbs of Beijing. This NGO had stationed volunteers in each of the first seven villages for a year to support peasant organizations, most of which practised ‘ecological agriculture’, and to introduce what they imagined to be ‘economic’, ‘cultural’ and ‘social cooperation’ among the ‘peasants’. As I have described, Daxi Village also promotes such organizations on the signs outside the village committee’s office. Although this NGO was not active there, some of the staff who had visited previously knew Dong Jie, so my stay there was arranged through him. After we met at another Beijing-based NGO’s workshop in Shanxi, he alerted the village party secretary, Wang Zhaochen, that a student from Austria would be coming to study the village’s ecological agriculture and peasant cooperative. Secretary Wang, in turn, called a family who had previously hosted students who were studying both the village’s well-established methane gas project and its relatively new transition to ecological agriculture. This process already hints at Dong Jie’s pivotal role as a ‘stranger-handler’ who connects outside actors to the village.

As already mentioned, Dong Jie had founded the peasant cooperative that was now managed by the village committee. Meanwhile, Secretary Wang had persuaded his old schoolmate Wen Erqiang, an entrepreneur in the neighbouring market town, to invest in the village by building a rice mill. Dong Jie organized trainings in ecological rice cultivation, after which the village leaders organized production at villagers’ group meetings. Starting with only one group, they expanded to others during the following years. Villagers could sell any rice to the cooperative that they cultivated according to the ‘green’ certification standard, but most kept the majority of their harvests for their own consumption and only sold a small share to the cooperative. Some households planted additional rice on the land of people who had moved away from the village, but no one cultivated more than eight mu of land (about 0.5 ha). As well as processing and marketing rice, the cooperative operated a vegetable unit that employed four to five day labourers in 2013 and up to ten after expanding in 2014, but it struggled to find a market for its ‘ecological’ and ‘green’ agricultural products. Dong Jie played a central role in linking this self-styled ecological village and its cooperative with rural development NGOs and urban middle-class consumers organized in associations in Chengdu. I use the term ‘food network’ as a shorthand for this web of organizations concerned with the production, distribution and consumption of what they considered ‘healthy’ and ‘ecological’ food. How state boundaries were performed through the participation of peasants, consumers and parents in this food network is the topic of the first part of this book.

Livelihood

After considering the possibilities for my accommodation, Party Secretary Wang approached Lei Wenyong and his wife Chen Yongmin, a couple in their forties who had recently built a second storey onto their house. This upper floor was seldom used: they lived downstairs, and both their children worked elsewhere – the daughter in a shop about ten kilometres away in Yinhe City, and the son on a construction site in the provincial capital of Chengdu. Many relatively young people migrated from Daxi to big cities to work, and Lei Wenyong and Chen Yongmin were unusual for couples their age in that neither worked outside the village. They were also the only couple in their forties in their villagers’ group supported solely by agriculture, with no wage labour or non-agricultural small business income. Instead, they made their living from fattening pigs and selling their homegrown produce in Yinhe City or neighbouring villages to which Lei Wenyong travelled every morning on his small moped with two big bamboo baskets filled with mandarins and oranges in winter and with vegetables in summer. Although no other couple their age relied solely on agriculture, almost all households planted rice for their own consumption. Many also planted maize, wheat, rapeseed or sweet potatoes, grew mandarin oranges in hillside groves, or raised a few chickens and ducks at home. Several other households still fattened a pig or two, though not as many as before a recent crash in the market price. My stay in Daxi Village supplemented Lei Wenyong and Chen Yongmin’s ‘multi-functional agriculture’ (Ploeg 2008) with rental income.

Yinhe City and the surrounding area in the Sichuan basin experienced high immigration from other provinces, such as Guangdong and Hunan, during the Ming (1368–1644) and Qing (1644–1912) dynasties. These roots are recorded in Daxi Village in genealogy books published by clan organizations since the late 1990s. Today, the vast majority of those living in Yinhe are registered as Han Chinese: 99.95 per cent according to official statistics.

Due to its proximity to Chengdu (only about one hour by bus), Yinhe City’s public finances have been treated like a prefecture-level city’s since the 2000s. It is flourishing economically, and one often sees expensive foreign cars in the streets compared to similar-sized cities in Sichuan Province. However, most people get around by motorbike, electric scooter, microvan, tricycle truck or public transport. Many thirty-storey apartment buildings have been constructed along the big river during the last few years, levelling hills and replacing agricultural land and whole villages and factories with huge new squares and boulevards.

Construction still seemed to be booming in 2015, but builders, plasterers and painters from Daxi Village had started to complain about a decline in employment opportunities in the industry. Members of the villagers’ group of the neighbourhood where I stayed prided themselves on their skills in this sector. Other villagers, who commuted to Yinhe City daily, worked in the service industry: for example, as cooks or waitresses. Still others operated small businesses in the village or the nearby market town. Many people in their twenties, thirties and forties worked further away, in Chengdu or even Guangzhou, Shanghai and Beijing.

While bicycles had been the most common means of transportation in the 1990s, almost all the men in the village have owned mopeds or motorbikes since the 2000s, some of them three-wheelers with a cargo platform. Some women had electric scooters. In the villagers’ group where I stayed, only two households had access to cars: the party secretary and his son used the cooperative’s microvan and pickup truck, and one of the three butchers owned a van for transporting pigs. Many women and elderly people did not have their own vehicle and walked the three kilometres to town on market days.

Infrastructure included one main village road, several side roads, a kindergarten and primary school, the village square and its office building and assembly hall, and several ponds owned collectively by villagers’ groups and rented to villagers or outsiders for fishing or cultivating lotus root. In almost each villagers’ group, one or more households operated simple teahouses, where villagers gathered to socialize and play mah-jong or cards: the game ‘fighting the landlord’ was especially popular. At small shops, children could buy candy and adults cigarettes and daily necessities.

In the 1990s, villagers had started to build houses along the village road. Many had left their Mao-era houses, which were built of adobe with dirt floors, and thatched straw roofs, for new brick houses with concrete floors. As people’s incomes increased through migrant labour in the 2000s, they tiled their exterior walls and acquired colour (more recently, flatscreen) TVs, refrigerators, electric fans (and sometimes air conditioners), water purifiers and rooftop solar water heaters. About a quarter of the forty households in the villagers’ group were said to have bought a flat in Yinhe City for a child. However, not all villagers had kept up with this rise in living standards. Some continued to live in the old adobe houses. While many benefited from economic growth, there were thirty-one households in Daxi Village living on the state’s Rural Minimum Livelihood Allowance in 2015. How state boundaries were performed through citizens’ participation in the bureaucratic administration of applications for this form of state assistance is at the centre of the second part of this book.

Ethnographic Method and Research Interactions

For grasping the situational multiplicity of state boundaries, ethnography has a pronounced advantage over other methods. Being personally present in social situations offers researchers opportunities to understand which markers of the state and non-state distinction are becoming relevant. On the one hand, I observed boundary work taking place when I most expected it. During my time in Daxi Village, I attended the frequent meetings of villagers’ groups and the village committee and the cooperative’s, which took place less regularly. Although I repeatedly expressed my interest in these meetings to the village party secretary and the village leader, they rarely informed me in advance. Sometimes this was by phone, but often they just stopped by on their way, since I lived near the village offices. Two especially engaged leaders of villagers’ groups more proactively invited me to their meetings. Often, I learned about meetings at short notice when I chanced to meet village officials or from my hosts and their neighbours. My participation was sometimes welcomed but always accepted. I was never excluded and often received patient answers to my follow-up questions about my observations during breaks or after the meetings, unless village officials had more pressing things to do. Only once, when some higher-level officials had come to the village, did these officials ask me to leave the office for a moment. Besides participating in meetings, I joined visitor tours of the ecological village as often as I could and attended agricultural trainings offered by the county agricultural bureau and an NGO. Dong Jie initiated, coordinated or conducted many of these tours and workshops and usually informed me about them well in advance, sometimes asking me to help set up. These were also productive opportunities for observing how state boundaries were performed.

The rest of the time, I helped with agricultural work at the cooperative’s vegetable unit and rice mill and in villagers’ private fields, or chatted at the villagers’ group’s teahouse. While this participant observation might not seem related to boundary work, one key insight of this book would not have been possible without it: it was during a break in the vegetable fields that I heard the supervisor’s then seemingly insignificant complaint about the food at the NGO workshop that led me later to realize how boundary work was not only discursive but performed and that state boundaries were multiple.

While Daxi Village served as the base for my ethnographic explorations, I combined this rather ‘traditional’ single-sited fieldwork with some of the tracking strategies of multi-sited ethnography (G. Marcus 1995). I followed the cooperative’s ecological products to trade fairs, farmers’ markets and consumer association shops in bigger cities, and I accompanied peasant cooperative members on visits to projects in other villages and at conferences about peasant associations and ecological agriculture. In comparison to the village meetings, which were not so obviously related to my interest in ecological agriculture and peasant cooperatives, Secretary Wang frequently remembered to invite me to join him and other active cooperative members in attending such events.

In addition, I had many conversations in which I tried to evoke their state images and hear their perspectives and reflections on observed events and earlier state practices that had happened before my fieldwork. Few of these conversations were formal interviews. Indeed, when I was halfway through my fieldwork, a villager wondered when I would finally start my research. Some students who had visited the village before to conduct ‘fieldwork’ on the methane gas project had carried out a standardized household survey that had obviously shaped villagers’ expectations about ‘proper’ social science research. Prearranged, recorded interviews worked well with township and village officials, organized urban consumers and some rural citizens, especially the few who were or had once been actively engaged in communal tasks. However, others who were reluctant to be interviewed were relaxed and talkative in less formal settings. Rather than expanding further on these general statements about the research process at this point, I will provide relevant information on the source of specific data and reflect on my interactions with research participants throughout the book.

To protect research participants, I have used pseudonyms for all persons and organizations and for places below the provincial level. In one case, I have changed personal details to avoid possibly identifying those involved and affecting their personal relationships. I have also tried to anticipate potential political risks for research participants, especially the potential consequences of documenting bureaucratic workarounds or deviations from directives and rules in the making of social policy. In the worst case, this might endanger the careers of officials or the material welfare of beneficiaries. To minimize these risks, I tried to find out what relevant actors already knew. Moreover, much of what I disclose has already been addressed by the township government, particularly regarding the cancellations, reapplications and reapprovals of benefits. As for the self-styled ecological village’s rural development strategy, documenting non-ecological practices could potentially create distrust among customers and impair the cooperative’s reputation. Again, what I describe was also seen by customers who visited it themselves, as I will discuss, and pointing out current shortcomings was even part of Dong Jie’s approach to creating trust among visitors.

Besides documenting my own observations and conversations, I collected documents and publications from Daxi Village’s peasant cooperative and other organizations in the food network, as well as central and local state documents on peasant cooperatives and the administration of dibao. But key to this study of the state as its boundaries has been participant observation to get at performed distinctions between state and non-state. The notion of performative boundary work directed my attention to repertoires of stage designs and properties, costumes and characters, scripts and sequences and allowed me to generate data about performances of state boundaries.

Upcoming Performances: Overview of the Book

The book is organized into two parts that demonstrate how performed state boundaries create resources for developing an ecological village and making social policy. The first explores how participation itself was performed in specific ways to mark the difference between state and civil society. The second examines how state boundaries were performed when citizens participated in the democratic administration of dibao. Taken together, the six chapters testify to the multiplicity and productivity of performed state boundaries, uncovering often overlooked forms of agency in the making of policy.

Part I: State Boundaries in a Food Network

The first part shows, in three chapters, how Dong Jie, NGO staff and other urban middle-class citizens distanced the state when pursuing globally travelling visions of rural development such as sustainability, cooperation, community building, ecological agriculture (Chapters 1 and 2) and intensive mothering (Chapter 3). In each case, I follow the contrasts they articulated between state and non-state and study the specific ways they staged the participation of peasants (Chapter 1), consumers (Chapter 2) and parents (Chapter 3).

These chapters argue that these performances of participation became markers of state boundaries themselves, but sometimes only for certain audiences. Dong Jie’s promotion of peasant participation made him part of global civil society to some but a good Maoist state official to others (Chapter 1). For middle-class citizens organized in consumer associations, Dong was positioned on the side of civil society and community rather than the state. Therefore, his personal relations with producers appeared to them to promote transparency about ecological agriculture in their food network, even though they saw personal relations between state officials and producers as potentially corrupting the state’s organic certification schemes (Chapter 2). While these urban middle-class citizens were critical of state intervention in family life, they did not consider the promotion of intensive parenting ideals as intrusion into rural families, because rural community education projects were staged as mother society’s care for ‘rural left-behind children’ (Chapter 3). Besides documenting this multiplication of state boundaries and their consequences, these chapters also show how different versions of state boundaries interacted – sometimes without causing tensions.

Part II: State Boundaries in Democratic Bureaucracy

The second part’s three chapters concentrate on how state boundaries were performed to make or reject claims in the democratic administration of the Minimum Livelihood Guarantee (dibao). In list-making and public meetings where citizen participation was performed, boundaries were also performed: between state (as bureaucracy) and community (Chapters 4 and 5), between state (as central government) and bureaucracy (Chapter 5), and also between state and family (Chapter 6). In this second part, tensions first aroused my attention: rural citizens complaining about a dibao application from ‘undeserving’ neighbours that they themselves had just supported with their signatures (Chapter 4); village officials calling dibao applicants stupid because of different expectations about the upcoming standardization process (Chapter 5); and the paradox of central state documents and township officials bemoaning both the persistence of familism (‘corruption’) and its supposed decline (‘lack of household responsibility’) when justifying the push to standardize dibao administration (Chapter 6). Such tensions have often invited anthropologists of the state to diagnose a blurred state boundary and in-between positions of people who were at the same time bureaucrats and neighbours (Chapter 4), representatives of the state and of the community (Chapter 5), or bureaucrats and relatives (Chapter 6). Yet what may appear in retrospect as continuous blurriness is often the multiplication of performed state boundaries at different points in time.

The second part, therefore, explores the multiplicity of state boundaries by shifting attention from simultaneity to temporality. Past performances of state boundaries became ‘folded in objects’ (M’charek 2014) like the lists of signatures intended to confirm citizens’ approval of dibao applications (Chapter 4). Later, questions were raised, recorded performances declared invalid, and state boundaries had to be performed anew. In the push for standardization in Daxi Village in 2015, expectations about future performances of state boundaries shaped the success of boundary work in the present (Chapter 5). In this renegotiation of care responsibilities between state and family (Chapter 6), the boundary was marked with the results of ‘kinship measurements’ (Thelen and Lammer 2021). Over time, different ways of measuring produced an apparent circularity: bureaucratic standardization was justified both with ‘too much family’ and ‘not enough family’. Rather than indicating ‘mistakes’, this circular argument hints at the multiple state boundaries produced through measured kinship.

Read together, these chapters suggest that it is time for anthropology to move beyond diagnosing a blurred state boundary.20 The book’s conclusion argues that focusing on the production, multiplicity and productivity of state boundaries avoids the pitfalls of studying the state as substance, no matter whether the analysed substance is solid (as is often the case in political science) or leaking through porous boundaries (as in anthropology). Attention to boundaries offers opportunities to reconnect fields of studies – for example, political anthropology with kinship studies – by spotlighting the relationality between state and various non-state others.

While this ethnography follows Mitchell (1991: 77) in taking the ‘boundary problem’ as hinting at the nature of the state, it suggests that this nature is multiple. Rather than assuming performative boundary work always has the effect of making the state appear to be a coherent entity above society, this book explores how the same actors and activities simultaneously stand inside and outside of the state for different audiences. Attending to the multiple versions of state boundaries can bring to light often overlooked practices that make policy not through open conflict but by preventing tensions from developing in the first place. It also shows how easily actors and their practices can be turned into something else, or even something opposite – liberalism into socialism, corruption into transparency, intervention into care, democracy into paternalism, standardization into deviation, traditional filial piety into modern individualism – because boundary work makes their ground change below their feet.

Notes

1. I have anonymized names of places below the provincial level, as well as names of persons and organizations directly involved in the village, the local administration and the food network under study. Unless otherwise noted, all translations from Chinese to English are mine. For relevant terms, Chinese characters and transcriptions in Hanyu-Pinyin are included in brackets.

2. Several Chinese terms can be translated as ‘civil society’. The term used in the food network under study was minjian shehui (民间社会), not gongmin shehui (公民社会). While minjian shehui refers to nongovernmental organizations among the people, gongmin shehui refers to matters of free speech and other civic rights. Giving multiple meanings to the term ‘civil society’ is not unique to China (see Hann 1996).

3. See also Jan Beek (2012: 553–554) for a discussion of other limitations emerging from the one-sided focus on blurred boundaries.

4. In his rejection of Eurocentrism, Gupta appears to take it for granted that in the Western context a clear boundary actually does separate state and society, rather than questioning whether Western scholarship is also projecting images on the West. Thus, Anthony Marcus (2008: 68) criticizes him for his monolithic understanding of Western state theory that ignores empirical research in Western scholarly traditions, such as American pluralism and Marxism, which do not postulate a strict distinction between state and society.

5. Mitchell and Nicos Poulantzas (1980) start from opposed assumptions of what structure is. While for Mitchell the state is experienced by citizens and officials alike as if it existed as a coherent structure, Poulantzas sees citizens, officials and scholars as faced with the messiness of manifold practices, discourses and material artefacts, from which they must discern their structured possibilities for agency in political struggles, and from which social scientists need to infer what the invisible, underlying but causally effective structure of the state – the relationship of forces and their material condensations – might look like. For Mitchell, state structure is obvious: it is an empirically experienced effect of practices that imposes itself on actors. For Poulantzas, state structure is both not directly observable and requires much practical and scientific effort to discern.

6. Gieryn (1999: 23) argued that ‘boundary-work is strategic practical action’. Bruno Latour and Steven Woolgar (1986: 21–23) similarly characterized scientists’ distinction between the social and the scientific as a ‘resource’ for actors in the laboratory.

7. Looking at the ethical rules of the US House of Representatives, political scientist Peter Bratsis (2006) wonders why the limit for allowable gifts should be set at exactly fifty dollars, no higher and no lower; why privately sponsored travel has four-day and seven-day limits, no more and no less; and why additional earned income is limited to $21,765 and not to $21,764 or $21,766. While many rationalizations might be given, he concludes that the main reason for these amounts is simply ‘that there is a limit, so that there is a rule of separation’ (Bratsis 2006: 64).

8. My take on multiplicity is inspired by material semiotics (Mol 2002; M’charek 2013).

9. Anaglyphic images require both colour-coded images and colour-decoding glasses to make a three-dimensional image emerge. Anaglyphic multiplicity refers to state boundaries that are performed through repertoires of markers of difference that can only be decoded by one part of an audience but not another.

10. On folded objects and the politics of folding, unfolding and refolding the histories contained in such objects, see M’charek (2014).

11. In the book project China Multiple (Lammer, Lazzarotti and Pettier, in preparation) of the Scientific Network ‘Anthropology and China(s)’ funded by the German Research Association (DFG), we approach China as a multiple object that various actors inside and outside of academia enact in different ‘versions’. Using this term rather than ‘images’ (or ‘representations’) highlights the specific material composition that affects the interactions of overlapping and competing Chinas. Focusing on the content of a plurality of representations alone overlooks the different sets of embodied skills (e.g. language proficiency), types of data, methodologies and technologies, and thus resources necessary for producing, stabilizing and challenging different versions of China.

12. Guo (国) is often translated as ‘country’, ‘state’ or ‘nation’. The original character was 國, which is often interpreted as consisting of an inside, the 或, surrounded by a border, the 囗. The inside is said to depict a territory 口 protected by a wall 一 and weapons 戈. During the Song dynasty (960–1279), the simple form 国 was introduced, with jade 玉 becoming the value protected inside. Another variant of guo has the king 王 in its middle: 囯. The second term jia (家) is often translated as ‘family’, ‘household’, ‘house of the family’ or ‘home’. The character is often thought to depict a roof 宀 under which a pig 豕 finds shelter. According to Xiang Biao (2010), the Chinese term guojia represents a highly abstract notion that does not separate out the territorial notion of country (diyu yiyishang de guodu 地域意义上的国度), the community of the nation (minzu gongtongti 民族共同体), the apparatus of violent domination (baoli tongzhi jiqi 暴力统治机器) and the administrative organization of the government (xingzheng zhixing jigou 行政执行机构).

13. Chapters 3 and 6 examine how boundaries between state and family are performed in the care for the ‘rural left-behind child’ and the ‘democratic administration’ of state assistance.

14. The agricultural economist Wen Tiejun has been among the most influential intellectuals of the rural development movement in China. In his writing, Wen also draws extensively on Fei Xiaotong’s work. When I met him at the School of Agricultural Economics and Rural Development of Renmin University of China in 2013 and explained my research project about state boundaries to him, his first reaction was that in China the boundary between state and society was blurred.

15. Critics of totalitarianism have argued that, contrary to Leninist claims about the state withering away, one-party rule had instead led to ‘the withering away of society’ (Meuschel [1992: 10] quoted in English translation by Ross 2002: 47).

16. This cooperative movement promoted a vision for the Chinese countryside that differed from the projects of both the Nationalist and the Communist Party. The most prominent leaders of the movement were Liang Shuming (Alitto 1979) and James Yen (Hayford 1990).

17. Due to the modernist academic division of labour, ‘political participation’ – like the state – has long been the topic of political scientists and sociologists. Participation only began to attract anthropologists’ attention in the 1990s, but it focused on ‘participatory development’ in the South, not on elections. Only with the new millennium have some anthropologists finally begun to study ‘participatory democracy’ (Perreault 2015; Albert 2016), but still in the South, in Latin America.

18. In fact, in a volume on the ‘tyranny’ of participation in development (Cooke and Kothari 2001), Heiko Henkel and Roderick Stirrat (2001: 174) had already challenged the standard genealogy of participation, tracing its origins to the Protestant Reformation in the sixteenth century and pointing out that participation as a spiritual duty goes even further back than participation as a political right.

19. Since the dismantling of the People’s Communes in the 1980s, the ‘village committee’ (cunmin weiyuanhui 村民委员会) has been defined as a ‘self-governed’ or ‘autonomous’ (zizhi 自治) unit in the countryside outside of and below the five levels of the state: ‘centre’ (zhongyang 中央), ‘province’ (sheng 省), ‘city’ (shi 市), ‘county’ (xian 县) and ‘township’ (zhen 镇). In the late 1980s, villagers in China started to elect the members of the ‘village committee’ and the ‘head of the village committee’ (cunmin weiyuanhui zhuren 村民委员会主任). Citizens in Daxi Village often referred to the head of the village committee, who was responsible for village administration, as the ‘village leader’ (cunzhang 村长). Villages are further divided into ‘villagers’ groups’ (cunmin xiaozu 村民小组). Daxi Village, for example, is split into nine of these administrative sub-units, comprising about twenty to fifty households each. In the current official terminology, each villagers’ group is led by a ‘group leader’ (zuzhang 组长), but citizens almost always use the older terminology of the Mao era ‘production groups’ (shengchandui 生产队), in which the person in this position was called ‘(production) group leader’ (duizhang 队长). Since 2015, the five members of Daxi’s village committee, and (more recently) the nine leaders of the villagers’ groups, have received a small stipend from the township administration.

20. Almost three decades after ‘Blurred Boundaries’ appeared in the American Ethnologist (Gupta 1995), the American Anthropological Association’s flagship journal is still publishing articles that expand on blurriness as anthropology’s core concept for studying the state (for example, Akarsu 2020). Most notably, Natasha Raheja (2024) has suggested reframing blurriness as ‘fuzziness’ to capture the ‘multisensory indistinction’ of the state.


PART I.

State Boundaries in a Food Network

1

Participation and Anaglyphic Boundary Repertoires

Introduction

I first met Dong Jie at a workshop for rural social workers that was conducted by a Beijing-based rural development NGO and hosted by a peasant association in Shanxi Province in the autumn of 2013. During the lunch break, he introduced himself to me and other participants as the founder of a ‘peasant cooperative’ in a village in Sichuan. He proudly told us that the cooperative had four hundred member households and emphasized that the whole village participated, citing the many successful ‘participatory trainings’ (canyushi peixun 参与式培训) it had offered during its startup phase. As I learned during the following months of ethnographic fieldwork, this emphasis on participation was typical of how Dong Jie represented the peasant cooperative to outside, mainly urban middle-class, visitors.

An ethnographer could introduce readers to this key actor in the following, apparently unproblematic, way: Dong Jie is the 43-year-old agronomist of Qiuling Township. He also serves as the party secretary of another village in the township, a position to which he was assigned as an outsider because of internal conflicts there in 2014. Married and the father of a teenage daughter, he lives with his elderly parents in an apartment a few minutes’ walk from the township’s administrative offices, about ten kilometres from Daxi Village. He began working at the township’s agrotechnical station about twenty years ago, immediately after completing his studies in pomology at a forestry university in another province.

However, Dong later presented himself to me, NGO staff and organized urban middle-class consumers as not a state actor but a critic of ‘the state’s’ approach to agriculture. He criticized its support for ‘modern agriculture’, pointing to the problematic consequences of its promotion of ‘chemical fertilizer’ and ‘agrochemicals’. He also disparaged its ‘law on specialized peasant cooperatives’ and ‘organic certification schemes’ for focusing on the production of commodities and making money. He argued that ‘peasants’ should not rely on state programmes funding such cooperatives and certification schemes. Instead he followed the discourse of the New Rural Reconstruction Movement and promoted what intellectuals and NGOs involved in the movement called ‘comprehensive’ peasant cooperatives, which offered social and cultural services alongside economic and financial cooperation. This comprehensive cooperation was thought to build ‘community’ and ‘civil society’, as organized peasants and consumers would unite in providing ‘mutual aid between city and countryside’. Dong Jie represented these goals as different from those of the state. His aim was to transform the peasants’ values and perspectives on ecology rather than induce them to practise organic agriculture through monetary incentives. ‘Participatory education’, in contrast to the ‘top-down’ education offered by the state would be the key to this envisioned change.

A State Official’s Dong Jie’s Distancing of the State

This might suggest the following argument: Above we see a state official closely cooperating with NGOs. Studies of Chinese politics suggest that this is not unusual but part of a broader trend, noting that ‘individual government bureaucrats and offices often develop very close partnerships with Chinese NGOs’ (Hsu 2017: 14). In this case, we simultaneously see not only a blurring of the boundary between state and non-state by an intermediary but, paradoxically, a state official discursively distancing himself from the state while trying to connect urban middle-class consumers to the village’s cooperative in an emerging food network.

It is sometimes difficult to find the proper words to approach the state through its boundaries. Following the ethnographic practice of contextualizing actors and events, the introductory note above offers an initial description of Dong Jie. It is inevitably narrow, but the holistic ambition to paint a comprehensive picture that covers both his professional and family life is still visible. This puts something in front of the curtain that is irrelevant or even invisible to some audiences of Dong Jie’s performative distancing of the state.

The tempting argument about a state actor distancing the state does something that is routine in many studies of politics across the social sciences. It transforms, in hindsight, markers of difference into substantial attributes: instead of examining, it assumes that select markers such as an official title and being on the payroll of the township are indeed continuously relevant and thus transforms situationally performed state boundaries into continuous state substance.1 Thus, the argument invites the reader to follow the initial diagnosis of simultaneous and apparently contradictory processes of blurring and sharpening the state boundary. This kind of discursive framing overlooks the potential of studying performed state boundaries in their situatedness and multiplicity.

In this chapter, I suggest that state boundaries multiply without being blurred when audiences have differentiated access to performances of state boundaries or differentiated familiarity with repertoires of boundary markers. In such cases, an actor may simultaneously stand inside and outside of the state without taking an intermediary position that would demand the navigation of tensions.

This argument emerges from my exploration of repertoires of performed state boundaries in educational events for peasants. It starts from how Dong Jie explained the contrast between the agricultural trainings offered by the state and those offered by rural development NGOs to me and other organized urban middle-class consumers. As I turn to these events, it will become clear that boundary work is not solely discursive but that the boundary is also performed through rituals. These performances of state boundaries enabled access to organizations that valued peasant participation and offered resources for projects with peasant participants.

Dong Jie’s pursuit of peasant participation in agronomy did not blur the boundary between state and civil society. Rather, his participatory style of agronomy was valued by different audiences – both colleagues at the township government familiar with Mao’s ‘mass line’ and a Western-oriented segment of the urban middle-class familiar with globally circulating buzzwords and models of participatory rural development. Notably, the very same practices made Dong a good state official for one audience and a valuable part of civil society for the other.

Moreover, this case was not just another example of ‘Chinese politics’ simply because it was happening within the territorial boundaries of the People’s Republic of China. Prevalent images of China may invite interpretations of Dong’s agronomic practices as a typically Chinese – whether cultural or socialist – blurring of the state boundary, this time in an alternative food network. Instead, I argue that at least two versions of China emerged. Dong’s practices were enacted as a revival of a past Maoist China by one audience and as a globally travelling alternative to the present Chinese state by the other. This, and also the phenomenon of Dong’s duality as state and non-state actor not causing tension was made possible by the multiplicity of repertoires through which state boundaries were performed. The conclusion introduces the notions ‘segregated multiplicity’ and ‘anaglyphic multiplicity’ to develop a vocabulary for grasping how different versions of performed state boundaries interact. Furthermore, it suggests that – apart from differently performed state boundaries – Maoism and the liberal global participation buzz share more than commonly acknowledged. Although the NGO’s participatory education might at first glance appear to be a Western import, we may well be seeing the return of Mao’s idea of the ‘mass line’, transformed by long travel and arriving in a transformed setting as well.

Bringing Performative Boundary Work to Agro-food Studies

Agro-food Studies has mainly investigated so-called alternative food movements in the West, interpreting their emergence as expressing a shift in governance mechanisms from state to civil society (Renting, Schermer and Rossi 2012). As argued in the introduction, a clear-cut dichotomy between state and civil society plays a prominent role in dominant liberal Western self-images (Hann 1996). This has led to diagnoses of a blurred boundary as a failure to separate state and society or a mark of the weakness of civil society in non-Western countries. Indeed, some authors have interpreted food initiatives in China as ‘less alternative’ as well as a sign of a ‘weak civil society’ due to interventions by and entanglements with the state (Scott et al. 2014; Si, Schumilas and Scott 2015).2 While I agree with some of their other characterizations of Chinese food movements,3 my study challenges this mapping of difference based on the state-versus-society framework. Such an approach mainly reproduces the dominant Western liberal self-image rather than contributing to our understanding of what is happening on the ground in both China and the West.

Such diagnoses of ‘weak’ or ‘failing’ non-Western civil societies have also been invited by work in Agro-food Studies that has tended to overlook the role of the state. This has been pointed out by Jakob Klein, Yuson Jung and Melissa Caldwell (2014: 13), who question ‘whether the ideological and spatial distancing that is presumed to exist in alternative food movements based in advanced capitalist societies is, in fact, real’ and conclude that it is more likely a ‘myth’: ‘alternative food movements . . . require state support and market structures in order to function and be legitimized’.

Instead of assuming that state and society are (or should be) distinct entities and may be either strong or weak, or that the distancing is only a ‘myth’, this chapter attempts to move beyond one-sided commitments to either a sharp or a blurred state boundary by paying attention to the production and multiplicity of performed state boundaries as outlined above. Before analysing the agricultural trainings offered by state and NGOs, I will sketch the specific historical setting in which these performances took place.

Accessing Resources through Peasant Participation

What sources of funding were available when someone like Dong Jie wanted to pursue participatory rural development in Sichuan in the 2010s? Scholars of contemporary Chinese politics have noted that close cooperation between local state and NGOs was not uncommon at that time (Hsu 2017: 14). This section asks what made founding a peasant cooperative and collaborating with rural development NGOs and organized urban middle-class consumers a sensible strategy for a township agronomist. After looking at the fiscal reforms of the 1990s and the 2000s and their consequences for rural governance, I argue that performances of peasant participation have become one way to access additional resources for rural development.

Strategic Selectivity in Rural Governance in China

In the processual and contingent neo-Marxist understanding of the state as a social relation, actors’ current strategies are faced with the state’s current strategic selectivity (Thiemann 2024: chapter 5). This, in turn, is conceptualized as the outcome of interactions between their past strategies and the state’s past strategic selectivity (Jessop 1990; 2008). China Studies suggest that the fiscal reforms adopted in 1994, 2002 and 2006 (Li L. 2007; Kennedy 2013; Chen A. 2014; Ahlers, Heberer and Schubert 2016) have had a crucial influence on the relation between state and non-state actors in rural governance.

After the market reforms and decentralization of resource allocation in the 1980s, the central government’s revenues dropped to only about a third of the combined revenues of all provinces. The 1994 fiscal reform shifted tax revenue from provinces to the centre while also shifting responsibility for many costs to county and township governments. As a result, the funds distributed by the centre to local authorities no longer covered the costs of local services, so county- and township-level governments introduced new local taxes and fees to close the gap and continue providing the services.

After increasing complaints and protests about this ‘peasant burden’, the central government’s 2002 Tax-For-Fee Reform abolished most local fees. In 2006, the main agricultural tax collected from rural citizens was also abolished. While this relaxed the tense relations between village officials and rural citizens, it also left many county – and especially township – governments with budget deficits. The Chinese government therefore dramatically increased transfers and subsidies from the centre to rural areas based on the ‘Construction of a New Socialist Countryside’ framework announced by Document No. 1 in 2004. Nonetheless, most local governments in agricultural regions had to seek alternative sources of revenue to control their fiscal deficits. Townships located close to urban centres could gain cash by leasing their land, while many others adopted a strategy of cooperating closely with the private sector to build a tax base through ‘attracting investment’ and fund and provide services through public-private partnerships.

In this context, where local governments were unable to fund themselves through taxes and fees, the state’s strategic selectivity favoured activities by local officials to acquire resources through other channels. Dong Jie’s pivotal position in the food network not only promised to attract NGO support and urban middle-class consumer purchasing power but also garnered media and higher-level attention, improving not only Daxi Village’s but also Qiuling Township’s chances of successfully competing for rural development project grants offered by the provincial and central state authorities.

Peasant Participation in Lists

Peasant cooperatives in China can seek various kinds of support, such as a simplified registration process, financial subsidies and tax breaks. Some of these have been linked to calls for peasant participation and represent part of a larger trend towards a ‘public participation imperative’ in Chinese policy (Ahlers, Heberer and Schubert 2016: 64). In 2013 and 2014, the peasant cooperative of Daxi Village successfully applied for support. It was one of only five villages in the whole prefecture (with a population of about five million) to receive one of these grants, which reward the cooperatives with the highest numbers of registered peasant members. According to the 2007 law regulating specialized peasant cooperatives, a minimum of five citizens, of whom 80 per cent must be ‘peasants’, may form a cooperative. Here, the term peasant refers to a rural household registration rather than actual engagement in agricultural activities. The prefectural government offered financial support for infrastructure investments in villages on condition that the cooperatives contribute matching funds; state money would be transferred only after the completion of a project. In Daxi Village, it funded (among other things) precast concrete paths for combine harvesters between the rice fields.

The availability of such resources for rural development helps explain the cooperative’s push to register more members in Daxi Village. Party Secretary Wang Zhaochen was also the formal chairperson of the board of the peasant cooperative, which he led together with Village Leader Kang Sunbin. With the other members of the village committee, they met with the nine group leaders in advance, informing them about policies ‘coming down’ from the township government. Since the establishment of the cooperative, they had also coordinated the agricultural activities of the villagers by issuing instructions to the group leaders. In December 2014, the village party secretary and the village leader asked the group leaders to get more villagers to sign on as members.

During a December 2014 meeting of Villagers’ Group No. 9, Group Leader Lei Wenfeng raised the issue of cooperative membership and lamented that only thirty households in his group had joined. He offered to take over the task of filling out all the necessary information on the application form and then read aloud all the names of current cooperative members in his group, publicly shaming those who had not yet signed up. He insisted that the cooperative was there ‘for everyone’ and that therefore everyone should become a member. Curiously, he did not specify what rights, obligations and benefits membership entailed, and none of the attendees asked him about this. Instead, he explained that the member’s full name, age and identity card number, as well as their rural household registration and the kinds of crops they cultivated, had to be recorded on the form. He produced several blank registration forms, and seven people left their places in the circle and came to his table4 to sign up their households as members.

One might think Lei had not bothered to explain what it meant to join the cooperative because it had already been explained. Still, one woman had a basic question before signing up and asked if it was possible to become a member if she only cultivated a small piece of land. Another woman submitted two applications, explaining that two households lived in the same building. She signed one with her own name and one with another name for the other household. An old man signed an application for someone who was not able to write. The group leader accepted all this, merely adding that he would fill in the missing blanks. After a few minutes, the membership registration process was finished.

The whole process appeared focused on writing – on producing a registration form that was legible to the state. It did not require any comment on the rights, benefits and obligations entailed by formal membership. The most important obstacle to becoming a peasant member appeared to be the time spent filling out the forms. Becoming a member of the cooperative did not have any financial consequences. There was no membership fee, no shares and no dividends. Furthermore, all villagers’ group members, regardless of whether they were formally members of the cooperative, could join in its collective orders of maize seed or sell it rice if they wanted. On the other hand, the group leader’s public complaining and shaming of nonmembers brought home the message that all households were at least expected to register in writing as members of the cooperative.

Peasant participation documented through numbers of registered peasant members was one way of accessing resources for agricultural projects in the ecological village. Dong Jie and the rural development NGOs also emphasized the importance of peasant participation. As I will show below, they avoided bureaucratic paperwork in public performances of civil society and community, even though they used written forms such as lists of participants when organizing the workshop on ecological agriculture and sustainable living behind the scenes.

Adding the Ecological to State Boundary Repertoires

Specific performances of peasant participation were key to enrolling urban middle-class consumers and their purchasing power in Dong Jie’s project to make Daxi into an ecological village. These performances were linked to a specific distinction between organic and ecological agriculture. Dong contrasted the organic certification promoted by the state with the ecological agriculture supported by community and civil society: the former only required compliance with written regulations, while the latter required a personal transformation in one’s relation to nature. For an audience familiar with this distinction, the repertoire of state boundaries broadened and provided an additional lens on Dong’s participatory agronomy.

State Certification and the Ecological as ‘Not Yet Organic’

During my fieldwork between autumn 2013 and autumn 2015, the Daxi Village cooperative was producing and marketing ‘certified organic’ rice, as well as vegetables that were labelled ‘ecological’ but not certified as ‘organic’. Some urban middle-class consumers who did not trust the state’s market-oriented certification schemes for organic commodities5 had organized associations through which they hoped to provide their families with ‘healthy’ and ‘ecological’ food purchased directly from peasants. Because Daxi Village could be conveniently reached from the provincial capital Chengdu by car in less than two hours, such interested outsiders frequently visited the village.6

‘Ecological agriculture’ was a contested term in the emerging food network. In January 2015, an entrepreneur complained during a preparatory meeting for the NGO workshop on sustainable and ecological living that the lack of a proper definition of ‘ecological’ was a problem: customers did not know exactly what ecological meant. Therefore, he pleaded for a unified, precise definition with clear criteria, lamenting that everyone had a different perspective on the issue. However, the others present at the meeting, including Dong Jie, fiercely opposed his proposal for a clear standard.7

Many people used the terms ‘harmless’ (wu gonghai 无公害), ‘green’ (lüse 绿色), ‘organic’ (youji 有机), ‘ecological’ (shengtai 生态) or a combination such as ‘organic-ecological’ (youji shengtai 有机生态) interchangeably. The first three terms also refer to various certification schemes initiated by the Chinese government: only ‘ecological’ has never been an officially recognized production standard. Sometimes, ‘ecological agriculture’ was used as a broad term that also encompassed the various kinds of organic certification. Still other actors differentiated certified ‘organic agriculture’ from uncertified ‘ecological agriculture’, albeit in very different ways.

‘Ecological’ was sometimes understood as meaning ‘not yet organic’ – not yet meeting the certified production standard ‘organic’. During an agricultural training programme for ‘new peasants’ organized in Daxi Village by the county agricultural bureau in autumn of 2014, a county official responsible for the quality and safety of agricultural products took this position. He started his talk by referring to the ecological village where the training took place, noting that even though Daxi was not yet widely known across China it already enjoyed a good reputation. He explained that he and his colleagues were somewhat more relaxed when it came to this village as peasants there mainly used bio-gas slurry for pest control. However, every year his office would ‘go down’ to other places in order to check if there were pesticide residues on the vegetables in villages and markets.

In his lecture, he described the food safety problems resulting from the incorrect or excessive use of pesticides, presenting the state’s certification for ‘harmless’, ‘green’ and ‘organic’ agricultural commodities as one solution. He claimed that most localities of the county met the requirements for the ‘harmless’ label at present, but some localities were not certified due to the expensive investigation and certification process. He explained that local governments offered financial support for certification, noting that before the lecture he had discussed the question with Dong Jie. Referring to this conversation, he conceded that it was now possible to speak of ‘ecological rice’, as did the village’s cooperative, even if it did not yet meet the ‘organic’ label’s rather strict standards.

Here, the county official constructed an image of the state as above the village and encompassing it, as strict but understanding and benevolent, and therefore as best able to deal with the problem of food safety. He invoked the ‘spatialization of the state’ (Ferguson and Gupta 2002) as vertically ‘above’ and ‘encompassing’ its localities, both when he spoke about Daxi Village’s reputation in China and when he spoke of the county as encompassing a number of localities that complied with the ‘harmless’ standard even though they were not certified yet. Furthermore, this theme of scale and encompassment came up on another occasion, when he told his story of regulating and controlling mobility as an official.8 He presented the state as strict when he spoke about securing food safety through rigorous standards, but it was also an understanding and benevolent state that acknowledged the high costs of certification and therefore offered subsidies. Building on this image of the encompassing and strict but also understanding and benevolent state placed above society, the official’s statement ranked the nonstandardized ‘ecological’ below the state’s standardized ‘organic’. From the perspective that he presented, the ‘ecological’ was not only a lower stage in the hierarchy but could only appear as a transitional stage on the way to the ‘organic’. As not yet organic, the status of the ‘ecological’ appeared unclear and potentially dangerous and should therefore not be accepted permanently, but only temporarily.

Ecological Agriculture as Opposed to State Certification

Dong Jie and other actors in the emerging food network, such as NGO staff and members of consumer associations, rejected the state’s certification scheme for organic agriculture. Their performances of civil society reflected the state’s approach to organic agriculture as a mirror image and avoided the bureaucratic paperwork associated with certification. When Dong Jie explained his model of ecological agriculture to potential supporters, he claimed that there was a crucial difference between certified ‘organic’ and noncertified ‘ecological’ farming, arguing that these two concepts were based on two ‘completely different’ modes of thinking.

State-supported organic agriculture was still embedded in the paradigm of ‘conventional agriculture’ of trying to ‘control nature’ (kongzhi ziran 控制自然). ‘Industrialized agriculture’ used chemical inputs for control. Organic agriculture indeed restricted itself to organic inputs but nevertheless used these inputs for the same purpose of control. In contrast, ecological agriculture did not aim at controlling nature, which would necessarily produce problems: the concepts of industry could never be transferred to the realm of agriculture. This was because agriculture was about the interaction of living not dead things, as I often heard Dong Jie argue. He also rejected the state’s certification schemes, warning that by enabling premium pricing for organic products9 certification would bring in the profit motive, if not outright fraud.

This warning about illegibility recalls an observation of Veena Das (2004: 227) concerning the ‘signature of the state’ in a completely different context: ‘[O]nce the state institutes forms of governance through technologies of writing, it simultaneously institutes the possibility of forgery, imitation, and the mimetic performances of its power.’ As the state wants to ensure food safety through certification, ‘instability [is simultaneously] introduced by the possibilities of a gap between a rule and its performance’. Dong Jie and other actors in the food network mobilized this fear of fraud by discursively and performatively distancing themselves from the state and its certification schemes.

In contrast, according to Dong Jie, ecological agriculture was based on the principle of understanding natural processes ‘holistically’. Instead of splitting nature into isolated units and trying to control them by developing better agrochemicals, ‘following the rules of nature’ (zunxun ziran guize 遵循自然规则) meant manifesting the spirit found in Daoism. As well as Daoism, he said he had been inspired by ecological agriculture in Japan, especially after he read a Chinese translation of Masanobu Fukuoka’s The One-Straw Revolution: An Introduction to Natural Farming, and argued that ‘traditional agriculture’ in China had resembled this kind of Japanese ecological agriculture.

Instead of characterizing the ‘ecological’ as simply ‘not yet organic’, this notion understands it as fundamentally different, claiming that it is rooted in Chinese ‘traditional culture’ and stands in opposition to certification and, therefore, ‘modernity’, ‘the West’ and, last but not least, ‘the state’. In his negotiations of the ecological, Dong Jie represented the state as a unitary actor that consistently supported the kind of industrialized and organic agriculture that he rejected, despite his own position in the township administration. For him the terms organic and ecological served as a marker of the boundary between state and non-state, and he invested much time and effort to teach others about this distinction, thereby broadening their repertoire of performed state boundaries. For those not familiar with this part of the repertoire, the distinction between organic and ecological agriculture remained irrelevant for the distinction between state and non-state.

The ecological agriculture he envisioned required not only a change of farming inputs and methods, as stipulated by the state’s organic production standards, but also that farmers transform themselves as persons by changing their perspective and values towards the relation of humans and nature. At the NGO’s workshop on ecological agriculture, before an audience that included urban middle-class consumers, peasant participation was therefore performed as different from the state’s agricultural trainings.

Performing the State in the Classroom

Various actors showed interest in teaching peasants how to practise agriculture. The county’s agricultural bureau offered trainings on ‘mechanization’ for ‘new peasants’, and workshops offered by the Chengdu branch of a Hong Kong-based community development NGO focused on sustainable and ecological living. However, Dong Jie characterized the training conducted by the agricultural bureau as ‘top-down’ education and contrasted it with the kind of participatory education he and the NGO offered. By choosing these events for analysis, I follow the contrasts drawn by actors in the food network, who suggested looking for the state in the trainings of the agricultural bureau and for civil society and community in the trainings of the NGO. However, I move beyond that perspective and look at the two cases through the analytical lens of performative boundary work, as set forth in the introduction. My focus is on the process of recruiting peasant participants, as well as the stage designs, rituals of registration and team building, and presentation of material rewards.

Recruiting Peasants, Waiting for the State

The county’s Training Centre for Peasants’ Scientific and Technical Education (nongmin keji jiaoyu peixun zhongxin 农民科技教育培训中心) held agricultural trainings in Daxi Village in the autumn of 2013, as well as in the autumn and spring of 2014. These took place in the assembly hall of the village committee, which was rather unusual: this centre usually conducted trainings in their own facilities in Yinhe City and sent buses to collect the participants from their villages. In this case, they decided to go to the countryside because the organizer from the county’s agricultural bureau knew Dong Jie and had heard about the cooperative’s trainings and the assembly hall. Therefore, the organizer expected the people in Daxi Village to be accustomed to attending trainings and hoped to recruit participants more easily. The centre informed the village leadership of the number of participant spaces available, and the village leaders delegated the task of recruitment to the nine villagers’ group leaders, who in turn invited members of their groups to participate.

On the morning of the first day of the training, I talked to three villagers who were waiting for it to start. They told me that they were participating because they had been asked to do so but that they did not know about the contents of the upcoming meeting. Only the ‘officials’ knew, they claimed. They said they were told only that the training would last for four days and that they would be paid at the end.

When the officials finally arrived at the village, the participating villagers had already gathered on the village square in front of the assembly hall. Making citizens wait is a strategy of state control, according to Javier Auyero (2012). He argues that waiting teaches them to be patient and suggests that they have no alternative. In this case, the villagers continued to wait. Many were chatting and smoking and apparently enjoying themselves. And these villagers had to continue waiting as the officials prepared to stage the state. Outside on the village square, a table was set up with two chairs on one side; inside in the assembly room, the officials tried to hang a red banner with the name of the training programme and also symbolizing the socialist state and the party but had trouble attaching it to the wall.

Meanwhile, two other officials sat down behind the table outside and began the registration ritual. Having come to the village and created the impression of scale and encompassment through their mobility (Ferguson and Gupta 2002), the state officials now assumed a fixed position and made the citizens come to them: the ‘patients of the state’ (Auyero 2012) had to wait again. In this case, interestingly, the performance reversed the initial process of recruiting. Initially, the education centre had sought participants, but now it appeared as if the participants wanted something from the state. At the table, peasant participants bent over to write their names and phone numbers on a list, confirming both with a red fingerprint. Abstracting from their concrete diversity and relationality, participants were constituted in this process as both unique (name, phone number, fingerprint) and equal (‘peasants’, meaning rural citizens) individuals that could be counted. This procedure of confirming attendance with a red thumbprint was repeated every morning and every afternoon before the sessions started.

A Stage for the State

After the registration ritual was complete, the lectures were held in the village committee’s assembly hall with the identical chairs and tables for the audience arranged in closely spaced rows. At the end of the room, another row of tables and chairs faced them: what Goffman (1956: 66–86) called the ‘front region’, the space of power reserved for special actors. As part of the front region, a screen was fixed on the wall. In the right corner, there was a cabinet holding audiovisual equipment: speakers, microphones, a computer and a television set.

The identical seats in the ‘back region’ were reserved for ‘the masses’, and the front region was for the ‘teachers’ from the agricultural bureau. As the villagers entered the room after registering, most of them looked for seats in the back rows, as if some invisible power was keeping them a safe distance from the front where the officials were still trying to hang the red banner. Perhaps the participants were simply not interested in the training and preferred to socialize discreetly at the back; in any case, the latecomers were left with the seats in front. The assembly room filled up, but the training did not start. Only once the county officials finally managed to hang the banner did the organizer begin his opening speech.

During their lectures, the county-level agronomists made prepared presentations using the projector. No time was set aside for interaction, although the experts sometimes alluded to the village’s ecological agriculture. In a 2013 training on mechanization, the experts from the agricultural bureau taught the villagers the distinction between ‘traditional’ and ‘modern’ agriculture. They postulated that in traditional agriculture, only small areas of land are cultivated and the aim is to produce enough for the cultivators’ own household consumption. The level of technology used in the production process is low. By contrast, modern agriculture would mean scaling up, mechanization and commoditization. In China, the teachers claimed, agriculture was still traditional and focused on providing people with enough income to be adequately ‘clothed and fed’. The peasants’ problem was only being able to cultivate a small area of land: someone with seven mu was poor, but someone with more land would be rich. Therefore, the state was now promoting ‘scaling up’. A basic human ‘quality’ (suzhi 素质) was necessary to become rich and to overcome China’s ‘backward’ agriculture. The new peasants needed to develop new kinds of consciousness for the modernization of agriculture: ‘market consciousness’, ‘consciousness of scientific technology’ and ‘legal consciousness’.

Having just arrived in the village and being eager to learn about the images of agriculture presented by state officials, I was probably the most attentive person in the whole room. Most of the villagers seemed bored or like they were just passing the time. The only exception was on the village square, where a combine harvester for rice that was on display generated great interest and excitement among the participants. Everyone crowded around the machine, and several men and women asked the manufacturer’s representative questions. When asked what the machine cost, he named such a high price that the whole group burst out laughing.

As the time for each session ran out, the door opened, and the organizer entered. The teachers then skipped parts of their prepared presentations and quickly finished. After each lecture they asked a single prepared question, and the villager who answered correctly received a prize, such as a bag of washing powder. Nevertheless, villagers only raised their hands reluctantly. After returning home for lunch, villagers gathered again in the afternoon, waited for the officials, confirmed their presence and attended the lectures. When the organizer announced the end of each morning and afternoon session, the lecture room emptied in a minute. In the afternoon, the officials who had been chatting and playing with their smartphones in the office next door while the other experts gave their lectures also immediately headed to their cars and left the village.

Participation as Paid Work

The group leaders promised the villagers monetary compensation when they recruited them for the agricultural bureau’s agrotechnology training. On the last day, the county officials asked participants to come to the front individually and gave each 80 RMB, three packets of maize seeds and a booklet confirming their completion of the training. This ritualization of the end of the training appeared as a moment of balancing accounts after which both sides could leave and independently continue their own affairs.

One villager complained to me that 20 RMB per day was not enough. It was more important to work; for example, to dig up sweet potatoes, as he would normally do in that season. His wife participated in the training, and when it ended in the afternoon she immediately left the venue and went out to the fields to help him. He claimed that no one would have attended the training if the officials had not paid for attendance: villagers who worked in the nearby city could earn 100 RMB per day. From this perspective on labour, asking someone to attend a meeting without offering money for it might appear an utterly immoral proposition.

In contrast, Dong Jie and others connected with the New Rural Reconstruction Movement criticized the government practice of paying villagers for participating in agricultural trainings, charging that this demonstrated the trainings’ uselessness and that peasants only participated for instrumental reasons. For them, genuine participation did not require a financial incentive. As we will see below, this idea became enacted as part of performing the NGO workshop as different from the training offered by the state.

Upholding a Distance between State and Peasant

In Dong Jie’s view, the interaction between teachers and participants in the trainings of the agricultural bureau was very limited. In our conversations, he maintained that their teaching was not consistent with the kind of ecological agriculture the village aspired to. However, it was their job to spread this kind of information, and the state spent a lot of money on such useless trainings. Nevertheless, the township agronomist’s closing statement on the last day of the training thanked the teachers for always getting up early to come to the village. He also thanked the participants, stressing that he understood that it was now the busy season for farming. He closed by inviting the villagers to reflect on what they had learned during those days based on their own perspectives and experience, as otherwise the effort of the teachers would have been for nothing. These comments did not challenge the higher-level officials directly but signalled to the villagers – and (maybe even more) to me, the anthropologist and food coop organizer – that his vision of agriculture was different from the state’s. Dong Jie here promoted ‘participatory education’, but in contrast to his performances in front of urban middle-class citizens, he restrained from distancing himself discursively from ‘the state’ in front of higher-level officials and rural citizens on the stage of this formal meeting.

To the foreign ethnographer and Western-oriented urban middle-class consumers, Dong Jie othered the Chinese state as offering useless top-down education, thereby legitimizing his and the NGO’s project of transforming the countryside. However, another interpretation of what Dong Jie criticized as ‘limited’ interaction between teachers and villagers, contrary to this negative image of top-down education, is possible. One might characterize it as focusing on the supply of information and therefore as a quasi-liberal approach to education that keeps a distance between the state and its citizens. The participants did not challenge the narrative of the experts, while the officials did not demand much more of them than registering, waiting and repeating back what the experts had told them when questioned at the end. By performing the training in this particular way, the state officials and the participants performed a clear boundary between the public sphere of the state and the private sphere of their agricultural ideas and practices. Participants in the training were not required to take a stance and defend it against experts in extensive discussions. Furthermore, the villagers were not forced to enter a cycle of reciprocity through more intensive social interaction such as sharing a meal with the officials, which might have added further moral pressure to perform conformity in group discussions, as we will see below.

Performing Civil Society in the Classroom

In June 2015, Dong Jie initiated and organized a workshop on ‘sustainable living’ and ‘ecological agriculture’ in Daxi Village, in cooperation with the Chengdu section of a Hong Kong-based community development NGO. I looked forward to the NGO workshop with interest, as I would finally get the opportunity to see Dong’s participatory method in action. Here, I argue that the NGO workshop, in performatively distancing the training offered by the state, tried to eliminate the distance between the organizers and the participants – and between the teachers and the students – to create civil society and community.

Recruiting Peasants and Consumers as Civil Society

In the first preparatory meeting for the workshop in January 2015, Dong Jie, the NGO staff and consumer activists agreed that it was necessary to transform people’s value through education to achieve sustainability and ecological agriculture. However, there was some disagreement about who should participate. After further discussion, they identified four potential constituencies as proper participants in the workshop: ‘peasant households’, ‘local governments’, ‘enterprises’ and ‘consumers’.10

In June, about forty names appeared on the list of participants, and everyone was assigned one or two of the following identities: ‘peasant friend’,11 ‘ecological peasant friend’, ‘consumer’, ‘NGO’ (using the English language acronym), ‘collaborator’, ‘volunteer’, ‘student’, ‘teacher’, ‘researcher’, ‘ecological producer’,12 ‘business owner’ and ‘government’. The list of participants was merely pinned to the information wall: unlike the agricultural bureau training described above, there was no formal performance of registration. Instead, some of the categories were used in an opening-day team-building ritual that I will describe below.

Most participants were categorized as peasant friends and ecological peasant friends. The recruitment of these peasants resembled the recruitment process for the agricultural bureau’s training. A higher-level official – in this case Dong Jie – asked the leaders of five local villages to register two to four villagers each. For the villagers who were called on to participate by the group leaders, there was no difference between the two events: recruitment for both looked like a political demand from above, executed by village leaders, but this performance was not visible for urban middle-class participants to the workshop.

Besides the peasant participants, NGO staff and consumers took part in the workshop. Unlike the peasant friends, they were not recruited to fill a set quota. Dong Jie, the township agronomist, was the only participant listed as a government official, and Wen Erqiang, the local rice mill entrepreneur who cooperated closely with the peasant cooperative, was the only one listed as a business owner. In the first preparatory meeting, these latter two categories had been acknowledged as possible constituencies. However, in the following meetings Dong Jie and the NGO staff had apparently managed to achieve their desired mix of participants: peasants and consumers. Officials and entrepreneurs were largely excluded from their civil society performance as representatives of the state and the market. As I understand it, in order to avoid the category of ‘business owner’ among the participants, Dong Jie and the NGO staff decided not to invite certain individuals and also to create the category of ‘ecological producer’. That category referred to individuals who owned a business and employed wage labour for their ecological agriculture. Calling them ‘ecological producer’ rather than ‘business owners’ suggests that they operated their business to translate the idea of the ecological into practice rather than ‘only’ to make a profit. I interpret this as an attempt to realize the image of civil society as a community of peasants and consumers, distanced from the state and the market.

Participation as Unpaid Commitment

During the four days of the workshop, one peasant household prepared food for all participants. The NGO reimbursed this household for the food, spending almost exactly the same amount of money each day on each participant’s food that the agricultural bureau had paid them for one day’s attendance. I interpret this as another way of avoiding the appearance of the profit motive within the food network. The NGO performed the authenticity of peasants’ interest in their vision of ecological agriculture by refusing to pay them for their participation, even though they did not save money by doing this.

I encountered such ways of dealing with the question of monetary reward for ecological agriculture several times during my fieldwork in food networks in Sichuan, Henan and Shanxi Provinces. For example, a young man who had returned from working for a rural development NGO in Beijing to practise ecological agriculture in his home village in Henan recounted that urban consumers had wanted to buy some goats that an old villager had been pasturing in the space between the fields every day. He did not tell the peasants how much the consumers were willing to pay, because he reasoned that this information would encourage them to raise even more goats, undermining their ecological pasturing practice. In the process of converting to ecological agriculture, he had only allowed peasants to plant a very small parcel of ecological wheat in the first year and had required them to eat it themselves in order to understand that it was good. Only after they had understood the idea of ecological agriculture were they allowed to start selling commodities. He proudly emphasized how he imposed such rules on the peasants whom he was trying to organize in his home village.

Similarly, a leader of the cooperative association in Shanxi Province, a man in his early thirties, explained to participants in a workshop for rural social workers that the peasants were selling ecological products to them. However, the association only paid the peasants the market price for conventional products. Otherwise, he explained, the peasants would expect constant price increases and would suspect the association of reselling the commodities at even higher prices and keeping the difference. The free lunch offered during the NGO workshop in Daxi Village fits into this picture of performing peasant participants’ untainted commitment to ecological agriculture.

A Stage for Civil Society

The NGO workshop took place at the office of the rice mill in the village. Participants who arrived early were included in preparing the stage for this civil society initiative. In contrast to the workshop offered by the agricultural bureau, the boundary between organizers as active and participants as passive was not maintained: the former did not keep the latter waiting while they finished the preparations. Instead, they encouraged participants to help with the work, shifting the responsibility for fulfilling predefined tasks to them. First, the big wooden executive tables and chairs had to be removed from the office. Then NGO staff asked participants to cover the floor with a kind of colourful foam mat designed for children to sit on. After this task was finished, everyone had to take off their shoes before entering the room. In the corners of the room, display boards introduced the village’s cooperative. On one side, three empty flip charts were set up, representing the supposed openness of the discussions that were about to follow in contrast to the prepared presentation slides the teachers from the agricultural bureau used.

As I mentioned earlier, at the trainings of the county’s agricultural bureau a lot of effort had gone into hanging a red banner above the front region of the assembly hall as a symbol of the socialist state and party. At the NGO workshop, there was no socialist symbolism. In the middle of the room, the NGO associate specifically responsible for the teaching methods prepared a low table covered with a yellow and blue cloth. On it, he arranged red, green and orange tea candles in the shape of the letters S, E and L. ‘SEL’ was the English-language abbreviation for the title of the NGO workshop ‘sustainable and ecological living’, which was never spoken in English during the workshop, only in Chinese. Hollow plastic lottery balls in these three colours, plus five additional balls in other colours, were placed on top of the candles. Each colour represented one of the prepared identity categories of a person, whose name was written on a piece of paper and placed inside the ball. A lamp that gave off soft diffuse light and produced fog was also placed on the table, creating a kind of mystical atmosphere.13 This arrangement was finished off with a small figurine of a person standing in a humble posture in a grey bowl decorated with bluish-green flowers.

After all the participants were sitting in a circle on the floor, Dong Jie stood up, in front of the flip charts. Instead of a clearly marked ‘front region’ facing an audience in the ‘back region’ (Goffman 1956), the layout of the village committee’s assembly hall, this layout appeared as a circle with a bulge. This stage design of a circle created the impression that the powerful space at the bulge might (at least potentially) shift to another person in the circle.

In his opening statement, Dong Jie explained that people with many different ‘identities’ would participate in this workshop and that everyone could offer a unique perspective.14 Hence, he claimed, everyone would be a teacher as well as a student. Everyone was to think for themselves, develop independent ideas, and not simply accept what teachers said on faith. However, he also advised them not to completely disregard someone else’s statements, because perspectives were not fixed but could change. He emphasized that they were not divided into students sat at the back and teachers at the front, as in school. Instead, a participatory form of education was intended. It had been a conscious decision not to meet at the village’s assembly hall or school, where the meeting spaces were set up with front and back regions. I understand this as part of the attempt to create a distinct civil society style here in contrast to that state style of education.

After Dong Jie’s introductory comments, an NGO staff member asked the participants to introduce themselves and to present their goals and expectations for the upcoming workshop. One by one, the participants were to stand up, walk to the table in the middle, take a ball from one of the candles, light the candle, introduce themselves, open the ball and read out the name of the next participant. In this initiation ritual, the placement of candles and balls in the centre of the room symbolized the community of the participants, while their arrangement in the shape of the letters of the English language abbreviation of the workshop’s title suggested the identity of the participants in relation to each other, on the one hand, and the topic on the other. The topic of the workshop could only emerge if each person, with his or her specific identity, was in the right place in relation to the others. The workshop was thus presented as something not external to the participants but constituted by them: by civil society, as the organizers imagined it. The NGO staff appeared separately as blue balls below the letters, suggesting that they only had a marginal and supporting function. Dong Jie, on the other hand, had a pink ball placed in the middle of the red balls of the ‘ecological peasant friends’ forming the letter S, which suggested a central but organic leadership role among them.

While most community-building rituals were concentrated at the beginning of the workshop, attempts to create the image of a community continued throughout the four days. For the last day, NGO members had prepared a presentation with photos from the workshop. For the whole event, one of the NGO participants had been documenting every session with a camera. This way of mediatizing for oneself what one had just done was another method rural development NGOs in China frequently employed. This represented what the group had done together during the last few days as a successful and important process worthy of minute visual documentation: something worth remembering. In contrast, the agricultural bureau’s training ended with a ritual of balancing accounts that symbolized the interaction’s end and released the participants to go their separate ways with certificates bearing their names and confirming they had successfully completed the training. Again, the NGO performance avoided such bureaucratic techniques.

Instead, the photos represented a community that had grown together during their interactive participation, which had been both enjoyable and exhausting. The organizers intentionally designed the NGO workshop without long presentations by ‘experts’. Although the distancing education the state offered had visibly bored some of the participants, others experienced the NGO’s participatory education as intrusive. Several ‘peasant friends’ appeared uncomfortable and embarrassed when they had to introduce themselves and speak up in the form the NGO had prescribed. Although the declared aim was for all equally to be teachers and students, it was always one of the NGO members who finally summed up the discussion of each session. I recognized this pattern of presenting the established NGO perspective as the supposed synthesis of participatory discussion.15 Despite different projects of ecological and modern agriculture, the actors who came to the village shared the desire to educate persons, whom they assigned to the category of peasants, who needed to learn about agriculture due to their position in the production process.

The Travel of Mao’s Idea of the Mass Line

Sometimes Dong Jie, half-joking, half-serious, said that he liked to ‘go down to the countryside’ (xiaxiang 下乡). His colleagues likewise pointed out that he did this more often than other township officials. This term carries different meanings and positive as well as negative associations. For example, it was used by the county official at the agrotechnical training described above to refer to officials leaving their offices and visiting rural citizens to control them. Most (in)famously, millions of educated youth were sent ‘Up to the Mountains and Down to the Countryside’ for economic and educational purposes during the Cultural Revolution (Perry 2011: 32). I believe that Dong Jie and the other township officials always used the term half-jokingly to avoid being identified with or endorsing this historical period. But there was also a positive Maoist ideal that party cadres and state officials should pursue: they should ‘communicate with the masses . . . in order to establish closer ties between the regime and the people’, as they did during a largescale to-the-village campaign during the Yan’an period of the Chinese Communist Party in the early 1940s (Kelkar 1978: 57). In pursuing participatory education among peasants, Dong Jie was not acting outside of the state but performing as a good cadre and official who was immersed in the masses, even if he was using some strange educational methods.

Without any blurring of boundaries, Dong Jie and his participatory approach to agronomy could thus simultaneously be on the side of the state for his colleagues at the township and on the side of civil society for Western-oriented urban middle-class citizens. How was this possible? I suggest this is because he was not simultaneously on both sides of one boundary but that there were two differently performed state boundaries that relied on different repertoires of markers of difference.

Still, it is intriguing that Dong Jie’s pursuit of peasant participation, which was inspired by models of the global participatory rural development buzz and avoided any socialist symbolism, reminded these township officials of Maoism. Ideas travel (Czarniawska and Joerges 1996), and maybe the ‘mass line’, the method of leadership Mao Zedong formulated in 1943,16 has found its way back home. In the 1960s and 1970s, radicals in the Global North were not only inspired by Maoism but the participatory approach of the Brazilian pedagogue Paulo Freire (Francis 2001: 75). Although other influences on Freire (2000) are often emphasized retrospectively, there are also several references to Mao Zedong in his Pedagogy of the Oppressed. For example, Freire quotes extensively from Mao’s Selected Works (for example from The United Front in Cultural Work).17 We can see that maybe Mao’s mass line had returned in an altered way,18 having been translated by radicals and then pulled into development NGOs and other organizations with the former activists’ deradicalization in the 1980s and 1990s, the time when participation went mainstream in the development industry.

In this sense, what is, on the one hand, an import of Western liberal civil society that values a clear-cut state boundary may at the same time be a returning version of the Marxist-Leninist and Maoist aim to dissolve the boundary between state and society (Grzymala-Busse and Jones Luong 2002: 533–34). Of course, it has been translated into different terms (the masses are no longer classes but ahistorical producers and consumers of food; the leaders are no longer party cadres but NGO staff) and dressed in different clothes (with a lamp with soft diffuse light and a fog machine in a Westernized Buddhist-like team-building ritual replacing the red banners of Maoism). Furthermore, the boundary between the revolutionary (now in environmentalist rather than socialist terms) leader and the masses is now dissolved within a civil society performed in contrast with the socialist state and its ‘useless’ top-down education.

Conclusion: Segregated and Anaglyphic Multiplicity

This chapter analysed performances of peasant participation in educational activities through the lens of boundary work. Following Dong Jie’s discursive boundary work, I studied agricultural trainings offered by the county’s agricultural bureau and a Hong Kong-based NGO to identify the repertoire of stage designs, properties, costumes, characters, scripts and sequences used by Dong Jie and other organizers of the NGO workshop to distance ‘the state’ in performance.

Dong Jie and other actors in the food network associated organic certification negatively not only with modernity, the West, profit, science and top-down control of people and nature but also with the state. In contrast, they framed ecological agriculture positively – traditional, Chinese (or East Asian) and concerned with holistic relations between people and nature – and associated it with civil society and community. In their enactment of participatory education, they avoided foregrounding bureaucratic documents, replacing the state’s registration ritual with team-building rituals. Instead of making citizens wait for the state, the NGO encouraged active engagement in setting up for the workshop. It avoided creating a spatial hierarchy separating citizens and officials into front and back areas and instead staged the event by arranging participants in a circle to create the impression that the powerful site of the speaker might potentially shift to anyone else in the next moment. Furthermore, it avoided state symbolism such as red banners. Instead of monetary compensation, it offered a free communal meal, which avoided the impression of having to pay for peasants’ participation as the state did. Finally, instead of concluding with a ritual balancing of accounts that created no persistent relationships between the participants of the training offered by the agricultural bureau, a photo slideshow represented the community that supposedly had been built by the participants in the NGO workshop. Actors in the food network thus reversed or avoided negative state images, thereby producing legitimacy for their interventions in the countryside and sustaining support for their rural development project among Western-oriented urban middle-class consumers who were critical of the socialist state and its past interventions in people’s lives. Moreover, some performances of state boundaries were not visible for the urban middle-class audience. Dong Jie, who initiated the NGO workshop, worked at the local township administration. For the trainings offered by the state and the NGO alike, he performed himself as being on the side of the state in order to activate a hierarchical chain of command for the recruitment of peasant participants.

Conversely, Dong Jie avoided explicit discursive distancing of ‘the state’ in front of higher-level colleagues and rural citizens as in the case of his closing speech at the county’s agrotechnology training. Yet for those familiar with his repertoire of performative distancing, the use of certain terms – ecological instead of organic – or his specific way of giving banquets with simple, mostly vegetarian dishes – as described in the opening vignette of the introduction to this book – simultaneously marked a state boundary. For others, this version of the boundary between state and non-state remained irrelevant.

I suggest that this case of multiple state boundaries can be instructive for an anthropology of the state that has long emphasized the blurring of the boundary and excelled in analyses of intermediaries. Sometimes the blurriness of the state boundary is merely the effect of social scientific research that retrospectively turns markers of difference into substances. Sometimes ‘intermediaries’ do not occupy ‘in-between positions’. For his pursuit of peasant participation in rural development, officials at the township government valued Dong Jie as a rare instance of a good, if somewhat strange, cadre who would have made Chairman Mao proud. At the same time, for Western-oriented urban middle-class consumers these activities made him a precious part of a global civil society effort against a productivist state that supported the wrong kind of agriculture. Like Mao, the Hong Kong-based rural development NGO wanted to transform the ‘whole’ person and hopes to create new subjectivities. Both Mao and the NGO valued the perspectives of the masses and emphasized close interaction with them, but instead of performing the Marxist withering away of the state by dissolving the state–society distinction, the NGO emphasized civil society’s distance from the state.

In this case, these two versions of the state boundary interacted without coming into conflict. This was made possible because of two different forms of multiplicity: segregated multiplicity and anaglyphic multiplicity. Segregated multiplicity may be the most banal constellation keeping different versions of state boundaries from colliding and creating tension. Performances of state boundaries rely on various elements such as stage designs, props, costumes, characters, sequences and dialogues. Certain elements of performed state boundaries can be (made) visible for one audience (or one part of the audience) and not another. For example, Dong Jie did not criticize ‘the state’ at the county’s agrotechnology training. While he avoided certain monologues, his appearance still included other elements of the performed boundary between state and civil society. This is where anaglyphic multiplicity comes in.

Anaglyphic multiplicity emerges through the interplay of markers of state boundaries and audiences’ familiarity with these markers. Anaglyphic images require both colour-coded images and colour-decoding glasses to make a three-dimensional image emerge. Without colour-decoding glasses, the superimposed red and cyan lines look strange but only viewed though special glasses they will together create a three-dimensional boundary. Dong Jie’s references to the distinction between ecological and organic agriculture can only be decoded if one is familiar with how this distinction can be mapped on the distinction between civil society and state. The same is true for ‘simple’, vegetarian meals offered at the NGO workshop that to some marked civil society as alternative to the state but to others only appeared stingy and disrespectful.

My research thus explains how Dong Jie gained support for his vision of rural development from both local governments and from NGOs. It not only shows how his distancing of the state legitimized interventions in the countryside to a Western-oriented segment of the urban middle class critical of the interventions of an authoritarian state and the monetary support of a productivist state but also demonstrates that this performative distancing did not affect his position in the township government: the markers of the performed distinction were either not visible from there (segregated multiplicity), or, if in view, were not recognizable as such (anaglyphic multiplicity).

Notes

1. Of course, social scientists are not the only ones in the audience who retrospectively solidify state boundaries in this way. The multiplication of performed state boundaries over time is explored in the second part of this book.

2. These papers set out from the assumption that China is an ‘authoritarian, yet neoliberal state with limited civil society involvement. . . . Unlike in the West where civil society-based initiatives have spearheaded the development of ecological agriculture, in China state intervention has played a much stronger role’ (Scott et al. 2014: 158–59). ‘[R]ather than being rooted in a fertile civil society context . . . , AFNs [alternative food networks] emerged in China within the context of widespread food safety scares’ (Si, Schumilas and Scott 2015: 310). ‘[T]here is a disconnect in values between the organizers of these AFNs and their customers. This disconnect is largely due to the fact that most AFNs in China were introduced from the west, rather than being indigenous initiatives with a broad social base. The lack of strong civil society organizations in China is also a contributing factor’ (Si, Schumilas and Scott 2015: 309).

3. One of the main findings of the geographers Si Zhenzhong, Theresa Schumilas and Steffanie Scott (2015: 299) is that ‘healthfulness of food is the most prominent element’ in food initiatives in China. This resonates with what I observed in the food network I studied in Sichuan Province and in other projects I visited in other provinces.

4. The positioning of this table is interesting for thinking about how village ‘self-governance’ is performed in contrast to ‘the state’. Here and at other villagers’ group meetings, the spatial arrangement differed from that at assemblies hosted by the village committee. This meeting took place in the yard outside the home of a member of the villagers’ group. This was not the group leader’s house, although a special meeting of the village committee and all group leaders concerning ‘environmental sanitation’ – mainly keeping the roads, paths and yards clean – had once been held there. While the group leader’s house was located slightly behind the other houses, at the bottom of a wooded hill, the one selected for this meeting was near the centre of the villagers’ group. The rough circle of chairs in the yard included a sofa on the veranda and various wooden and plastic stools provided by the host family and neighbors. At one point in the circle there was a table for the group leader. On the other hand, meetings of the village committee of group leaders and villagers’ representatives, like the one concerning the Minimum Livelihood Allowance that will be analyzed in Chapters 5 and 6, took place in an assembly room with a ‘back region’ containing identical chairs and tables for ‘the masses’ and a powerful ‘front region’ (Goffman 1956; Albert 2016: 44–46) with a single line of tables from which the village party secretary, the village leader, the other members of the village committee and any higher officials visiting the village addressed ‘the people’. At the villagers’ group meeting, these villagers performed the ‘self-governing’ character of the villagers’ group written into the ‘Organic Law of Village Committees’ by arranging various seats into a circle with interchangeable tables. The centre of the circle was kept empty rather than a stage for the group leader as a central figure doubling and embodying the abstract notion of the community as a whole. A similar spatial arrangement was used when staging the ‘participatory training’ in contrast to the state’s ‘top-down’ approach.

5. In Yan Yunxiang’s (2012: 721) study of food safety in China, the informants also blame market actors for being ‘too greedy’ and criticize ‘corrupt officials’ for causing regulatory failures.

6. Chapter 2 studies how state boundaries were negotiated through performances of consumer participation in the food network. It also discusses how state certification was staged in the shop of a consumer association in Chengdu.

7. There were different voices on the question of certification. At conferences related to CSA and peasant cooperatives that I attended in 2013 and 2015, the issue of ‘participatory certification’ (canyushi renzheng 参与式认证) popped up every now and then, usually using the English acronym ‘PGS’, which refers to IFOAM’s ‘Participatory Guarantee System’.

8. James Ferguson and Akhil Gupta (2002: 987) argued, regarding the spatialization of the state, that ‘[t]he ability to transgress space (the prerogative of “higher” officers) was also a device of encompassment, as it was their position in the vertical hierarchy that gave officers the privilege of a particular kind of spatial mobility, a mobility whose function and goal was to regulate and discipline.’

9. Dong Jie’s critique of certification strikingly resembles arguments in Agro-food Studies. In the US context, for example, Julie Guthman (2004) has argued that pushes for certification significantly contributed to the ‘conventionalization’ of the organic farming movement.

10. These categories were, however, associated with different images. One of them imagined the peasants as uncaring vis-à-vis consumers and as needing education to improve their quality. An NGO staff member pointed out that peasants were also consumers, while another imagined the peasants as needing support. Yet another saw the peasants as common people in conflict with the government.

11. As far as I know, the term ‘peasant friend’ nongyou (农友) is fairly rare in contemporary everyday discourse. Even in the food network, it was almost never used. It is usually simply translated as ‘peasant’ but has also been used to refer to poor peasants, not in a derogatory sense but with reference to their revolutionary potential and their ability for self-organization. For example, the term is used in ‘The Peasant’s Song’ (nongyouge 农友歌) from ‘The East is Red’ (dongfang hong 东方红), a revolutionary opera dating to the Cultural Revolution in the 1960s. I decided to translate it more literally as ‘peasant friend’, since the second character implies a close relationship of friendship (youhao 友好). This translation is a good fit for the intention of NGOs and urban consumers in the food network, who aspired to create direct connections with rural agricultural producers.

12. Literally ‘those who practise ecology’ (shengtai shijianzhe 生态实践者).

13. One of the participants, a teacher living in Chengdu, identified as Christian and refused to participate in one of the more mystical community building rituals because she associated it with Buddhism. Her husband, one of ‘those who practised ecological agriculture’ (rather than ‘owning business’), also had presented himself as a devout Christian on other occasions, but he still took part in this ritual while she waited outside of the room in the courtyard. Dong Jie himself commented that he did not mind the Buddhist symbolism, even though he often referred to Daoism in explaining his understanding of ecological agriculture and governance.

14. As discussed above regarding the list of participants and the balls containing the names of the participants, these identities were performed as confined and fixed as certain predefined categories emerging from certain images of civil society and community, which was distinguished from both the state and the market.

15. The aim of this chapter is not to reproduce existing critiques of participatory development. For one fierce example, see Cooke and Kothari (2001).

16. ‘[A]ll correct leadership is necessarily “from the masses, to the masses”. This means: take the ideas of the masses (scattered and unsystematic ideas) and concentrate them (through study turn them into concentrated and systematic ideas), then go to the masses and propagate and explain these ideas until the masses embrace them as their own, hold fast to them and translate them into action, and test the correctness of these ideas in such action. Then once again concentrate ideas from the masses and once again go to the masses so that the ideas are persevered in and carried through. And so on, over and over again in an endless spiral, with the ideas becoming more correct, more vital and richer each time. Such is the Marxist theory of knowledge’ (Mao 1965: 119).

17. ‘Our cultural workers must serve the people with great enthusiasm and devotion, and they must link themselves with the masses, not divorce themselves from the masses. In order to do so, they must act in accordance with the needs and wishes of the masses. All work done for the masses must start from their needs and not from the desire of any individual, however well-intentioned. It often happens that objectively the masses need a certain change, but subjectively they are not yet conscious of the need, not yet willing or determined to make the change. In such cases, we should wait patiently. We should not make the change until, through our work, most of the masses have become conscious of the need and are willing and determined to carry it out. Otherwise we shall isolate ourselves from the masses. . . . There are two principles here: one is the actual needs of the masses rather than what we fancy they need, and the other is the wishes of the masses, who must make up their own minds instead of our making up their minds for them’ (Mao quoted in Freire 2000: 94, Fn. 10).

18. Andrew G. Walder (1987: 158) argued that ‘the reconstituted Western Maoism is very different from actually existing Maoism. In China, you could not have mass participation without the Mao cult. . . . In the West, you could pretend that the latter had no necessary connection with the former. In China, it had everything to do with the former: indeed, it defined what leading Maoists meant by the terms democracy, participation, and class struggle.’
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Eco-certification and Scripts of Community

Introduction

One Friday afternoon in May 2015, I came along for the first delivery of vegetables from the peasant cooperative in Daxi Village to a Chengdu consumer association’s new shop.* The three founders and leaders of the village’s peasant cooperative – Dong Jie, Wang Zhaochen, Kang Sunbin – and I travelled together from the self-styled ecological village to the provincial capital. After over an hour in heavy traffic, we finally arrived at the shop. A woman in her thirties came out.

This was Wu Yingying, the consumer association’s founder and volunteer store manager. She walked over and welcomed us effusively, addressing the three other men as ‘Elder Brother’ rather than by their official titles or as directors of the cooperative. In this way, she was invoking a close personal relationship with the three men. In a process that Thelen, Thiemann and Roth (2018) call ‘kinning the state’, she had framed their relationship as a personal one between close relatives or friends, rather than as one between a store manager and officials who were responsible for regulating and coordinating agricultural production at the township and village level. On this occasion, Dong Jie similarly called the village leader ‘Elder Brother Kang’ rather than addressing him by his name or political title.

Personal commitment was very important to Wu Yingying. She only agreed to being interviewed if it had a purpose beyond my research and degree. By mentioning that I had co-organized a food co-op in Vienna like the consumer association in Chengdu, I demonstrated my commitment to the cause of building an ecological future through community. During the interview, Wu Yingying gave several reasons for organizing the consumer association. Two are particularly interesting in terms of this book’s focus on the multiplicity of performed state boundaries.

Wu Yingying explained that she and the other organizers of the consumer association had not trusted the state’s certification scheme for organic agriculture. Like other consumers in China (Yan 2012: 721), they suspected that personal relations (guanxi 关系) between officials and producers would interfere with the certification scheme and enable fraud and corruption. Moreover, the consumer association rejected state certification for another reason. Wu Yingying viewed the organic standard as a Western innovation that had been imported to China and emphasized that an older Chinese notion of ecology had existed beforehand. She charged that the standards set for ‘organic’ products were too high for many producers to start the transition process on their own. While she claimed that other distributors only looked for producers who already fulfilled the organic standard, the consumer association was more flexible, knew its committed producers personally and understood ecological agriculture as a transformative process.

* * *

The diverging evaluation of personal relations as either undermining state certification or offering an alternative to it is remarkable. The urban middle-class citizens involved in this food network of peasant cooperatives and consumer associations understood personal relations not only as potential ‘corruption’ that undermines the ‘transparency’ of ‘organic’ certification, but also as a way of guaranteeing ‘transparency’ in their food network and enabling ‘ecological’ agriculture and access to ‘safe’ and ‘healthy’ food. Similar contradictory evaluations of personal relations can also be found in the social science literature. This apparent contradiction of personal relations nurturing ‘corruption’ and ‘transparency’ constitutes what I call the ‘puzzle of personal relatedness’ (Lammer 2018).

This chapter argues that the multiplicity of performed state boundaries is key to understanding these diverging expectations regarding personal relations. Continuing the analyses started in the first chapter, it delves further into the repertoire of markers of distinctions between state and non-state. As in Chapter 1, I will follow a contrast suggested by actors in the food network: the consumer association’s shop is ‘completely different’ from the organic grocery store next door. I examine how the state was distanced through the specific presentation of ‘state certification’ (guojia renzheng 国家认证) in the consumer association and by turning material markers of the non-ecological into markers of the state when urban customers visited and toured the ecological village.

For urban consumers concerned about cross-cutting personal ties corrupting organic certification, the boundary between state (as regulator) and market (as regulated) is at stake, but the market is no longer the opposite of the state when the consumer association is contrasted with the organic grocery store. Here, the market becomes linked to the state through certification as a shared marker of distinction, against which civil society and community are performed as non-state and nonmarket others. Moreover, as we will see, the New Rural Reconstruction Movement performs two scripts of community as superior to the state: a globally travelling model of ‘community-supported agriculture’ (CSA, shequ zhichi nongye 社区支持农业) and a model of traditional rural China. To capture this multiplicity of non-state others in performances of state boundaries, this chapter introduces the idea of ‘domain multiplicity’.

Opposing Evaluations of Personal Relations in Social Science

The analytical distinction between personal and institutional relations looms large not only in studies of so-called alternative food networks but also in economic anthropology, postsocialist anthropology and China Studies. In these literatures, personal relations are often either condemned or celebrated.

The Agro-food Studies literature on ‘alternative food networks’ (Goodman, DuPuis and Goodman 2012) abounds with terms suggesting personal relations between producers and consumers, such as ‘close encounters’ (DeLind 1999), ‘embeddedness’ and ‘direct social ties’ (Hinrichs 2000), ‘close interpersonal ties’ (Goodman 2003), ‘face-to-face interaction’ (Renting, Marsden and Banks 2003), ‘local, direct contact and personal relations’ (Pratt 2007), ‘proximity’ and ‘direct marketing’ (Jarosz 2008), ‘reconnection’ (Kneafsey et al. 2008), ‘personal connections’ and ‘informal networks’ (Aistara 2015) or ‘moral economic family’ (Carlisle 2015).

One key inspiration behind much of this literature is Karl Polanyi’s dualist typology of economies that are either embedded within social relationships or disembedded anonymous exchanges. While neoclassical economics see social ties as imperfections that necessarily make markets less efficient, the opposing neo-institutionalist argument holds that these ties can also make them more efficient. Economic sociologists have modified this binary opposition and argued that market economy is always socially and institutionally embedded (Granovetter 1985; Block 2003). Similarly, in economic anthropology, Stephen Gudeman (2009: 18) has reformulated Polanyi’s approach, holding ‘that all economies are both embedded and disembedded’.

Although these sociologists and anthropologists have tried to move beyond opposing evaluations of personal relations, the opposition is very much alive in social science. In contrast to studies of alternative food networks, in much of the literature on regulation personal relations appear as a threat to the travelling Western model of the idealized ‘independent regulator’. Corruption is said to be pervasive in China and thought to undermine transparency (Delman 2003; Tam and Yang 2007; Hsueh 2011; Zhou G. 2017). Sometimes guanxi, often translated as personalistic ties, is even explicitly presented as a culturally specific explanation of corruption (Delman 2003; Fang 2008; Cheng 2012). Such diagnoses build on, and reproduce, the mainstream liberal narratives that criticize the Chinese state for unduly blurring the boundary between public and private (see the Introduction).

Inspired by neo-institutionalist economics, the anthropologies of postsocialism (Verdery 1996; Ledeneva 1998) and China (M. Yang 1994; Yan 1996) offered an alternative interpretation: the deficiencies of socialist institutions compelled both state actors and other citizens to develop instrumentalist personal ties to overcome shortages (for a discussion of the anthropology of China see Lammer 2018: 374–78; for a discussion of postsocialist anthropology see Thelen 2011). Mayfair Yang (1989; 1994) explicitly suggested understanding guanxi as a nascent civil society against the socialist state. Transferring this argument to regulatory challenges of food safety, some have argued that, in the face of failing state institutions that have been imported from the West, citizens in post-Maoist China and postsocialist countries use personal relations to achieve transparency (for China, see Yan 2012; Zhang et al. 2015; Zhou G. 2017; for postsocialism, see Dunn 2004; Aistara 2015). Activist scholars have pointed to emerging ‘alternative’ food initiatives in China, but they regard these initiatives’ transformative potential as limited by excessive state intervention (Scott et al. 2014; Si, Schumilas and Scott 2015), continuing to other China and its institutions. When Western regulatory institutions supposedly ‘fail’ (neoclassical economics, studies of certification) or ‘succeed’ (neo-institutionalist economics, studies of alternative food movements), instrumentalist personal connections in the form of guanxi are still often invoked as a Chinese cultural or socialist particularity.

In this chapter, the point in outlining these discussions of personal relations in the social science literature is that these positions are not restricted to academic debates. Consumers’ scepticism regarding the state’s ‘organic certification’ scheme resonates with academic positions inspired by neoclassical economic theory that sees Western regulatory institutions being corrupted by the Chinese culture of guanxi. Consumers’ hopes for alternative food networks resonate with academic positions inspired by neo-institutionalism that see personal relations as citizens’ reaction, or even resistance, to malfunctioning state institutions.

As Jakob Klein (2014: 139) argues, ‘“alternative” food movements with Chinese characteristics’ should be understood as both ‘part of a globalized critique of a market-driven “global food system”, [and] also as ongoing, critical conversations with state socialism’. Academic ideas about personal relations have most directly reached organized urban middle-class consumers in Chengdu through activist scholars of China’s New Rural Reconstruction Movement, and some of their publications could be found on the shelves of the consumer association’s shop. The models of ‘mutual aid between city and countryside’ propagated by these activist scholars were partly inspired by Western food movements and their model of ‘CSA’ as a civil society alternative to state and market and partly by notions of traditional Chinese rural culture. For example, Shi Yan had worked as an intern at a CSA farm in the US and used this experience to initiate the Little Donkey Farm, ‘Beijing’s first CSA’, which became the topic of her doctoral dissertation. She and other scholar activists have more recently contrasted such alternative food initiatives with certification, drawing on Fei Xiaotong’s (1992) anthropological study Earthbound China. They used Fei’s concept of the ‘relational morality’ of the ‘differential mode of association’ to conceptualize CSAs and similar forms of direct marketing (Merrifield 2020).

With this concept, Fei contrasted social organization in China and the West. He claimed that in the West individuals form organizations with clear membership boundaries, while in China individuals associate in overlapping, discontinuous networks centred around individuals and made up of dyadic social ties. Explicitly presenting food networks such as CSAs as alternatives to certification, activist scholars argue that ‘information about the farm, about organic food and about sustainable living’ is ‘borne along relational ties, flowing outward to expand the network of people that know and trust the farm’ (Shi et al. 2011: 557). As in his previous description of the ‘Chinese traditional system of government’ (Fei 1946, see also the Introduction), Fei presented the blurred boundary of this mode of association as a unique feature of Chinese society.1

The community of food networks was thus modelled both on activist models of Western civil society organizations and academic models of traditional rural China. Yet, despite this multiplicity of non-state others, performed state boundaries overlapped. Presenting certification in the food network in a specific way created a safe distance between the state and community in both modern Western and traditional Chinese terms. For the model of Western civil society, distancing the state avoided the corruptibility of organic certification through guanxi. For the model of traditional rural China, distancing the state enabled the flexibility of guanxi against the rigidity of Western certification.

Producing Transparency through Consumer Participation

Members of the consumer association claimed that their shop was ‘completely different’ from the store that a well-known organic grocery chain operated just next door. A post by a food blogger reproduced this opposition. After discussing this ‘para-ethnographic’ (Holmes and Marcus 2008) account, I analyse how the organic certification scheme was differently presented in the two shops. Although the products the consumer association sold also included food with organic labels, certification as a marker of the state and the market was hidden, crossed out or recontextualized. As the association rejected this tool of producing transparency, the ecological character of the agricultural products had to be made visible and credible to urban middle-class consumers in a different way. I will argue that transparency was mainly produced through the possibility of consumer participation and personal experience.

In public discourse, transparency technologies are usually said to correct deficits in various fields, such as democracy or (as here) food safety. Anthropologists have offered more critical accounts of transparency. Marilyn Strathern’s (2000) study of ‘audit culture’ in higher education asks what visibility conceals. Similarly, Todd Sanders and Harry West (2003) have noted that transparency and conspiracy thrive simultaneously. Taking transparency’s literal impossibility as its premise, Andrea Ballestero (2012: 161) has suggested moving beyond ‘the tendency to make the visibility/opacity dyad both the phenomenon to be explained and the basis for explanation’. Rather than asking what the transparency of the certification scheme concealed or what kind of conspiracies consumers suspected of being hidden behind labels of organic agriculture, I look at how actors in the food network recontextualized the official labels, producing their own kind of transparency, and thereby constituted themselves as different from and superior to the state in matters of ecological agriculture, food safety and sustainability.

Transparency in the Organic Grocery Store

In May 2015, the Chengdu consumer association’s new shop opened for business. Wu Yingying, the head of the association, said she had volunteered to be its unpaid manager. During an interview, she explained that this shop had replaced four temporary pickup locations. Those were in different parts of the city, were run entirely by volunteers, and only open to members. In the new shop, two paid clerks were responsible for the everyday tasks. These clerks had previously worked at other supermarkets but had no experience with ecological agriculture or food networks. In contrast, Wu Yingying was familiar with food cooperatives from living and studying abroad in the US and in Europe.

Wu Yingying explained that the consumer association had opened the shop for several reasons. There were problems at the pickup locations. Either the rent was too high, or the landlords or other tenants no longer wanted them to distribute their food there. Moreover, the members of the consumer associations no longer had time for all the necessary work, which they had performed voluntarily from 2005 until 2015. Finally, Wu Yingying recounted that they had decided to open the shop to nonmembers because it would benefit both producers and members: producers could expect a more stable sales volume, while members would have consistent access to a broader variety of products.

A branch of one of Chengdu’s most popular organic grocery chains is located directly next door to the consumer association’s shop. During the interview, Wu Yingying, the head of the association, drew my attention to this neighbouring store and, with another member of the consumer association, urged me to take a look. When I returned, they asked me if I had noticed that the two shops were ‘completely different’. They suggested that the store’s only goal was to sell products and to make money.

A food blogger from Chengdu also took this spatial proximity of the shops as an inspiration to contrast the two. Like Wu Yingying and other members of the consumer association, this blogger presented herself as cosmopolitan.2 She used an English name and had mentioned in another post that her favourite places she had visited in the world were Switzerland and Hong Kong. The blog entry about the shops appeared on an organic lifestyle website that claimed to have been among the first platforms for this issue in China. Focusing on differences in design and practices, she used two ethnographic vignettes of her visits to construe the two shops as two distinct models. She called these two models ‘CSA’ and ‘capital operation’.

Here is my translation of the blogger’s description of her first impression of the organic grocery store:

It looks high end, classy, top grade and has a compact layout, a fashionable interior, advanced equipment, passionate staff, a complete range of products, attentive service. Unfortunately, it was forbidden to take photos. As soon as one of the employees saw me entering the shop, he quickly approached me and welcomed me with a smile. He introduced the history of the chain and the organic products, being able to impart a lot of content at once, answering all questions asked – it’s clear that the company’s training was successful. The shop assistant told me that the company has several production sites in Sichuan, and that except for fruit, some grains and seafood all products come from their own farms. Customers can return food within forty-eight hours if they are not satisfied with the freshness or the taste. . . . Later, he persuaded me to leave my phone number, offering a big gift box worth 200 RMB that would be delivered by a delivery service . . . my consumer-self left perfectly satisfied; my organic-journalist-self left with a heart full of doubts.3

Interestingly, she interprets the activities of the employee as the effect of not his personal commitment but rather his institutional duty, stressing that ‘it’s clear that the company’s training was successful’.

In contrast, the blogger emphasizes personal reputation and direct social contact in the introduction to the shop of the consumer association. She mentions that anyone very familiar with ecological agriculture and CSA in China would have already heard about this consumer association. The blogger then introduces Wu Yingying as someone who had run the CSA since its very beginning and as the founder of the shop. She recounts how she had already experienced Wu Yingying’s uncompromising attitude towards the products at an organic trade fair in Shanghai and that at a later forum about ‘natural life’ she had witnessed even more intense criticism by Wu Yingying. She tells her readers that Wu Yingying periodically travels around the country in search for satisfactory products. Without a ‘personal inspection’ or a ‘personal testing’, she would never put the products on sale in the shop. This is the duty she gives herself as the person in charge of the shop. Finally, she writes that Wu Yingying’s character made a deep impression on her, describing her as candid, frank and honest, and as someone who would not make insincere remarks out of politeness. The blogger supposes that this is probably the only way she can make the shop work and gain the ‘moms’’ trust in her choices.4

The blogger then promises that what one will see upon entering the consumer association’s shop is ‘completely different’ from at the store of the commercial organic grocery chain:

In the shop, there is only one female worker filling shelves with goods. When I walk into the shop, she is busy with the work in her hands; she does not raise her head and does not greet me. The storefront is not big, approximately twenty square metres. The simple interior resembles a traditional farm shop opened in the city; upon entering the door, it evokes my memories of walking in the countryside.

In contrast, when my doctoral supervisor visited me in the field, her first thought was that the shop resembled food co-ops and small organic and health food shops in Austria and Germany. This already hints at the domain multiplicity of performed state boundaries, in this case overlapping stage designs of Western civil society and traditional Chinese rural community as non-state others of the state-supported capitalist food regime.

The blogger then goes on to describe the props used in this performance that for her differentiate the consumer association from the organic grocery store:

Because it is summer and the vegetables are placed in a winnowing basket and not refrigerated, they are a bit dried out and the outward appearance is not very good.5 On the shelves, there are many kinds of handmade foods with limited processing: the packaging is simple, the labels are handwritten; there are also some completely manufactured things: for example, toothpaste and snacks. Customers who are not familiar with Wu Yingying or the origin and development of the shop will presumably leave the shop completely puzzled after having walked around the shop for the very first time, especially if the shop assistant does not actively introduce the situation; however, if one is slightly more careful, one can discover second-hand books in the shop, including books and materials about rural reconstruction and ecological agriculture.6

This blogger’s account recognizes the boundary work of the consumer association, through which they distinguish their association’s shop as community-oriented from the store next door as state-regulated and market-oriented. At the same time, her evaluation of the acknowledged difference is more ambiguous. On the one hand, the blogger seems sympathetic to the consumer association’s shop. She praises its simple, traditional ‘peasant’ style and values the diligence and hard work put into it. Knowing Wu Yingying personally, she trusts her. On the other hand, she also points out alleged deficiencies in comparison to the organic grocery store. She asks if the ‘resistance to the current business system’ comes at the expense of ‘customer interests’. She wonders if this would not eventually lead to the outright rejection of technology and science. She points to the consumer association’s simple and crude packaging that sometimes even lacks a tag with the dates of production and expiration. She mentions skin care products that have not been tested and processed food of unclear composition. Aside from the legal question, ‘normal consumers’ would also not trust such kinds of products, she asserts. Despite her ambivalent evaluations, one can still discern a specific kind of transparency that she contrasts to the transparency offered by the state’s organic certification schemes.

Transparency in the Consumer Association

In this section, I identify three characteristics of the transparency produced by the consumer association to make its ‘civil society’ and ‘community’ identity stand out and represent the organic grocery store as a ‘capitalist’ other following the state’s market-oriented path to organic agriculture. All three elements emphasize the benefits of personalized relations in the food network.

First, transparency is produced through the invisible but explorable. By showing that not everything is already transparent at first glance, the consumer association suggests to visitors that there is still something invisible that can be personally explored. The consumer association’s employee acts unobtrusively, as if the goal of the shop were not to sell things. Instead of delivering well-prepared information to ‘passively receiving’ customers, the blogger claims that this self-declared CSA project offers opportunities for potential members of the community to become active in it, from enquiring and finding out for themselves, to participation by consumers in the shop’s operation as described by the blogger:

They [the women] not only organize group purchases but can also assume work responsibilities in the shop when help is needed: for example, dividing, packaging, preparing and delivering stuff. Although laborious, this participation makes her [a specific mom with children in a Waldorf school] feel enriched. The shop has a crowd of consumers that help others by helping themselves. They build close relations with peasant persons that are not only relations between buyers and sellers but that also involve trust. When both sides get to know each other well, be it the producers or consumers, they would treat this friendship all the kindlier.

Here, the blogger invokes both ‘market’ and ‘mutuality’, the notions Gudeman (2009) views as constituting the dialectic tension of all economies. The blogger presents the relation between producers and consumers as growing ever closer to mutuality and more distant from the market. This distancing of the market did not only happen discursively: I could observe a division of labour in the interaction with customers. The salesperson tended to be responsible for the parts of the interaction associated with numbers, such as measuring goods, calculating and receiving customers’ payments. Wu Yingying and other members took on these tasks only when no salesperson was available. Members would help with other kinds of tasks, such as arranging the products or cleaning. Most often, they would sit together and talk, sometimes in the front of the shop around a big table. If nonmembers showed interest in a product, the volunteer manager or the members would not only introduce the product but also include background stories about its producers.

For example, when a customer asked about some unfamiliar seeds, Wu Yingying explained not only that this was called quinoa, but that ‘Elder Brother Ma’ grew it in Hebei Province. She pointed to a poster with a photo and description of his farm and continued that he had just started trying to cultivate it in the last year. Before, she had only seen imported quinoa, usually from South America, but Elder Brother Ma had been surprisingly successful. She was very happy that a ‘localized’ version would now be available. She explained that the cultivation of quinoa in China had been mentioned in very old books. She told the customer that she had already seen more than seven colours of quinoa, that it was said that white quinoa has the highest nutritional value and that quinoa looked very beautiful in the fields but the harvest was hard work. She recounted that she had gone to the fields to ‘investigate and study it first hand through participation in the physical work’ (dundian 蹲点) and added that she liked Elder Brother Ma as he was different from most other peasants. He had a ‘spirit of research’ and was skilled in using agricultural tools. Before tilling the soil with his own hands, he had worked in the NGO sector, she added. The natural conditions at his place were very poor for agriculture, but his parents had come with him and helped him cultivate the land. He also grew popcorn and tomatoes that looked like flowers from above.

This style of transparency through ‘participation’ and ‘community building’ reveals additional information to the customer who seeks it. Without face-to-face interaction, customers might not understand what they are seeing, because of the performance of difference from market culture. They ‘might leave the shop completely puzzled’, as the blogger writes. In her description, this staging of an explorable invisibility is set against the kind of transparency provided by the organic grocery chain, an unexplorable visibility. She represents the organic grocery store’s employees’ active attentiveness as rendering customers passive: behind the active presentation of certain information, the blogger suspects that something else might be concealed. This impression is strengthened by the store’s policies against consumers making things visible themselves by exploring. The blogger stresses:

The organic grocery store did not let me take photos and stopped me. On a trip, friends wanted to visit two production sites on their way but were coldly turned away: only the site in Chengdu is open to outsiders. But the Chengdu site is just a farm for leisure and amusement. We want to see how vegetables are planted, not horses reared in pens.

This statement’s claim to a right to investigate personally and its rejection of amusement in beautified surroundings reiterate an appreciation for diligent work. Furthermore, it points to the second distinctive characteristic of this style of transparency through which ‘civil society’ and ‘community’ were performed: the visually imperfect.

The consumer association produces transparency by displaying imperfections in the surface appearance, implying to customers that there is no need for additional representation. The dried-out vegetables are a case in point, but the simple wooden shelves also suggest that representing commodities in the best light was not considered very important. This left the impression that there was no boundary between consumer association insiders and potential customers as outsiders. They had nothing to hide behind a surface, so there was no need for the kind of staged transparency seen at the organic grocery store, which, if present, might even have suggested a lack of trust and personal relations in the food network.

The blogger criticizes the visualizations of certain scenes and certain knowledge that were continuously imposed on the customer in the organic grocery shop. The shop assistants’ ‘brainwashing’ was comparable to advertising by brands. However, this picture omits the consumer association’s careful consideration of its symbolic visualizations. For example, Wu Yingying and Dong Jie had discussed the simple and natural appearance of the shop during the first vegetable delivery. It seems crucial to me that the blogger did not consider the representations at the consumer association’s shop actively chosen like those at the organic grocery store next door.

A third distinctive feature of the consumer association’s transparency was the shop’s heterogeneous materiality. In her post, the blogger observes that unique handmade products prevailed and that even labels and price tags were handwritten. The way the consumer association’s shop staged organic certification provides an even more striking example for discussing this third style of transparency as a performance of civil society and community that distanced the state.

Staging State Certification

Starting in the 1990s, the Chinese government introduced various standards for ‘green’ (lüse 绿色) (1990), ‘organic’ (youji 有机) (1994, redefined in 2005) and ‘hazard-free’ (wugonghai 无公害, literally ‘without public harm’ and sometimes also translated as ‘pollution-free’ or ‘harmless’) (2001) agricultural products (Thiers 2002; 2006; Scott et al. 2014). Activist scholars have argued that

unlike in the West where civil society-based initiatives have spearheaded the development of ecological agriculture, in China, state intervention has played a much stronger role. Paradoxically, while globally, ecological agriculture began its emergence as an ‘alternative’ to subvert industrial agriculture, in China it began already ‘conventionalized’ and is serving in many ways as a vehicle for reinforcing the government’s priorities for agricultural modernization and neo-productivism. (Scott et al. 2014: 159)

In the early 1990s, state ministries set up the first Chinese certifying authorities, the Green Food Development Centre (CGFDC) and the Organic Food Development Centre (OFDC). The Ministry of Agriculture established and initially funded CGFDC. Its certification scheme for ‘green’ food targeted the domestic market and still permitted the use of some comparatively safe chemical synthetic substances in the food production process. In 1993, CGFDC joined the International Federation of Organic Agriculture Movements (IFOAM). OFDC is a branch of the Ministry of Environmental Protection, which started its ‘organic’ certification programme in 1994. Due to its initial export-orientation, OFDC used standards established by foreign regulators in jurisdictions such as the European Union, Japan or the United States. It joined IFOAM in 2002. These two state agencies, CGFDC and OFDC, were the most important certifiers in China and competed for market shares (Thiers 2002: 365; Scott et al. 2014: 161).7

There was no linear process of moving towards ever-stricter standards. In 2001, the Ministry of Agriculture instituted a standard for ‘hazard-free’ food, which aimed to address the problem of agrochemical contamination and related food safety concerns. This less stringent standard was introduced as producers had not used the ‘green’ standard as widely as had been hoped for. In 2005, the ‘organic’ certification was no longer based on foreign standards but reformulated by the Chinese certifier itself, signalling a turn to the domestic market (Scott et al. 2014: 160–61).

Both the organic grocery chain’s store and the consumer association’s shop sold products with state certification. However, they contextualized them in different ways.

Affirming Certification in the Organic Grocery Store

As mentioned above, members of the consumer association prompted me to visit the organic grocery store next door to look for ‘complete difference’. One of the first things I noticed was that there were several posters in front of the organic grocery store. There were photos of fresh-looking vegetables and fruits, as well as smiling, Western-looking faces. Inside the store, I could not miss a big map of the world showing the origin of products from Europe, the US and Australia, like organic tomato sauce imported from Italy. Outside of the store, a slogan urged paying for organic food instead of cheaper food that might cause illnesses. A sidewalk sign presented the three labels of the state’s certification scheme for organic agriculture as authoritative information for the customers, visually representing the hierarchy of the scheme in the shape of a pyramid with four layers in different shades of green. From the dark green layer at the bottom up to its light-green tip, the pyramid was labelled in English with the terms ‘general’, ‘pollution-free’, ‘green’ and ‘organic’. More detailed Chinese captions explained that the hazard-free food at the bottom allowed a wide range of agrochemicals, that the green food in the middle only allowed certain agrochemicals in regulated amounts, and that the organic food on top was the only one that allowed neither synthetic fertilizers and pesticides nor genetically modified organisms and provided traceability for all products.

Hiding Labels as Markers of the State

The consumer association presented the certification scheme in a different way. While the organic grocery store next door claimed that everything they sold met the organic standard, only some of the products in the shop of the consumer association had been certified. No official information of the certification schemes was presented. Nonetheless, Wu Yingying had explained to Wang Zhaochen and Dong Jie, during a tour through the shop at the time of the first delivery, that ecological products that did not yet have organic certification were stored on the lower shelves, while those with the organic label could be found at eye level and higher in the shelves. In this hierarchical spatial order, uncertified ecological products appeared subordinated to the certified organic products. In this set up, the ecological was staged as not-yet-organic.8 However, as three examples below will show, the presentation of certification was more ambivalent, less authoritative, and thereby distanced the state from the consumer association.

First, only some products came in packaging with logos and labels. Products lacking certification were also available at the consumer association’s shop. Moreover, even some certified products lacked labels. The peasant cooperative from Daxi Village not only delivered noncertified ‘ecological’ vegetables twice a week but also supplied the consumer association with rice. Although the cooperative’s rice was certified as ‘green’ in 2015 and was already in the process of acquiring the label of ‘organic’, this was not eye-catchingly visualized in the shop of the consumer association. The cooperative could have packaged the rice in small plastic bags, as it did for other occasions such as trade fairs, but instead after it was husked at the mill it was put into big twenty- to thirty-kilogram sacks. Those that were delivered to the consumer association in Chengdu were plain white with no logo of the cooperative or enterprise and no certification label, only the weight and the name of the rice variety, which Kang Sunbin wrote on the bag with a red poster pen. This style of packaging was, I argue, yet another part of performing civil society and community into existence by avoiding the visibility of the state’s certification schemes and thus distancing the consumer association from other market actors selling organic produce. The hiding of markers of the state in front of certain audiences contributes to the segregated multiplicity of performed state boundaries (see also Chapter 1), in this case endowing products of Daxi’s peasant cooperative with the aura of the state for those who value it but not for others sceptical of it.

Negotiating Certification for the Ecological Village

Dong Jie was the one who established the business contacts between the consumer association and the peasant cooperative from Daxi Village, but he was not the only person involved in marketing the cooperative’s productions. In 2010, when it was new and lacked resources, the village party secretary Wang Zhaochen had persuaded a local entrepreneur, his former schoolmate Wen Erqiang, to invest in constructing a rice mill in the village. He also tried to create a market for the products of the cooperative by using his existing contacts and establishing new ones.

This was no easy undertaking. For example, the cooperative first tried to sell what they called ‘ecological’ vegetables through a subscription programme in Yinhe City, the county town, in 2013, but by the time I returned, in autumn of 2014, they had already abandoned this scheme. The very small group of consumers in Yinhe City wanted more variety, while the leaders of the cooperative argued that they were already growing more different crops in the vegetable unit’s fields than was economically viable. Furthermore, home delivery was time- and cost-intensive. As the Chengdu consumer association’s shop was then only buying a small part of the harvest, the remaining vegetables were still sold at the lower prices for conventionally grown food offered at the old market in Yinhe City.

Together with Wen Erqiang, who was more experienced in dealing with higher-level officials, Wang dealt with public authorities to obtain the required business registrations, as well as applying for government project money. While Dong Jie argued that there was no need for certification because of his contacts with organized urban consumers, Wang Zhaochen and Wen Erqiang applied for green and organic certification. When Wen Erqiang presented his new business to friends and acquaintances, I heard him pointing to collaborations with universities and media reports about ecological agriculture in the village. Even more importantly, he often emphasized proudly that their rice had ‘state certification’ for green and organic foods, which would enable them to sell their products throughout China. For him, state certification was highly relevant. While he had earned a locally respectable income from his original, dusty business collecting and compressing used cotton rugs in his small hometown and selling them in other provinces, this did not grant him the same respect from acquaintances of a higher status. State certification enabled him to imagine himself as a successful and modern entrepreneur.

Dong Jie, on the contrary, argued that the consumers with an environmentalist outlook organized in associations in Chengdu did not consider state certification necessary and so the expensive registration process was a waste of money. Indeed, they might even interpret a focus on certification as prioritizing profit over ecological agriculture, as he warned Wang Zhaochen and Wen Erqiang. To consumers in the food network and to me, on the other hand, he defended the certification of the cooperative’s rice on the grounds that they had probably done so because ‘the state’ offered them subsidies. As mentioned in the first example above, certification as a marker of both state and market was rendered invisible in the consumer association’s shop.

Crossing Out the State

As we continued our tour through the shop, I noticed that parts of the labels on some packages had been crossed out with a black poster pen. This is the second example of how the consumer association staged certification in a way that distanced the state. This time, distancing was achieved without hiding markers but by rendering them visibly irrelevant. Wu Yingying explained to us that these imported products had been certified as organic in Taiwan, which was not recognized by the Chinese authorities.

At first glance, organic certification appears to be taken seriously by the consumer association, otherwise certified products would not have been placed on the shelves separately from, and above, noncertified products. On the other hand, the organic label was here staged as insignificant. This product from Taiwan was placed on the same shelf as the organic products, even though the certification had been crossed out according to the Chinese state’s regulation. This staging of the product raises the question of who could legitimately claim to establish what was ‘organic’ through rituals of certification, but it also naturalizes the notion of ‘organic’. It denies that rules and rituals of certification are centrally involved in producing an ‘organic’ product. It suggests that the agricultural product and the farming practice that produced it are indeed ‘organic’ and would be valuable with or without the certificate and the processes in laboratories and offices that go into producing it. The information infrastructure that enables the products’ circulation as organic remains hidden in the background (Lammer 2024).

Furthermore, at first glance, the Chinese state appears to be recognized. The rule is followed, the label is made invisible and the product is not sold with the label ‘organic’. At the same time, the way in which the state’s rule has been followed is highly visible, as the black ink catches the eye. Thereby, the state and its decision concerning the validity of foreign certification schemes is challenged at the same time as it is accepted. Through the black ink, the consumer association’s shop makes this negotiation of organic certification between states visible to member and nonmember customers alike, while through the placement among other certified products, the consumer association stages this negotiation between states as irrelevant. While acknowledging the rules of the Chinese state, it simultaneously sets itself up against it, representing the state as incompetent in the matter. The consumer association creates credibility among members and potential customers by presenting its selection of certain ‘healthy’ and ‘ecological’ foods from specific producers as superior to the state’s institutional certifying mechanisms and regulations.

Mirroring Rule-Bound Certification

As mentioned in the introduction to this chapter, Wu Yingying and her associates also rejected state certification as a Western import. According to them, ‘organic’ agriculture was still about ‘controlling nature’, albeit no longer with ‘chemical’ but with ‘organic’ inputs, while the older Chinese notion of ‘ecological’ agriculture was about ‘following the rules of nature’ (see also Chapter 1). Furthermore, she charged that the organic standards were too rigid and too high for many producers to start the transition process on their own.9 While other distributors only looked for producers who already fulfilled the organic standard, the consumer association understood ecological agriculture as a transformative process enabled by the flexibility of a mode of association that Fei Xiaotong had ascribed to traditional rural China.

On the day of the delivery, before the shop formally opened, two curious women in their fifties entered and carefully examined some fruit. After a while, Wu Yingying struck up a conversation with one of them and frankly confessed that not everything they sold in the shop met the organic standard. She pointed to the pears and apples and said that they had been sprayed with pesticides two and three times, respectively. In this shop, they knew the producers and disclosed such information, she emphasized. The woman expressed approval and added that the most important question was when the pesticides had been applied.

In this third example, the lack of certification was presented not as a weakness of the producers but as a strength of the consumer association’s form of transparency that disclosed information face-to-face, rather than trying to uphold a perfect image and selling only certified ‘organic’ products to unrelated outsiders. By performing flexible personal relations as the opposite of the state’s rigid certification, the consumer association mirrors and thereby reproduces these bureaucratic institutions’ self-representation as rule bound. However, the positive view that this rule boundedness ensures the reliability of certification schemes against the corrupting influence of personal ties is replaced with a negative evaluation that highlights an alleged lack of adaptability to peasants’ needs. This mirroring renders the flexibility and transformative potential of institutions such as certification agencies invisible.

Anthropologists who study bureaucracy have long pointed out that formal organization is not fixed but always being made. Therefore, it makes sense to speak of ‘bureaucratization’ (Kirsch 2003: 217) rather than bureaucracy. Let us look at an example of bureaucratization of organic certification in the US state of Montana:

As the most immediate interface with the ‘necessary evil’ of certification, organic inspectors were the most common and illustrative example of actors who were often seen as helpful [by farmers] despite, rather than because of, the character of their institution. . . . [O]rganic inspectors were often highly respected and appreciated, as their social position was typically viewed as closer to that of the farmer than that of the certifying body. (Carlisle 2015: 7)

For example, one farmer said ‘that he had developed his network of grower friends through his work as a certifier’10 and that he and his colleagues acted ‘as extension specialists instead of just fact gatherers’ (ibid.: 10).

Liz Carlisle (2015: 8) uses this story to argue that organic audits should be considered a ‘ritual of rural life’. Reading her ethnography through the lens of New Ritual Theory (Bell 1992), each organic certification ritual needs to include certain elements, characters and sequences. However, their arrangement is not fixed and participants in the ritual of certification have room to exercise agency, such as Carlisle’s certifier’s ability to downplay ‘fact gathering’ and emphasize advice. At this point, organic inspectors appear as ‘street-level bureaucrats’ (Lipsky 1980) with discretionary power who flexibly make certification rather than only implement it. Personal relations and the flexibility they enabled were not the essential substance of ‘alternative’ food networks that was absent in state certification. Rather, mirroring the self-representation of certification as rule-bound allowed actors in the food network to perform personal relations as a marker of the non-state other.

Performing the Ecological Village

Since the consumer association’s transparency included individual experiences and personal inspections of the producers’ farming practices, urban middle-class consumers ‘went down to the countryside’ as well. Different materialities were identified by these visitors as markers of the ecological or its opposite. How Dong Jie, the leaders of the cooperative and other rural citizens negotiated these associations with references to the state is the topic of this section.

Justifying Agricultural Practices with the State

Dong Jie not only connected consumer associations to the Daxi Village peasant cooperative but facilitated my access to this self-styled ecological village for my ethnographic research project. As I described in the introduction, visitors to the village were welcomed by slogans highlighting its ecological agriculture. During my first weeks there, it seemed that almost any villager I met, especially for the first time, would start the conversation by claiming that they, or the whole village, practised ecological, organic or green agriculture. To back up this claim, they denied using agrochemicals, chemical fertilizer, pesticides and herbicides, which they explained were not good for health and the environment. Some would offer more sophisticated versions detailing not only the farming practices they avoided but those they used instead: electric lights as a means for pest control, rapeseed press cake and manure as substitutes for chemical fertilizer, or bio-gas slurry for both fertilizer and pest control. In addition to such conversations outside the fields, visitors like me could read the activities and material conditions in the fields as signs of the ecological or not ecological, which therefore also often provoked explanations.

In April and May 2015, villagers in Daxi Village transplanted rice seedlings. I once again followed the narrow muddy paths to where five people were already planting them in the ankle-deep water of a small field. Building on my limited experience of the last few days, I did my best to help plant this rice, intended for family consumption, without disrupting the others’ work. The families’ relatives, who were also their neighbours, also helped. One person had been responsible for digging up the seedlings from the non-irrigated land where they had been planted and then sprouted. We planted them in the paddy field in rows, but in a neighbouring field an elderly couple and their grandson were using a different technique. After covering the soil with plastic sheeting, they made holes in a triangular grid pattern using a wooden template before planting the seedlings. In the field on the other side, a middle-aged couple used yet another technique: instead of tilling the soil before transplanting, these villagers planted the seedlings in untilled soil, making holes for them with their fingers with greater difficulty. Afterwards, they covered the field with rapeseed straw that had been harvested only a few weeks earlier.

These three different techniques had been introduced by agronomists in recent decades. Until the 1970s, rice was sowed in irrigated fields and seedlings transplanted twice. This method was abandoned in the 1980s, when an agricultural extension officer promoted a labour-saving technique. Since then, the villagers had started seedlings on non-irrigated land and then transplanted them only once, directly into rows in the irrigated fields. The plastic sheeting technique had been promoted since 2010 by a scientist from Sichuan Agricultural University who claimed that it would increase yields by retaining more moisture and warmth in the soil so planting could take place earlier in the spring. That way, after the first harvest, the rice would sprout again and produce a second harvest and higher total yield.

The scientist stressed that this method was also in line with standards of organic agriculture. Dong Jie recounted that he had first enthusiastically supported this method, but now he rejected it as not ecological. Not only did plastic residues stay in the soil, but the plastic mulch destroyed micro-organisms. In the long run, this would lower the quality of the soil, and consequently yields as well. Therefore, he was now promoting the technique of mulching the untilled soil with straw.

Standing barefoot in the water, I found it less warm and smelly than the water in another household’s fields the previous day. Those had been prepared with manure, as the harvest was intended for sale to the village’s peasant cooperative; this time the man of the household had scattered a greyish powder before the rest of us gently pressed the rice seedlings into the soil. When I asked him what kind of fertilizer this was, he claimed that it was manure. When I replied that it did not look like manure, one woman smiled and said he was trying to trick me. The man’s brother admitted that it was ‘phosphate fertilizer’, and I could also see this printed on the package. Another woman reacted by gesturing that he should keep quiet and whispering not to tell me. In return, the brother justified his revelation by arguing that ecological agriculture only meant giving up pesticides and herbicides so using this mineral fertilizer was acceptable.

Because people like me, the ethnographer, visited this village that pursued a development strategy of ecological agriculture, villagers became implicated in negotiations of the ecological. In the situation mentioned above, my question was interpreted differently. While two villagers read it as an inspection of ecological agriculture, the other two at first did not. Seeing the reaction of the others, the brother started to refer to the various inputs regulated by the organic certification schemes.

A few weeks later that June, I was working at the vegetable facility of the peasant cooperative. One worker, a 50-year-old woman, commented to me about another woman from the village whom we had seen spraying the broad-spectrum herbicide glyphosate on her paddy fields. She smiled at me and said, in a jocular tone, that this woman was doing bad things. Switching to a more serious voice, she first justified the use of agrochemicals by the location of the field in the neighbouring village. She then argued that anyone could apply pesticides and chemical fertilizer on their fields if they ate the rice themselves. Those who used agrochemicals and ate the rice from these fields were ‘not afraid of dying’, she added, again smilingly, apparently referring to and making fun of the urban food anxieties that were expressed by middle-class consumers visiting the village. It was legitimate to use agrochemicals, if one did not sell the rice to the cooperative, she asserted again in a more serious voice. Pointing to another worker of the vegetable unit, she claimed that there were also some who did not use agrochemicals on their own rice fields. Another villager passing by overheard our conversation. He argued that the peasants had no other option than to use herbicides, as well as urea and phosphate fertilizer. Otherwise, farming would be too labour intensive. They did not have enough time to cultivate their personal crops without fertilizer, as the yields would be too low. Finally, he stressed that these ‘low toxicity’ agrochemicals had no negative impact on the environment.

This time, the rural citizens did not appeal to the state’s certification schemes. Instead, the woman based her first justification of the use of herbicides on the state’s administrative division between villages. Her second drew on the idea of a public–private split. Invoking this split enabled her to acknowledge the legitimacy of urban consumers’ health concerns in the public sphere of the market while setting aside their desires and demands by arguing that the household was and should be a unit for autonomous decisions when, for example, the health of the household members is concerned. The passerby rejected the demand for ecological farming by not only pointing to the amount of work and time it required but drawing on a different state discourse that stresses agricultural productivity. Furthermore, to counter health and environmental concerns, he invoked a pesticide classification that was part of the state regulations on safe use of pesticides. In their justifications of different agricultural practices of their neighbours, these rural citizens referenced various instances of state regulation both to claim practices as (more or less) ecological and to defend those they could or did not want to claim as ecological. They linked neither the ecological nor the non-ecological exclusively to the state.

Preparing the Stage for Consumer Visits

Rather than merely relying on villagers to improvise explanations, the hosts of urban consumers, NGO staff, journalists and officials carefully arranged their visits in advance. When such occasions came up, Dong Jie called on Village Party Secretary Wang Zhaochen or Village Leader Kang Sunbin, sometimes at short notice, to prepare everything in the village. This usually meant that they mobilized Group Leader Wang Yiyou and other members of Villagers’ Group No. 1, where the village committee was located. They instructed villagers to pick up litter along the village road and sweep the village square.11 Those whose homes were near the village committee office building were expected to sweep their courtyards as well. Wang Zhaochen’s daughter-in-law or wife was asked to clean the office.

Some product samples, such as packets of rice or vegetables, were prepared for display at the rice mill or village square. Display panels representing the history of the cooperative were very often set up as well. They featured faded photos of earlier visitors from research institutions and universities from China and from abroad, as well as photos of newspaper reports about the cooperative, which were used to establish the reputation of the ecological village and its peasant cooperative. Those who had previously visited the village became part of what was represented to later visitors. During such visits, Dong Jie or Wang Zhaochen’s daughter-in-law often took photos, further enhancing the importance of the ecological village for the next group of visitors.

Furthermore, Dong Jie prepared the village leaders to meet the expectations of visiting urban consumers. In early November 2013, on my second day in Daxi Village, Dong Jie was about to show me around. On this occasion, I overheard a discussion between him and Village Leader Kang Sunbin. Dong Jie announced that some consumers from Chengdu who had recently founded a consumer association wanted to visit the village in five days. Fan Chenlu, a woman with several years of experience practising ecological agriculture in the suburbs of Chengdu, planned the excursion for the group. Dong Jie therefore told Kang Sunbin about two issues he anticipated might give the consumers misgivings: pigs and polytunnels.

Regarding the pigs, he asked Kang Sunbin why the cooperative engaged in animal husbandry: ‘Is the goal to sell products, or to do ecological tourism, or to produce manure for plant production?’ He emphasized that his personal opinion was that it should only be for the latter, and certainly not about selling animal products. Kang Sunbin replied that it would not be possible to raise pigs without selling them. Dong Jie answered that it was in fact not even necessary to raise pigs at all – there were alternatives to manure. Fan Chenlu, the woman who was about to visit, practised ecological agriculture without animal manure, using rapeseed oil cake instead. In Daxi Village, the conditions were even better for this: here, they were already planting rapeseed, but in the suburbs she had to buy it. Dong Jie stressed that her vegetables grew very well indeed. Hence, he proposed organizing a discussion between the consumers and producers when they visited.

Dong Jie added that he thought it was also necessary to raise the issue of the polytunnels and asked what their purpose was. Apparently, they had already discussed this issue, and Kang Sunbin replied that his goal was definitely not to produce ‘out of season’ vegetables – they would only use the polytunnel to overwinter plants. Otherwise, frost would kill the plants and he would not be able to provide vegetables for the consumers. Dong Jie asked if there were other ways to do so, as the customers of ecological agriculture were dedicated environmentalists, and if they saw the polytunnel they would suspect profit maximization and doubt that the cooperative was really practising ecological agriculture. Kang Sunbin replied that there was no alternative and defended himself by pointing out that he had only nine polytunnels and that they were made of bamboo rather than metal. Apparently, he expected that consumers would interpret both the small scale of the operation and the kind of materials used as markers of the ecological. Dong Jie insisted that they would need to bring up the issue themselves to make the consumers understand that it was not about planting out-of-season vegetables for profit. If not, the polytunnels would immediately hurt the cooperative’s reputation. Kang Sunbin agreed that everyone should sit together and state the pros and cons of polytunnels.

I understand Dong Jie’s conversation with Kang Sunbin not only as an attempt to change the latter’s perspective on pigs and polytunnels. Despite Dong Jie’s critique, the cooperative continued to raise pigs and kept its polytunnels through 2014 and 2015. When they expanded the vegetable unit with a second facility at another villagers’ group, they also built new polytunnels there. While the cooperative did not necessarily follow every suggestion of the township agronomist, supporting the cooperative while simultaneously criticizing certain aspects did not diminish Dong Jie’s legitimacy. Rather, his critique strengthened his position and credibility vis-a-vis urban consumer associations as it could be understood to demonstrate his personal commitment. His conversation with Kang Sunbin should thus be understood as an attempt to orchestrate a performance of transparency during the urban consumers’ visit by encouraging the village leader to speak openly about certain issues. This was another aspect of preparing villagers for urban consumers’ excursions to the ecological village.

When Fan Chenlu visited Daxi Village with the new consumer association from Chengdu in 2013, the lunch arranged for them included three different kinds of rice produced by the cooperative. As mentioned in the opening vignette of this book, such banquets offered an opportunity for Dong Jie to distance himself from the productivist state’s taste for meat-heavy meals. Strengthening his positioning on the side of civil society, Dong Jie also often linked markers of the non-ecological with the state, dissociating himself from both.

The Non-ecological as a State Boundary Marker

Visitor tours were led through the vegetable unit’s fields. Visitors saw birds, butterflies, earthworms, caterpillars and insect-gnawed cauliflower leaves and the like as signs of ecological agriculture. During one tour of a small group of urban consumers, Dong Jie supported such interpretations by telling stories of visiting experts having seen animals and plants there that were rarely found outside nature conservation areas. One visitor described the small fields and the weeds in a mandarin grove as ‘disorderly’. Dong Jie confirmed this as another marker of ecological agriculture, complaining that the state-supported ideal of monocultures and sterile weed-free soil disturbed the self-regulation of nature. Biodiversity, he stressed, was a good thing, not a bad one: many experts only tried to solve the superficial problems without looking for their deeper causes. With this explanation, Dong Jie was linking the non-ecological to the state.

As the tour continued, a woman spotted a sponge gourd (loofah) with a withered blossom in another field. She interpreted this as a product of ecological agriculture and claimed that the sponge gourds the supermarket sold were immense due to the use of chemical fertilizer. Even if refrigerated, a 75-centimetre sponge gourd would keep growing, and its blossom would not wither. What she did not know was that this field with the withered blossom did not belong to the cooperative’s vegetable unit. As in this case, visitors looking at the ecological village sometimes read any material object as a sign of the cooperative’s ecological agriculture, even when they were looking at fields where households cultivated vegetables for sale on the local market (rather than through the cooperative) and had applied chemical fertilizer and agrochemicals. Such interpretations were less problematic for the self-styled ecological village than when other material objects were read as markers of non-ecological practices.

When the group returned from the vegetable unit of the cooperative to the village square, it was hot, and we rested in the shadow of a tree next to a pond. Looking at a crack in the concrete embankment, Dong Jie remarked that this was neither sustainable nor ecological. Earth banks were the natural habitats of animals like frogs, which could not live on an embankment like this. Concrete, he sighed, was the current standard for state-financed projects – one saw it everywhere. He thought that the village committee had probably only undertaken this construction project because state funding was available. Such concrete embankments might seem cheaper than the stone walls they had built in the past, but they were not as durable. He pointed out that the concrete already showed signs of wear, even though it was only one year old.

Other instances where Dong Jie associated the state with signs of the non-ecological included subsidies for mechanization and the local state’s distribution of a proprietary ‘straw decomposition agent’ to villagers when they implemented a policy to ‘return the straw to the fields’. While Dong Jie approved of this composting policy in general, he rejected the use of agrochemicals to speed up the process, considering it another state attempt to control nature.

To be sure, Dong Jie did not manage to turn every sign of non-ecological practices into a marker of the state. Spots of dead grass testified to the use of herbicides. Plastic residue in the fields showed where plastic sheeting had been used to cover the soil rather than straw. Ashes in the fields indicated that straw had been burned rather than returned to the fields to cover the soil. When visitors pointed to these material objects, which they deemed non-ecological, Dong Jie blamed the peasants, whom he said needed more ‘participatory education’ rather than ‘top-down’ preaching (Chapter 1). In this way, he reminded visitors of the flexibility of personal relations in community-supported ecological agriculture, in contrast to the rigidity of state regulation. This avoided another possible interpretation: that state regulations had been ignored and the regulators responsible for enforcing them had looked the other way when it came to those with whom they entertained personal relations. This other interpretation was not unfamiliar to organized urban consumers. It was an interpretation that was akin to the declared distrust in possibly corrupt state certification.

Dong’s tours familiarized visitors with a repertoire of state boundaries that included the non-ecological as another boundary marker. His criticism of the non-ecological – including organic certification – thus allowed him to position himself outside of the state. As the non-ecological served as a marker, different scripts of the boundary between state and non-state could be performed with it. In the food network, the enactment of two different models of community combined two possible forms of criticisms that were linked to contrasting ideas about personal relations and the state in China and the West.

Conclusion: Domain Multiplicity

This chapter started from the observation that personal relations were regarded as producing either ‘corruption’ or ‘transparency’ and ‘flexibility’, both by actors in a Sichuan food network and in the social science literature on regulation and food safety. Performed state boundaries and their domain multiplicity are key to understand this apparent paradox.

Despite great variety in the details, a common thread runs through discussions about personal relations in Agro-food Studies, economic anthropology, postsocialist anthropology and China Studies. This is the idea that either ‘cold’ institutions of some kind are deficient and provoke a ‘warm’ reaction from society or that the ‘warmth’ of society is a deficiency that prevents ‘cold’ institutions from functioning effectively. The underlying assumption is that the personal and the institutional can be clearly distinguished. Similarly, for urban citizens in Chengdu personal relations on the side of the state appeared as potentially corrupting the Western liberal model of regulating organic agriculture. On the side of civil society and community, personal relations appeared as enabling transparency and flexibility that fostered ecological agriculture. Performed state boundaries could turn corruption into transparency and flexibility and vice versa.

Performances of consumer participation provided Dong Jie and food activists with plenty of opportunities to distance themselves from markers of the state when facing an urban middle-class audience that was not only oriented to liberal versions of the West but also anthropological versions of traditional rural China. In the welcoming scene, Wu Yingying avoided the use of official titles as markers of the state. In the consumer association, scripts of civil society and community were performed against both state and market; against the neighbouring store of an organic grocery chain, certification was hidden, crossed out or recontextualized in the association’s shop. In the ecological village, Dong Jie not only differentiated between organic certified agriculture and ecological agriculture and linked the former to the state and the later to civil society and community; he also turned what visitors took to be markers of the non-ecological into markers of the state or into the opportunity to perform ‘participatory education’ in contrast to the state’s ‘top-down’ approach.

This performative boundary work was effective. In an interview, Wu Yingying stated that the cooperative in Daxi Village was doing a good job producing ecological rice and vegetables and that it was difficult to find such ‘honest’ people nowadays. She particularly admired their willingness to operate the unprofitable vegetable unit. From her perspective, the villagers followed Dong Jie’s agricultural advice not because he was an official at the township but because of his (participatory) ‘methods’.

The consumer association’s way of staging transparency in contrast to certification put the spotlight on personal relations. I identified three institutionalized features of the consumer association’s transparency: the explorable invisible, the visually imperfect, and heterogeneous materiality. This mirroring reinforced rigid and unitary certification as a marker of the state, thereby strengthening the alternativeness of the food network as modelled on the flexibility of guanxi in the traditional community of rural China.

The alternativeness of the food network was further bolstered by another script of non-state community. As the mirroring sustained an image of routine certification as rule-bound, any sign of personal relations and flexibility looks unusual and thus indicates corruption. In turn, certification could also be distanced to perform the food network as civil society against state regulation that was undermined by guanxi – as expression of Chinese cultural or socialist otherness. This double attack on certification – as both rigid and corruptible – demonstrates the productivity of overlapping state boundaries that multiply non-state others.

In this case, domain multiplicity mutually reinforced the performed boundaries between state and community, even if this community was informed by both activist models of Western civil society and anthropological models of traditional rural China. Being a shared marker of the state, the distancing of certification as non-ecological could hold different models of non-state others together, even though these models have been conceptualized as substantially different forms of social organization.

The next chapter continues this analytical focus on domain multiplicity in performances of state boundaries by looking at summer camps that rural development NGOs offered as a response to the problem of the ‘rural left-behind child’. Here, in addition to the boundary between state and community, another split enters the picture: that between the state and the family.

Notes

* An earlier version of this chapter was published as ‘Distancing the Regulating State: Corruption, Transparency, and the Puzzle of Personal Relatedness in a Food Network in Sichuan’, Urban Anthropology and Studies of Cultural Systems and World Economic Development 47 (3–4), 369–406, Copyright © 2018 The Institute, Inc. Reprinted with permission. This chapter has been significantly revised and adapted for this book. It introduces the notion of domain multiplicity to further develop the ethnographic theorization of performed state boundaries.

1. ‘Theoretical ventriloquism’ (Hirschauer 2008) and ‘theoretical puppetry’ (Lammer 2024: 271) impose limitations on theoretical creativity in research based on interviews and participant observation with actors who know how to speak and perform social scientific concepts. Aiming for more analytical symmetry in analyses of organic certification and food networks as their supposed alternative, I have therefore used the notion of information infrastructure to understand how labels and people shape the value of food. This allowed me to uncover how information both depends on and intervenes in the materiality it is supposed to be informing about (Lammer 2024).

2. In the arrival scene described above, Wu Yingying greeted me briefly in English, explaining that she had studied and lived abroad for six years – in the United States, Spain, the Netherlands and Latin America. For many members, studying abroad was never in question, it was only about which university in the US or Europe their child should be sent to. Some members told me that their children had already spent a year of high school abroad: in Denmark, for example.

3. To protect the anonymity of the actors and institutions involved, I do not provide links here. I have archived copies of the blog post, published in spring of 2016, and other posts mentioned.

4. The blogger’s reference to ‘moms’ already points to another non-state domain. As the majority members, young women with children referred to the consumer association as the ‘mommies’ group’. In the food network, domain multiplicity was at least threefold; some shared markers served to perform partly overlapping boundaries: between state and civil society, between state and community, and between state and family (see also Chapter 3).

5. This presentation of ‘ecological’ and ‘healthy’ vegetables by the consumer association contrasts sharply with what Klein (2009: 81) observed in 2006 and 2008 in hypermarkets in China: ‘Unlike the conventional produce, vegetables sold under these three categories [green, organic, hazard-free] were always . . . sealed in plastic and carefully labelled with the producer’s name and (sometimes) the emblem of the certifying body. As Zhang [a marketing manager] explained, “Consumers need to know that they are being sold healthy foods!”’

6. In the shop, there was also a stack of several rustic wooden benches covered by a linen cloth with a painting of a green planet with green trees, a rainbow and handwritten slogans about ‘small peasants’ and ‘sustainability’. Wu Yingying explained that the benches could be used during film screenings and other events.

7. According to Paul Thiers (2002: 365), ‘[b]oth of these certifiers have occasionally presented themselves to the international organic community as nongovernmental organizations’. While Thiers (2002: 366) dismisses these claims as ‘false’ by stating that ‘there has never been any domestic, nongovernmental presence in organic certification in China’, this boundary work at the international level itself appears worthy of closer study. In this chapter, I will briefly discuss the question of how organic certificates travel across national borders, with one case from the consumer association’s shop.

8. In Chapter 1, I introduced the difference between the notion of the ecological as ‘not-yet-organic’ and the notion of the ecological as ‘completely different from the organic’ in more detail.

9. Others have reported similar assessments by smallholders and larger organic farms concerning the revised and more stringent national organic standards issued in 2012 by the Certification and Accreditation Administration of the People’s Republic of China (Scott et al. 2014: 161).

10. This also questions the widespread thesis that technologies of transparency function only as individualizing tools of neoliberal governance that create measurable and marketable entities and subjectivities (Shore 2008; quoted in Ballestero 2012: 160).

11. In Chapter 6, I discuss how the village leadership used Minimum Livelihood Allowances as a means for pursuing the village’s development strategy as an ‘ecological village’ by selectively implementing workfare.
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Acting as Father-State and Mother-Society

Introduction

In late January 2015, shortly before the Chinese New Year, I watched a televised talent show for children. As a young boy finished an impressive gymnastic routine, the camera zoomed in on a couple in the audience. One of the hosts asked the child, ‘Wouldn’t your parents have been very happy to see your excellent performance?’ When he agreed, the host continued, ‘Don’t you wish that the two of them could come to all your performances?’ Again, as expected, he agreed. The host explained that the boy’s parents were peasants working in the city and he had not seen them in over six months. Then, he pointed them out in the audience. The boy started to cry, and as they came up to the stage his father also burst into tears. Meanwhile, the host explained that, although the relationship between children and parents was the most important, due to social conditions the boy’s parents had had no choice but to leave their son with his grandparents in the village to find work. Still, the host encouraged the parents to do better in the future. Then he turned to the boy again and asked whether he would prefer to spend more time with his parents or win the world championship. The boy answered right away and declared confidently that he would rather win the championship. For just a moment, the host’s face betrayed his surprise. He tried to salvage the situation with another question: in the future, would the boy rather live with his parents or his grandparents? Again, the boy’s answer was straightforward: with his grandparents. Another host stepped in, explaining that this (apparently wrong) answer could be justified by familiarity. The son had become accustomed to spending time with his grandparents and therefore did not realize the importance of his relationship with the parents. Generously, the two hosts turned back to the parents and explained that they still had the opportunity to do better in the future.

* * *

In 2014, the year before, a Beijing-based rural development NGO had sent staff and some student volunteers to Daxi Village to conduct ten days of ‘community education’ for rural children. This summer camp offered morning and afternoon activities for 120 children, aged six to twelve. Most of the children came from the village, but there were also twenty from Chengdu, accompanied by parents – mostly mothers – who were customers of the village’s peasant cooperative. To provide their families with ‘ecological’ produce, these mothers had organized consumer associations, which they also referred to as ‘mommies’ groups’ (mama tuan 妈妈团). On the day when ‘social activities’ were on the agenda, all the parents were expected to participate in ‘parent-child activities’ like transplanting rice as well as games in which parent-child pairs needed to cooperate closely while playfully competing with other families.1

That December, the NGO organized a conference in Beijing that promoted such education to address the problem of so-called ‘left-behind children’ (liushou ertong 留守儿童) whose parents had migrated to work in the cities. Dong Jie, the township agronomist, was invited to the forum to represent the Daxi Village cooperative. One slide in his report on the summer camp was labelled ‘Parent-child activities: Strengthening the relations between parents and children’. Beneath this was a photograph of children and adults standing in a flooded paddy field transplanting rice in which one adult was photographing the interaction herself. Dong Jie used this slide to represent parents’ participation in community education as a success to an audience of NGO staff, academics, peasant organization leaders and rural social workers. It depicted globalizing ideas about intensive parenting that are also closely related to the construction of the image of the left-behind child as performed in the TV show.

* * *

As I learned during my fieldwork, the urban middle-class consumers who bought the products from the peasant cooperative that Dong Jie was representing at the conference cherished intensive parenting. This segment of the urban middle-class was not only critical of the Chinese state’s ‘birth planning’, which had until recently directly affected them: some would have lost their jobs at state enterprises or public universities if they had had a second child, they told me. Moreover, some of them had developed a pronounced interest in education in ‘the West’ and thought the Chinese state’s formal education in public schools put too much pressure on children. Thus, many thought that the state should not interfere in the private life of families. At the same time, some enthusiastically participated in the community education for rural children offered by the NGO and did not consider these activities an intrusive imposition of specific middle-class values and standards on rural families but warm care for the ‘left-behind child’.

In this chapter, I argue that this divergent evaluation was made possible by doing and undoing multiple state boundaries in performance. On the one hand, the boundary between state and family was undone in the construction of the ‘rural left-behind child’ as a social problem. The responsibility for caring for these children was claimed by state and society, justifying interventions in the life of rural families. On the other hand, a gendered boundary was erected between state and civil society in initiatives promising to address this problem. Continuing the exploration of domain multiplicity started in Chapter 2, I examine how markers of state boundaries can ‘travel’ from one non-state domain to another: in this case, intensive mothering from family to civil society and – in the opposite direction – participation from politics to parenting.2

I try to capture these travelling markers of the state’s boundaries with family and civil society using the term ‘participatory parenting’. This specifically refers to calls for citizens’ participation in care for the left-behind child, rural parents’ public participation in community education, and parents’ performances of intensive parenting in front of other citizens. Focusing on these dynamics arising from the domain multiplicity of state boundaries, the chapter contributes to a growing literature that not only acknowledges that politics and kinship interrelate but makes this interconnection the centre of attention (McKinnon and Cannell 2013; Thelen and Alber 2018).3

I first introduce the left-behind child as a figure that allowed the continuation of the liberal othering of the Chinese state even after the end of the so-called one-child policy. Then, looking at an NGO’s ‘rural children’s community education’ project in Daxi Village that was appreciated and supported by urban middle-class consumers, the rest of the chapter shows how the liberal rejection of intervention into family life can suddenly disappear if the boundary between state and civil society is performed with markers that travel from kinship to politics and vice versa. I discuss how both the central government and the NGO imagined various forms of care that state and society should provide as a remedy to the ‘problem’ of the rural left-behind child. In the next step, I interpret the educational activities of the NGO’s summer camp as a performed distancing of the state that builds on travelling boundary markers. I argue that performances of parents’ participation in public activities, as well as performances of participation of society and community in parenting, make the NGO’s intervention in rural families appear as a benevolent, non-state activity of civil society that upholds a ‘proper’ split between state and family.

Liberal Family Images and the Chinese State’s Otherness

Since its introduction in 1979, liberals have taken ‘birth planning’ – better known outside of China as the ‘one-child policy’ – as evidence of the Chinese state as the coercive and authoritarian other of the democratic West. This discourse represents the Chinese state as not respecting the boundary between state and family and, therefore, as curtailing the ‘free choice’ of individuals in both realms. While the ‘one-child policy’ was in fact implemented as a flexible ‘two-to-three-children policy’ in many areas, especially in the countryside (Santos 2017: 97), and while there have always been exceptions (for ethnic minorities, for example), the limit of one child was officially abandoned only in 2015.

Meanwhile, a new concept had entered Chinese public discourse in the early 2000s. Social scientists and, later on, the media in China constructed the so-called left-behind children as a ‘vulnerable group’ and decried their fate, especially their supposed ‘emotional deficits’, ‘emotional instability’ and ‘poor academic performance’.4 Since the so-called Reform and Opening Up in the 1980s, an increasing number of young men and women have left villages to work in the cities. Liushou (留守), the Chinese term used in the phrase ‘left-behind children’, literally means ‘those who stay and hold the fort’. Xiang Biao (2007: 181) has argued that this implies that those who are left behind are waiting for migrants to return, while the English translation focuses more on those who have migrated and suggests that they are waiting for the others to follow (Xiang 2007: 181). Public discourse, which expects their migration to be only temporary, has classified those migrating ‘peasant workers’ as China’s ‘floating population’ (Zhang L. 2001).

Tatjana Thelen and Haldis Haukanes (2010) remind us that images of a good childhood are always accompanied by images of good parenting. The migrating parents who leave their children behind in the countryside do not demonstrate the globalizing middle-class concept of ‘good’ parenting (understood as ‘intensive’ parenting), on which the notion of the left-behind child is based. Although here we are dealing with internal migration, the discourses are strikingly like those about children ‘left behind’ due to international migration, as Annika Pissin (2013b) has pointed out.

While one narrative blames the migrants for neglecting their offspring due to their own greed, another narrative draws attention to the institutional setup. With access to social welfare and public services, in particular schooling, being linked to China’s rigid household registration system, migrants are represented as forced to leave their children in the countryside. When their situation is framed this way, the liberal mind tends to read left-behind children as yet more proof of the Chinese state’s otherness and as it continuing to wrong families.

Both these liberal discourses concerning ‘birth planning’ and ‘left-behind children’ in China highlight the boundary between state and family. In the case of birth planning, the Chinese state appears as having an undue influence on ‘private’ decisions on reproduction. When it comes to left-behind children, the discourse again emphasizes how family life is interrupted by the Chinese state, this time through the household registration system. In both cases, we see a framing of the ‘big’ state intervening in ‘small’ families.

Kinship Measurements and the Birth of the Left-Behind Child

‘I know what left-behind children are from what I saw on TV.’ This statement came from a senior female volunteer who was conducting a survey of the names, dates of birth and identification numbers of left-behind children in Daxi Village in November 2014. This task had been ordered by the township, and the village leader had just assigned it to the leaders of the nine villagers’ groups and this volunteer, who along with others was already scheduled to conduct a regular household-to-household ‘environmental sanitation inspection’ during the next two days. Village Leader Kang Sunbin and one of the group leaders had just discussed if a particular child should be counted as left behind. As the parents were ‘working outside’ the village most of the year, but ‘locally’ rather than ‘outside the province’, the two men finally decided that the child was not left behind, thus interpreting the bureaucratic criterion of physical separation between parent and child in terms of administrative divisions rather than geographical distance. The volunteer’s subsequent reference to the TV reports about left-behind children puzzled me, because several children in her own neighbourhood, including the case just discussed, lived physically separated from their parents for most of the year. Obviously, these children did not appear left behind in the same way that the children on TV were because they did not fit the sensational portrayal of their miserable conditions used to evidence a lack of parental care. This not only speaks to the media’s importance in informing people’s ideas about what a left-behind child is but also points to the various measurements of kinship that establish children as left-behind.

Measurements constitute kinship by translating different ideas about kinship as closeness or similarity into indicators, producing evidence and establishing measurement units, measurement periods and thresholds of belonging, which are institutionalized through persuasive visual display (Thelen and Lammer 2021). Whether people are ‘kin enough’ (Moretti 2021) can be measured through a plethora of legal, biometric and bureaucratic indicators, such as names, genealogical distance, blood types or genes, but also through estimates of emotional closeness, by collecting data on time spent together, spatial proximity and frequency of contact. In the situation above, village officials discussed geographical distance as a key indicator. Their decision on the measurement unit (administrative rather than metric) and the threshold (provincial level) established that the child was not left behind. Yet the volunteer’s statement about knowing what constitutes a left-behind child from TV hints at further indicators.

Numbers

The term ‘left-behind child’ surfaced in the mid-1990s, when it first appeared in academic articles, although the social phenomenon to which it is usually taken to refer began more than a decade earlier in the 1980s with the policy of Reform and Opening Up.5 Annika Pissin (2013b: 4) points out that ‘the establishment of their numbers’ was crucial in constructing the left-behind child as a problem. Social science publications as well as media reports on the issue of left-behind children often include statistics that show a dramatic increase in internal migration in China, such as the increase from thirty million migrants to more than 144 million in the twenty years between 1989 and 2009 (e.g. Pissin 2013a: 182). Such articles also introduce other numbers showing that it was mainly men who migrated to work in the city at first, that unmarried women joined them only in the 1990s, and the number of married women only increased later (e.g. ibid.: 183).6 Finally, and most importantly, these discussions frequently turn to various estimates of the number of left-behind children. For example, most publications estimated that there were about twenty-two million, until the People’s Daily published a much higher number of fifty-eight million in 2010 (e.g. Pissin 2013a: 184).

Worldwide Expert Language

Furthermore, many studies of left-behind children in China have been informed by methodological nationalism and start from an ahistorical perspective. This is another important factor in the construction of the left-behind child as an apparently ‘new’ and ‘Chinese’ problem that has emerged somewhat automatically with the rise of labour migration since the 1980s and intensified in the 1990s and the new millennium. From a historical perspective, Pissin (2013b) argues that before 1949 it was not unusual for children in China to be raised by someone other than their biological parents. In line with that, it is not at all obvious that an increase in migration sufficiently explains the emergence of the left-behind child as a problem. The ideal of a physically close relationship with the ‘proper’ mother (which refers not necessarily to the biological one but to the father’s wife rather than his concubine) is said to be present in texts from throughout the history of imperial China. Yet, it was only during the very brief period of the Mao era – somewhat paradoxically, given the contemporary ideological attack on the family – that most parents and children actually first started to live in spatial proximity with each other (Pissin 2013b: 4), in large part because of limits on mobility imposed by the household registration system (Davis and Harrell 1993: 2).

Pissin (2013b) shows that the emergence of the Chinese discourse on left-behind children since the mid-1990s and its intensification in the 2000s coincided with the development of similar discourses elsewhere. She notices a baffling similarity in claims about the experiences and troubles of the ‘global left-behind child’, particularly the negative academic and emotional implications, and she argues that we are dealing with a ‘worldwide category’. She also provides explanations for the similar descriptions of the children’s experiences in places as various as China, Ecuador, Mexico, Moldavia, the Philippines, Poland, Romania and a host of other Eastern European, Latin American and African countries. In particular, she points to a global ‘expert language’ of psychology, medicine and law. This seems to be a very sensible explanation of why surveys that are based on this specific expert language produce similar results, contributing to the discursive construction of the category of the left-behind child.7

Surveys by Chinese academics, as well as local branches of such mass organizations as the All-China Women’s Federation, labelled children as ‘left-behind’ by asking them if they had ‘difficulties adapting to the left-behind life’, if they ‘felt abandoned’, if they had problems ‘expressing difficulties’ or ‘obtaining help’, or if they ‘performed poorly in school’. Qualitative studies suggested that left-behind children showed ‘extreme’ social and psychological behaviour and were either ‘withdrawn’ or ‘excessively aggressive’. Many studies blamed their grandparents, who ‘spoil the children’ or ‘fail to give them enough emotional care’ (Xiang 2007: 185–86). Xiang Biao critically deconstructs the notion of the left-behind child. He notes that most ‘research tended to focus only on the left-behind children, without comparing them with those who live with their parents. Comparative studies have found that the differences between the two groups are marginal’ (ibid.: 186).8

Gendered Parental Care as a Travelling Boundary Marker

In 2004, the term ‘left-behind children’ appeared in major nationwide newspapers such as the People’s Daily, arousing public concern (Li Y. 2015).9 In comparison with other ‘left-behind’ categories – left-behind women and left-behind elders – left-behind children attracted more public attention. Many of these news reports focused on extreme cases such as left-behind girls being raped, and unattended left-behind boys dying in accidents (Xiang 2007: 185), thereby inspiring arguments that intervention was needed. In October 2006, the State Council established a working group on rural left-behind children. Ten years later, the State Council (2016) published a first ‘Opinion concerning strengthening care and protection work for rural left-behind children’, further solidifying the left-behind child as a problem.

This section examines what forms of care the central government and the Beijing-based rural development NGO regarded as necessary for left-behind children in the countryside and which actors they considered most suitable for providing these different forms of care. Contributing to research on childhood and education in China (Kipnis 2001; Naftali 2009; Binah-Pollak 2014), I draw attention to how ideas of the urban and the rural relate to ideas about good childhood and good parenthood. Furthermore, I emphasize that these images also intersect with images of state, family and community.

Material Care as a Marker of the Father-State

The State Council document (2016) introduces the left-behind child in the context of the country’s socioeconomic development, industrialization and urbanization, with some of the rural labour force having left their hometown to work or start a business elsewhere. It continues by explaining that because employment is not permanent and objective conditions such as housing, education and guardianship are limiting some people have decided to leave their children in their hometown under the guardianship of others. The State Council then acknowledges the contribution of the labour migrants to the country’s economic development and that the economic situation of these households – and, therefore, the material basis and conditions for the children’s education and upbringing – has objectively improved. However, it points out that the children lack the concern and affectionate love of a guardian, leading to mental health problems and even extreme behaviour. It claims that this has not only prevented individual children from growing up healthy but also has a negative impact on social harmony and stability.

The State Council emphasizes that left-behind children are, like other children, the future and hope of the ‘ancestral land’.10 Therefore, they need the common concern of the whole society and the care of all citizens. In this passage, the State Council emphasizes that children do not belong to their parents alone but the whole nation.

The measures proposed by the State Council can be divided into three kinds. Under the heading ‘Gradually reducing the phenomenon of left-behind children at the root’, the State Council presents the task of turning peasant workers into city residents as the key to improving their ability to serve as guardians for and provide care to their children. It thus implicitly acknowledges social scientists’ critique of the institutional setup of the household registration system.11 Another bundle of measures proposed by the State Council aims at guaranteeing the rights of children and youth with a help and protection mechanism for rural left-behind children focused on the question of guardian responsibility and ability.

Yet another set of measures relates to the provision of ‘care service’ (guan’ai fuwu 关爱服务), and the chosen term guan’ai stresses the required affectionate love that should be shown to the left-behind children. Here, the State Council particularly emphasizes the role of mass organizations such as unions and women’s federations, as well as on the active participation of social forces, and calls for the civil administration and other relevant government units to provide tax relief for such organizations and pay for the services needed.

The State Council thus envisions a division of labour between state and society in caring for the country’s children. In other contexts, such arrangements have been discussed in the academic literature as an aspect of the concept of ‘educational partnership’ (Franklin, Bloch and Popkewitz 2003). For the State Council, the state is well suited to removing institutional barriers to ensure the necessary rights and provide the necessary material support to serve the left-behind children, but it cannot provide the necessary emotional support and thus it calls for the participation of citizens and their organizations. One of the examples the State Council mentions is the provision of daycare during holidays – like the summer camps the rural development NGO offered as ‘rural children’s community education’.

Emotional Care as a Marker of Mother-Society

The rural development NGO was established in Beijing in the 2000s by an intellectual associated with the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences. Its funding mainly comes from a Hong Kong-based philanthropic foundation established by a real estate entrepreneur, but it has also received financial support from various state agencies. The NGO is closely linked with the New Rural Reconstruction Movement, and its mission is to promote comprehensive development that is ecologically sustainable. It aims to do so by supporting peasant associations that provide comprehensive services to the community: economic and social, as well as cultural. It claims this will eventually reverse the current rural to urban flow of people and resources. It imagines the return of migrant labourers to their villages as the fundamental solution to the problem of the left-behind child. To address the issue in the short run, however, the NGO proposes a programme of community education for rural children under the category of social services:

Previously, rural children’s education focused on the school’s formal education. But this forum emphasized that the biggest difference between rural children’s community education and regular school education is that [community] education returns to life, returns to nature, returns to human nature.

This was how the founder of the NGO characterized the kind of educational activities her NGO promotes in the published version of her concluding statement at the 2014 Beijing conference. In this section, I discuss how the NGO discursively distanced its education from the kind supposedly offered by the state and then turn to the question of how Dong Jie translated this idea of difference into the syllabus for the summer camp in Daxi Village. I show how ideas of the rural and the urban, as well as of the community and the state, intersect with ideas about a good childhood and good parenting in this conception of education. The rural is presented as different from the urban both in the resources available and in the needs and challenges it faces.

During the Beijing conference, the founder of the NGO framed and legitimated its intervention in rural society by referring to the ‘three-dimensional rural issue’, the core topic of the central government’s Document No. 1, which had been in effect since 2004:

Among the social problems of the three-dimensional rural issue . . . the problem of rural left-behind children stands out as it covers many different issues such as a shortage of educational resources, deficient household education, a lack of community activities and the separation of school, household and community education.

In her concluding talk, the founder used the concept of the left-behind child to present a claim for resources for the NGO’s project:

As the resources of state and society are directed towards urban education and formal education, we propose paying attention to informal rural children’s community education activities as a different kind of social voice. This is a call for justice, for making the state and society show concern and love for the rural children who make up the huge majority. For their healthy upbringing, public resources of state and society must be directed towards rural children’s education. Furthermore, the focus should not only be on the rural children’s formal education but also on the rural children’s community education, which is closely linked with household education.

In this statement, we can see that the founder calls for material support as well as concern and love from both state and society. This differs from the State Council’s emphasis on the state’s responsibility for providing material funding as a form of care and must be understood in the context that the NGO then depended entirely on funding from philanthropists, as the state document promising material support for the kind of education offered by the NGO had not yet been published.

In this call for material support, the founder stressed even more explicitly than the State Council (2016) would later that the state, with its urban bias, has been unable to understand what the rural children ‘really’ need. The formal education offered by the state in public schools is deemed insufficient. Rather, the aim is to guide children to ‘become a proper person first, and then a talented person’ (xian cheng ren hou cheng cai 先成人后成才). The rural requires a community that bridges the gap between the incomplete education offered by the state, on one side, and the education offered by the incomplete rural household, on the other. In a document introducing the NGO’s approach to community education, this perceived lack of the rural is further elaborated:

Many fathers and mothers work elsewhere and give their children to grandfathers and grandmothers to look after. Skipped-generation education is a serious problem, and children become left-behind children. The majority of household heads only send their children to school to supervise them on their premises. Furthermore, because there is a shortage of teachers, the school cannot provide supervision very well and the syllabus offered is also not complete.

In contrast to these perceived challenges, the rural was also described positively in terms of its potential resources, not yet exploited by the formal state education – resources that were just waiting to be tapped by the NGO’s special form of community education.

Activating Rural Resources through Community Education

The countryside is the starting point of human civilization, and it is also the ever-growing and never-exhausted origin of human civilization. In China this is even more the case, as agriculture is the root and as China is a nation with a culture of both farming and reading that has been transmitted over generations. To pay attention to the fate of children is therefore to pay attention to the prosperity and decline of the nation.

This paragraph comes from the NGO’s brochure for potential volunteers, which calls on ‘everyone to come together to participate’ in rural children’s community education. In this introductory note, the NGO frames its community education as being in the interest of the Chinese nation, being linked to its countryside as well as to its past. Rural children are here presented as the nation’s children as in the state document’s formulation. And, like the State Council (2016), the NGO asks for the participation of society in educating rural children.

At the Beijing conference, speakers also emphasized the rural as a potential resource for education without exclusively linking it to China. Scholars, among them historians and educational researchers, introduced concepts not only from China but also from Taiwan and the United States, aligning them with the NGO’s project though the summary statement of the NGO’s leader that this kind of community education would ‘return to life, return to nature, return to human nature’.

Referring back to the educational mindset of the Rural Reconstruction Movement of China in the 1920s and 1930s, an educational expert introduced the idea of ‘life education’ that was particularly suited to the specific psychology of children’s development. The main idea was that ‘nature’ and ‘society’ should be used as teaching resources. A historian of Taiwan introduced the pedagogy of the 4-H Club, a rural youth organization, which claimed that it was necessary to bring head, heart, hands and health together for the proper development of the child. This organization had come to Taiwan from the United States, where it had been founded in Ohio in 1902 and was administered by the Cooperative Extension Service of the US Department of Agriculture. Another educational scholar presented rural education as special because it transmits knowledge informally in a ‘society of people who know each other’ (shuren shehui 熟人社会) and through ‘getting close to nature’. This close attention to ‘intimate feelings’, ‘nature’ and the ‘native soil’ imperceptibly helps the child to become a well-rounded individual.

Here, we have an interesting mixture of images and evaluations of the rural and the urban and the traditional and the modern, as well as of the community and the state. On the one hand, the NGO seems to cling to the ideal image of a ‘modern’ conjugal family for rural areas, decrying the lack of intensive parenting in the upbringing of children in the countryside. On the other hand, it appears to cherish the idea of the wider ‘community’ as something valuable and suitable for the countryside, something that was once there but is not there anymore. One might expect this positive evaluation of the countryside and its ‘traditional culture’ to include support for the idea of an extended family or community being able to provide good care for a child;12 however, in this case the NGO values the care of ‘traditional’ community and extended families ambivalently and only as complementary to intensive parental care.

Community education for rural children is only one part of the comprehensive services the NGO imagines peasant associations providing. Distancing its vision from the state’s market-oriented support of ‘specialized peasant cooperatives’, it expects comprehensive services to further the goal of reducing or even reversing rural to urban migration. From the NGO perspective, rural families would then no longer need to blur the domains of urban and rural with parents migrating to the city and children staying in the village. If parents could stay in the countryside, they could also ‘properly’ participate in their children’s upbringing through physical closeness, but so long as this is not the case, the NGO’s interventions aim at rebuilding the supposedly lost rural community. In all this, the ‘modern state’ appears to be valued so long as it stays where it belongs: in the city, with its formal school-based education. In this view, the state should provide material support and technical knowledge for the rural community but refrain from further interference.

Before turning to performances of participatory parenting in the NGO’s summer camp and in other activities in the food network, the gendered character of this imagined complementary care of state and society for the children of the nation deserves closer scrutiny.

Father-State and Mother-Society Caring for the Left-Behind Child

In studies of Turkey and of Singapore, Carol Delaney (1995) and Geraldine Heng and Janadas Devan (1992) have pointed to images of the ‘father state’. In Chinese, the term zuguo (祖国) literally means ‘ancestral land’, which is gender balanced, but in the phrase zuguo muqin (祖国母亲), which describes the ‘ancestral land’, zuguo is understood as being the ‘mother’ (母亲). Some argue that this gendered phrase was only introduced through contact with ‘the West’ at the beginning of the twentieth century. The Analects of Confucius uses the term fumu zhibang (父母之邦), which can be translated as ‘the country of the father and the mother’, while Mencius’ term fumuguo (父母国) equally includes both father and mother. Still others argue that as China was a patriarchal society the ancestral land was that of the male ancestor and therefore the ‘fatherland’.

In the discourse of the left-behind child, the central government referred to both these children and all the others as the ‘future and hope of the country’. Although the government framed the whole nation as a family, it nevertheless emphasized a division between the state and this family similar to that imagined by organized urban middle-class consumers. Both the State Council and the rural development NGO promoted a partnership between ‘state’ and ‘society’, with the former providing the institutional, legal and material support and the latter the emotional care for tackling the constructed problem of the left-behind child. Therefore, both also asked for the ‘participation’ of citizens in caring for all left-behind children in the country.

This imagined split between the care of the state and the care of society and community mirrors a specifically gendered notion of parenting. Many of the women active in the consumer associations had well-paid husbands who supported the family financially. As discussed in the preceding chapters, the NGOs and the communities they were trying to build distanced themselves from the state and its market-oriented approach both discursively and through performance. I have also described how Dong Jie distanced himself from the image of the wining and dining, smoking and gambling male rural official through his everyday habits and when hosting banquets. This suggests that certain gendered family images have been turned into markers of the boundary between state and society.

In the discourse on the left-behind child, I did not come across explicitly gendered descriptions of the roles of the state and society. However, the division between the distant material and legal support provided by the state and the close emotional support provided by participating citizens and society reproduces the gendered parenting practices of urban middle-class families. It appears that the father-state and the mother-society are considered most capable of caring for the left-behind child together.

Performances and Artefacts of Participatory Parenting

Thus far, my discussion has focused on state and NGO calls for citizens to participate in caring for the rural left-behind child. Here I use the analytical lens of boundary work to study how this participation of ‘society’ in parenting and the participation of parents and children in activities of the ‘community’ were both publicly performed in a food network.

Avoiding Formal School Education as a Marker of the State

The Beijing-based rural development NGO understood the contemporary Chinese countryside as both lacking and potentially providing valuable resources for a special form of community education that differed from the formal education the state offered in public schools. These guiding principles were translated into a syllabus with activities through which the NGO performed its difference from the state.

In Daxi Village, community education for rural children was first offered in the summer of 2014. Dong Jie had encouraged the village’s peasant cooperative to host a summer camp for about one hundred children of primary school age. In the NGO’s discourse, the rural left-behind child was used to justify and legitimize the need for rural children’s community education, but in Daxi Village no kinship measurements were used to identify left-behind children. Rather, all children were welcome to participate in the summer camp.

In October 2014, the township agronomist asked the village party secretary, the village leader, another member of the villagers’ committee (the only woman on the committee, Zhou Yueying, who had been responsible for birth planning) and me to meet to prepare for continuing the project in summer 2015. Following Dong’s insistence, all these people had already participated in the NGO’s training week for rural social workers in another village, where the peasant cooperative had been selected by the NGO as a model association. There, rural children’s community education had been introduced as an aspect of the comprehensive services it provided.

For the preparatory meeting in October 2014, Dong Jie had already prepared a letter of intent to cooperate with the NGO again in co-organizing a second summer camp in Daxi in 2015. When drafting the letter, he built on the exemplary syllabus of activities from the model association. In the preface to this syllabus, the NGO emphasizes that the fundamental principle was multidimensional education to guide natural development and that natural practice inspired active exploration. The syllabus is divided into health activities, social activities, scientific activities, literature and arts. It includes many activities that speak directly to the discourse of left-behind children but also omits certain aspects of it. As described above, surveys and media reports have mainly constructed left-behind children as displaying emotional problems, extreme behaviour and poor performance in school. The exemplary syllabus for rural children’s community education focuses particularly on psychological and social aspects. For example, how to deal with setbacks and problems, changing a mindset and knowing themselves. Furthermore, health classes are included to cultivate healthy and hygienic habits, as well as to spur transformation within the family.

The social activities mentioned in the syllabus include many individual activities aimed at promoting individual self-confidence, such as introducing oneself to an audience and performing in a talent show, as well as group games aimed at promoting cooperation, group cohesion and solidarity. Finally, along with etiquette and traditional customs, there is a special focus on parent-child activities aimed at strengthening the relationship and building harmonious families. In 2015, Dong Jie planned for the children to write a letter to their parents to make them conscious of the ‘kindness of the nurturing’ (yangyu zhi’en 养育之恩) of their father and mother. In order to develop ‘filial piety’ (xiao 孝), the children were also to read from Standards for Being a Good Pupil and Child.13 I read these activities as an attempt (aside from their appeal to Chinese culture and tradition) to establish certain expectations in children regarding who should be the most important participants in their upbringing and to prepare them to accept future care responsibilities for their aged parents.14

The literature and arts activities seem to be aimed at nurturing children’s awareness and sense of belonging towards their hometown and community. An emphasis is put on learning about ‘the local’. Children are to be introduced to local instruments, local traditional folksongs, local handicrafts, local history, local conditions and customs, and local legends and tales. In the preparatory meeting, Dong Jie and the village cadres did not specify what ‘local’ referred to. Instead, they requested that the NGO invite knowledgeable teachers from Beijing and send them to their village in Sichuan Province. Apparently, they assumed that ‘local traditions’ were no longer known inside of the village, the county, or the province, and only experts from China’s capital were expected to have preserved that knowledge. Besides inviting these experts, one concrete idea was to have children make themselves ‘traditional’ toys out of Chinese silvergrass. At the same time, the literature and art activities also included examples through which children would learn nonlocal cultural activities. For example, both ‘Western dance’ and ‘dances of diverse nationalities’ were to be introduced and appreciated by the children.

In the science activities section, the NGO proposed that rural children learn about environmental protection by practising waste separation and the safe and energy-saving use of electronic devices. Rural children were to learn about animals and plants, ‘traditional’ handicrafts and food manufacturing, and ‘local’ landscapes and geography, with the aim of understanding their hometown and strengthening their approving and loving feelings for their own homes. Hence, I understand the NGO to be distancing itself from state schools by imbuing the term ‘scientific’ with a sense quite different from the modernist one that is attributed to the state’s formal education.

Setting Standards for Rural Parents

Along with the model syllabus, the NGO also proposed certain standards for households who wanted their children to participate in the community education activities. These standards show us how the NGO imagined an ideal household:

1. The family is harmonious. Husband and wife, as well as mother-in-law and daughter-in-law, do not speak rudely and quarrel with each other in front of the child.

2. Old people are shown filial respect. Every day, old people are politely asked how they are, and every year they are bought new clothes. The child is neither beaten nor scolded and the child is respected.

3. The home is kept very clean, and waste is separated. The family practises home composting.

4. Participation in voluntary work once a month.

5. The father and mother of the child must participate in the opening ceremony, as well as check-ins in small groups during the activities and at the end of the activities.

6. Participation in monthly discussion meetings by young mothers and grandmothers.

Here, one can see that public participation by parents is demanded not only in the parent-child activities of the community education but also in more regular meetings. Moreover, this public participation tends to be gendered and expected primarily of mothers. By getting parents – particularly mothers – to participate in public activities related to child rearing, the NGO opened a space for intervening based on the ideals they described for rural families.

Yet this did not appear as an imposition for urban middle-class consumers who visited Daxi Village. The NGO mobilized the ‘problem’ of the left-behind child to justify its educational intervention. In the construction of the left-behind child, kinship was measured as physical and emotional closeness and thus came to indicate the family side of the state boundary. When assessments diagnosed the absence of such closeness, a child was categorized as left-behind and the boundary between family and state dissolved. But like the State Council, the NGO did not give up on this closeness as a marker of the non-state other. Rather, the provision of psychological and social care was turned into a gendered marker of the civil society side of the state boundary. The activities planned in the syllabus of the summer camp scripted a difference between the state’s education and the care of society. In the NGO’s community education, society was performed as responsible for emotions, social behaviour and the informal, and the state only responsible for monetary support and the formal.

These performances were not exclusively or primarily directed at rural citizens in Daxi Village. Rather, these markers of the state boundary suited the images of the urban middle-class consumers. As in 2014, Dong Jie hoped to include the urban customers of the cooperative in the 2015 summer camp. As already mentioned, these urban middle-class consumers also referred to their consumer associations as ‘mommies’ groups’. In these groups, they organized not only the provision of food from villages but also excursions to the countryside. As these outside supporters of the ecological village were expected to participate in rural children’s community education, the performed character of these educational activities gained an additional audience.

Mommies’ Groups as Participating Audience

One Sunday in November 2013, I was waiting with Dong Jie and Wang Zhaochen for a group of visiting consumers from the provincial capital of Chengdu. Dong Jie’s phone rang yet again, and yet again he patiently explained how to get to the village. At that time, the road from the town had not yet been improved, so the ride from Chengdu took about two hours, depending on the traffic. Turning to Wang Zhaochen and me, Dong Jie joked: ‘In fact, it’s good if they arrive late. When they’re hungry, the rice will taste even better.’ Under his arm, he was carrying a poster illustrating the cultivation of rice. ‘The aim of the consumers from Chengdu’, he explained to me, ‘is to show their children how their food is grown and produced because urban children do not know about such things’. Like the NGO, both Dong Jie and the urban middle-class consumers viewed the rural as a potential educational resource for children. Moving between urban and rural was welcomed so long as parents and children moved together.

Finally, ten adults and six children arrived in two new German luxury cars and two ordinary older cars. As it was late, we did not visit the cooperative’s ecological vegetable site but walked past small hills and ponds directly to the home of Zhou Yueying, who had prepared a meal for the visitors. Dong Jie explained the differences between the three rice varieties served. He especially praised the cooperative’s brown rice for its nutritional value, lamenting that most people today did not like brown rice but that this was only a matter of what they were used to. Chen Zhifang, a mother who was visiting the village with her son, interjected that she felt that in fact brown rice tasted much better. Dong Jie, describing himself as a vegetarian, continued, pointing out wryly that much of the valuable rice bran was fed to pigs instead. While these consumers were obviously interested in what they were eating, I was nevertheless surprised about the topic of the following conversations.

After lunch, we walked to the host’s mandarin orange grove on the hill behind her house, and the visiting consumers turned to Dong Jie with questions concerning agriculture and the village. When addressing him, they did not refer to his position as a state official of the township but called him ‘teacher’ or ‘rural expert’. It surprised me that education appeared to be an even more important topic to them than food, agriculture or the consumer association they had just set up. Their conversations with me, a European PhD candidate, always turned into comparative discussions about education in China and the West, whether kindergarten or tertiary. Chen Zhifang, the brown rice fan, told me that her son attended a Montessori kindergarten and that she was interested in Rudolf Steiner’s Waldorf pedagogy. She and her friend wanted to hear about the Austrian school system because they thought that the education system in China exerted too much pressure on children.

When we arrived at the mandarin orange grove, the children were sent to pick mandarin oranges themselves, the smaller ones with help from their parents. Everything was documented by camera and smartphone, and some of the photos were posted on the consumer association’s social media group. A child and his or her parents being ‘active’ in ‘nature’ together – for example a 3-year-old girl who was squatting next to a chicken to pet it, or a mother and son planting rice seedlings – was a popular image to share in this online group.

Although their newly established consumer association had a different name, and although the group was not exclusively organized by young mothers of kindergarten or primary school children, many nevertheless referred to it as a ‘mommies’ group’. In their group conversation on a Chinese social media platform, several of the more active members included the term ‘mom’ (ma 妈) in their nickname.

Homemade Dolls: Artefacts of Intensive Mothering

Another event a year later left an even deeper impression on me. Chen Zhifang invited me to see her workshop at the Montessori kindergarten. This kindergarten was located in an area in the suburbs of Chengdu that was no longer being used for agriculture but where construction of new high-rise buildings had not yet started. There, she rented a one-storey studio and offered craft workshops. When I arrived there on an October afternoon in 2014, six women were sitting on little children’s chairs around two large low children’s tables sewing the different body parts of cloth dolls. Chen was assisting those who needed help, so I chatted with one mother whom I knew from her visit to the village a year earlier.

This mother mentioned that the work they put into making these dolls by hand would give them a special warmth. Commercial toys that were produced by machines did not possess this kind of warmth. My quip that machines also emitted heat in the production process might have fallen flat: she explained that this was a different kind of warmth, representing her love for her child. They only made these dolls for their own children, not for other children, and not for sale. The dolls became artefacts of intensive parenting that these middle-class women used to perform in front of each other as ‘good mothers’.

This idea of personally making something for one’s own child is also important when it comes to food. For example, Chen Zhifang announced in the consumer association’s chat group that they would soon brew ‘old-fashioned’ homemade soy sauce. Her announcement included an anecdote about how much her son must adore this kind of soy sauce: he ate rice with nothing but soy sauce in the evening, and green beans with nothing but soy sauce in the morning. He no longer wanted sesame oil; nothing but soy sauce, she said, proud of her success in providing for her son.

Spotlighting performances and artefacts of intensive parenting not only sheds light on notions of good motherhood among organized urban middle-class consumers but on the boundaries between state, market and society and between the rural and the urban, as well as those between China and the West. As shown above, both the State Council and the NGO explicitly called for the ‘participation’ of citizens in the education of left-behind children; and in Daxi’s summer camp, this call for participatory parenting found expression in two practices. On the one hand, other citizens – urban families – were invited to participate in the community education offered for rural children. On the other, rural children’s parents were expected to conform to middle-class ideals of good parenting and required to demonstrate this publicly through participation in community education.

In the three cases presented here, the concept of participation was not used. However, the three performances of urban consumers who understood themselves as members of a mommies group followed the same call for participation. The parents and children visiting the village and picking mandarin oranges together, the group of mommies making dolls together, and the mother sharing her news about making soy sauce for her own son with the social media group are three cases of publicly staged intensive parenting. These parents participated in groups beyond the family, with or on behalf of their children, and this made other actors spectators and participants in these parenting practices. For them, performances of participatory parenting like those at Daxi Village’s summer camp marked the state’s boundary with their families and their mommies’ groups that bought the cooperative’s products. Artefacts of participatory parenting were thus used to represent the ‘success’ of rural community education in Daxi Village to this audience.

Rural Children’s Drawings: Staging the Success of Community Education

In November 2014, Daxi Village again prepared to present itself as an ‘ecological village’ with a ‘comprehensive cooperative’. This time, Dong Jie and the village leaders made the following arrangements. Vegetables produced by the cooperative were displayed on tables set up on the village square. Behind these, children’s drawings and compositions were hung on the wall of the building of the village committee, along with notes and mind maps from the last strategic development plan for the cooperative. These were from a ‘beautiful home’ drawing and writing competition that had been part of the rural children’s community education programme during the summer. The drawings and compositions testified to the success of the community education project. Dong Jie introduced community education to the visitors as an example of the social services that the cooperative offered to the community. He stressed how they were different from the specialized peasant cooperatives that the state acknowledged and supported: each of those cooperatives focused exclusively on the production and sale of a single commodity. The children’s drawings and compositions were displayed alongside the vegetables to mark the cooperative as different to the market-oriented state.

At the conference on the NGO’s rural children’s community education in Beijing, Dong Jie had been invited to speak about his practical experiences. As the community education project in Daxi Village had been well documented, Dong Jie used many photos to show the significance of the summer camp activities. Among these was one in which a child was holding up to the camera her drawing for the ‘beautiful home’ competition. Another photo with the title ‘Parent-child self-experience: constructing connections between city and countryside’, showed, as mentioned above, urban middle-class mothers taking pictures of their children who were helping to plant rice seedlings. I take this choice of photos to represent a performance of how ‘community education’ provided by ‘society’ – in contrast to ‘formal education’ offered by ‘the state’ – is imagined as not separating parents from their children or children from nature.

Conclusion: Gendered Markers Travelling Between Non-state Others

During the summer holidays of 2015, a woman in Daxi Village took her granddaughter to work with her at the cooperative’s vegetable facility. She had to look after her because the rest of the family worked in Shanghai. When two groups of student volunteers offered two consecutive weeks of community education in the village, she happily sent her granddaughter to the summer camp without worrying about the ideal of intensive parenting. While she would have preferred to work in Shanghai, where wages were higher and life more exciting, the summer camp at least helped her to continue to care for her family by both earning an additional income and caring for her ‘left-behind’ granddaughter. For her, the performed difference between the care of father-state and mother-society did not matter.

It has been pointed out that ‘educational partnerships’ that attempt ‘to expand civil society [may] ultimately serve to enhance the regulative power of the state’ (Franklin, Bloch and Popkewitz 2003: 3). While the summer camp did not necessarily infuse rural families with ideals about intensive mothering, such interventions of civil society did indeed have political implications far beyond the changes ‘within’ the targeted families. Such renegotiations of care responsibilities affect how public resources are distributed. Therefore, they should be of interest to not only kinship anthropologists and family sociologists but also political anthropologists and political scientists and economic anthropologists and economists.

The notion of the left-behind child rose to global prominence around the 1990s. As images of good childhood and good parenthood are always related to each other (Thelen and Haukanes 2010), it should come as no surprise that ideas about ‘intensive parenting’ (and ‘intensive mothering’ in particular) gained global currency around the same time, at least among the urban middle classes (Hays 1996).15 The simultaneity of the global participation buzz in rural development may appear as pure coincidence, but in this chapter, I used the term participatory parenting to highlight how intensive mothering moved as a marker of state boundaries from family to civil society as another non-state other. At the same time, the term also points to participation travelling in the reverse direction.

It has been argued that the idea of participation, contrary to mainstream depictions, initially travelled from religion to development politics, and that while it is often thought of as a ‘right’, it also has a history as a ‘duty’ (Henkel and Stirrat 2001). The question that needs to be posed, then, is not only who has the right to participate (and who is excluded) but also who is expected to participate and what form this ‘participation’ should take when it is performed. Similarly, the notion of intensive parenting suggests that parents have a right to participate in their children’s upbringing and may thus justify the exclusion of ‘the state’ from ‘inside’ the family. However, intensive parenting is also a duty, and failure to enact it properly can be used to justify intervention from ‘outside’ the family.

While central government documents as well as NGO publications claimed all children as children of the nation, some had their familial belonging questioned: those children who were left behind in the countryside. In the construction of the left-behind child, ‘kinship measurements’ (Thelen and Lammer 2021) were used to justify the transfer of care responsibilities. Informed by globally travelling ideas about intensive parenting, geographical distance was taken to indicate a lack of kinship in terms of a lack of emotional closeness. Physical proximity thus became a marker of the family side of the state boundary. If this marker was absent – for example, when volunteers in Daxi Village collected information about the parents’ places of work and the village’s geographical distance to these places – specific children turned into left-behind children. Without this marker, children’s familial belonging lost relevance compared to their belonging to the nation. What would have otherwise appeared as intrusion into family life turned into benevolent participation of other actors in the care for the left-behind child.

In caring for the left-behind child, both central government and NGO documents proposed a clear but complementary division of labour between state and society.16 Besides formal schooling for all children in the nation, the state should take care of institutional and legal improvements and provide material support. With this material support, society should provide psychological and social care for left-behind children. Even if this discourse did not use the terms ‘father state’ and ‘mother society’, this complementary division of labour was also present in certain gendered images of parental care, with the father providing monetarily for the family and the wife taking care of children’s emotional and social needs. With care for the left-behind child, these images travelled, and specific images of good fatherhood (in particular, monetary support) and good motherhood (in particular, emotional support) became markers of the boundary between state and society.

While the NGO justified its approach to rural community education with reference to the left-behind child, kinship measurements were not applied to establish specific children’s belonging for the projects in Daxi Village in 2014 and 2015. All children in the village could participate in the summer camps; the boundary between state and family as marked through physical proximity did not matter at this stage in the project cycle. Instead, the syllabus for the summer camp was designed as a contrasting civil society complement to the state’s formal school education. This was all the more important because urban middle-class consumers who valued intensive parenting but were sceptical of state intervention were included as an additional audience of the summer camp. As an element of the comprehensive services provided, the NGO’s community education project served as another marker that distanced Daxi Village’s cooperative from the ‘specialized cooperatives’ supported by the state.

Taken together, the case of community education for the left-behind child adds to reconnecting politics and kinship through a focus on care (Thelen and Alber 2018; Read 2018; Rasell 2021). First, it demonstrates how the results of kinship measurements can be turned into markers of the boundary between state and family (see also Chapter 6). In particular, the absence of good care as a marker of the family is often used to justify the rearrangement of care responsibilities (Papadaki 2018). Second, the domain multiplicity of state boundaries sometimes makes markers of one non-state other ‘travel’ to another non-state other. In the case of rural community education, gendered images of good care travelled from kinship to politics, while participation travelled from politics to kinship. Finally, the state boundaries that were performed with travelling markers made certain activities appear acceptable or even desirable (‘care’ and ‘participation’) that might otherwise be regarded as intolerable intrusions.

The second part of this book continues to explore the differences that performed state boundaries make, even as it shifts attention from participatory rural development to the democratic administration of social benefits. Deepening the exploration of the multiplicity of performed state boundaries through a focus on temporality, these chapters show how markers of the state and non-state make a difference between democracy and paternalism (Chapter 4), discretion and deviation (Chapter 5), and corruption, filial piety and individualism (Chapter 6).

Notes

1. Dong Jie organized similar activities on other occasions. A five-legged race with four participants tied together was held at the schoolyard on a national holiday in a competition between several villages from Qiuling Township. Dong Jie had introduced the game by explaining that the aim was to let the villagers learn to walk together as a community.

2. I borrow the notion of ‘travelling’ from those who have worked on travelling ideas and models (Czarniawska and Joerges 1996; Behrends, Park and Rottenburg 2014). More specifically, I follow the call by Tatjana Thelen and Erdmute Alber (2018: 3) to reconnect politics and kinship by studying both boundary work, through which the two are constructed as distinct domains, as well as concepts that travel across this divide. Some notions usually considered firmly rooted in politics may suddenly pop up in the domain of kinship as well. Jeannette Edwards (2018), for example, has pointed to the travel of the idea of ‘transparency’ from the field of politics to that of artificial reproduction technologies. She shows how being ‘transparent’ about genetic kinship in the United Kingdom has become important to being both a ‘good parent’ and a ‘good citizen’. Similarly, while the notion of participation is usually associated with politics, it may also show up elsewhere; for example, in parenting, as this chapter shows.

3. Until now, it has been kinship studies rather than political anthropology that have focused on the coproduction of state and family. Even these contributions have only partially acknowledged the broader influence of kinship on state formation and often remain focused on certain policies directly related to parenthood and childhood. In the anthropology of China, the title of the introduction to Chinese Families in the Post-Mao Era – ‘The impact of Post-Mao Reforms on Family Life’ (Davis and Harrell 1993) – offers a telling example of this tendency to focus on the influence of politics on kinship rather than vice versa. Gonçalo Santos (2017) offers a rich and nuanced study about changes in rural family life, which he interprets as a reconfiguration of ‘patriarchal multiple mothering’. While he focuses on changes within the family, he also argues that these transformations in kinship have, conversely, influenced state policy and market developments as well and points to a boom in full-day kindergartens and residential primary schools for the children of migrant parents (Santos 2017: 105).

4. The English translation ‘left-behind children’ might lead to misunderstandings, given its similarity to UNICEF’s discourse about ‘the children left behind’. While the UNICEF formulation is meant as a metaphor and refers to inequality in child well-being, the Chinese notion refers to children physically distant from their parents.

5. Xiang Biao (2007: 182) summarizes how the economic reforms of the 1980s enabled labour migration even as the household registration system prevented other kinds of migration: ‘While citizens can move elsewhere to search for jobs as labourers and they can purchase basic subsistence products as consumers, they cannot settle down as they wish as social and political subjects. Thus, only those who expect to find jobs and earn money immediately can afford to migrate; family members who need care must stay behind.’

6. Mandatory pregnancy tests, as part of the birth planning policy, were among the things said to have discouraged married women from migrating (Xiang 2007: 182). Another reason often mentioned by both migrants and those left behind is the old saying that ‘men are in charge of external affairs; women are in charge of internal affairs’. However, in contrast to the earlier distinction between agriculture and household, the ‘outside’ now refers to migration to work outside of the village and ‘inside’ means within the village and includes agriculture (Jacka 1997: 140–41 quoted in Xiang 2007: 183).

7. Pissin (2013b: 11, 13) also argues that capitalism caused a shift ‘from kin-based to capital-, commodity- and labour-based relations’, thereby homogenizing social relations on a global scale. This second explanation appears less convincing as it adopts – in contrast to anthropological approaches emphasizing heterogeneity in globalization – a problematic narrative of modernization.

8. Xiang Biao himself reconstructs the notion of ‘the left-behind child’ in a way that resembles the UNICEF notion of children left behind in terms of welfare. He argues that ‘rural children as a whole are left behind’. For this argument, he points out that while those left behind do encounter various problems, these are ‘not much worse than that of those living with other family members in the same community’ (Xiang 2007: 180). Moreover, he draws on quantitative studies that assert, for example, that rural children are ‘twice as likely to have psychological and behavioural problems as their urban counterparts’ (Xiang 2007: 186).

9. The ‘fake milk formula’ scandal that hit the headlines in 2004 was interpreted as ‘bringing to light’ the problems of the left-behind children. This incident happened in Fuyang, a municipality in Anhui Province known for its high number of migrant workers. The story goes that left-behind babies had to rely on milk formula because their mothers were away and could not breastfeed them. Furthermore, the grandparents who should have been caring for the babies were themselves portrayed as ‘left behind’ and poorly educated, and therefore unable to assess the quality of the milk formula and slow to bring sick babies to hospitals (Xiang 2007: 180).

10. Here I translated the Chinese term zuguo (祖国) as ‘the country of the ancestors’, a gender- neutral term. I return to the question of gendered statehood below.

11. For example, the anthropologist Xiang Biao (2007) made a similar argument against the registration system that separates urban and rural households. Working within a political economy framework, he is mainly interested in this institutional setup and less in the middle-class discourses of familism, although he also mentions these briefly (Xiang 2007: 185).

12. Thelen and Alber (2018: 6) noted that in debates about so-called ‘care crises’ in the face of ‘ageing societies’ in the West, the extended kinship of the ‘traditional other’ has experienced a positive reassessment.

13. Li Yuxiu wrote this book (Di Zi Gui 弟子规) in three-character verses during the early Qing Dynasty during the reign of Emperor Kangxi (1661–1722), basing it on the Analects of Confucius (Lun Yu 论语).

14. In the context of social assistance, Dong Jie emphasized that parents whose adult children do not care for them should not blame the children but look for the mistakes they made bringing them up. I discuss the selective and strategic use of the discourse of Chinese familism in relation to the Minimum Livelihood Guarantee in Chapter 6.

15. Sharon Hays (1996) has traced the evolving notion of intensive mothering over a much longer period but also stressed that it has only become stronger over time.

16. Rosie Read (2018) has studied boundary work in a similar partnership between the medicalized care provided by the state and the non-medicalized care of civil society provided by volunteers in Czech health care. She showed that while the boundaries of the confrontational civil society discourses of the 1990s were reproduced, state and civil society were no longer constituted as antagonistic or competitive entities in the 2000s but rather as complementary.


PART II.

State Boundaries in Democratic Bureaucracy


4

Democracy and Paternalism Folded in Documents

Introduction

After a villagers’ group meeting, I was talking with two neighbours, both female, about the households in their group that received the Rural Minimum Livelihood Allowance (nongcun zuidi shenghuo baozhang 农村最低生活保障; dibao 低保 for short), a form of monetary assistance for the poor. Commenting on dibao households in general, the first woman told me that the state would give dibao to anyone who was just ‘too lazy’. Those households ‘want to receive money without working for it’, she explained, claiming that anyone who was friends with the right person could arrange to get dibao. She contrasted this image of a typical undeserving dibao household with her own, emphasizing how hard she worked.

Our conversation then turned to a particular household in their villagers’ group whose application they considered unjustified. Dong Xiaodan, who had applied for dibao for her family, claimed to suffer from emphysema. But apart from occasional coughing attacks, her fellow villagers saw no signs of this and accused her of being too lazy to work.1 Her husband’s disability, on the other hand, was visible to everyone: he had lost a leg in an industrial accident. Even so, the neighbour blamed him for the incident, asserting that other people at the factory had been more careful. She also pointed out that Dong Xiaodan’s husband earned good money as a self-employed trader – several hundred RMB a day, she claimed, which was more than an ordinary day labourer – and that he even had a motor tricycle although other families only had cheap motorbikes. Thus, she did not consider these fellow group members needy.

Meanwhile, the other woman was listening to our conversation with an expression of displeasure on her face. She whispered in the ear of the first, who immediately explained to me that her neighbour had been afraid I might repeat what they had said to other group members. They did not want to risk ‘offending people’ (dezui ren 得罪人).

Rumours from other places or media stories about undeserving or not needy dibao recipients were often a topic of conversation in Daxi Village. Sometimes, rural citizens made critical remarks about fellow villagers behind their backs, speculating or complaining about how they had managed to receive dibao.2 The related criticism that ‘the state’ was corrupted by guanxi and thus caring for the wrong people was also widespread. What makes the case of Dong Xiaodan unusual is that either woman could have rejected her application at the villagers’ group meeting. To avoid ‘offending people’, they had put their names on the list of signatures in support of Dong Xiaodan’s application after several requests from the group leader.

* * *

As part of pervasive anti-corruption discourses in China, the State Council had asked citizens to participate in the bureaucratic selection process for the Rural Minimum Livelihood Guarantee. In a 2012 opinion, it demanded a ‘standardized democratic appraisal’ (guifan minzhu pingyi 规范民主评议). With this demand, the central government scripted citizens in the role of temporary bureaucrats – as if they were better than actual bureaucrats. Based on an apparent assumption that citizens were ‘closer’ to society than officials, the Council imagined them as more capable of reading society – due to their supposed embeddedness in the village community, they were believed to be in a better position to see and judge whether their neighbours should receive the dibao they had applied for. In Qiuling, citizens’ approval of dibao applications was supposed to be made legible to the township administration in the form of a list of signatures.

This kind of democratic administration could be understood as the introduction of another hurdle, a mechanism for mutual control, shifting part of the disciplinary responsibility further down from the village committee to the villagers as temporary bureaucrats. Indeed, political scientists have criticized such procedures as ‘alarmingly intrusive’ (Solinger 2008: 42). Such a perspective represents potential dibao recipients as passive victims confronted with a state that successfully penetrates the village and the private lives of rural citizens. This not only reifies the state and overestimates its power but also overlooks forms of citizens’ agency outside the binary of active resistance and passive accommodation.

In this chapter, I examine how this tension between approval on the list of signatures and rejection in backstage conversation was produced through rural citizens’ boundary work in democratic administration. From a liberal perspective that cherishes the idealized Weberian model of a rational bureaucracy, democratic bureaucracy may appear fundamentally flawed. Bringing citizens’ personal choice into policy implementation is regarded as an improper blurring of the boundary between state and society. Sociologists from the School of Rural Governance have provided an alternative narrative. Translating villagers’ statements about ‘not offending others’ into a sociological concept (Wang H. 2011), ethnographers of dibao trace the ‘logic of not offending’ neither to the failure of the socialist institution of democratic appraisal nor to memories of the confrontational style of public meetings during the Mao era and a contemporary longing for harmony. Rather, the blurring of state boundaries and the failure to assume governance responsibility is attributed to a specific historical event: the abolition of the agricultural tax. From an anthropological perspective, however, blurred state boundaries do not appear exceptional but ubiquitous (see the Introduction).

Since the Manchester School’s image of the ‘village headman’ (Gluckman, Mitchell and Barnes 1949), many studies have pointed to bureaucrats’ ‘embeddedness’ (Thelen, Vetters and Benda-Beckmann 2018) and highlighted their ‘intercalary’ (Kuper 1970), ‘inter-hierarchical’ and ‘in-between’ positions and the resulting tensions they have to navigate. Anthropologists have argued that one way in which bureaucrats deal with the tensions emerging from their ‘double body’ (Dubois 2010) is to attempt to ‘renegotiat[e] firmer boundaries’ (Vollebergh, De Koning and Marchesi 2021: 750). But this assumes that in-betweenness is the default position of bureaucrats and is resolved through boundary work. Instead, this chapter suggests that boundary work is also what produces tensions in the first place. What retrospectively appears as blurriness is not a continual condition but points to the multiplication of performed state boundaries over time.

This chapter studies the temporal multiplicity of performed state boundaries through a list of signatures mandated by the township government, produced by rural citizens and then moving back to the township administration. Lists and other bureaucratic documents have received considerable attention over the past two decades (Hull 2012). Most prominently, James C. Scott (1998) has directed our attention to the centralized state and its efforts to render a complex world legible and governable through lists and other ‘state simplifications’ such as maps, charts and tables. Following Scott, others have written extensively about how powerful public and private institutions try to ‘see like a state’ (T. Li 2005). Turning Scott’s perspective on its head, or rather looking at the other side of the same coin, Alice Street (2012) shows how technologies of legibility were used as ‘technologies of visibility’ at a Papua New Guinean government hospital by both managers and patients who wanted to be ‘seen by the state’. While this perspective resonates with lists of signatures being produced to receive state support, it does not help capture what happens when performances of state boundaries appear to fade into the past.

Inspired by Michel Serres and Bruno Latour, Amade M’charek (2014) has proposed the concept of the ‘folded object’ to grasp how objects carry their history along with themselves. Rather than making a linear history visible, objects gather time by folding different events into their materiality. This folding makes some distanced events appear as connected, while other events appear far-off and irrelevant. It leaves some moments of its history visible, while others remain hidden as long as the object is not unfolded – for example, when people ask questions about its past. Understanding the lists of signatures produced in support of dibao applications as folded objects helps in understanding when state boundaries performed at different moments in time are folded in the list and when different actors unfold and refold this history so that blurriness and tensions are either created or avoided. This makes the list into a marker of democracy at one moment and a marker of paternalism at another.

Below, I first discuss the literature on the Minimum Livelihood Guarantee, observing that both incrementalist and critical approaches reproduce the state-versus-society paradigm that is deeply entrenched in China Studies. Second, I introduce ethnographic studies of dibao that reject this dichotomy by exploring the village as ‘soil’ for the implementation of state policy and suggest that this embeddedness produces the ‘logic of not offending’ in dibao administration. Then, I describe how state boundaries were performed in the application process and folded into the lists of signatures that then moved to the township government. Finally, the invalidation of the lists of signatures informs my concluding reflections on the temporal multiplicity of state boundaries.

Beyond Studies of Dibao

In English- and Chinese-language social science debates on dibao policy, one can distinguish several distinct approaches. While ‘incrementalist’ approaches portray the development of dibao policy as rational optimization of state assistance for the poor, ‘critical’ approaches highlight the political strategies pursued with dibao policy. Scholars have traced the emergence of dibao to protests by workers and peasants but also showed how local governments have integrated dibao policy into their different strategies of capitalist accumulation. Having highlighted the strengths of incrementalist and critical arguments, as well as their limitation of approaching state and society as separated entities, I introduce the ethnographic analyses of rural sociologists. Their concentration on embeddedness comes close to the lopsided attention to blurred boundaries in the anthropology of the state diagnosed in the introduction.

Incrementalist Arguments: Improving the State for Society

The ‘rational’, or ‘incrementalist’ (Chan 2010), argument about the development of the Minimum Livelihood Guarantee is that Chinese leaders did not have one single blueprint for the reform of social assistance policy from the outset but instead experimented with local pilot programmes before adopting a national policy for the whole society. The standard narrative concerning the new social assistance is that the dibao programme was pioneered in Shanghai in 1993, with the Ministry of Civil Affairs reproducing the model in other cities and planning a nationwide programme. In 1997 the State Council started to promote the urban dibao programme for the whole of China but left a great deal of discretion to local governments. Only in 1999 did it make it compulsory, and they published detailed regulations for the programme and required local governments to pay for it. Even after these regulations, actual coverage remained limited, since many local governments lacked funds. Only in 2002 did the central government step in with significant financial support for the programme, almost doubling the number of recipients to 20.6 million within one year. More than half of the total costs came from the central government, even though its own regulations required local governments to pay for dibao. In 2007, the State Council authorized the Ministry of Civil Affairs to revise the regulations. In the same year, after a debate that included several ministries, the State Council (2007) finally published Document No. 19, announcing the establishment of the rural dibao programme nationwide. The rural scheme was set up ten years after the urban one and fifteen years after the first rural experiment in one county in Shanxi Province in 1992 (which even preceded Shanghai’s renowned urban pilot project) (Guan and Xu 2011: 29–34).3 With this narrative, studies following the incremental perspective have made a valuable contribution by disaggregating the state into different ministries and into central and local levels, as well as by documenting changes in the programme over time.

Critical Arguments: State versus Society

Other authors criticize this instrumental view that policymaking is rational problem solving. Adopting a more ‘critical’ approach, they have argued that the late adoption of the rural dibao, as well as variations between rural and urban and between different localities, could only be explained by ‘political’ factors (Zhang H. 2009; Chan 2010; Hammond 2011; Solinger and Hu 2012). Building on critical sociological accounts of the tension between capital accumulation and political legitimacy faced by the capitalist state, Chak Kwan Chan (2010) has traced the 1997 establishment of urban dibao to protests by workers laid-off during the so-called ‘restructuring’ of state-owned enterprises in the 1990s, and the 2007 establishment of rural dibao to protests by peasants who lost their land in the 2000s.4 This reaction to protests taking place in the face of subsistence crises is framed as aiming to ensure political stability and poor people’s work ethic for capital accumulation. A problem with this approach is that it reduces politics to a function of capital and ignores local differences.

Dorothy Solinger and Hu Yiyang (2012) have explained differences in the Minimum Livelihood Guarantee between the wealthy city of Wuhan and the poor city of Lanzhou. They argue that in Lanzhou the amount of state assistance was less generous, so recipients were allowed to support themselves through participation in the informal sector in the streets. The authorities in Wuhan, in contrast, tried to regulate the labour market by luring the poor away from the streets with a more generous Minimum Livelihood Guarantee: street vendors were not regarded as suitable for an economic strategy based on the image of a ‘modern city’. Hence, local governments did not necessarily strive to enhance the work ethic of the marginalized, although the 1999 document by the State Council argued that the urban Minimum Livelihood Guarantee would ‘encourage self-support through labour’. Solinger and Hu thus showed that there was not a unitary capitalist state in China, by pointing to different strategies of capital accumulation of the local state in Wuhan and Lanzhou.

However, all these ‘critical’ approaches are problematic because they are based on a prevalent framework in China Studies that takes the boundary between state and society for granted. In this state-versus-society framework, one cannot capture any practices of citizens except resistance. Therefore, Chan (2010) sees the agency of workers and peasants only in the protests before the introduction of the social assistance policy, and in the paper by Solinger and Hu (2012) only the local state is seen to have agency in the implementation of the social assistance policy. They portray recipients as needy and deserving but stigmatized and passive victims who receive ‘just enough to keep body and soul together’ (Tang Jun, quoted in Solinger 2011: 37): ‘Quiet and subdued, these people will cause no chaos.’ (Solinger 2011: 53) ‘There is little reflection over state policies’ role in leading the individual and his/her family into poverty; most attribute their misfortunes to their age or inadequate strength and skill’ (ibid.: 60). ‘The sense of disgrace these impoverished people feel cuts off any inclination to form a grouping that might protest in unison’ (ibid.: 61).

What is missing from this picture is how citizens are involved in making dibao policy beyond the simplistic dichotomy of passive conformity and active resistance. Some rural sociologists have adopted an ethnographic and relational approach and turned their analytical attention to the embeddedness of state actors and other citizens when studying the implementation of dibao policy.

The School of Rural Governance: The Village as the ‘Soil’ for State Policy

Sociologists associated with the ‘School of Rural Governance’5 have criticized most China-based policy analysts for looking at problems with the Rural Minimum Livelihood Guarantee from an external perspective. This external perspective focuses on policy formulation, raising issues such as inadequately defined eligibility criteria and an insufficient level of state assistance, geographically uneven implementation, misappropriation of funds, undemocratic processes of implementation and non-standardized administration (Xing 2014: 157). Instead of assessing dibao implementation based on external standards, the rural sociologists argue that an internal perspective of the countryside is necessary (Liu 2009). Liu Yanwu refers to rural society as being the ‘soil’ (turang 土壤) for dibao practices. He emphasizes the need to consider this concrete social basis when discussing dibao policy (ibid.: 26).

Following He Xuefeng,6 these sociologists use interviews and participant observation to explore theoretical issues of rural governance. Their studies identify different ‘logics’ in the process of dibao implementation (Liu 2009; Wang 2011; Xing 2014), pointing out that this form of assistance for the poor was transformed in certain places into a ‘means of and resource for rural governance’ (zhili shouduan 治理手段) (He and Liu 2008; Liu 2008). In their conclusions and policy recommendations, they not only propose reworking the design of the policy but also follow He Xuefeng’s general argument about the decline of rural culture and the need for ‘reconstructing rural society’.

The Logic of Not Offending

Wang Hui (2011), a student of He Xuefeng, has suggested that a ‘logic of not offending’ (bu dezui luoji 不得罪逻辑) is at work in dibao policy at the village level in China. As mentioned above, the two neighbours who complained about a dibao application of a fellow villager also claimed that they did not want to offend others. This concept thus seems to have some applicability to the dynamics I observed in Daxi Village. Narratives that attribute this logic to certain historical events (such as the Cultural Revolution or the abolition of agricultural tax) possess persuasive power due to their elegance. My ethnography of performed state boundaries will suggest a more immediate explanation below.

Untold Memories: Open Confrontation during Maoism

The call for mass participation in politics and administration is not new in the history of rural China. As discussed in Chapter 1, in 1943 Mao Zedong’s (1965) theory of the ‘mass line’ suggested that leaders should learn from the masses concerning policy formulation. During the Mao era, participation in administration and mutual evaluation in production team meetings was practised daily in rural China. During the Cultural Revolution, class struggle meetings were even more confrontational (Potter and Potter 1990: 36–93; Unger 2002: 7–92). Therefore, one might be tempted to relate these past experiences to present practices of participation and the logic of not offending in rural governance.

During my one-year stay in Daxi, I found it difficult to learn much about the Maoist past in the village. The only references to this era that I overheard in everyday conversation were connected with either food or cultural activities. During abundant meals and when leftovers were thrown away or fed to pigs, villagers, especially the older ones, told stories about scarcity and hunger during the Mao era. Typically, they would contrast them with the contemporary situation, pointing to improvements since land was transferred to households in the early 1980s and praising the state’s current policies.

Sometimes villagers, mainly women, reminisced about the pleasures of visiting neighbouring production brigades on foot to watch films at cinemas that no longer existed. Former members of the production brigade’s propaganda team told me how they enjoyed singing in the fields and dancing together in the evening. One neighbour told me how exciting it was for her to walk with her mother to the city during the Cultural Revolution and see the mangoes Mao had been given by Pakistan’s foreign minister.

None of the discussions I overheard in smaller or bigger groups concerned past conflict during team meetings or struggle sessions during the Cultural Revolution, although such conflicts did exist. A former village accountant whose family had been classified as ‘poor peasants’ during land reform, confessed to me in a private interview that he had publicly denounced neighbours as ‘counter-revolutionaries’ in struggle sessions during the Cultural Revolution. But he did not want to go into the details, declaring that ‘the past is the past’.

In some situations, rural citizens in Daxi directly referred to the discourse about a ‘harmonious society’ introduced in 2004 by then President Hu Jintao. The above-mentioned two women, for example, emphasized that they lived in a ‘harmonious community’. While unspoken memories of confrontational meetings during Maoism and rural citizens’ knowledge of central government slogans about harmony somehow resonate with citizens’ aim of not offending others, Wang Hui claims a political-economic link between this aim and another, more recent historical event.

The Abolition of Agricultural Tax and Peasant Atomization

Wang (2011) traces the logic of not offending back to the abolition of the agricultural land tax in 2006. He argues that before the tax reform villagers could delay or withhold tax payments to pressure village officials. After the tax was abolished, villagers no longer had this means to back up their demands when they were negotiating with village officials. Village officials, on the other hand, could no longer rely on state coercion to collect taxes. Instead, they embraced the logic of not offending as a political tactic to retain rural citizens’ support in village elections. Hence, Wang (2011: 47) claims, relations of mutual control disappeared, leading to a weakening of rural governance and a lack of governance responsibility. For him, the logic of not offending thus became the new mentality of village society.

Wang (ibid.) frames the rise of the logic of not offending as a sign of the decay of public regulations, as well as of the loss of basic political principles and effective sanction mechanisms in the village. This led to chaotic village governance and the disintegration of the polity. He argues that with tax abolition the countryside lost a safety valve that enabled both villagers and village officials to let off steam and resolve contradictions. Now, relations between officials and villagers are superficially peaceful, but in private each complains about the other, and unresolved contradictions have increased. With the loss of village officials’ governance responsibility, the ‘boundary between public and private was blurred’ (gongsi jiexian mohu 公私界限模糊), with affairs that formerly were handled in public now handled privately and both villagers and officials using personal relations and friendships to get things done (Wang 2011: 49). Finally, Wang (ibid.: 50) advances the proposition that the logic of not offending not only wastes explicit collective resources but also ‘implicit governance resources’: social capital such as trust, local rules and local norms.

According to Wang (2011: 47), a traditional village is a society of acquaintances in which institutional and traditional village authorities often correspond. After the abolition of the agricultural tax, he notes a transformation from a society of acquaintances to an increasingly cold and detached society of strangers characterized by peasant atomization and rationalization in the countryside (ibid.: 49). In a similar vein, another sociologist of rural governance, Liu Yanwu (2009: 28), draws on the anthropologist Yan Yunxiang’s (2003) diagnoses of the rise of the ‘uncivil individual’ in China, arguing that the current problems in rural governance of the Minimum Livelihood Guarantee stem from individuals who do not want to assume responsibility, only to obtain benefits for themselves.7

While the logic of not offending might indeed be widespread in rural governance in China today, I am sceptical about tracing its emergence to the abolition of agricultural taxes in 2006 as a single crucial historical turning point. There is no doubt that tax abolition and earlier tax reforms in the 1990s had significant consequences for rural governance. Scarce budgets make village officials resort to dibao as a ‘means for governance’ (He and Liu 2008; Liu 2008).8 However, attributing the social logic of not offending to the lack of agricultural taxes is not convincing. Like anthropological approaches that focus on embeddedness only, it overlooks the efficacy of boundary work, and in the case of document-mediated democratic administration, the materiality of objects such as lists of signatures in which performed state boundaries are folded.

Folding State Boundaries into a List of Signatures

If one analyses performances as the substance of the state, certain costumes, such as uniforms, and certain props, such as flags, stamps and seals, always appear as symbols of state authority. In this kind of analysis, these state symbols may be used either by officials to perform the state or by non-state actors to imitate it. While such an analysis acknowledges the power of performance, it simultaneously assumes the truth of the state independent of such performances when it reduces certain performances to mimicry or camouflage (see the Introduction). At the same time, it forecloses the possibility of grasping those situations in which apparent state symbols do not mark the boundary between state and non-state for those involved. I argue that this was the case in the list making processes analysed below. Viewed retrospectively and from the outside, the lists of signatures may appear as signs of the ‘alarmingly intrusive’ process of democratic administration that enabled the state to penetrate rural society. Approaching the state as its boundaries instead allows the analysis of how actors script and perform state boundaries at different moments in time and how these boundaries become folded into such seemingly unambiguous symbols of the state.

Scripting an Expanded State Boundary

Laws and regulations are a key area for discursive boundary work between state and non-state (see the Introduction). In 2013, following the State Council’s 2012 regulation providing for ‘democratic appraisal’ of applications for the Rural Minimum Livelihood Guarantee, the administration of Qiuling Township asked citizens to participate in the bureaucratic process. Group leaders and villagers in Daxi explained that a list of signatures should be attached to the application to express the citizens’ consent. Citizens did not sign individually but as representatives of their households, as was usual during villagers’ group meetings. Before this procedure had been introduced, I was told, villagers submitted their applications to the village committee, which would, after approval, forward them to the township level administration. The official rationale for the democratic appraisal was embedded in broader discourses about corruption. According to township officials, it would help avoid ‘misuse’ and ‘fraud’ and reduce the number of citizen complaints.

This call for citizen participation scripted the expansion of the boundary of the state, shifting some tasks from bureaucrats to other citizens. As temporary bureaucrats, citizens were to judge the applications of their fellow citizens in terms of dibao standards that define conditions and criteria of neediness. The signatures on the list were to be confirmed with red thumbprints, using the authoritative colour of the state. The document then travelled to higher levels of the state, and temporary bureaucrats turned into ordinary citizens again. One day in March 2015, I happened to observe such list making processes at two meetings of villagers’ groups in Daxi.

These recurring meetings of villagers’ groups took place on a flexible schedule, depending on when policies were handed down from the township government. In Daxi Village, the peasant cooperative also used these meetings to coordinate activities of the villagers, especially the cultivation of rice. When representing the cooperative to outside visitors such as NGO staff, higher-level officials and urban consumers, the village leaders, who also led the cooperative, emphasized that attendance at these meetings had increased since the establishment of the cooperative in 2010. As discussed in Chapter 1, claims of high citizen participation in Daxi Village compared to other villages in rural China provided opportunities for the village to access additional resources, including not only government grants but also urban consumers’ purchasing power. For Dong Jie, performing peasant participation in a specific way allowed him to distance himself from the state in front of a segment of the urban middle class that was familiar with the liberal ideal of a clear-cut boundary and critical of top-down interventions of the Chinese state. In the case of the lists of signatures produced during such villagers’ group meetings, citizen participation was staged not for this middle-class urban audience to distance the state but for fellow rural citizens, who were themselves scripted and performed as temporary bureaucrats.

Performing as Community Volunteer

One evening in March 2015, Lei Wenfeng, the leader of Villagers’ Group No. 9, invited me to another meeting of his group. At 8:00 the next morning, I walked along a narrow path through the yellow blooming rapeseed fields to the house of the family who had hosted the last meeting. The open courtyard in front of the building was still almost empty. Only a handful of villagers were standing scattered around. As I got closer, Yang Changjun, a man in his sixties, greeted me as he approached the house from another direction. He showed me a red stamp pad he had just picked up at the house of the leader of the villagers’ group. This red colour was typically used for seals or thumbprints on state documents.

After chatting with me for a minute, Yang Changjun took a sheet of paper out of his bag and approached a fellow villager. He called his name and demanded a signature, without further explanation, and the man answered that he could not write. This problem was resolved, as I had noticed on other occasions in the village, by another person signing and the man certifying that with a red thumbprint. Yang Changjun went on to collect more signatures and thumbprints in the same way: first addressing the fellow villager by their name and relationship to him, then directly requesting a signature in a friendly tone. In almost every case, the villager signed and made a thumbprint without asking for further information.

When one woman did not immediately respond to his request, he added that he was not asking for himself but for ‘him’ and pointed to a man standing a few metres away, leaning on a stick and with a catheter bag visible at his side. When I asked what was going on, a woman explained to me: ‘His brother cannot write, this is why he is helping him. It is about confirming that the household is a Minimum Livelihood Allowance household.’ A man interjected from behind: ‘That’s democracy. It’s about approval.’ Yang Changjun added: ‘The higher level also has to agree. It has to go up above, then the allowance will be approved to come down.’

I asked who was eligible for the allowance. A woman explained, pointing to Yang Changjun’s brother, ‘look at him, he can’t survive. Thus, the application for the Minimum Livelihood Allowance’. ‘So, you’re confirming that he really needs the allowance?’, I asked. She confirmed:

Yes, look at him, he is ill. He has to apply for the allowance. In a case like that, all members [of the villagers’ group] will agree to sign. How could someone get the allowance without this acceptance? If someone has money, why should they get the Minimum Livelihood Allowance? If you can still work, why should you get it? Only someone who doesn’t manage to make money gets it.

Meanwhile, Yang Changjun continued to ask neighbours for signatures for his brother as they arrived. Another villager came by and did not immediately understand what was going on, so Yang Changjun asked him to come over and give his thumbprint. Another woman supported him, asking the person to come and sign it. Both Yang Changjun and the woman did so without clarifying what the thumbprint confirmed.

At about 9:00 AM, group leader Lei Wenfeng opened the meeting of his villagers’ group, which lasted for about two hours. Afterwards, most of the villagers left, and it looked like Yang Changjun was also leaving without having turned over the application and list of signatures. After a few steps, however, he returned to the group leader, who was still sitting at the table with his papers. Yang Changjun handed over the handwritten application, a diagnosis from the hospital and the signature list, commenting: ‘It’s more than thirty signatures, the great majority.’ Yang Changjun added: ‘If someone falls ill, no matter how capable he is, he doesn’t work anymore, right? He has to go to the city twice a month to get his catheter changed.’ Lei Wenfeng looked at the application, which said that Yang Changjun’s brother was 74 years old and his wife had died twenty years before. It mentioned several geriatric illnesses and the catheter and explained that he had to rely on his children to pay all the treatment costs. After skimming through the material, Lei Wenfeng added his signature to the list.

He then raised the issue of disturbances during the meeting. At one point, a man had accused the village committee and group leaders of gaining illegitimate benefits by acting as brokers for accident insurance companies. This charge was based on a story about a neighbouring village where this had allegedly happened, and some other villagers joined in the attack. Lei Wenfeng, obviously annoyed, insisted repeatedly that he did not benefit from helping to arrange insurance for those who wanted it. As he was about to complain to Yang Changjun, the latter interrupted, advising him to ‘work a little less hard’ and ‘reduce the burden a little bit’. ‘But look at what kind of situation we had today’, Lei Wenfeng replied. Before he could continue, Yang Changjun cut him off a second time: ‘No, no, no, you will see, after two days everything will be fine again. You are doing a good job. Today there is simply no cultivation of thought.’ And, pointing to the application materials, he closed the conversation with, ‘I troubled you about this as well.’

The question that preoccupied me while observing the creation of the list of signatures was why people did not really ask why they were being collected. They either signed immediately or presented a technical reason for why they could not put their name on the list, like the man who claimed illiteracy. I did not observe a single person refuse to sign. Hence, it is worth examining the interactions between the applicant and his fellow villagers more closely.

We can observe that Yang Changjun chose to gather the signatures for his brother before the official start of the meeting. His first step was to create an intimate situation by addressing his neighbours personally. In doing so, he reminded them of their relationship to him: of past, present and possible future entanglements. He then made his ‘ask’ using very few words. While he could have recited dibao regulations and argued that his elder brother had a right to state assistance, he decided not to address fellow villagers as bureaucrats. He also could have verbalized his brother’s neediness to the citizen-bureaucrats, as he did in the handwritten application. Instead, the demand he presented was extraordinarily modest and simple – a signature and a thumbprint – and could be met in seconds. Having first approached the group members directly, Yang Changjun also chose to approach group leader Lei Wenfeng personally to submit the application. In contrast with the villagers, he showed the group leader the written application. After checking the application materials and adding his signature to the list, Lei Wenfeng approached Yang Changjun, as his senior, with his personal feelings about being accused of misusing his office, and Yang Changjun reacted as a trusted friend and encouraged him to keep up his good work. Therefore, I understand his signature and those of the other members of this villagers’ group not only as citizens’ evaluations of the brother’s neediness but even more importantly as demonstrating Yang Changjun’s social efficacy.

For my interpretation of the event, it is important to know about Yang Changjun’s embeddedness in the village community as an engaged person. For example, a couple of days before the meeting in March of 2015, he had helped carry out a survey for the cooperative as part of a small group of volunteers. Yang Changjun is also active in the local Christian community and attends weekly prayers at a family home in a neighbouring village. Building on his embeddedness in the village community, he related to the other members of the villagers’ group as an engaged community member rather than as a supplicant in front of temporary bureaucrats.

This is not to say that people did not care about the meaning the township government would ascribe to their signatures. When I explicitly asked if they knew the purpose of the signatures, the answer some participants gave in front of each other was straightforward: it was about a dibao application. When prompted, these rural citizens immediately explained the criteria for dibao to me, presenting them in a way that suggested that there was no tension between state policy and the local understanding of neediness and deservingness. Scholars have pointed out that dibao policy has fundamentally changed since its introduction, due to leaders’ shifting political agendas (Solinger 2017), resistance of workers as former representatives of ‘the people’ against being reduced to ‘numbers without history’ (Cho 2013), and the sociotechnical features of policy as a knowledge process (Lammer 2023b). While dibao had been designed to help the ‘poor population’ based on poverty being ‘measured and calculated in numerical tables’ (Cho 2013: 71), in its actual implementation the criterion has changed from income to inability to work (Cho 2013: 89–90; Lammer 2023b: 12–14). In line with much of the anthropological literature that starts from an assumed difference between state law and local norms, one might thus argue that there was indeed a tension between the dibao criteria specified in government documents and the criteria relevant for rural citizens in Daxi Village. Scripting them as temporary bureaucrats would thus put them into in-between positions and force them to deal with tensions. Yet this ignores the efficacy of performed state boundaries. Their temporal multiplicity did not let such tensions emerge. In the observed situation, those present performed their criteria of neediness and deservingness successfully as official dibao criteria.

Furthermore, some of those present stressed that they had the power to reject the application if it did not meet dibao criteria. Following the wording of the State Council, one villager pointedly described this procedure of citizen participation in bureaucratic administration for me with one word, ‘democracy’. When he answered my question that had interfered in Yang Changjun’s performance by locating the list making process in the terrain of statehood and citizenship, Yang Changjun quickly distanced the state by interjecting that it was the higher levels that would make the final decision.

In front of Yang Changjun, the villagers assured me that they thought that his brother’s application was justified. They underpinned their claim by pointing to Yang Changjun’s brother and the clearly visible signs of his condition. The catheter and the stick on which he leaned were taken to represent his illness and his old age and indicate his inability to either work or manage life on his own. While these villagers could see applicants as objectified signs of their own situations, this was not the case with the township administration. To be ‘seen by the state’ (Street 2012) and recognized as needy, the applicant must make the social situation legible through a simplification, a suitable description of a ‘difficult life’ transformed into documents.

Yang Changjun produced the list as a bureaucratic form to make the state see his brother as needing dibao, in a manner reminiscent of the ‘compliance with forms without any internalization of their content’ that Street (2012: 15) observed in the case of Papua New Guinean citizens’ use of government health cards to get access to public health services. He made use of the simplification prescribed by the township administration and concentrated his efforts on collecting the signatures. The production of the material document demanded the use of the red stamp pad, but Yang Changjun avoided enacting it as a marker of the state. Besides distancing the state in discourse, Yang Changjun avoided mentioning dibao regulations and used fellow villagers’ names to mark the situation as non-state. Therefore, I regard him not as performing the boundary between state and society in the scripted way but as pushing the state boundary out of the villagers’ group again.

In this case, no one questioned this dibao application. I also heard no one question the neediness and deservingness of Yang Changjun’s elder brother behind his family’s back. The response to the list-making process for the other dibao application on that day looked different, as the introductory vignette to this chapter showed.

Performing as Paternalist Organizer

Yang Changjun’s way of collecting signatures for his brother was just one of many possible ways of producing the mandated list, as is shown by the other application process that took place only a couple of hours later, at the meeting of the Villagers’ Group No. 1. As usual, the meeting took place in the front room of a villager’s house. One of the topics during the meeting was an application for the Minimum Livelihood Allowance. Group Leader Wang Yiyou started with the statement that ‘everyone should sign this application’. He then went on to explain:

Originally, we had six dibao households in this group. Recently, however, the dibao of one household [the one where the meeting was taking place] was cancelled. Because one Minimum Livelihood Allowance was cancelled, Aunt Dong [Xiaodan] has submitted this application.9 She asks everyone to sign. This will then be reported to the upper levels. Now there are five households. Those who participate at this meeting today should write their name and sign. [Pause.] If you agree. Xiaodan came to me and raised the issue. This is the situation in Xiaodan’s household. Her husband is a person with a disability. The little daughter is only seven years old. Xiaodan has emphysema. And that is why Xiaodan has written this application and is asking everyone for a signature. Later, the application will be posted publicly. After this announcement, the application will be handed over to the village committee and the village committee will hand it over to the township to approve it. We don’t decide it. You don’t decide it. The government will come for an examination. Thus, we advised her to write this application, and everyone should sign it today.

Later, another man read the application to everyone. This included one additional fact: that the household has ‘no labour force’: ‘When I [the household head] was working outside of the village in 2005, I accidentally cut off part of my leg and it was classified as a level four disability.’ Wang Yiyou, the group leader, emphasized again that everyone present should sign the application. He then paused and again added that those who agreed should sign. Later, he counted twenty-one signatures and asked who had not yet signed, pressing some more villagers to do so.

Neither Yang Changjun’s brother nor Dong Xiaodang collected the signatures for their dibao applications themselves. Yang Changjun had collected signatures for his brother at the earlier meeting without asking the group leader for help, probably because the group leader had already become the target of criticism in earlier meetings. Dong Xiaodan had personally contacted the group leader in advance to help her collect the necessary signatures. Yang Changjun was used to approaching other villagers concerning village affairs, as when conducting the survey for the cooperative as a community volunteer. In contrast, Dong Xiaodan spent a lot of time chatting at her neighbours’ small corner shop and teahouse, where Wang Yiyou also regularly stopped in to chat and play cards.

In order to gain a better understanding of Dong Xiaodan’s choice to ask this group leader to carry out the collection of signatures and the way he called for signatures, one needs to take the embeddedness of the involved actors in the village community into account. In the social life of this villagers’ group, Wang Yiyou takes on the role of a paternalist organizer not only with regard to bureaucratic administration but also life-cycle rituals and agricultural production, including organizing members of the villagers’ group for the mandarin orange harvest in autumn.

As a remnant of a 1980s and 1990s township policy of agricultural specialization, Villagers’ Group No. 1 still has many mandarin orange groves in the hills. Almost every household has one. Due to labour migration, most of the households now lack the labour power to both harvest the oranges and sell them at the market themselves. Instead, they have established connections with traders from neighbouring districts, neighbouring provinces or even further away. As it would take one household several days to harvest the fruit all at once, a pattern of cooperation has developed within the villagers’ group to solve this problem. In this case, the commodification of labour power as well as further integration into regional and national agricultural markets has led to more cooperation rather than atomization, as classical modernization theory celebrates and as agrarian populists bemoan.

When I helped with the autumn harvests in 2013 and 2014, I observed Wang Yiyou’s key role in coordinating this work effort. When a household closed a deal with outside traders, they would ask the group leader to recruit harvest workers. On the evening before the harvest or in the morning of the same day, Wang Yiyou would walk through the neighbourhood, shouting the names of group members, asking if they would help with the harvest. It was especially hard to find men who were considered strong enough to carry the two heavy baskets on a shoulder pole from the grove down to the road where the traders waited with their trucks. Those who were called for the harvest were expected to help. The villagers assured me that it was possible to say no, but only if one could offer acceptable reasons for failing to participate in this collective effort, such as needing to work on one’s own fields or having business outside of the village, or because of an invitation to an occasion like a wedding or funeral, or care responsibilities at home.

A similar pattern of coordinated mutual aid can be found in life-cycle rituals. When a member of the villagers’ group dies, the standard is for all the households of the villagers’ group to be invited to help with the funeral along with the relatives and close friends of the deceased. The family usually asks Wang Yiyou to coordinate the members of the villagers’ group, in terms of contacting neighbours until he has enough for the tasks at hand. In addition to inviting helpers to the funeral banquet, the family usually prepares packages of cigarettes and red envelopes with money. These gifts are then handed out by the group leader during the ceremonial procession to the grave on the hill.

As mentioned, the applicant, Dong Xiaodang, asked Wang Yiyou for paternalist help concerning her dibao application, and he called on fellow villagers for help with this matter as he did for harvests and funerals.10 Like Yang Changjun, Wang Yiyou stressed the undemanding act of providing the signature demanded by the township government. Only in secondary remarks did he relativize his request to sign by pointing out the possibility of declining to sign if one did not agree. Like Yang Changjun, he relativized the signatures’ importance in determining the outcome, emphasizing that it was neither village officials nor the villagers’ group members who would have the final say concerning eligibility. By drawing attention to this limit of democracy in bureaucratic practice, Wang Yiyou denied any responsibility on the side of the villagers. Shifting responsibility to the higher levels of the state helped him secure the continuing success of his paternalism. By shifting up the boundary of the state, he was trying to convince the other citizens to refrain from obstructing the attempts of a member of the community to claim dibao and creating open conflict.

Wang Yiyou thus did not perform the state boundary according to the script of the township government. Instead of turning rural citizens into temporary bureaucrats, he turned the act of collecting signatures into a performance of belonging to the community of the villagers’ group. His embeddedness in the village community was a precondition for the success of this type of performance. This community I am writing about should not be idealized or misunderstood as undifferentiated or as a revival of a past traditional rural culture or a relic of the collective era. While the villagers’ group certainly has a history and some villagers still refer to it by the Mao-era term ‘production team’, the community is also clearly not simply a remainder of the past. I have pointed to mutual obligations within the villagers’ group, not only for life-cycle events but also the agricultural cycle. This mutual aid does not come without conflict. For example, during harvest time, one woman told me that she had considered refusing to help one family with the mandarin harvest because she disapproved of the way the woman often scolded others. Furthermore, as I have argued, mutual aid in the collective mandarin orange harvest is a contemporary strategy to overcome a rural household labour shortage that is related to the recent phenomenon of migrant labour. This community evolves, then, in a broader structural process of agricultural marketization and commodification of rural labour power. It is not fixed but must be constantly reproduced and can be transformed in interactions. Asked to help with the signature collection, Wang Yiyou turned the procedure into an event through which the community of the villagers’ group was reproduced alongside the bureaucratic document.

As the backstage complaints in the introductory vignette to this chapter showed, practising democratic bureaucracy through this specific way of list making also activated a logic of not offending. While rural sociologists traced such a logic to the abolition of agricultural taxes and the ensuing peasant atomization, my research shows to the contrary the ongoing relevance of village officials’ and citizens’ embeddedness in the village community. Yet rural citizens’ embeddedness did not quasi-automatically create tension when the township government scripted the extension of the state boundary through democratic appraisal. In contrast to anthropology’s preoccupation with the blurring of the boundary, I argue that only the performative distancing of the state during the production of a list of signatures for enacting democratic appraisal activated and sustained the ties of community.

Folding Scripts and Performances of State Boundaries

So far, the lists of signatures have been shown as folded twice: during instruction and production. The township government scripted the temporary extension of the state boundary. Rural citizens were to perform their roles as temporary bureaucrats with several props: papers, signatures, thumbprints and red ink. The lists of signatures produced in the Villagers’ Groups No. 1 and 9 that day in March 2015 registered this script. The stipulated props, especially, left material traces in the form of signatures and red thumbprints. The history of the document being folded like this thus foregrounds certain visible symbols that can easily appear as markers of the state boundary in retrospect. The way the history of the list is materially folded thus enables specific politics; for example, support for scholars’ liberal arguments about an intrusive socialist state and the withering away of society (see the Introduction).

But it was not only the township’s instructions that were folded visibly into the list. Some improvisations also materialized that could later raise questions, if not suspicions, about the making of the list. The handwriting of some names looked strikingly similar. Had one person signed for another? Why? Did the other person know about it? Was the person absent? Or was the person present but could not sign for himself, as with the illiterate person in Villagers’ Group No. 9? If additional evidence is produced – for example, through interviews – the history of the list is unfolded and refolded in a new way.

Other practices were also registered by the list but folded so that they were not visible without additional evidence or reinterpretations that downplayed the red ink as a marker of the state. Yang Changjun’s and Wang Yiyou’s discursive distancing of the state and the performative use of markers of the village community were part of the production of the list of signatures, as was the discursive appropriation of central government rhetoric (‘That’s democracy!’) and the affirmation of their role as temporary bureaucrats by the rural citizens in explaining the application process to me. Yet while the success or failure of these performances of the state boundary materialized in the form of signatures or their absence, the content of these performances was folded in a way that made it inaccessible in retrospect.

The temporal multiplicity of performed state boundaries was thus registered in objects such as this list of signatures. But depending on the way these performances were materially folded into the object gave prominence to certain markers and made some versions of state boundaries more enduring than others. In this case, some props (such as the red stamp pad) left visible imprints, while certain sequences (such as addressing rural citizens either individually as fellow villagers by using names and relational terms or collectively as temporary bureaucrats by reciting dibao regulations and written applications) did not leave distinctive traces. As such, the lists of signatures attached to the applications and forwarded first to the village committee and then the township administration appeared as evidence of state boundaries that had temporarily been extended into the villagers’ groups, as scripted by the township government. But this is not yet the end of the story. Additional evidence, like villagers’ complaints, had the potential to unfold the folded multiplicity of performed state boundaries.

Conclusion: Temporal Multiplicity and Folded State Boundaries

In this chapter on democratic administration of the Rural Minimum Livelihood Guarantee, my participant observation and ethnographic writing brought the multiple state boundaries that were folded into the two lists of signatures to light. My attention had been aroused by villagers’ backstage complaints that pointed to the tensions created through the temporal multiplicity of state boundaries. While the township government had scripted rural citizens as temporary bureaucrats, the signature collection was performed in a way that turned it into a question of belonging to the village community. While the red ink on the document was visible and ready to be read as a marker of the state that pointed to the township’s script of democratic administration, the similarly visible signatures did not reveal the content of the performed state boundaries that were involved in their production. Yet complaints could lead to the unfolding of different versions of performed state boundaries registered in the lists of signatures, enabling reinterpretations of democracy as paternalism.

This chapter thus contributed to China Studies and the study of dibao in particular but also to the anthropology of the state in general. Analyses of state boundaries offer an alternative to the persistent state-versus-society paradigm in China Studies (Perry 1994) and combine the strengths of anthropological approaches to the Chinese state that have focused either on bureaucratic practices (Pieke 2004) or state images (Steinmüller 2013; Steinmüller and Brandtstädter 2016). Attention to performances of state boundaries highlights agency beyond active resistance and passive accommodation regarding dibao policy.

Against a widespread anthropological impulse, conceptualizing the temporal multiplicity of performed state boundaries offers an alternative to diagnoses of a blurred boundary. Different versions of state boundaries are performed over time and produce situational effects, without former versions necessarily having a direct influence on the next performance. Material objects register the history of performed state boundaries. The notion of folded multiplicity offers an analytical vocabulary for understanding not only how earlier performances of state boundaries affect later performances but also how audiences interact with past performances. It draws attention to the specific materiality of objects that affords certain elements of state boundaries performed in front of future audiences – stage designs, props, costumes, characters, sequences – greater visibility than others. This privileges some versions of performed state boundaries over others, without completely ruling out the possibility of those boundaries that have been folded in less visible ways to become unfolded later on. This unfolding can be prompted by additional evidence or reinterpretations of the folded objects. In this chapter, I analytically unfolded the scripted and performed state boundaries that the lists of signatures carried with them. But beyond academic interest, this temporal multiplicity of performed state boundaries folded into lists of signatures also made itself felt as a greater rupture.

Readers may want to know if the applicants’ list making processes proved successful and whether they were finally seen by the state as needy. However, about one month after the events discussed in this chapter, Yinhe City announced the cancellation of all Minimum Livelihood Allowances, including those in Qiuling Township’s Daxi Village. In the name of ‘standardization’, all recipients had to reapply. Apparently, citizen complaints had continued even after democratic administration had been scripted as the collection of signatures in 2013. Declaring the lists of signatures invalid also made the previously scripted and performed state boundaries, which were folded into them, ineffective. The reapplication process opened the stage for the next round of performing state boundaries. This time, democratic administration was performed through voting in public meetings. These performances are the topic of the remaining two chapters.

Notes

1. This was not the only case in which an invisible illness invited stigmatizations of laziness. Another neighbour once complained to me that she had been suffering from rheumatoid arthritis for more than twenty-five years. The village officials knew about her illness and had arranged for a small allowance of 200 to 300 RMB per year from the Office of Civil Affairs to pay for her medication. She was unable to do anything because she felt great pain as soon as she started to exert herself physically: it was painful even to walk. She told me that as her illness was not visible some neighbours did not believe her and thought that she was lazy.

2. These speculations often expressed a mixture of annoyance and admiration. While poverty is stigmatized in China, Robert Walker et al. argue that the receipt of dibao is not. They found that in some places dibao enhances the status of people because it demonstrates that they had enough social influence (guanxi) to get it approved (Yang, Walker and Xie 2020).

3. Qiuling Township, in which Daxi Village is located, first introduced the Minimum Livelihood Allowance in 2003 with a very low monthly payout of only 10 RMB per person. This was gradually raised and in 2014 amounted to 50, 60 or 80 RMB depending on the classification of need by the township administration. In 2013 and 2015, as discussed in Chapter 5, the township pushed for a more ‘standardized’ implementation of the policy after a rising number of complaints by villagers.

4. In 2006, following rising social unrest because of high fees and taxes since the 1990s, the Chinese state ended the several thousand years’ practice of taxing agriculture for revenue. Furthermore, the central government launched several new social policies in the countryside, including the Minimum Livelihood Guarantee.

5. See Day and Hale (2008) for an introduction to this branch of sociology in China.

6. He Xuefeng is director of the China Rural Governance Research Centre at Wuhan University.

7. Yan Yunxiang (2003: 16) has argued that ‘[t]he socialist state has played a key role in the transformation of private life and in the formation of the uncivil individual’: during the Mao era, the socialist state encouraged autonomy and independence in private life and dependency on the collectives and the state in public life. With the state in retreat since the early 1980s, he says, a social vacuum of moral values and behavioural norms emerged that was filled by the values of utilitarian individualism found in late capitalist society.

8. In Chapter 6, I discuss how the village committee of Daxi Village used the dibao as a resource to pursue the development strategy of becoming an ‘ecological village’.

9. This suggests that, despite official denial (Chen et al. 2013: 333), quotas for available Minimum Livelihood Allowances did matter.

10. In the next chapter, I analyse how the overcoming of ‘traditionalist’ paternalism was performed in a push for standardization of the Minimum Livelihood Guarantee in spring of 2015.
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Anticipating Bureaucratic Standardization

Introduction

In April 2015, Yinhe City’s Municipal Bureau of Civil Affairs directed the subdistrict, town and township governments within its jurisdiction to cancel all existing Urban and Rural Minimum Livelihood Allowances.* In the name of ‘standardization’ (guifanhua 规范化), roughly sixty thousand dibao recipients would have to apply and be reviewed for a new ruling.1 The head of Qiuling Township’s Office for Civil Affairs used a slogan of the central government to frame this push for standardization: it would ‘ensure that those who should receive the Minimum Livelihood Allowance do receive it’. Among those affected by this push to standardize the multistep application process were thirty-one households in Daxi Village in Qiuling Township. In accordance with the call for ‘democratic appraisal’ (minzhu pingyi 民主评议) in the central and provincial state documents, the township government again asked citizens to participate in the bureaucratic processing of these applications. In contrast with March 2015, this would no longer be accomplished by producing lists of supporting signatures from members of the villagers’ group but by evaluating neediness at public meetings at the village level. The results of these evaluations would be recorded in votes and attached to the written applications.

My examination of list-making in Chapter 4 explored how performed state boundaries get folded into objects and can later be unfolded and refolded. This chapter continues that focus on the temporal multiplicity of performed state boundaries, but it spotlights future rather than past performances. Actors and audiences are familiar with possible repertoires of performed state boundaries and have expectations about how other actors will perform state boundaries in the future. The push for standardization that demanded new applications from all dibao recipients in April and May 2015 caused uncertainty among those involved. While distressing for those involved, the situation offered me an opportunity to examine state boundaries’ multiplication through anticipation.

Temporality multiplies state boundaries in a way that promotes certain markers of difference and thus privileges specific versions of state boundaries. The chapter starts by looking at standardization in retrospect. It first examines how state boundaries were unfolded and refolded in the story told by a township official and in the numbers published by the county-level administration. Second, it moves back in time to look at how standardization was anticipated in the reapplication process in Daxi Village. It then examines how rural citizens’ anticipation of state boundaries in future bureaucratic practice shaped their perception of the split that village officials performed in the present between the state as the policymaking government ‘above’ and themselves as bureaucrats ‘below’ who only implemented ‘state policy’ (guojia zhengce 国家政策) that had been ‘sent down’. Third, the chapter looks at the state boundaries performed in a public meeting as citizens voted on the applications that had made it through the village officials’ income checks and household investigations. It shows how applicants were taught how to perform as ‘proper’ dibao recipients by avoiding claims of deservingness, staging needy bodies, and overcoming paternalism.2

Taken together, the multiple anticipated and performed state boundaries shaped which applications made it to the township government and later materialized in the statistics of the county-level administration. Citizens’ manifold assessments of bureaucrats’ practices being expressions of discretion within the boundary of state policy or deviations beyond it are folded into these numbers. Yet in retrospect, the declining number of dibao recipients became an indicator of ‘the state’ acting on ‘society’. Even if anticipated and performed boundaries disappeared, the numbers could be mobilized to produce different versions of the state acting on society and thus used to pursue different politics.

Standardization in Retrospect

In stories and statistics about the 2015 push for standardization, the state boundary did not appear to be in question. Certain markers of the distinction between state and non-state were privileged and appeared as continuous attributes of actors. Based on interviews, I first recount the history narrated by the township official responsible for dibao of how this social policy evolved locally before 2015, the year Yinhe City’s Municipal Bureau of Civil Affairs decided to ‘standardize’ practices that were now described as ‘chaotic’. I then examine county-level dibao statistics and possible interpretations of these numbers by officials and academics and show how this made citizens’ agency – their boundary work – disappear and gave the stage to ‘the state’.

Standardization in a Story

China’s first local experiments with rural dibao started before 2007. This had also been the case in Qiuling Township, according to Duan Shuxi, the leader of the township’s Office for Civil Affairs, which was responsible for dibao. This woman in her forties, who was also a deputy head of the township, told me the following story about Qiuling Township’s dibao experience during two semi-structured interview sessions I recorded in May 2015.

In light of my interest in the renewal of applications for the Minimum Livelihood Allowance, Duan Shuxi started to explain that a basic livelihood was now guaranteed to everyone in the countryside. She asserted that in the countryside ‘the peasants’ were in a good position because everyone had use-rights to a piece of land to cultivate and thus grain and vegetables to eat. The only thing they lacked was cash, and as they all received subsidies for the grain they grew they could use this money to buy meat and other foods. Dibao was specifically for those households that had a ‘difficult life’ and no other source of income.

Regarding the reapplication process, Duan Shuxi explained to me that the terms and conditions had not changed. However, due to a high number of citizen complaints the policy would now be implemented in an ever more standardized manner alongside other fine-grained policies that would benefit the people. Repeating the principle from the 2012 State Council document that ‘all those eligible for dibao should receive it’, she declared that the aim of standardization was not to reduce state expenditures. ‘Those who are eligible for support in the case of serious illness should receive it. Those who are eligible for a certain policy should also receive that policy.’ Earlier on, there were not so many different policies. Therefore, ‘common people’ with all kinds of problems applied for dibao. But for those who have other kinds of difficulties, such as the disabled, those with serious illnesses, or those with temporary difficulties, other kinds of benefits were now available.

Duan Shuxi presented herself as an understanding leader when she talked about how village officials had implemented dibao before the current push for standardization. When it was introduced in 2003, the monthly amount received by dibao households was only about 10 RMB per head. Initially, neither officials nor common people paid attention to the new dibao because its effect was so limited, she said. In the following years, the amount was slowly raised from 10 to 20 to 30 RMB per month,3 but according to her the crucial policy change came in 2007, when it was linked to the New Rural Cooperative Medical Care Scheme. Then, common people started to pay attention to dibao because it provided considerably higher subsidies for county level (or above) hospitals, which would alleviate the financial burden of rural households facing health issues. Therefore, village officials had ignored the income criterion and focused on this insurance aspect instead.

Previously, if someone suffered from cancer, village officials who wanted to do a good deed would arrange dibao for the family and everybody was happy. However, Duan Shuxi emphasized that these ‘good deeds’ became problematic as more and more people became interested in the Minimum Livelihood Guarantee. She explained that village officials were now afraid to anger villagers by cancelling their allowances. They no longer dared to do this unless someone had died because they feared upsetting the recipients, even if their household circumstances had improved. These recipients now regarded the dibao as a kind of wage, not as social assistance limited to the poorest, she explained. Therefore, from her perspective, standardization was needed. What village officials were doing was against state regulations, she insisted. It was irregular and needed to be standardized. With the improvement of social policies, the once morally justifiable behaviour of village officials was retrospectively viewed as transgressing the standard procedure and no longer acceptable.

‘Those who should eat it [receive dibao] did not eat it, and those who should not eat it ate it.’4 This and similar sentences were frequently used by township officials talking about the need for standardization. Now, the central government emphasized that the country should be ruled according to the law, Duan Shuxi said. This would be the new work assignment for the whole country.

As the head of the Office of Civil Affairs, she represented this new work assignment of conscientiously implementing state policies that were beneficial for the people as her own mission, not as something imposed on her from above. For her, the standardization of policy was morally justified.5 When I asked why such effort was being put into it, she immediately assumed I was hinting that she had financial motives but insisted that standardization had nothing to do with money. It was not the case that the officials would get any money from reducing the number of dibao recipients, she stressed. Speaking not only for herself but also for other officials, she emphasized vigorously, ‘We also think that these regulations need to be like this. Those who should receive it must receive it.’

Turning official titles and state employment into permanent markers of the state boundary, ‘officials’ and ‘the common people’ are the characters that populate Duan Shuxi’s story. Their past practices are retrospectively measured against dibao regulations. Thus, while other versions of anticipated and performed state boundaries do not appear in her story, the characters still have agency. But even this agency disappears if past standardization is viewed through statistics.

Standardization in Statistics

In 2009, two years after the nationwide introduction of the Rural Minimum Livelihood Guarantee, the Ministry of Civil Affairs honoured Yinhe City by designating it a national model for the standardized construction of the Minimum Livelihood Guarantee. In 2013, an article in the Sichuan Daily reported that Sichuan was the province with the highest number of Minimum Livelihood Allowance recipients in all of China and pointed out that if even 1 per cent of these 6.2 million dibao recipients had not been properly verified, sixty-two thousand persons were still receiving dibao who should not be. To illustrate this point, the article quoted a netizen’s statement about households that ‘own a car, have bought a flat, and still receive dibao’. Yinhe City’s use of a digital network that collates data from nine government departments to verify the economic situation of the applying households was then presented as an innovative technical approach for improving the situation through control. Within the first eight months of that year, the ‘illegitimate’ dibao of about 200 rural households (about 500 persons) totalling about 45,000 RMB and about 150 urban households (about 300 persons) also totalling about 45,000 RMB were reported to have been discovered and cancelled. These figures from the 2013 article look negligible if compared to the standardization of April 2015. In all Yinhe City, the number of dibao recipients was reduced by more than 60 per cent in 2015 in both urban and rural areas (see Table 5.1).6 In Daxi Village, only 5 out of 31 households continued to receive dibao.

The aggregate dibao data from all townships of Yinhe City is publicly available on the internet. In 2014, about 60,000 of Yinhe City’s 1.5 million inhabitants – about 4 per cent of the population – received the dibao. One year later, in 2015, fewer than 4,000 urban and 20,000 rural residents received it, comprising about 1.5 per cent of all inhabitants of Yinhe City.7 Looking at the numbers provided by Yinhe City, the 2015 push for standardization led to a drastic cutback in social assistance. More than 35,000 citizens lost their dibao (see Table 5.1).

Standardization reduced expenditures for urban and rural dibao by more than 20 per cent from 2014 to 2015, but this number did not yet represent the full savings potential, as the push for standardization happened only in April 2015. Therefore, the further reduction in expenditure from 2015 to 2016 by 13 per cent in urban and 8 per cent in rural areas can at least partly be understood as a delayed effect of standardization in 2015. Overall, the annual expenditure for the rural dibao programme decreased by almost 24 million RMB (this corresponds to 28 per cent) from 2014 to 2016 (see Table 5.2).

Following the account of Duan Shuxi, the head of the Civil Affairs Office of Qiuling Township, this reduction in expenditures was at least partly balanced by an increase in expenditures for other policies, such as support in case of serious illnesses and emergency aid and support for disabled people.8 Although both the number of cases appearing in the annual statistics for medical assistance (yiliao jiuzhu 医疗救助) and the expenditure did indeed increase during the period concerned, the increase of 5 million RMB in 2015 was followed by a decrease of 3 million RMB in 2016 (see Table 5.3). Therefore, this cannot be regarded as completely offsetting the cutbacks in the dibao programme.


Table 5.1. Dibao recipients in Yinhe City, 2007–2016



	 

	Urban Dibao

	Rural Dibao

	Rural Conventional Relief




	 

	城市低保

	农村低保

	农村传统救济




	Year

	Recipients

	Change

	Recipients

	Change

	Recipients

	Change




	2007

	15,246

	 

	24,440

	 

	10,247

	 




	2008

	13,925

	–8.77%

	35,720

	+46.15%

	10,502

	+2.49%




	2009

	–

	 

	–

	 

	–

	 




	2010

	11,903

	–14.52%

	50,011

	+40.01%

	10,451

	–0.48%




	2011

	11,503

	–3.36%

	46,967

	–6.09%

	10,372

	–0.76%




	2012

	10,999

	–4.38%

	47,338

	+0.79%

	10,453

	+0.78%




	2013

	10,121

	–7.98%

	48,817

	+3.12%

	10,640

	+1.79%




	2014

	–

	 

	49,780

	+1.97%

	10,682

	+0.40%




	2015

	3,652

	–63.92%

	18,726

	–62.38%

	392

	–96.33%




	2016

	3,467

	–5.07%

	16,928

	–9.60%

	347

	–11.51%








Table 5.2. Dibao expenditure in Yinhe City, 2011–2016



	 

	Urban Dibao

	Rural Dibao




	Year

	Expenditure

	Change

	Expenditure

	Change




	2011

	36,896,400

	 

	 

	49,569,500

	 

	 




	2012

	23,791,500

	–13,104,900

	–35.52%

	42,619,200

	–6,950,300

	–14.02%




	2013

	25,199,700

	+1,408,200

	+5.92%

	51,585,200

	+8,966,000

	+21.04%




	2014

	24,984,500

	–215,200

	–0.85%

	58,439,600

	+6,854,400

	+13.29%




	2015

	19,714,200

	–5,270,300

	–21.09%

	46,555,300

	–11,884,300

	–20.34%




	2016

	17,105,900

	–2,608,300

	–13.23%

	42,710,400

	–3,844,900

	–8.26%







From a macro perspective that only looks at the numbers, then, the technocratic discourse of standardization was accompanied by falling numbers of dibao recipients and a massive reduction in social expenditures. Yet different versions of the Chinese state could be enacted with these numbers.


Table 5.3. Cases and expenditures for medical assistance in Yinhe City, 2007–2016



	 

	Medical Assistance




	Year

	Cases

	Expenditure

	Change




	2007

	65,062

	4,696,500

	 

	 




	2008

	79,992

	5,423,700

	+720,200

	+15.48%




	2009

	–

	–

	 

	 




	2010

	39,087

	12,928,000

	+7,504,300

	+138.36%




	2011

	60,651

	25,923,000

	+12,995,000

	+100.52%




	2012

	110,090

	26,815,500

	+892,500

	+3.44%




	2013

	101,707

	27,856,800

	+1,041,300

	+3.88%




	2014

	96,289

	25,705,500

	–2,151,300

	–7.72%




	2015

	101,000

	30,711,600

	+5,006,100

	+19.47%




	2016

	60,052

	27,720,500

	–2,991,100

	–9.74%







Enacting the State with Statistics

I had asked the township party secretary whether any statistics concerning the township’s dibao were publicly available. He redirected my request, accompanying me to the head of the Office for Civil Affairs, Duan Shuxi, who explained that the statistics concerning the rural dibao in the township were no longer a useful reference for research: all allowances had been cancelled in April 2015. She then told us that she feared that certain outsiders’ interpretations of these numbers might throw a negative light, not only on her work and the township, but on China more generally.

The party secretary’s reaction showed that the cause of her fear was not self-evident. He asked her if the number of dibao recipients had been shrinking, apparently expecting that this might be read negatively as China not being a caring state. Duan Shuxi, however, replied that the number had, on the contrary, been increasing until the push for standardization. She explained that I must understand her concerns and emphasized that even if I treated the numbers properly, other outsiders might misuse the data and claim, based on the rising number of dibao recipients in the township, that the living standard was falling since more people needed state support. They might therefore argue that China as a whole was failing to achieve the policy goal of a ‘moderately prosperous society’. In contrast to the party secretary, she had a different state image in mind. This was not the image of a caring state in danger but that of an economic state that could no longer successfully ensure the welfare of the rural population through economic growth. Therefore, she pointed out that the rising number of dibao recipients in the past did not mean that more people were living in poverty than before. Rather, dibao had improved so that more people now made use of the policy offered by the caring state.

Indeed, versions of the state as economic and as caring have been enacted both in politics and in academia. In the 2007 document mentioned before, the State Council explained that despite the ‘drastic reduction in the number of people living in poverty among the rural population’ following the ‘continued, fast and healthy economic development and the efforts of party and government since Reform and Opening’ there was still a ‘part of the poor population that had not yet solved the problem of dressing warmly and eating one’s fill’. In these introductory remarks, the State Council framed the Chinese state as an economic state that presented economic growth as its primary contribution to the wellbeing of its rural population. At the same time, the State Council stressed ‘the efforts of the Party and the government’ in improving the situation of its rural citizens. Economic growth, then, no longer appeared as the only road to welfare. Rather, the Chinese state was additionally presented as a ‘caring state’ that was willing to help in certain situations. With the formula of ‘dressing warmly and eating one’s fill’ (wenbao 温饱), the State Council particularly highlighted the physiological needs of the human body. If these basic biological needs were not met, it was willing to step in and offer a ‘politics of care’ (Ticktin 2011). Moreover, the State Council added a temporal dimension of ‘not yet’, suggesting that it was expected that future economic growth would eventually make even this kind of help unnecessary.

Researchers at the State Council’s Development Research Centre also stressed that dibao is a form of ‘social assistance’ (shehui jiuzhu 社会救助) and not a form of ‘social welfare’ (shehui fuli 社会福利). The Chinese characters for ‘assistance’ or ‘aid’ literally mean ‘to rescue’ and ‘to help’ and, therefore, presuppose a difficult situation that is out of the ordinary. Some researchers have pointed to the relatively high percentage of dibao recipients in China since 2008. It has been said that about 5 per cent of the total population receive this form of social assistance, with researchers citing the ‘welfarization’ (fulihua 福利化) of the state (Wang W. 2017).

In the 1990s, scholars described the Chinese state as an ‘economic state’ (Chen S. 1996; quoted in Wong 1998: 6). According to Chen Sheying, such a state emphasizes ‘economic growth’ rather than aspiring to become a ‘welfare state’. This does not mean that the economic state is indifferent to the needs of ‘poor peasants’ and other poor citizens, only that it aims at improving their welfare through fostering economic development rather than through welfare policies. Based on the observation that social welfare policies have expanded since the 2000s, scholars have asked whether the Chinese state is turning into a ‘caring state’ (Nguyen and Chen 2017).

These images of the economic state and the caring state were also relevant to the township officials of Qiuling. They thought about how dibao statistics – specifically falling numbers – could be used to enact either version of the Chinese state: an economic state that had successfully reduced poverty through a socialist market economy or an authoritarian state that enforced drastic social cuts and became uncaring. While Duan Shuxi’s story about dibao standardization granted agency to both officials and citizens, she and the township party secretary expected numbers to be read as an expression of ‘the state’. The state boundaries anticipated and performed during the process of standardization have been folded into these numbers in a way that made their multiplicity disappear. The numbers could become refolded in a way that reified ‘the Chinese state’ as unitary actor enforcing standardization. As the reflections of the township officials show, they were well aware of the possibility that such retrospective reifications of standardization could be used for pursuing diverging politics in the future.

Anticipating Standardization

Dibao standardization – and thus the boundaries between state and non-state that marked the difference between regular discretion and irregular deviation – was performed by rural citizens in Daxi Village at the same time as they anticipated it. While standardized processes may promise predictability, standards need to be practised to be effective: they are ‘relative to users and communities of practice’ (Star and Lampland 2009: 7).

I first introduce relevant State Council documents from 2007 and 2012 to show that the central government’s call for the standardized administration of dibao was not new. However, it was unclear how standardization would look in the present. The remaining part of this section then examines how village officials explained standardization to reapplying citizens, particularly those whose claims to state assistance had been rejected before the democratic appraisal meeting. It asks how these citizens anticipated how state boundaries would be performed in future bureaucratic practices. These anticipated state boundaries also affected whether these rural citizens regarded village officials in the present as enacting state policy within the boundary of discretion or pursuing deviating strategies to distribute dibao to someone else.

Standardized Bureaucracy in Central State Documents

Zygmunt Bauman (2002: 287) has argued that ‘[o]rder-making tends to be, as a rule, undertaken in the name of fighting the chaos. But there would be no chaos were there no ordering intention already in place and were not the “regular situation” already conceived in advance so that its promotion could start in earnest’. From when the State Council first announced the nationwide implementation of the dibao scheme in 2007, it called for standardized administration, as laid down in Document No. 19. This document demanded that the household head apply to the township government for dibao, or to the village committee if the township had delegated that task. Under the guidance of the village party organization, the village committee was then supposed to investigate the household’s economic situation and organize a meeting of either the villagers or their representatives for ‘democratic appraisal’. The village committee then forwarded a preliminary opinion to the township government, which examined and ruled on the application and submitted it to the Civil Affairs Department of the People’s Government at the county level for examination and approval. The township and county were responsible for checking the information and the results of the democratic appraisal and expressing their opinion on the application.

The decision was then to be published by village, township and county authorities. This ‘democratic announcement’ (minzhu gongshi 民主公示) enabled ‘mass supervision’. If there was no objection, the money was transferred by the government through intermediary financial institutions to the bank accounts of the dibao households. At regular or irregular intervals, the township and county governments were supposed to check whether the households still met the requirements. This procedure is referred to in the State Council’s 2007 document as dynamic administration.

Based on this call for standardized administration, the central government identified chaotic shortcomings in policy implementation. In 2012, the State Council again underlined the focus on standardization and its opinions ‘concerning the further strengthening and advancing of the efforts for the Minimum Livelihood Guarantee’ in Document No. 45. In its preamble, the State Council emphasized that dibao was not only central to a harmonious and stable society and for fairness and justice but also to implementing the ‘scientific development outlook’ formulated by the former Party General Secretary Hu Jintao. While it praised the policy’s contribution to improving the life of the people and to guaranteeing stability, it argued that in some places dibao work was not taken seriously enough, with responsibilities neglected, administration not standardized, and supervision falling short of the desired level. In the long second section, the State Council urged local administrations to use a standardized procedure for the examination, decision and approval of dibao applications.

In the application process the State Council now demanded that the stated income be confirmed with a signature. Concerning the examination and decision process, the village committee was urged to investigate applicant households one by one, visiting and physically entering the house to investigate. The organization of the democratic appraisal through the villagers’ representatives was defined as a responsibility of the township government. Concerning the examination and approval process, the county government was asked to carry out random household inspections in no less than 30 per cent of the cases approved. Approving any application without an investigation was strictly prohibited (State Council 2012).

In December 2013, the Department of Civil Affairs of Sichuan Province published an outline for local governments. Referring to the 2012 document by the State Council, this further detailed how to evaluate the economic situation of dibao households, and its preamble described ‘standardization’ as the primary goal. This was to guarantee that the selection of recipients was scientific, accurate and just.

I include some detailed procedures from these documents here to emphasize that the call for standardization had been there from the beginning. Although the central state had already called for the ‘democratic appraisal’ of applications in public meetings in 2007, there had been no such meetings in Daxi Village before April 2015. The lists of affirmative signatures discussed in Chapter 4 had also only been introduced as a means of ‘democratic appraisal’ in 2013. This is important to keep in mind as it helps to understand why the new push for standardization did not make bureaucracy more predictable for the actors involved.

Written Regulations as a Marker of the Future State

Duan Shuxi, the head of the township’s Civil Affairs Office, stated during interviews that the common people did not understand the policy very well. Hence, she and other officials explained it very clearly, both during the meetings for which they went down to the countryside and when households claimed that they were eligible for dibao. She also told me stories of successfully educated citizens who, after clear and detailed explanations by officials, could ‘understand policy’. She was proud to tell me that many of these villagers did not even apply. They had understood that they did not meet the necessary conditions. Her goal was to raise the quality (suzhi 素质) of the citizens. Many people had not known before about the other benefits they might be eligible for. This time, the cadres who went down to the villages had done good public relations work.

At the meeting in April 2015 where township officials first announced that all dibao in Daxi Village would be cancelled and people would have to submit written renewal applications to be reviewed, they also introduced a list of ten assets that violated the requirements for dibao.

1. Cash, securities and savings exceeding the city’s average net income.

2. The household owns two flats; the living space per head exceeds thirty square metres.

3. Having a motorized vehicle, a car, or major agricultural machinery.

4. Having bought or renovated high-standard housing during the last three years.

5. Buying and utilizing luxury consumer goods.

6. The household’s property cannot be verified; the living standard of one’s household is clearly higher than the local average.

7. Intentionally concealing income.

8. Children with a high income.

9. Children or partners who did not fulfil their care obligations.

10. What each level of the Civil Administration cannot accept according to the policy.

Township officials presented this list as clear and straightforward, with written regulations being anticipated as marking the future state. Claiming that dibao policy was just a question of understanding the regulations left no room for admitting the possibility of other versions of performed state boundaries.

From the perspective of dibao recipients, written standards and rules had existed before April 2015, when they had been receiving dibao; therefore, the push for standardization and its accompanying explanations made the bureaucratic process no more predictable. It was unclear which of these written regulations would now be ‘under-’ or ‘over-implemented’ (Thiemann 2024: chapter 4) by village- and township-level officials. Therefore, written regulations did not necessarily mark the future state for them. Moreover, they assessed village officials’ current decisions as being within ‘state policy’ or deviating from it based on the future state boundaries they anticipated.

Negotiating Future State Boundaries

According to the procedures stipulated in Document No. 19 of the State Council (2007), the household head was supposed to fill out the application himself. Li Yongkang, a 70-year-old man who had received the dibao until the general cancellation, did not write only his own application and that of his blind younger cousin Li Yongde: seven other households from four of Daxi Village’s nine villagers’ groups approached him to write their applications as well. Although he had left the position of village accountant more than two decades before, there was still a high demand for his writing skills in the village.9 The heads of the other households lacked basic writing skills, valued Li Yongkang’s knowledge of the bureaucratic language and knew from the outset that the application for dibao was not something they could handle on their own. Finding someone to prepare the application for them was the first hurdle.

After the village officials had decided which applications qualified for the democratic appraisal meeting, Li Yongkang told me in an ethnographic interview that he knew that some of the applications he had written did not fulfil the ten requirements published by the township government. For example, he told me about one elderly couple who had lived in an adobe house for more than three years while the wife suffered from diabetes. Their son lived in the same building but was registered in a separate household and did not care for his parents. He added that he knew that the rules at the higher level (referring to the ninth criterion in the list) considered it to be the parents’ own problem if their adult children did not care for them. He explained that he nevertheless could not say no to fellow villagers who asked him to help write their applications. He repeatedly stressed that he himself understood the policy of the higher levels very clearly. He claimed that he also told some of the applicants that they were ‘idiots’ and that their new applications would be rejected. In our conversation, it was important for him to show that he was no ‘idiot’ himself. Whether or not the application was successful was the applicants’ own business, he insisted. In retrospect, written regulations marked the state boundary for him, but he followed fellow villagers’ boundary work when they marked their request as help among fellow villagers in which the regulations did not matter.

This case shows that some citizens did not take the written standards and procedures for dibao literally as marking the future boundary of the state. The elderly couple was successful in overcoming the first hurdle on their way to renewing their dibao: the former village accountant did not refuse to help but supported them by writing their applications. Indeed, Li Yongkang at first also tried to reapply for his own dibao as he did not immediately accept the cancellation.

Li Yongkang told me during the interview that he felt that he was entitled to continued support due to his disabled hand. After the new procedure was announced, he at first handed his renewal application over to Li Jiahua, the village accountant. But Li Jiahua had called him ‘stupid’ and rejected it because he was living in a newly built house. Apparently, Li Jiahua pointed to the fourth condition from the list that excluded those that have recently ‘bought or renovated’ housing. Li Yongkang justified his application by pointing out that his own house was old, about to collapse and dangerous to live in. The new house was not his but had been built – and still belonged to – his son and daughter-in-law. Furthermore, he argued that building a new house did not mean that one was rich. Li Jiahua nevertheless refused to process his reapplication. But Li Yongkang did not give up just yet. He felt that the village accountant’s rejection was actually over-implementing the text of the fourth criterion by turning ‘buying’ into ‘living in’ new or renovated housing, regardless of its ownership. In this case, Li Yongkang understood the written regulations as marking the future state boundary and the village accountant as deviating from it in the present.

Viewing Li Jiahua as acting outside of the boundaries of the state when he called his application ‘unreasonable’, Li Yongkang decided to test his social efficacy and personally approached Village Party Secretary Wang Zhaochen for a second try. He had in recent years helped the party secretary pursue the village’s development strategy of becoming an ‘ecological village’. Part of this strategy was the establishment of a seniors’ association as an element of the ‘social’ aspect of the ‘comprehensive services’ promoted by the New Rural Reconstruction Movement. Wang Zhaochen had asked Li Yongkang to volunteer to be chair of the seniors’ association. Furthermore, Li Yongkang also agreed to serve as recording clerk for the group of volunteers who regulated the cleanliness of the village. This environmental sanitation was another important aspect for becoming an ‘ecological village’.10

Wang Zhaochen nevertheless refused to accept Li Yongkang’s renewed application for the dibao. He explained to Li Yongkang that the township’s Office for Civil Affairs would ‘go down to the countryside’ to investigate every single household. When the township officials saw the new house he was living in, they would not only call the old man a ‘stupid egg’ but also scold the village officials who had transmitted such an ‘unreasonable’ application. Such household investigations have been authorized by the central government since the nationwide introduction of rural dibao in 2007, but according to villagers and village officials, the township administration had never carried one out in Daxi Village. Therefore, it was not clear to rural citizens if such threats were exaggerated. They wondered whether township officials might continue to under-implement the bureaucratic procedures outlined by the State Council. Rather than taking written regulations as a relevant marker, Wang Zhaochen anticipated that the township officials, on account of their official titles, would mark the future boundary of the state. Depending on their movement during policy implementation, the state and its ability to know would thus contract (if they stayed in their office checking documents) or extend down to the village (if they would indeed carry out household investigations themselves). This way of imagining future performances limited attention to official positions as a relevant marker, ignoring other elements of the boundary repertoire that could be made relevant during actual household visits. As we saw in Chapter 4, actors do not always follow the script. In the end, Li Yongkang refrained from pursuing his dibao application any further, having accepted Wang Zhaochen’s version of anticipated state boundaries.

While Li Yongkang initially understood written criteria as marking the boundary of the future state and Li Jiahua as acting outside of his competence as village accountant, other rural citizens did not regard written regulations as relevant. At a meeting of the village committee with the villagers’ group leaders, I overheard Wang Zhaochen scold a group leader for carelessly mentioning incomes on the application forms. Although the 2012 State Council document had demanded that applications include a statement on income confirmed with a signature, it seems that the income criterion had been under-implemented until recently. In the two dibao applications discussed in Chapter 4, I found no mention of income. The group leader replied to Wang Zhaochen that she had not expected the township administration to examine the numbers that closely, but he told her that even the Office of Civil Affairs at the county level would check the numbers. They might call her an ‘apple’ if the numbers seemed unrealistic. Again, Wang Zhaochen tried to shift the anticipated state boundary by arguing that this time higher-level officials would no longer under-implement dibao regulations.

When one applicant questioned the village committee’s rejection of his application, Village Party Secretary Wang sent the group leader to talk with him again. She was to explain that he had reported the household income himself, but for the applicant’s peace of mind calculate in front of him his household’s average monthly per capita income against the standard specified by the township government to show that the village officials had not interfered with his application. Reducing the state boundary to written regulations and official positions, policy was ‘rendered technical’ (T. Li 2007) and citizens’ claims to dibao ‘irrational’. Wang Zhaochen and the other village officials thereby pushed responsibility both up to ‘the state’ and ‘down’ to the applicant, thus performing themselves out of the standardization process while still making policy.

Later, I learned that in this case the village accountant had silently reworked the application to increase its likelihood of success. Li Jiahua told me that the self-reported income was too high to qualify for dibao. Therefore, he decided to lower the numbers on the form. However, given the specified occupations of the household members, he explained that he could not have manipulated the numbers enough for the income to fall below the relevant threshold: it was common practice in the township administration to evaluate reported incomes by comparing them with the estimated wage rates for different types of work in different regions. Thus not only applicants but also village officials anticipated bureaucratic practices. These future state boundaries served as a guide for setting the boundaries for their own discretion in the present.

When anticipating future bureaucratic practices, written regulations and official positions were the dominant articulated boundary markers. To be sure, rural citizens were not always convinced that the thus marked state officials would carry out the thus marked state regulations. For example, they had doubts as to whether they would actually go down to the village for household investigations or take all listed criteria equally seriously. Other markers that could situationally become more relevant than titles and documents have not been articulated, yet in the interactions described here anticipated state boundaries themselves became an additional marker of state boundaries in the present. Applicants’ anticipated state boundaries shaped whether they regarded people such as Wang Zhaochen and Li Jiahua as acting within the limits of discretion or outside of it and probably favouring other villagers’ applications over their own.

Performing Standardization

At the end of April 2015, after receiving written applications and conducting household investigations with township officials, the village leaders invited the applicants, the villagers’ representatives and the villagers’ group leaders to meet in the village committee’s assembly room for the democratic appraisal of the renewal applications. This section describes this meeting, at which village officials taught applicants and those participating in democratic appraisal how to perform as a ‘proper’ dibao recipient. It then argues, in two subsections, that village officials directed a performance of state boundaries in which they attempted to create distance between written regulations and local notions of neediness and deservingness, as well as between officials and applicants. Their stage directions aimed at disembedding the applying household from the village community and at overcoming paternalism. The ‘proper’ characters of the non-state other of dibao regulations and officials were suffering bodies that spoke for themselves. Village officials thereby performed themselves as standing apart both from ‘state policy’ coming from above and applicants’ demands coming from below. Yet these and other state boundaries that were anticipated, performed and folded in the process shaped standardization. As ‘street-level bureaucrats’ (Lipsky 1980), they were not only ‘implementing’ but ‘making’ standardization.

Teaching Applicants to Perform as ‘Proper’ Dibao Recipients

The democratic appraisal meeting was chaired by the village’s party secretary, the village leader and the village accountant. Before it started, Li Jiahua told me that the household investigations they had carried out in the morning had been a waste of time. He explained that the applications were not very realistic and that everyone wanted to get ‘the state’s money’. This was an ideological problem, he concluded.

Village Party Secretary Wang Zhaochen opened the meeting by explaining the procedure and giving some background. There had previously been thirty-one households in Daxi Village that received dibao. After the general cancellation and the explanation of the new rules at the preceding meeting in April 2015, twenty-one households had reapplied. Following the household investigations, the village and township officials deemed fourteen households potentially eligible. Five of these households were eliminated because their incomes – self-reported, he emphasized – were above the minimum subsistence standard set by the state. Finally, the remaining nine households had been invited to the meeting in progress.

Wang Zhaochen asked the nine applicants to present their households’ circumstances to the audience. He called out the name of the first one, ‘Li Jiazheng’, a 77-year-old man who looked unsure of what to say. Some people in the audience tried to encourage him when he seemed too embarrassed to start. ‘Come on, start!’ ‘Your difficulties!’ ‘Tell us about your difficulties!’ ‘Introduce yourself!’ ‘Your household’ ‘Is the microphone on?’ ‘It’s off!’ When the man continued to hesitate, the village party secretary further explained what was expected: he should describe the members of his household, which everyone needed to understand was now called the ‘dibao household’ and included everyone in the household registration book.11 Li Jiazheng started to stammer, ‘I say . . . I say our household is in difficulty. My son is now over thirty years old but not yet married. He also has no prospects because the family is poor.’ A villager again shouted out that he should talk about his household, and the village party secretary loudly interrupted the old man, using his microphone to say: ‘You should tell us something else!’

The old man continued to speak, telling the audience that his household had no source of income. Village Party Secretary Wang Zhaochen became impatient and intervened again, telling Li Jiazheng to be concise and just say two things, starting with the number of household members. He explained that the household has three members, including himself and his wife and that they were unable to work. Wang Zhaochen interrupted again and asked about the son. After a brief answer, Wang Zhaochen expressed that he was satisfied with the statement and explained once more what was expected.

The next applicant seemed equally nervous to start with, saying that she was tongue-tied. Only after Zhou Yueying, the only female member of the village committee, gently told her that she did not have to feel embarrassed did the woman briefly introduce her family of five, repeating that she was tongue-tied. The village party secretary said gently that it was fine.

Li Yongde, the cousin of Li Yongkang, was the next to speak, and the blind old man started by listing his household members. He then emphasized that he had an ‘only son’ (dushengzi 独生子). When he started to tell the audience even more from his past – that he had been the villagers’ group accountant – the current village accountant, Li Jiahua, quickly interrupted him with, ‘Don’t let him speak, don’t let him speak! Let’s speak about the present!’ The old man said he understood, and he described being blind in both eyes, how he had to feel his way around the kitchen with his hands and how difficult it was even to cut vegetables. He went on to describe a hospital stay the previous year and discussed the reimbursement of the costs. When he started to talk about his son’s childhood, the village party secretary interrupted him once more, asking if he had finished, with the accountant adding that what he had said was fine. Li Yongde wanted to go on and promised to talk about the present again, but Wang Zhaochen simply repeating that it was fine and loudly called out the name of the next applicant.

One group leader pointed to another group leader sitting next to him, jokingly claiming that he was the applicant. The other group leader continued the joke by starting to make a statement as if he were an applicant. Both laughed wholeheartedly, but the accountant interrupted them with visible annoyance, saying in a serious voice that they should not joke. The group leader then continued, presenting the case of a 91-year-old applicant who was not present at the meeting.

When all nine of the households had presented their situation, the applicants were asked to leave. The group leaders and villagers’ representatives stayed and had to express their approval or rejection of the applications by placing a check mark or cross next to the applicants’ names along with the number of their villagers’ group. The results of the democratic appraisal showed that out of nine applications, one received the approval of all twenty-six participants. Six were accepted with twenty-five positive votes and two with twenty-four.

The applicants were now allowed to return, and after the accountant Li Jiahua had finished explaining the further stages of the process, an elderly villager, Zhu Guoqiang, whose application had been rejected prior to the meeting, appeared and said that if the dibao was for the poor then the participants of the meeting should come look at his house rather than his estimated income (on the different methods of estimating poverty, see Lammer 2023b: 10–14). While Zhu Guoqiang’s appearance at the end of the meeting was the most dramatic part of the event, it was not registered in the documents. The votes on the other applications, and the performed boundaries folded in them, were all that was forwarded to the township administration.

Disembedding Suffering Bodies

The vote that was at the end of the meeting might appear as the most decisive bureaucratic act of the whole event, since the forms through which we are used to bureaucracy being carried out are marked by the fact-hardening use of ticks and crosses on paper in an act of cutting off communication and negotiation and closing the action. But much more time and effort had been spent on the introduction of the household situations of the applicants before the vote. The village officials used the introductions, as well as Zhu Guoqiang’s appearance, to teach those present which criteria marked the boundary of ‘state policy’ and which attributes marked the character of dibao recipients as the ‘proper’ non-state other.

The dibao applicants’ introductions differed greatly in the depth and detail of their descriptions. The village officials were particularly supportive of those applicants who spoke for themselves but only reluctantly, like the woman who said she was tongue-tied and did not make any claims of deservingness. A proper dibao recipient spoke as a vulnerable and suffering, passive and submissive supplicant who did not make any claims: this effort would itself put into question the weakness of the ‘ill and disabled’ or ‘old and frail’ body that was ‘unable to work’ and needed the dibao. The blind man, Li Yongde, was not interrupted so long as he only described the difficulties in completing simple household chores that he faced due to his visual impairment. As soon as he and other applicants were making a case for deservingness that went beyond describing their difficult lives in the present, the officials’ intervention marked it as improper.

For applicants, the public presentation of the household’s circumstances was a process of learning standardization by trial and error. Li Jiazheng, the first speaker, referred to a locally accepted notion of poverty when he argued that his family was so poor that his son had not been successful on the marriage market. The intervention of the village official showed that this evidence of poverty did not count as legitimate proof of need and marked it as being outside of ‘state policy’.

Likewise, Li Yongde did not just talk about his visual impairment but also thought it important to back his claim to the dibao by showing that he had been a good citizen when he was younger and had conformed to the state’s family planning policy, served as the villagers’ group accountant and contributed to public life in the village. Again, the intervention of the current village accountant showed the applicant that this kind of claim-making was beyond the scope of the dibao policy. Dibao policy as performed by the village officials in this meeting was not based on past contributions or something that could be earned by good citizens but was an aid granted to suffering bodies irrespective of their good character and embeddedness in the village community.

As is well known from ethnographies of bureaucratic practice, the poor are often expected to carry out ‘rituals of deference and conformity’ when approaching bureaucrats (Heyman 2004: 494). For example, Miriam Ticktin’s (2011) ethnography of humanitarianism in the field of immigration in France discusses the performances of refugees at the state medical office as they try to obtain legal status through what she calls the ‘illness clause’. She shows that ‘images present in the national imagination inform the legitimacy of one’s performance. . . . [H]umanitarianism often requires the suffering person to be represented in the passivity of their suffering’ (ibid.: 121). This leads to a medicalization of political decisions, she argues.

The moral will to help apolitical suffering bodies ‘renders technical’ (T. Li 2007) the political decision of who is granted state support, which in the French case means permission to stay. In the case examined here, rural applicants for dibao were also taught how to perform their claims in a certain passive and nondemanding manner. They were taught to portray themselves as submissive supplicants with suffering bodies, rendering past contributions to state, community and family irrelevant for claiming dibao.

Overcoming Paternalism

During the meeting, some applicants talked at length and others only very briefly. Li Yongde, the old blind man, provided not only detailed depictions of the challenges he faces in everyday life but also offered glimpses into the past and his former relationship with the state and the village community. On the other side of the spectrum, the shortest presentation, that of the tongue-tied woman, only listed her household members without even mentioning the difficulties of each individual member. Village officials were satisfied, even though this short version lacked verbalized information about need on which to base the democratic appraisal. This is understandable: the members of the village committee, as well as the other participants of the meeting, very likely knew about the household’s situation. But this raises the question of why applicants had to present their household’s ‘difficult situation’ in public at all. I take this to point to the importance of the performance beyond the verbalized contents analysed above.

The joke between the two group leaders who pretended that one of them was speaking as an applicant from his group did not only expose the entertaining character of the meeting. Their roleplay also highlighted what kind of performance the village officials expected. Essentially, recipients needed to speak for themselves to show that paternalism had been overcome. In the standardization discourse, in a 2013 report to Premier Li Keqiang, the State Council had criticized the dibao scheme’s excessive reliance on personal relations using the terms ‘renqing bao’ (人情保), literally ‘human feelings guarantee’, and ‘guanxi bao’ (关系保), literally ‘social connection guarantee’ (see Chapter 6). Applicants therefore had to perform as unrelated citizens separated from the village officials and representing their household before the state.

Thus, village officials did not only mark certain criteria as state policy while rejecting others as outside of it. They also marked certain characters as ‘proper’ non-state recipients of state support. Thereby, they represented themselves as irrelevant bureaucrats that only implemented what the government ‘above’ had already decided.

Making Standardized Policy

Despite such claims, standardization of dibao was practised quite differently in different villages in Qiuling Township. While twenty-one of the thirty-one former Minimum Livelihood Guarantee households in Daxi Village reapplied, the number was considerably lower in a neighbouring village. There, only six out of thirty dibao households wanted to apply again. The township official responsible for that village told me that some of those households knew that they did not fulfil all criteria but expected that they might nonetheless receive the dibao based on observations of which households had received the allowance earlier. They thought that they should try, since they expected that some better-off households would also apply. According to this township official, three households acknowledged that the other three households’ conditions were worse and had voluntarily withdrawn their applications after he and the village officials explained the policy to them. As this case from the neighbouring village shows, former dibao recipients did not base their decision to reapply only on past bureaucratic practices or the regulations that village and township officials explained to them. They also considered what other citizens around them might do. While in Daxi Village officials convinced some former recipients, like Li Yongkang, to withdraw their applications, more citizens tried to keep their dibao and village officials were more supportive than in this neighbouring village. The township administration finally approved five of nine applications from Daxi Village and all three applications from the other village. Maybe the township would have even accepted some of the applications that had been voluntarily withdrawn based on the officials’ rigorous recommendations. At the time they were submitting or withdrawing and accepting or rejecting applications, the actors involved could only guess what would happen at the township level; but they could give it a try – if they wanted.

In Daxi, nearly all participants in the democratic appraisal meeting supported all nine applications, obviously anticipating that one of the ten disqualifying criteria would not be considered relevant. On account of the applicants owning a motorbike,12 one of the group leaders claimed after the vote that not a single application from the village had complied with the written regulations published by the township government. Disappointed with the other village officials’ decision that not a single applicant from his villagers’ group had been invited to the democratic appraisal, he retaliated by distancing himself from the other villagers’ anticipated boundary of ‘state policy’ and instead took the written regulations literally. His negative vote undermined the otherwise shared positive appraisal of the applicants.

But the other participants of Daxi’s democratic appraisal meeting had good reasons for giving applications a chance in spite of written regulations disqualifying them. The leader of a village in a neighbouring township told me that about 200 out of 2,200 villagers (almost 10 per cent) had received the allowance before the general cancellation. Not one household would have been eligible if the regulations had been implemented rigorously in the reapplication process, he claimed. Five households in his village (six individuals in total) were nevertheless initially identified as living in a difficult situation and eligible for dibao. In the whole township, only just over forty households were deemed eligible. According to this village leader, the township officials had then revised their policy as they considered this number too low. Standardization was not unpredictable only for villagers, group leaders and village officials, but also for higher-level officials.

This readjustment shows that standardization was not a unidirectional move from ‘the state’. Rather, it was a complex process in which a multiplicity of state boundaries was anticipated, performed and folded into votes in democratic appraisal meetings and, eventually, into dibao statistics that could be unfolded for subsequent performances.

Conclusion: Anticipative Multiplicity

Faced with the contentious issue of limiting access to dibao, village officials performed politics as happening elsewhere, with ‘decisions’ made somewhere ‘above’ and themselves only implementing supposedly readymade ‘state policy’ that simply ‘comes down’. Michael Lipsky (1980: 13) has suggested studying ‘street-level bureaucrats as policy makers’, and Timothy Mitchell (1991: 95) has argued that key to ‘politics is not policies formed on one side of this [state–society] division being applied to or shaped by the other, but the producing and reproducing of this line of difference’. In this chapter, I combined these disparate foci on bureaucratic practices on the one hand and the boundary problem on the other to argue that performances of standardization did not mask something else. Rather, standardization was made through the interactions between officials and other citizens, who perform and assess state boundaries by anticipating future performances of state boundaries.

Since its inception, the State Council has scripted dibao administration as a multi-step process that besides the written application and democratic appraisal also includes (for example) household examinations. Not every step was followed in the past. When township officials announced the cancellation of all existing dibao and the reapplication procedures, rural citizens – including villagers’ group leaders and members of the village committee – tried to anticipate which criteria and procedures would be implemented this time. In this process, village officials shared their expectations with citizens when trying to persuade some of them to withdraw their applications. When confronted with these recommendations, rural citizens questioned village officials’ performances of the state boundary in the present by anticipating the upcoming application process. Citizens wondered whether the village officials were acting as bureaucrats or pursuing personal strategies of distributing the remaining dibao to their favourites. Among other things, the answer to this question depended on how rural citizens anticipated the performance of the state boundary in the future. State boundaries thus multiplied.

Attention to both the folded (Chapter 4) and anticipative multiplicity (Chapter 5) of performed state boundaries helps us to understand how temporality affects which markers of the state boundary become relevant. Certain markers become more effective in retrospect or in anticipation than other markers that may have been or will become situationally relevant. In the case of dibao standardization examined here, official titles and being on the state’s payroll were the permanent markers that turned actors into state actors. While these anticipated markers were permanent, state boundaries remained flexible. For example, in the case of the announced household investigations, the boundary of the future state was expected to extend or shrink, depending on the anticipated movement of state actors. In the case of the ten dibao criteria, written regulations were performed as steadily marking the state, yet the anticipated selection of relevant criteria shifted the contours of the future state. These expectations in turn shaped how actors performed and audiences perceived the contours of the present state.

The next chapter continues to investigate how performing state boundaries shaped the standardized and democratic administration of dibao. My attention shifts to the boundary between state and family, particularly to the flexible use of traditional Chinese familism to make or reject claims to dibao.

Notes

* An earlier version of this chapter was published as ‘Social Policy as Knowledge Process: How Its Sociotechnical Links to Labour Reconfigure the Social Question’, Global Social Policy. https://doi.org/10.1177/14680181231210158, Copyright © 2023 The Author, published by SAGE Publications. Reprinted with permission. This chapter has been significantly revised and adapted for this book. It introduces the notion of anticipative multiplicity to further develop the ethnographic theorization of performed state boundaries.

1. In other parts of China, such standardization efforts had appeared earlier. For example, in 2013 the Department of Civil Affairs in Anhui Province demanded a ‘major investigation’ into already granted Minimum Living Allowances. While many counties only called for a ‘renewed examination’ of all Minimum Living Allowance recipients, some places, like Shouxian County, cancelled all existing living allowances and asked the citizens to ‘apply anew’ in April 2013. The relevant website content is no longer available but has been archived by the author.

2. Chapter 4 showed how one dibao applicant, based on her embeddedness in the villagers’ group, activated paternalism to produce a list of approving signatures that the township government had required as ‘democratic appraisal’ a month earlier, in March 2015.

3. The average monthly net income per capita in the rural areas of Yinhe City was 573 RMB in 2011 and 835 RMB in 2014. The average monthly Rural Minimum Living Allowance per capita in Yinhe City was 81.7 RMB (14.25% of the average income) in 2011 and 94 RMB (11.25% of the average income) in 2014 respectively. At the time of my research in 2014 and 2015, an unskilled worker could earn 60 RMB per day in the countryside and 100 RMB in the city.

4. In Daxi Village, as elsewhere in China, the formulation ‘eating (of) dibao’ (chi dibao 吃低保) has frequently been used by both officials and other citizens when talking about receiving dibao.

5. Didier Fassin (2015) points out that the state and its bureaucracy always have morality, as the people who staff them always act based on certain values and affects.

6. The following three tables are the author’s compilations and calculations based on the annual reports on economic and social development published by the Municipal Bureau of Statistics of Yinhe City. For reasons of anonymization, the stated numbers have been slightly altered but stay true to the actual proportions. For Table 5.1, no data on the dibao recipients was available for 2009 or 2014. For Table 5.2, no data on dibao expenditure was available from these reports for the years 2007 to 2010. For Table 5.3, no data on cases and expenditure for medical assistance was available for 2009.

7. This percentage fits the range of dibao recipients that a researcher of the Development Research Center of the State Council lauds as preferable to the current situation in China. Referring positively to Japan and Taiwan, he writes that their percentage of social assistance recipients is only 1 to 2 per cent of the population in comparison to 5 per cent in China (Wang W. 2017).

8. I could not find relevant data for the last two programmes.

9. As the head of the village’s seniors’ association, Li Yongkang wrote the speech for the annual Chinese New Year meeting of the association. He was also asked to write couplets in calligraphy for the village’s cooperative to give to all of its member households before the Spring Festival in 2015. Until 2015, he also served as one of the volunteers in the group that investigated environmental sanitation in the village, for which he wrote reports about each villagers’ group.

10. See Chapters 1 to 3 for Daxi Village’s ‘comprehensive’ development strategy and its relation to the New Rural Reconstruction Movement.

11. In Chapter 6, I discuss how state benefits in Daxi Village had been distributed to ‘dibao individuals’ by assembling them into ‘dibao households’ until 2015.

12. While motorbikes had been rare in Daxi Village at the end of the 1990s, by 2015 almost every adult man below sixty owned one.
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Measuring Familism, Marking Corruption

Introduction

Duan Shuxi, whose responsibilities as the head of the Qiuling Township Civil Affairs Office included dibao, considered it her duty to educate citizens about the policy regulations relevant to improving their ‘human quality’ (suzhi 素质).* In an interview in May 2015, shortly after the push for standardization, she proudly recounted an example of how she had explained the rule that adult children had to contribute a certain amount of money each month to support their parents.

Once, when visiting a village in the township to explain the policy, she had immediately noticed there was a young man in the audience. She wondered what he was doing at the meeting and why he needed dibao. When she asked some other villagers, they told her that he was there for his grandfather, who had been receiving dibao. Therefore, she explained during the meeting that young people had a ‘care responsibility’ (shanyang yiwu 赡养义务) to the elders in their families and that it was impossible for the elderly to receive dibao when the young did not contribute monetary support. Children had originally been responsible for supporting their parents, she continued, but many no longer cared about them, even if they themselves were well-off. She announced that the officials would publish a list of all dibao recipients in the village (what was called a ‘democratic announcement’) and emphasized how embarrassing it would be for any adult children whose parents’ names appeared on the list. She recounted with satisfaction that the young man had left before the end of the meeting, which she attributed to his bad conscience. She took pride in having ‘successfully’ educated him when the family did not reapply for dibao after she announced the general cancellation at that meeting.

In this story, Duan Shuxi drew on the central government’s discourse on reviving the ‘traditional’ virtue of Chinese familism to dissuade a dibao recipient from reapplying. She invoked tradition using a noble virtue of the past to publicly shame a citizen in the present and rendered his attempt at defending a claim to dibao immoral by teaching him how to become a ‘properly’ filial child. This public performance made the young man appear deficient in the virtues of traditional familism and guilty of modern, selfish individualism.

It would not be completely far-fetched to see this young man’s participation in the meeting as a kind of care for his grandfather based on familial obligations. Indeed, it was rather unusual for the younger generation to attend such meetings in place of the elder generation. Stigmatization due to receiving dibao was an issue of contention in some of the families affected. The 77-year-old Li Jiazheng, the first speaker at the democratic appraisal meeting in Daxi Village (Chapter 5), told me his unmarried adult son had tried to dissuade him from reapplying: he said it was extremely shameful to receive dibao, and only those who lacked both skills and capabilities ‘ate’ it. The young man in Duan Shuxi’s story had probably been sent by his family, maybe unwillingly, because they thought that he would be better able to understand the policy and handle the new bureaucratic procedures. In attending the meeting, he was trying to access monetary support for his grandfather.

Yet Duan Shuxi did not consider the young man’s participation in the meeting a possible kind of care based on familial obligations but regarded it as displaying a lack of filial piety even though he was trying to provide for his grandfather.1 Here, Duan Shuxi’s judgement of the young man’s practices and her assessment of ‘lack of filial piety’ depended on the source of the money. For her, dibao was marked as state money and thus could not serve as an indicator of kinship, even if past performances of filial piety that distanced the state could become folded into the dibao (see Chapter 4 on the folded multiplicity of state boundaries).

* * *

This chapter focuses on how ‘kinship measurements’ (Thelen and Lammer 2021; see also Chapter 3) were used to mark the boundaries between state and non-state. In making dibao policy, actors selectively, and sometimes strategically, measured kinship in different ways. This application of kinship measurements produced and used boundary markers that turned dibao practices into ‘individualism’ or ‘corruption’. Different methods of measuring enabled the paradoxical justification of dibao standardization with reference to both ‘too much’ and ‘not enough’ kinship. Through kinship measurements, the standardization of dibao policy was made by constituting two ‘improper’ non-state others: dibao recipients that were measured as having ‘too much’ kinship with bureaucrats and dibao households that were measured as having ‘not enough’ kinship – a lack of filial piety and traditional Chinese familism.

This attention to measured kinship being turned into markers of state boundaries contributes to anthropological debates about the mutual constitution of state and family (McKinnon and Cannell 2013; Thelen and Alber 2018). In the context of China Studies, it challenges both culturalist and statist arguments regarding the relationship between social policy and familism. Moreover, it shows how such academic arguments inform certain kinship measurements. After outlining these arguments in the first section, I will then introduce central government discourse that associated the standardization of the dibao scheme with traditional Chinese culture in seemingly contradictory ways. Standardization was, paradoxically, supposed to both overcome and revive familism. The third part shifts backward in time. Based on interviews, I reconstruct dibao practices in Daxi Village before the general cancellation in April 2015. Rural sociologists have argued that, in the context of limited village and township budgets, rural officials turned the dibao into a negotiable means for governance (He and Liu 2008; Liu 2008). To show that this was also the case in Daxi Village, I analyse how village officials strategically used and rejected ‘traditional Chinese familism’ and measured kinship differently when assembling needy dibao households and when demanding family workfare. Finally, the conclusion argues that ‘traditional Chinese familism’ was neither a stable cultural base on which social policy was made nor the result of a monolithic state acting on society. Rather, kinship measurements that marked state boundaries were selectively applied at different moments in making dibao policy. The repeated measuring of kinship and marking of state boundaries became circular: kinship was used to mark dibao receipt as legitimate or corrupt, yet the prevalence of dibao receipt was used as an indicator of declining kinship and taken for granted as a marker of the state. This either turned performances of filial piety into evidence of misplaced traditional familism (‘corruption’) or made them invisible by representing them as modern individualism (‘lack of household responsibility’).

The State in Studies of Chinese Familism

China Studies has produced both culturalist and statist arguments regarding the relationship between social policy and familism. The culturalist assertion is that the persistence of a traditional culture specific to China (and other East Asian countries) determines the state’s welfare regime. This perspective builds on modernization theory and the assumption of a decisive cultural difference between the West and the East. In very broad strokes, the story goes like this. In the West, modernization and economic development led to the decline of the family, and comprehensive social welfare had to be developed to substitute for the loss of family functions. In supposedly Confucian East Asia, in contrast, the family is particularly important and familism has stayed strong despite Westernization and modernization in other aspects of society and therefore there is no country with comprehensive social welfare in East Asia.

One of the most prominent of such arguments is Linda Wong’s (1998) Marginalization and Social Welfare in China, which contends that traditional Chinese familism was ‘the sacred cow eagerly milked by an economizing state’ (ibid.: 191). More than twenty years after its publication, her book is still widely quoted. Wong’s book is considered the first English-language book on the welfare programmes of the civil affairs administration in China and contains extensive analysis of primary sources. However, some have criticized her culturalist focus on traditional Chinese familism in understanding the perceived difference to Western welfare. For example, Jane Duckett (1998: 1059–60) argued that Wong did not ‘pursue the economic, political and ideological factors that have formed the current welfare system in China as far as she might have’. Instead of retreating to cultural difference as an explanation of last resort, Duckett suggested that the continued importance of the family in China, particularly in the countryside, might instead relate to the current stage of economic development. While I share Duckett’s critique, the explanation she suggests is still based on an economistic paradigm of modernization and developmentalism. A more radical critique is required: some historians and anthropologists are forcefully arguing that this mainstream narrative about the decline of kinship with the arrival of modernity does not even hold true for the West (McKinnon 2013; McKinnon and Cannell 2013; Sabean and Teuscher 2013).2

In the anthropology of China, researchers place recent developments in the family on a broad spectrum between the demise and the persistence of familism and filial piety. Yan Yunxiang (1997, 2003, 2010) has most pointedly put forward an individualization thesis based on modernization theory. Following William Goode, he argues that the ‘triumph of conjugality over patriarchy’ started with the socialist revolution in the 1950s and was completed with the turn to market reform in the 1980s. Yan laments that these transformations up to the 1990s also brought about the erosion of family values and what he calls the rise of the ‘uncivil individual’, as well as a decline in filial piety and traditional provision of support for the elderly. Since the first publication of his provocative thesis more than twenty years ago, many have argued that Yan ‘tends to overstate the extent to which individuals have become unmoored from family and other social and cultural ties’ (Harrell and Santos 2017: 6). Somewhere towards the other end of the spectrum, one finds the argument by Deborah Davis and Sara Friedman (2014), who emphasize that the institution of the family remains robust and the value of intergenerational obligation and reciprocity, as well as lifelong commitments to extended family ties, endures despite a trend of deinstitutionalizing marriage and sexuality.

Despite these opposite assessments of the Chinese family, these studies tend to share certain features. I highlight three limitations here. First, all accept and reproduce the narrative that patriarchy, familism and filial piety really were strong in the past and only disagree about in what way, and at what speed and to what extent this move away from supposedly traditional Chinese culture happened.3 Second, despite their differences all the above-mentioned studies of the Chinese family assume a boundary between politics and family life. Therefore, their empirical research looks at patterns and negotiations of descent, marriage, residence, familial care and inheritance, as well as at family ideals in everyday discourse.4 Third, if the state is included in the analysis of families, it is mostly in references to state images from policy documents or media reports concerning, for example, the dissemination of traditional Confucian virtues. The state is rarely studied through a focus on bureaucratic practices. If the latter enter the picture, it is only through family policy proper: for example, the popular topic of birth planning. While negotiations and conflicts within families are stressed, negotiations between bureaucrats and citizens only rarely receive closer attention. Due to this tendency to neglect concrete state practices on the ground, the state enters the picture, if at all, only as a unitary actor that intervenes from the outside with clear intentions. Yan Yunxiang (2003: 182–83), for example, writes that:

[t]hroughout the history of China, the state and the cultural elite regarded filial piety as a fundamental ethical and social norm; accordingly, imperial law was designed to protect the powers and privileges of the senior generation, particularly the senior members in the family. . . . After the 1949 revolution, the party-state launched ideological attacks on the notion of filial piety through various political campaigns, . . . [b]ut the party-state has never tried to attack the traditional practice of elderly support in rural areas. Instead, in the 1950 Marriage Law and its later versions, elderly support is a legal duty of Chinese citizens and is thus backed up by state sanctions. . . . It is fair to say, therefore, that a fundamental change in the elderly support system was never the intention of the state.

In their otherwise complex and fine-grained treatment of the transformation of patriarchy in China, Stevan Harrell and Gonçalo Santos (2017: 32) describe further developments in the post-Mao era with a similar focus on the state as a monolithic actor above the family: ‘The state has withdrawn from its previous commitments to providing social services of various kinds, . . . meaning that the family has taken on many new obligations.’

In a way, this argument turns Wong’s (1998) assertion on its head. Rather than as the ‘traditional’ host of a parasitic state, familism now appears as the very product of state action or inaction. It is no longer traditional culture that shapes the seemingly modern state; it is the modern state that produces seemingly traditional culture. While this turn away from culture to the state is important insofar as it draws our attention to diverging interests, negotiations and contradictions, it still takes the boundary between state and family for granted, stopping one step short of fully exploring the negotiations of what actors consider to be inside or outside of the state. Rather than presuming that the family in China is either the stable essence of traditional Chinese culture or the product of the intervention of a monolithic state, the remainder of this chapter draws attention to how different actors perform state boundaries by measuring kinship and thereby make dibao policy.

Justifying Standardization with Measured Familism

The central government’s discourse concerning the standardization of dibao administration made many references to the family. As the following subsections show, standardization was paradoxically framed as needed to counter both a supposed excess of family and a lack of it. Claims about ‘too much’ and ‘not enough’ familism could each be supported by the two contrasting arguments offered by anthropologists of the Chinese family outlined above. On the one hand, the individualization thesis provides fodder for the central government’s claim about an alleged weakening of ‘household responsibility’. The thesis about the persistence of family obligations and extended family networks, on the other, speaks to discourses of anti-corruption that claim that closely related persons are too frequently favoured. Kinship was measured in two distinct ways: to identify ‘social connection allowances’ and ‘human feelings allowances’ and to demonstrate a decline of traditional familism.

Measuring ‘Human Feelings’ and ‘Social Connections’

In China, ‘modernization’ and ‘development’ are high on the government agenda and in the 2010s President Xi Jinping pushed ‘anti-corruption’ efforts. As Thelen and Alber (2018: 5–6) point out, developmentalist approaches tend to regard ‘corruption’ as one of the main obstacles to economic growth and ‘proper’ political functioning. In these approaches, they argue with Michael Herzfeld (2018), corruption means ‘too much kinship in the wrong place’ (Thelen and Alber 2018: 6). Indeed, kinship measurements to identify corruption were one key aspect of dibao standardization.

Many stories circulated in everyday conversations and the media about how officials arrange dibao for their relatives. Policy documents promised that the standardization of dibao administration would limit the practise of favouring ‘relatives and close friends’ (youqin houyou 优亲厚友). In 2013, the State Council reported to Premier Li Keqiang about the problem of ‘renqing bao’ (人情保) and ‘guanxi bao’ (关系保), literally ‘human feelings allowance’ and ‘social connection allowance’.5 ‘Democratic appraisals’ and ‘democratic announcements’ should enable ‘mass supervision’, according to the State Council (2007). Furthermore, in 2012 the State Council recommended instituting a registry of recipients who were ‘close relatives’ (jin qinshu 近亲属) of officials involved in dibao administration and that the county-level government should closely examine and strictly manage those recipients. Here, kinship measurements were to produce evidence that changed the non-state other of performed state boundaries. These additional markers could change dibao beneficiaries from independent citizens (see Chapter 5 on how the overcoming of paternalism was performed in democratic appraisal meetings) into dependent kin.

In this justification of dibao standardization, taking one’s responsibility for family and relatives seriously was regarded as strong and widespread in Chinese society. But in the view of a modern bureaucracy, what might be called traditional Chinese familism appeared dangerously misplaced. Dibao recipients who had kinship relations with officials looked suspicious. There was ‘too much kinship in the wrong place’. Central government officials regarded such situations as having a serious negative influence on the image of the party and the government.

One dibao that was cancelled and not renewed in the standardization push in Daxi Village was said to have matched the category of the so-called ‘social connections allowances’ criticized by the State Council. While bureaucratic measurements of kinship may appear more formalized – for example, in using legal documents that evidence genealogical closeness – other forms of generating evidence are also used, such as measuring lived closeness based on interviews (Markó 2021). Likewise, other citizens measured kinship by relying on conversations as well as their own observations. In conversations with villagers prior to the general cancellation and reapplication in 2015, one 70-year-old woman’s dibao was sometimes a topic of gossip. People thought that she had gained it through close connections between her family and those of some village officials. They thought her family was doing well and did not need the dibao. While these rumours thus introduced markers that located this dibao on the family side of the state boundary, village officials and the concerned woman told me a different story that highlighted the village community (see Chapter 2 on the domain multiplicity of state boundaries).

After the cancellation, the woman herself told me that her family had ‘good relations’ with the village cadres, and her retrospective story also did not make reference to written regulations to locate her dibao on the state side of the boundary (as other recipients did in the negotiations described in Chapter 5). Instead, she discounted the markers generated through kinship measurements by pointing to the office building of the villagers’ committee as a marker of the village community. Her story will show how village-level officials pursued development strategies through dibao policy in the context of a meagre village budget. As ‘street-level bureaucrats’ (Lipsky 1980), they negotiated compromises within a space for manoeuvre delimited by quotas and resources determined at a higher level, villagers’ demands and rural governance issues. The story shows how dibao was turned into a ‘means for governance’, as sociologists from the School of Rural Governance have argued (He and Liu 2008; Liu 2008). In this case, the village’s development strategy as an ‘ecological village’ was at stake.

After establishing the peasant cooperative in 2010 and declaring their goal to transition to ecological agriculture, the village leaders gained the attention of higher-level officials. A new office and assembly building for the village committee and a paved village square were constructed when some of these higher-ranking officials visited for a prestigious on-the-spot meeting. This project required a site, and they had their sights set on a collective land allotment to which the woman’s family held the land use rights. She recounted that the village officials had asked her family to exchange their field next to the village road for two smaller paddy field allotments elsewhere. She emphasized that the land they were offered was of poor quality, had been fallow for years and was full of weeds, which meant a lot of work. The first time her family had transplanted rice seedling, the weeds outcompeted the rice, and the seedlings turned black and died.6 Consequently, the first harvest was very poor. She told me that she had complained to the village officials and proposed that they should buy her ‘social insurance’ (shebao 社保)7 to compensate for the problems arising from exchanging the cultivated plot for the uncultivated one. The village officials explained to her that they could not buy her social insurance as it was not in the village committee’s budget. Instead, they offered to arrange dibao for her.

In retrospect, she emphasized that her adult sons had recommended against accepting the offer. She also stressed that she refused to fill out the application herself when asked to by the former village group leader. Therefore, the village officials prepared the application themselves, arguing that they were subsidizing her because she could not harvest grain. Furthermore, she downplayed the significance of the Minimum Livelihood Allowance to her, stating that it had been only a few hundred RMB per year – only 45 RMB per month at first, and it never reached more than 80 RMB. When I asked if she was disappointed that she had lost the benefit, she told me very formally that she had never thought about how long she would continue to receive it. It was good that the dibao had been cancelled, she said: no one ‘ate from the state’ anymore.

This 70-year-old woman had kept her skills as a strong negotiator out of the story as much as possible. Looking at her initial demand for compensation, we see how well she understood the village committee’s position. She knew they needed an impressive office building and village square to display Daxi as an exemplary ecological village to higher-level officials and that the village committee had some leeway concerning the administration of social policies. While she overestimated the village officials’ power to arrange social insurance for her, the committee, facing budgetary constraints, was willing to work the system in other ways and arrange dibao for her so they could take the land and build an appealing base for visitors to the ecological village. Yet as the above-mentioned gossip shows, in 2015 the office building no longer successfully marked the old woman’s dibao as serving the village community. Adding evidence about kinship amid anti-corruption discourse, gossip shifted the ground and placed her dibao on the family side of the state boundary.

Measuring ‘Household Responsibility’

Along with complaints about ‘too much kinship’, officials criticized a lack of ‘household responsibility’ (jiating zeren 家庭责任) in their justifications for standardizing the administration of the Minimum Livelihood Guarantee. Since the nationwide introduction, the household was construed as the relevant unit for assessing dibao eligibility (State Council 2007). They also underlined that government relief should be combined with ‘household support’, ‘mutual aid in society’ and ‘individual self-reliance’. In 2012, the State Council emphasized even more explicitly that ‘the household was the [relevant] unit’ for the dibao.

President Xi Jinping stressed at different occasions that ‘filial piety towards parents and respect for seniors’ was a ‘traditional virtue’ of the ‘Chinese nation’. This ‘guided people to assume household responsibility on their own initiative’. This perspective has also been mirrored by researchers at the Development Research Centre of the State Council. In the critique of the ‘welfarization’ of the Minimum Livelihood Guarantee already mentioned in Chapter 5, for example, one researcher (Wang W. 2017) decried the weakening of household responsibility when some households divide and take apart the household and detach from old members on purpose. To counteract welfarization, he suggests reviving the ‘outstanding traditional culture’ of self-reliance. To illustrate this possibility, the author compares dibao numbers from China to the lower rates of state assistance in what he calls other countries with a ‘shared East Asian Confucian culture’. The researcher thus used statistical evidence on state assistance in different countries as an indicator for measuring kinship. Based on the assumption that less care at one scale necessitates more care at another,8 China’s higher level of state support signalled a breakdown in family care while lower levels in other East Asian countries indicated stronger kinship relations.

To strengthen household responsibility, the researcher then suggests strictly limiting the access of old people with adult children to the dibao and relying on the ‘Law on the Protection of the Rights and Interests of the Elderly’ and other relevant regulations to ensure that the persons legally responsible for providing support are included in the investigation of the household’s income situation (Wang W. 2017). As mentioned in the Introduction, law is a key field in which scripts for performances of state boundaries are produced, in this case for negotiation of care responsibilities between state and family.

The question of the enforcement of the legal obligation to support one’s parents adds another dimension to the governments’ invocations of tradition. Duan Shuxi, the leader of the Office for Civic Affairs of Qiuling Township, complained in an interview that many ‘ordinary common people’ did not follow the relevant law because they were – she thought a while about what word to use – ‘traditional’. She continued to explain that even if the adult children did not obey their parents, and even if the old parents had to work very hard, and even if their children had a good life, and even if the old parents were very angry with them, most parents would nevertheless not sue their children although the law would enforce their rights. Such situations were relatively widespread in the countryside. Hence, she always stressed the benefits of ‘ruling by law’ when she went to the countryside intending to ‘raise the quality’ of the citizens.

I also asked Duan Shuxi what would happen if adult children did not provide their parents with what the application forms classified as ‘care income’ (shanyang shouru 赡养收入). Before the recent push for standardization, she explained, village officials would have tried to apply for dibao for the elderly parents in such cases. Now the village committee instead should try to ‘mobilize the children’ to care for their parents. Officials would now explain the law and the policy to the young to make them support their parents financially.

Like the researcher from the Development Research Centre of the State Council, Duan Shuxi viewed citizens’ use of state law as indicating stronger or weaker kinship. For the researcher, a higher number of recipients of state assistance indicated the decline of traditional familism; for Duan Shuxi, a lower number of cases involving elder rights indicated the persistence of traditional familism. Here, her reference to tradition refers to too-strong family ties that prohibited the use of modern law that could otherwise have enforced the filial piety of traditional Chinese familism.

Again, the invocation of tradition offered a justification for standardization and consequently for cuts to social expenditures.9 In the case of the Law on the Protection of the Rights and Interests of the Elderly, under-implementation of the ‘modern’ law on the side of citizens was devalued by officials as ‘traditional’ in the derogatory sense of ‘backward’. Citizens who emphasize their relationship with the state over their relationship with their family usually appear as ‘modern’ in developmentalist discourse. In this case, citizens who prefer state redistribution and do not want to lose their entitlement to dibao are nonetheless rendered problematic. They are characterized as backward because they refuse to use the modern law to enforce what is portrayed as equally traditional but valued as a virtue: redistribution within the family.

The discourse of promoting traditional family virtues and responsible adult children fits well into discourses brought to the village by the ‘community building’ efforts of the NGOs related to the New Rural Reconstruction Movement and analysed in the first part of this book. This became clear to me during a conversation between Dong Jie, the township agronomist, and Wang Yiyou, the leader of Villagers’ Group No. 1.

In a break during the shooting of a report for the local TV station, the two discussed a state-funded project of ‘constructing a Beautiful New Countryside’ that was taking place in the neighbouring village where Dong Jie held the position of village party secretary. In this role, Dong Jie had successfully applied for state money to build wooden pavilions for visitors and old people to sit in. On a recent visit to this village, Wang Yiyou had been impressed by the pavilions and said that it would be nice if Dong Jie could also help them construct such fine buildings in Daxi Village. Dong Jie first seemed flattered, then immediately emphasized that the villagers should primarily rely on themselves, not those outside. Group leader Wang Yiyou repeated that they relied on him and that it would only work if he helped them. But the township agronomist again replied that the key was self-reliance. Otherwise, one would become dependent, he warned. Hence, it was necessary that the village first rely on itself and only then seek outside support.

As the conversation turned to the recent changes regarding the dibao, Dong Jie emphasized children’s duty to care for their parents. If children did not care for their parents, it only proved that the parents themselves had failed in raising their children, and they could not simply transfer this responsibility to the state. One should not look for excuses but instead seek the cause in oneself. He lamented that people’s thinking had changed for the worse, with some traditions getting lost or thrown away. He claimed that people had once been content when they had ‘enough’. Now, he said, those who ‘eat [receive] dibao’ without even meeting the necessary conditions thought only about how they could keep ‘eating’ it. Once, before the 1970s, everyone believed that those who took without working should feel ashamed. Today, many thought that everyone should eat dibao, even if they had the capacity and talents to work. People’s thinking had totally changed, he claimed. Once, they had thought they would only get rewarded for their own labour: back then, one said that ‘although the people were poor, their will was not’. Now it was the other way around: ‘the people were not poor, but their will was.’

The NGO narrative on self-reliant, cooperative communities could easily be carried over to the field of social policy. In both cases, a moral imperative to be individually willing to be active replaces and delegitimizes demands for redistribution directed towards the state. Only the non-state unit of promoted self-reliance differs. In one case, reference to ‘tradition’ evokes the virtues of a romanticized village community; in the other case, it evokes the imagined filial piety of the child in the traditional Chinese family.

This section showed that both the virtues and vices of ‘traditional Chinese culture’ were mobilized to justify cancelling dibao allowances during the push for standardization. According to one line of argument, there had been more familial care and self-reliance in the past, but this had been lost recently. This narrative of the loss of household responsibility goes hand in hand with another discourse about too-strong familial relations that are said to still exist and threaten the rational and scientific conduct of modern bureaucracy. The discourse of standardization thus promised, seemingly paradoxically, both modernization against traditional familism and a return to it.

Both sides of this apparent paradox can be confirmed through kinship measurements that are applied to mark the boundary between state and non-state. As we have seen in the introductory story to this chapter, filial piety may find expression in providing monetarily through different sources. Boundary work that marks dibao as state money not only can render such forms of support for the elderly invisible but can even turn traditional familism into its opposite, modern individualism. This was the case both when Duan Shuxi publicly shamed the young man and when researchers used dibao statistics to measure kinship based on the assumption of a zero-sum game between state support and family care. These measurements thus rely on dibao being permanently marked as being on the state side. Other kinship measurements that are used to fight corruption question this very assumption. This was the case both when villagers gossiped about the 70-year-old woman’s dibao being based on ‘social connections’ and when the State Council suggested building a registry for kinship relations between dibao recipients and responsible bureaucrats. Such measurements attempted to unfold past performed state boundaries to judge whether the dibao receipt was indeed located on the state side. Thus a circularity of kinship measurements appeared: measured kinship was used to mark state boundaries and markers of the state were used as indicators of kinship. Dibao was taken for granted as the marker of the state side in measurements that diagnose a decline of familism and at the same time was fundamentally questioned by kinship measurements aiming at discovering corruption. This circularity should not be understood as pointing to wrong measurements that could be improved. Rather, it points to the generative capacity of measurement,10 and the very nature of the state: the multiplicity of its boundaries.

Making Dibao Policy by Selectively Measuring Familism

That measurements are generative and state boundaries are multiple does not mean that anything goes. Once kinship measurements have been institutionalized, certain technologies need to be used, certain methodologies need to be followed and data must be available or made available in suitable formats. Evidence can also be hidden or even destroyed, and alternative indicators can be proposed even though they must struggle with established indicators for recognition.

During a conversation after the push for standardization, one township official told me that he had heard that some village committees redistributed dibao to those individuals whom they considered to be experiencing difficulties, as part of an internal agreement within the village. He commented that some village officials in the township ‘do things in a chaotic manner’. What township officials called ‘chaotic practice’ when they had the ‘ordering intention’ (Bauman 2002: 287) of the standardization push in mind did not lack its own rationale. Building on interviews with village officials and citizens, I will now reconstruct dibao practices in Daxi Village before the general cancellation and reapplication in April 2015. The first section examines the practice of assembling needy individuals into dibao households. The second section focuses on workfare practices that made families relevant again as non-state others. In particular, I explore how kinship was measured in both cases.

Measuring Kinship to Assemble Dibao Households

In March 2015, one month before the cancellation of all dibao and the call for new applications, I had a conversation about dibao policy in the village with a leader of a villagers’ group. The group leader stressed that dibao could only be granted to a whole household. He explained that although the amount of the allowance for a household was calculated per person, it was not possible for only some of them to receive it but not all. After a short pause, he added that earlier it had been possible for individuals to receive the dibao, as if he assumed that I might have heard about such a case. He explained that it had been possible to ‘create a dibao household’ (zucheng yige dibaohu 组成一个低保户).

He described the following example. If two households each included one person in a difficult situation, the dibao of one of those households could then be divided between the troubled persons in each household. This practice was no longer possible, he added: an entire household now had to qualify for dibao. After another short pause, the group leader stated: ‘The countryside . . . the countryside is complicated, very complicated.’

From the perspective of one of the former individual recipients, the village’s welfare practice was not ‘complicated’ or ‘chaotic’ at all. In the previous chapter, I introduced Li Yongkang, whose dibao was cancelled during standardization because he lived in his son’s newly built house. When I talked to him in May 2015 in the sparsely furnished main room of this house, he confidently argued that the previous handling of the dibao by the village committee was correct. He said that he had known that ‘state policy’ had always targeted ‘dibao households’ and not ‘dibao individuals’ (dibao geren 低保个人). However, the village committee had more power, he explained: they only had to report the names of potential recipients to the township and the latter did not ‘go down to the countryside’ to investigate the applications. The village committee felt that it was irrational that in a household where only one (registered) member had difficulties the others should receive dibao as well. It was irrational to give it to those who were able to work and worked outside of the village, he added. Thus, the village committee redistributed the dibao of those household members who were able to work to sick, disabled and frail people living in other households. For example, he himself received dibao due to disability, he said, pointing to his mutilated fingers.

Similarly, an old man from another villagers’ group did not depict the previous dibao policy in the village as ‘chaotic’, although he now emphasized that none of the former recipients in his group had met the conditions formulated by ‘the state’. He told me that earlier on the households had not prepared the applications themselves and the members of the villagers’ group had not participated in the decisions about the applications during public meetings. Instead, the group leader filled out the applications and handed them over to the village committee. He also suggested a rationale behind the group leader’s decisions. He claimed that this group leader applied for the dibao for the elderly people in his villagers’ group, meaning those who were older than sixty or seventy years.11 The dibao was therefore given to individuals within different households, or sometimes to more than one person, as when there were two elders in the family.

In 2012, five years after the countrywide introduction of the rural dibao programme, the State Council stated more explicitly than in 2007 that the household was the proper unit for applications for the dibao, as mentioned in the section on strengthening household responsibility. I read this as an indication that the practice of creating one dibao household out of needy individuals from several families was not just unique to one village but was more widespread across China.

The village officials’ main rationale for this past dibao practice thus resembled, to a certain extent, the one formulated by the State Council. One difference was that the village officials retrospectively appeared focused on needy individuals instead of viewing households as the ‘proper’ unit. However, they could not grant dibao to every individual who might be regarded as needy. While the township government did not review how dibao was distributed within the village between 2007 and 2013, there was a limit to how many dibao were allocated to each village. For example, another villager told me about how the village officials worked with the quota set from above.

The 77-year-old Li Jiazheng, whom I introduced in the last chapter, had not yet been informed that the township had approved his reapplication when we talked in May 2015. As we squatted on the ground outside the old adobe house where he lived with his wife and his adult son, he explained that the house belonged to a neighbour, who let them stay there for free. After the neighbour’s former husband had died in a motorcycle accident, she had remarried and moved to her new husband’s house in the same villagers’ group. Since a wall of Li Jiazheng’s own adobe house in the old compound of the pre-revolution landlord was likely to collapse the next time it rained, she let the family move into her former home. Li Jiazheng insisted, in contrast to Li Yongkang, that ‘state policy’ regarding the cancellation and the renewed applications had indeed shifted from supporting individuals to supporting households.12 He explained that he and his mother, but not his wife, had received dibao in the last two years. Village officials had then transferred his allowance to a neighbour who had become paralysed. He told me that the village officials explained to him that they had to do this because so many people already received dibao in the village. After the recent death of his mother, he again could receive dibao. This quota meant that not everyone who might be regarded as needy could actually receive the allowance, which of course led to disagreements about who was judged to fit the category of ‘needy individual’ and could become a member of an assembled dibao household.

Dibao policy in Daxi Village partly overlapped with the State Council’s (2007) emphasis in Document No. 19 that ‘government relief’ should be combined with other forms of support. It also valued mutual aid, as with the adobe house that was turned over to needy neighbours to use. It valued individual self-reliance even more than the central government because it emphasized that individuals capable of working should not receive the dibao. However, dibao practices in the village did not accept the needy being denied state support because they happened to be registered in a household with others who could work. In this regard, this dibao policy rejected the discourse of ‘traditional Chinese familism’. The boundary between state, family and individual was performed differently when the village officials made, rather than only implemented, dibao policy. To secure funding from higher state levels, villagers and village officials alike had no problem freeing themselves from what some authors describe as a deeply entrenched Chinese traditional culture.

If one does not assume that families or households are essential entities but acknowledges the generative power of kinship measurements, assembled dibao households prior to the standardization push no longer appear as ‘fake’ in contrast to those households that received the dibao after standardization. Rather, dibao households were assembled through measurements both before and after standardization. What changed were only the indicators used to measure belonging to dibao households. The former assembled dibao households were based on measurements of need and the potential to cooperate on sharing resources, in particular the dibao. In these measurements, living together under one roof was not considered a relevant criterion. Post-standardization dibao households were also not necessarily living together under one roof most of the year. As detailed in Chapter 5, in applications for dibao the stated household income included that of those who were registered as belonging to one household, even if they migrated to other places to work most of the year. These latter dibao households were thus also assembled based on measurements of need and the potential to cooperate on sharing resources but used the household book as material evidence for measuring the latter. In both cases, the time spent together living under one roof and the amount of actually shared resources was not measured. Only one minute, yet consequential, difference in measuring kinship – the kind of admissible data for evidencing the potential for sharing resources – shaped where the boundaries of state responsibility and redistribution were performed before and after the standardization push. This shift in performed state boundaries turned the non-state other from assembled dibao households into problematic dibao individuals and, eventually, into individuals without dibao.

Measuring Kinship for Family Workfare

While cohabitation was not a relevant indicator when assembling dibao households in Daxi Village, recipients’ kinship was measured as lived closeness for the workfare aspect of dibao prior to standardization. Workfare was another case of using the dibao as a means for rural governance because it could contribute to the village’s development efforts of becoming a successful ‘ecological village’. The roads in the village had to be kept free of trash not only for the rural citizens themselves but also to make a good impression on visitors. Here, I first look at the central government’s statements concerning work in relation to the dibao before reconstructing workfare practices in Daxi based on conversations with villagers.

In 2007, the State Council, in Section One of Document No. 19, stressed that the government aimed to help those who needed social assistance and those among the poor who had the capacity to work to actively work themselves out of poverty and to become rich. In Section Two, the document emphasized that assistance should promote jobs being taken up and reiterated that those with the capacity to work should be encouraged and supported in fending for themselves (State Council 2007).

In 2012, in Document No. 45 of the State Council, the central government emphasized that the standard for the rural dibao needed to be set below the minimum wage. This shows the primacy given to wage labour as the proper way to earn a living. As Document No. 45 was (unlike Document No. 19 in 2007) concerned with urban dibao as well as rural, a difference becomes more visible. In urban areas, the State Council called for connecting dibao with employment: unemployed urban poor are expected to first register for unemployment at the public employment service organization, which was not the case in rural areas; however, an active search for employment was still to be encouraged.

In December 2009, the People’s Government of Sichuan Province published the guidelines for the implementation of the rural dibao policy (Department of Civil Affairs of Sichuan Province 2009). While the central government did not mention community service as a condition for receiving dibao, this issue appears in Section Three of the equivalent provincial document. One paragraph specifies the conditions under which a recipient’s dibao had to be terminated, stating that those who had the normal capacity to work and without proper reason refused to accept wage employment offered by the government or participate in work for the social and public good twice within one year would lose their right to dibao.

Having looked at dibao policy in relation to work requirements in the central government and provincial government documents, I now turn to practices of workfare in Daxi Village. As discussed in the first part of this book, the village positioned itself as an ecological village and ‘environmental sanitation’ (huanjing weisheng 环境卫生) was regarded as one way of making the ecological visible to outsiders. Since the tax reform in the early 2000s, collection of taxes and levying of fees had been severely restricted. Villages had been faced with funding shortfalls, and trash collection presented a challenge to village governance. The village committee requested some dibao recipients to pick up trash along the village roads.

Li Yongkang and his cousin Li Yongde had both received dibao before the standardization in 2015. As they lived next to the concrete public road at the edge of the village, the group leader had asked them to pick up the trash in cases when outside visitors were expected. The village officials informed them shortly before higher-level officials visited. In another villagers’ group, an old man – whom a poster at the office building of the village committee praised as a ‘good party member’ – was asked to pick up the trash alongside the road and keep the village square clean in exchange for dibao. He was also contacted when urban middle-class consumers came to visit the vegetable unit of the peasant cooperative, which was located close to the village committee building. In yet another group, which was more remote and rarely visited by outsiders, the group leader did not ask the elderly people for whom he had arranged dibao to pick up trash. Instead, a middle-aged deaf man kept the road clean. Until recently, he had also received dibao, but now he received another kind of allowance, the so-called ‘five guarantee support’ (wubao gongyang 五保供养).13

As already mentioned, Li Yongkang’s cousin Li Yongde was blind. Therefore, village officials called on his wife, who did not receive the dibao, to clean in his stead. The ‘good party member’ did not personally receive dibao either – village officials asked him to perform the task on behalf of his wife, to whom they had granted dibao because she had a leg disability. Rather than emphasizing compelling poor people with labour capacity to actively work for their dibao, workfare was only selectively required in exchange for dibao when labour was needed to overcome budget shortages and fulfil necessary tasks in village governance.

This workfare aspect of dibao policy also changed due to standardization in April 2015. Li Yongkang, whose dibao had been cancelled, was critical of the earlier workfare obligations. He doubted that a state regulation existed that obliged the recipients of the dibao to perform community work. During an interview, he expressed his opinion that those who received the dibao were relatively poor people and should be respected and valued. They should be looked after by the state. He told me that he did not believe the village officials who claimed during a meeting that the township government had said that the dibao would be withdrawn if someone refused to pick up trash: workfare had been imposed on him by the village officials rather than state policy. Guo Xiaolin (2001) has called this ‘the image of the bifurcated state’. In the eyes of villagers ‘the central state stands for justice and the local state for injustice’ (Guo 2001: 439).

One group leader who was directly involved in mobilizing the dibao recipients in his group for such work also thought that the village committee’s acts were not in accordance with state regulations. One day in May 2015, I was picking up trash with the group leader, the above-mentioned ‘good party member’ and the husband of a former dibao recipient. His wife’s dibao had been cancelled some months earlier, before the big standardization push. Now the village committee had promised to pay for the work at the end of the year. The group leader explained that the township now had a small budget for such simple tasks within the village. When I asked the group leader about the dibao households who had previously been responsible for carrying out this task, he responded that there had been no such duty to perform work according to state regulations. It had once been organized like that, but it was no longer possible to do it that way. The standardization push in April 2015 ended this practice of workfare. Community work was no longer required of dibao recipients in Daxi Village.

The village committee of Daxi Village had assembled dibao individuals into dibao households without taking cohabitation into account. Despite this rejection of the discourse of responsibility in traditional Chinese familism, they measured kinship as lived closeness when determining who should carry out workfare that helped solve the problem of removing trash from along the roads given a limited village budget. Here they performed cohabitation as the relevant marker of the family and selectively activated a discourse of familial duty to make citizens carry out public tasks for the village community. Kinship measurements thus shaped the boundaries of both state responsibility and duties to the state, both before and during standardization.

Conclusion: Circular Multiplicity

This chapter dealt with the relationship between traditional Chinese familism and social policy. While family and policy are often studied separately by specialized disciplines and subdisciplines – kinship studies and family sociology on the one hand; political science, political sociology and political anthropology on the other – China Studies has long explored the relationship between the two. Having presented two prevalent approaches in China Studies – culturalism and statism, I examined the relationship between family and dibao policy through kinship measurements that produce and use markers of the boundary between state and non-state.

This generative capacity of measurements and the flexible uses of different indicators of kinship put into question arguments about the persistence of traditional familism as a stable essence of ‘Chinese culture’ that limits the political possibilities for change regarding social policy in China. In the cases presented here, Chinese familism does not appear as a set of deeply entrenched values of family duty that can readily be exploited by the Chinese state, as some have suggested. Nor is it the intentional product of the intervention of a monolithic state, as others have argued. Rather, one can see how differently embedded actors with divergent interests apply kinship measurements as they pursue diverse goals. In these processes, the boundaries of ‘the state’ and ‘the family’ or ‘the household’ are performed and thus responsibilities are negotiated. Thereby, dibao practices of bureaucrats and applicants are either made visible as familial care that corrupts state policy or turned into the apparent opposite of filial piety – modern individualism – that fails to comply with state policy.

While alternative indicators for assembling dibao households and demanding family workfare could be developed and applied, such measurements could compete with others that prescribe certain methodologies and insist on the use of evidence of a specific format (such as registration in the household book). The multiple versions of state boundaries that these different kinship measurements produce are neither ‘true’ nor ‘false’: all produce distinct effects and consequences. Even divergent kinship measurements can work together. Seemingly circular measurements attested both to too much familism (so-called ‘human feelings guarantees’ and ‘social connection guarantees’) and not enough familism (the much-criticized weakening of ‘household responsibility’). Together, the central government and township officials used this circular multiplicity of state boundaries to justify dibao standardization.

Approaching the relationship between family and social policy through the lens of kinship measurements and performed state boundaries avoids essentializing the substances of both kinship and the state. It takes the agency of human actors seriously without taking for granted what they regard as ‘true’ family and state and without reducing family and state to mere ideas. Instead, it shifts attention to the multiplicity of indicators and methodologies, as well as to the materiality of technologies and evidence. This attention to measurement thus helps in understanding both the flexibility and stability of multiple state boundaries.

Notes

* An earlier version of this chapter was published as ‘Care Scales: Dibao Allowances, State and Family in China’, The China Quarterly 254: 310–24, Copyright © 2023 The Author, published by Cambridge University Press. Reprinted with permission. This chapter has been significantly revised and adapted for this book. It introduces the notion of circular multiplicity to further develop the ethnographic theorization of performed state boundaries.

1. More powerful actors, such as insurance companies, appear to be more successful at reframing certain actions in the supposedly ‘public’ realm of the economy as familial care; for example, in representing the purchase of commercial insurance products as a ‘modern’ form of showing ‘traditional’ filial piety (Zhang H. 2017).

2. A growing body of microhistories that contradicts the thesis of the decline of kinship in the West has not yet diminished the importance of this ideological claim for certain formulations of Western self-identity (Sabean and Teuscher 2013: 1) – nor, I would add, for certain formulations of East Asian self-identity that reflect them.

3. Yet it would be worth querying whether ‘classic’ Chinese familism has ever existed in the form it is imagined today. A volume on Chinese patriarchy by Gonçalo Santos and Stevan Harrell (2017) offers interesting insights and nuanced reflections on contemporary families in China, but I regard their adoption of a ‘working model of Chinese classic patriarchal structures before 1949’ (Harrell and Santos 2017: 11) for the purpose of historical comparison as problematic. While most of the propositions they derive from this comparison appear sensible at first sight, some appear less convincing when one notes astonishing parallels with Fei Xiaotong’s writings about Chinese familism from more than seventy years earlier. The two editors suggest the following statements, for example. ‘The generational axis of the classic patriarchal configuration has not disappeared completely, but has weakened in some ways, flipped in others, and twisted its lineality in still others’ (Harrell and Santos 2017: 32). ‘[O]pportunities to earn income through labor migration have put much more power in the hands of the junior generations, transforming but not eliminating the generational axis of inequality’ (ibid.: 19). From a functionalist perspective, Fei Xiaotong (1946) similarly argued on this topic: ‘Although the Chinese peasants usually live with their parents who are too old to work and depend on the younger generation for support, the rule of the old is not deep-rooted. An adult son who tills the land and brings back necessities for the household is not living under the thumb of his father’ (ibid.: 4). One may thus doubt whether the claimed weakening of the generational axis of Chinese patriarchy is all that new, or even begin to wonder if classical Chinese familism ever existed as a structure.

4. There are a few exceptions. Zhang Hong (2017), for example, looks not only at the ‘private’ realm of the family but also at the ‘modern’ reconfiguration of ‘traditional’ filial piety as it enters the ‘public’ realm of the economy through an emerging elder-care industry with fee-based elder homes and commercial insurance schemes for elders. She focuses on slogans and campaigns rather than on bureaucratic practices and negotiations on the ground.

5. See a Caixin Global article, http://china.caixin.com/2013-12-25/100621878.html (accessed 18 November 2023).

6. When wet fields lay fallow, weeds become a major issue. Lena Kaufmann (2021) describes various techno-social strategies of rural citizens to preserve the productivity of their wet fields while pursuing off-farm migration.

7. This social insurance was essentially an old-age pension scheme organized by the state. One had to pay contributions for at least fifteen years. After reaching the age of sixty, one received monthly benefits, with the amount depending on the level of past contributions. The benefits from this scheme were substantially higher than those of dibao.

8. Scalar imaginaries developed in early social science continue to influence policymaking in the presence. Many bipolar concepts were once developed based on assumptions about the consequences of differences in scale. Hence, while anthropology was made responsible for small (and ‘simple’) societies, large (and ‘complex’) societies were the competence of sociology. Criticisms of both the persistence and decline of familism in justifications of dibao standardization reveal persistent scalar imaginaries about care at different levels. Following contemporary social science research that examines actors’ scale-making projects, my research shows that scale (e.g. ‘small’ family and ‘large’ state) is not a given that influences the quantity and quality of care but an achievement of kinship measurements and performances of state boundaries in negotiations and practices of care (Lammer 2023a).

9. Despite the omnipresence of the discourse of elderly parents’ rights, there was still space for negotiation and maneuver. One township official described a conversation between officials about a woman in a village where he had been sent to implement the standardization push. This 82-year-old woman did indeed have children, but they had not visited her in more than twenty years. In this case, the officials decided to accept the application and forwarded it to the higher levels, who eventually approved it.

10. ‘The process of measurement tends to produce the phenomenon it claims to measure’ (Merry 2016: 12).

11. Such practices have also been documented in other places in China, where ‘dibao has effectively been converted . . . to a tax-based, universal pension . . . perceived to be available to everyone’ (Yang, Walker and Xie 2020: 671).

12. While Li Yongkang retrospectively accepted written regulations as marking ‘state policy’, this marker remained irrelevant for Li Jiazheng.

13. The five guarantees are said to cover food, clothing, housing, medical care and burial expenses for recipients who are classified as having no supporting family members, no ability to work and no source of income.


Conclusion

Unblurring the Multiplicity of State Boundaries

This book started with a profile of Dong Jie, who pursued a vision of sustainable rural development and ecological agriculture through peasant and consumer participation. My first description retrospectively compressed a selection of his situated activities into a state of blurriness. I represented him as an intermediary: an agronomist employed by the township government who cooperated closely with rural development NGOs to make Daxi an ecological village. Such descriptions are not uncommon throughout the social sciences, even if their interpretations vary. Based on an idealized model of the Weberian state, political science has often interpreted the absence of a clear state boundary as indicating failure in non-Western institutions or people. Anthropology, on the other hand, has localized failure in certain strands of Western state theory, declaring that the blurring of the state boundary is not exceptional but commonplace. I contend that similar epistemological practices underlie these divergent arguments and produce blurriness.

Diagnoses of a blurred state boundary are artefacts of academic research. This is not to argue that there really is one clear boundary of the state and that blurriness, like messiness,1 only reveals methodological shortcomings in the research. On the contrary, I take diagnoses of blurriness to point to the multiplicity of state boundaries. Descriptions like my initial take on Dong Jie merely reify situated markers of state boundaries as substantial attributes that transcend time and place. This forecloses the possibility of exploring the multiplicity, materiality and temporality of performed state boundaries. Therefore, this book suggests approaching the state not as substance but as its performed boundaries. This parallels a move from essentialized substance to boundaries in studying ethnic groups (Barth 1969) and redirects attention to ‘ways of signalling’ differences between state and non-state in performance. In particular, I have combined analysis of discursive boundary work with a focus on performance.

In this concluding chapter, I first argue that much social science research – including in anthropology – has approached the state as substance (albeit very different substances in different studies). Often, situationally relevant boundary markers have been mistaken for continuously relevant substantial attributes. I point out that what has been analysed as substance marks not only boundaries of the state but also disciplinary boundaries in the academic division of labour. Conversely, as state analyses have shifted from one substance to another, social science has contributed new scripts and markers to state boundary repertoires. While not all these contributions have been taken up, some have travelled around the world and informed performances of state boundaries in many places – including the ecological village that formed the stage for this book.

Mobilizing insights from my ethnography, this conclusion presents an analytical vocabulary to capture what often remains hidden behind diagnoses of a blurred state boundary: the multiplicity of state boundaries. Attention to the different dimensions of this multiplicity helps in understanding how conflicting in-between positions emerge, as well as those situations in which tensions do not emerge despite the absence of a single clear-cut boundary. Finally, I turn to the differences that performed state boundaries make in participatory development and democratic bureaucracy in the ecological village, but potentially also in the analysis of the state in China Studies, anthropology and the social sciences more broadly.

The State as Substance

Analyses of the substance of the state ask what the essence of the state is. Here, I assemble a host of different answers. Rather than offering a comprehensive overview, I concentrate on selected authors and exemplary approaches to map the broad variety of analysed state substances. To be sure, I am lumping together very diverse substances ranging from violence to ideas, from rationality to affect, from bureaucratic practices to images, from invisible structure to observable connections, and from rituals to infrastructures. Moreover, some analyses, mainly anthropological, have explored substances that are not exclusive to the state but leaking into society. Yet despite these great differences, isolated analyses of the respective substances ultimately leave open the question of what makes these into substances of ‘the state’. The following brief summaries of a broad array of approaches to the state certainly cannot do justice to their complexity. Some studies (for example, those using the stategraphy approach) have combined analyses of selected state substances with explorations of boundary work and thus paved the ground for my approach to performative boundary work.

Solidity: Substances of Weberian and Marxist State Analyses

Although Max Weber never completed the systematic account of the state he had envisioned, fragments of his writings continue to inform much research on the state in history, political science, sociology and anthropology.2 In particular, Weber identified the successful establishment of a monopoly of legitimate violence within a given territory as the defining characteristic of the modern state in the Occidental world. Furthermore, he saw monopolized violence as enabling another important attribute, rational domination. For Weber, the combination of monopolized violence and rationality made the modern state into an entity with a substantially different structure from other historical and contemporaneous forms of political association.

Weber’s methodological individualism made him regard the state and other entities as structured through human action. He clarified that in empirical reality the idea of the state corresponded to ‘an infinity of diffuse and discrete human actions . . . all bound together by an idea, namely the belief in the actual or normative validity of rules and of the authority-relationships of some human beings towards others’ (Weber 1949: 99). For Weber, legal specifications regulating how officeholders should act were thus a key feature of the modern state. Yet this insight did not make Weber examine actual processes of how violence was performed as state violence or how rationality was performed as state rationality in concrete situations. Instead, Weber was interested in the structural specificity of the state. He pursued structural-formal analysis because he thought that ‘combined action of a plurality of individuals results in something sui generis, which cannot be reduced to the action of the one’ (Dusza 1989: 73). While thus acknowledging that the state is embodied in the action of concrete individuals, Weber’s actual analysis reifies the state: monopolized violence and rationality become the essentialized substances that make the state a unitary subject with its own will.3

Marxist approaches, on the other hand, have reified the state as object (Bratsis 2006: 9–12). Instrumentalist state-as-object conceptions view the state as a ‘passive, or even neutral, tool which is so completely manipulated by one class or fraction that it is divested of any autonomy whatsoever’ (Poulantzas 1980: 129). Ralph Miliband (1969), for example, argues that the class position of those who people the state and especially the government, as well as their connections with other members of the bourgeoisie, make the state an instrument of capitalist class interests. Here, class power itself becomes the substance of the state.

Critical of emptying the state of all other substance, Nicos Poulantzas (1980: 128)4 and Bob Jessop (1990; 2008) have reformulated Marxist state theory to acknowledge the ‘relative autonomy of the capitalist state’.5 That formulation has often been misunderstood, with many regarding it as a limited version of the neo-Weberian claim for the complete autonomy of the state from society.6 However, relative autonomy points to the ‘institutional materiality of the State’ (Poulantzas 1980: 49) as the ‘specific material condensation of a relationship of forces among classes and class fractions’ (ibid.: 129). Overcoming Poulantzas’ structuralism and class reductionism, Jessop (1990: 260) characterizes the state more broadly as ‘the site, the generator, and the product of strategies’. Although this thoroughly contingency-oriented approach denies the state any predetermined function or subjectivity, Peter Bratsis (2006: 20) criticizes it for still reducing the state to the institutional materiality of society. In these neo-Marxist state-as-relation conceptualizations, institutions – in Jessop’s threefold characterization – become the substance of the state. However, as Bratsis (ibid.: 20) also points out, the question of how to know which institutions are ‘state’ institutions and which are not remains unanswered.

Leakage: Substances of Anthropological State Analyses

Several authors have forcefully criticized the Weberian notion of the state existing as a ‘substantial entity separate from society’ (Abrams 1988: 61). For them, ‘the State’ only existed as a ‘fiction of the philosophers’ (Radcliffe-Brown 1940: xxiii), as an ‘ideological artefact’ (Abrams 1988: 81). What they acknowledged to exist was ‘an organization, i.e. a collection of individual human beings connected by a complex system of relations’ (Radcliffe-Brown 1940: xxiii), the ‘state-system’ as a ‘palpable nexus of practice and institutional structure centred in government’ (Abrams 1988: 82). In a way, this critique thus comes surprisingly close to what Weber (1949: 99) himself highlighted: the importance of the idea of the state holding together discrete human actions. Still, this scepticism inspired anthropologists – latecomers to the study of states – to turn their attention to two quite different substances: state images and bureaucratic practices.

Two anthropological literatures developed, but largely separately from each other (Thelen, Vetters and Von Benda-Beckmann 2018: 3–6). Following Akhil Gupta’s seminal article (1995), the new ethnography of the state explored the cultural construction of representations of the state (Herzfeld 1992; Hansen and Stepputat 2001; Yang S. 2005; for a fierce criticism, see A. Marcus 2008). Other anthropologists studied bureaucratic practices (Heyman 1995, 2004; Kirsch 2003; Hull 2012; Bierschenk and Olivier de Sardan 2014), often without labelling this ‘anthropology of the state’. Neither found the state’s boundaries particularly relevant, albeit for different reasons.

While the title of Gupta’s article was ‘blurred boundaries’, he was criticizing the image of a clear-cut state boundary as a product of failed Western theory that was unable to grasp lived realities in the rest of the world (Gupta 1995: 384). Beyond that, the boundary question appears pointless: after all, the state is only imagined as an entity distinct from society. For those who examined how practices of ‘street-level bureaucrats’ (Lipsky 1980) shaped policy, what mattered was the bureaucrats’ face-to-face encounters with citizens and their embeddedness in different networks of connections (Gluckman, Mitchell and Barnes 1949; Kuper 1970; Bellér-Hann and Hann 1999; Von Benda-Beckmann and Von Benda-Beckmann 2007: 205–35). While these studies highlighted the challenges and opportunities of conflicting demands that bureaucrats faced due to these ambiguous positions, their (also) being state actors was never in question.

Relational approaches to the anthropology of the state deepened what the Manchester School had begun to explore decades earlier: state actors’ embeddedness and cross-cutting ties (Thelen, Vetters and Von Benda-Beckmann 2018). As in neo-Marxist approaches, relations are explored as the substance of the state, yet these are very different kinds of relations. For Louis Althusser, Nicos Poulantzas and Bob Jessop, the concept of social relations does not refer to concrete empirical phenomena. The relationship of forces in Poulantzas’ definition of the state cannot be perceived directly, yet it is said to be productive and therefore real (Pühretmayer 2017). As these relations are neither directly accessible to the actors themselves nor social scientists, both must infer what the relationship of forces might look like from observable events, interactions, patterns of interaction, material artefacts and so on. For the relational anthropology of the state, on the other hand, relations are empirically accessible personal connections (Alexander 2002: 92–93). Inspired by transactional approaches that understand the state as ‘aggregated patterns of interaction among individuals’ (Frödin 2012: 271), ‘concrete social relations’ in ‘recurring interactions’ are thought to ‘sediment into larger political formations and lend the state as a political formation an appearance of coherence through time’ (Thelen, Vetters and Von Benda-Beckmann 2018: 8–9). Approaching the state exclusively through connections as recurring interactions still means studying it as a substance, even if the acknowledgement of cross-cutting ties implies that this substance is leaking into society. Without additional concepts, the state as its boundaries remains unexamined.7

Beyond images, practices and connections, anthropological research has opened new perspectives on the state by shifting attention to substances that other approaches regarded as the opposite of the essence of the state: affects, feelings and emotions. Offering an important corrective to the Weberian analysis of rational authority, anthropologists have turned to ‘states of feeling’ (Andreetta et al. 2022) and ‘affective states’, arguing that affect is ‘the substance of politics’ (Stoler 2004: 6; Laszczkowski and Reeves 2017: 2). When ‘intensities’ are tied to political symbols and discourse, ‘the state acquires a tangible, affective, and spatial reality’ (Laszczkowski and Reeves 2017: 6). In this stream of research, fear (Aretxaga 2003) and hope (Jansen 2014) become the substance of the state. Although the philosophers Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari ‘have explicitly contrasted the realm of “affect” as distinct from the realm of state practice’ (Laszczkowski and Reeves 2017: 5), anthropologists have disagreed. They have found values and affect at the ‘heart of the state’ (Fassin 2015) and that affective labour can produce states of a different substance: intimate states (Vollebergh, De Koning and Marchesi 2021). Analysing affect and emotions as substances, the state no longer appears as a ‘bounded entity . . . that is set apart both from individuals and from “society”’ (Laszczkowski and Reeves 2017: 10). Rather, ‘the ambivalence or indeterminacy of affect’ would help in understanding ‘the intrinsic indeterminacy of the state form itself’ (ibid.: 9). Understood as cross-cutting substances, affects and emotions again made anthropologists insist on the blurriness of the state boundary.

Besides the embodied materiality of affect, anthropologists have also explored the material substance of the state through studies of infrastructure (Harvey 2010; Dalakoglou 2012; Knox 2017; Thiemann 2024: chapter 2). These studies have explored ‘the ways in which [infrastructures such as] the road materialized the state [or not]’ (Harvey and Knox 2015: 3). Attending to the agency of nonhuman actors in the emergence of the state, they move beyond liberal conceptions of the political as being limited to negotiations between state and citizens (ibid.: 187). Some of these studies also found that infrastructures manifested volatility between ‘state presence’ and ‘state absence’ (Harvey and Knox 2015: 39). Yet diagnoses of absence and presence only become possible when the boundaries of the state are taken for granted. When the presence of central state authorities at inaugural ceremonies is understood as ‘mark[ing] the road as a state space’ (ibid.: 191), the analysis remains tautological until it answers what makes authorities into ‘state’ authorities at these events. Studying the state through infrastructure thus also requires attention to performative boundary work.

Reviving an old anthropological concern with ritual, anthropologists have turned performances into yet another substance for state analysis. In the introduction, I discussed old and new studies of performances of the state as an important inspiration for the approach presented in this book (Geertz 1980; Ahern 1981; Bloch 1987; Rasanayagam, Beyer and Reeves 2014; Sedlenieks 2020b). But I also pointed to the use of ‘mimicry’, ‘mimesis’, ‘imitation’, ‘camouflage’ and ‘state-like’ as problematic concepts for analysing the appearances of those assumed to be non-state actors. The underlying assumption of the truth of the state can only be avoided if the analyses do not understand performances of power as state substance but focus on the signalling of difference to some non-state other.

The limited attention to boundary work makes me pool this broad variety of anthropological approaches to the state and characterize them uniformly as analyses of substances. However, few anthropologists have actually thought about the state explicitly in terms of substance. One recent exception is Klāvs Sedlenieks (2020a), who proposes a liquid-crystal theory of the state. In this ambitious formulation, he uses the specificity of the substance of a liquid crystal to combine the analyses of ‘four aspects of the state’ (Sedlenieks 2020a: 497; or ‘four state substances’, as I would call them). He links structure and hierarchy with performance and elusiveness (ibid.: 498–500). Sedlenieks (2020a: 497) suggests that the state is a

three-dimensional space filled with a substance that is dotted with smaller or larger shapes of different transparency . . . These are areas where some effort has been made to modify the structure of the substance – they are either completely solid crystals or fluid liquid crystals, while the rest is completely transparent liquid with no structure at all.

The specific substance of the liquid crystal allows Sedlenieks (2020a: 501) to explain the emergence of a plurality of positioned perspectives on the state: ‘From each particular node inside the state, the pattern the other nodes are making will seem quite different.’ Bringing attention to this ‘multiplexity’ (ibid.: 498) is the major strength of the metaphor of the liquid crystal. It highlights the possibility that the same activities ‘align’ (ibid.: 497) for specific actors ‘to resemble an orchestrated effort’ (ibid.: 507) but not for differently positioned actors. I will return to this insight when discussing the multiplicity of performed state boundaries below.

Yet by combining four state substances, Sedlenieks’ powerful theoretical proposition inherits the shared limitation of the separate analyses. While bringing diverse substances together through the notion of a liquid crystal enables bundling the strengths and counterbalancing the weaknesses of the individual approaches, one general problem persists: the state boundary – taken for granted in either its sharpness or blurriness – remains unexamined. The state as liquid crystal has no outside, even though the bureaucracy does (ibid.: 508). Each perspective comes from a node ‘inside the state’ (ibid.: 501), and the vertical structures of bureaucracy are just ‘one among other nodes of crystallization [such as ‘kin and other networks’ (ibid.: 506)], all of which comprise the fabric of the state’ (ibid.: 508). Combining various substances as liquid crystal,8 ‘the totality of the state’ (ibid.: 500) remains indistinguishable from other structures, hierarchies, performances and illusions.

Overall, my rereading of the anthropology of the state suggests that anthropologists have greatly expanded the variety of analysed state substances. Their analyses have brought substances under scrutiny that were the apparent opposites of what other social science approaches treated as the essence of the state. Indeed, anthropologists have rarely thought about images and practices, connections and performances, emotions and infrastructures in terms of state substances. Rather, many have stressed the state’s ‘powerful insubstantiality’ (Taussig 1992: 113) and would most likely object to my representing them as having analysed the substances of the state. Indeed, most of the substances analysed by anthropologists have turned out to be ‘leaking’ into society. In critiques of mainstream state theory, this is typically conceptualized in terms of a blurred boundary, intermediation, embeddedness, entanglement or indeterminacy. Attention to leaking substances thus has produced a lopsided emphasis on blurriness that has left the multiplicity of state boundaries unexplored. Nonetheless, this attention to leaking substances has enabled the fundamental questioning of the state as a distinct solid entity and thereby opened the way for the later analysis of boundary work.

State Substances as Markers of Disciplinary Boundaries

Anthropology’s potential to transform state analyses by directing attention first to leaking substances and later to boundary work has long been hindered by the disciplinary division of labour. Understanding the state as its boundaries enables rereading the history of the social-scientific study of the state to highlight how some markers of state boundaries (misunderstood as substantial attributes in state analysis) have also marked and reinforced disciplinary divisions. Depending on what kind of substance was considered the essence of the state, different disciplines were regarded as capable of state analysis or not. When this analysis was broadened to include new substances, the state was opened as a field of inquiry for new disciplines. In turn, disciplinary trends shaped which substances social scientists analysed when writing about the state.

During the formative period of anthropology during the second half of the nineteenth century, evolutionism made the origin of the modern state a subject for anthropologists such as Lewis Henry Morgan (1985 [1877]). Morgan’s work started with the discovery of an apparently ‘unusual system of naming kinsmen’ and only later developed into a theory of cultural evolution with ‘parallel sequences in the history of social, economic and political institutions’ (Leacock 1972: 9–10). This holistic view that linked kinship with politics and economics informed Marxist approaches to the state. Karl Marx read Morgan’s Ancient Society closely, and Friedrich Engels (1972 [1884]) used Marx’s ethnological excerpts (Krader 1974) in writing The Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State. While anthropological interest in the origins of the state faded in the twentieth century (with a few exceptions like Lowie 1927; Krader 1968), early anthropological holism entered broader social science debates on the state through this trajectory. Traces of this holism can be found in neo-Marxist state-as-object and state-as-relation formulations that take class relations (or the institutional condensation of the relations of forces) as the substance of the state. It also resurfaced when Antonio Gramsci (1971: 261) argued that ‘by “State” should be understood not only the apparatus of government, but also the “private” apparatus of “hegemony” or civil society’, and when Louis Althusser (1971: 144) included family and other institutions that liberalism considers to be ‘private’ in his empirical list of ‘ideological state apparatuses’ (see also Poulantzas 1980: 72–73).

Evolutionary thinking about historical stages also contributed to the emergence of the modernist academic division of labour between anthropology and sociology in the early twentieth century. Weber’s analysis of Western modernity turned the monopoly of violence and the rationality embodied in law and bureaucracy into the substances of the state. With the publication of African Political Systems (Fortes and Evans-Pritchard 1940), the academic division of labour further solidified. This foundational text of political anthropology introduced a fundamental distinction between kin-based and state-based societies. While the former were regarded as proper subjects for anthropology, the modern state was left to sociology and political science for the greater part of the twentieth century (Thelen, Vetters and Von Benda-Beckmann 2018: 8; Thelen and Alber 2018: 7–8). By excluding kinship as a potential substance of the state, it became another marker of disciplinary boundaries. At that time, this made anthropology, with its key expertise in kinship and other ‘pre-modern’ forms of social organization, irrelevant for the study of contemporary states. The assumed universalism of rationality further exacerbated the uselessness of an anthropology that studied different ‘cultures’ and even their seemingly irrational mythologies. As the supposed substance of the state, rational bureaucracy thus also became a marker of disciplinary boundaries. Due to anthropology’s self-imposed limitations, ‘the functioning of the actual state – the colonial one – in that very context’ was long ignored (Das and Poole 2004: 4).

Only in the 1960s and 1970s did some anthropologists, such as those from the Manchester School, turn their attention to the colonial state, even as others continued to ignore it. Max Gluckman and his colleagues (1949) challenged the disciplinary division of academic labour by exploring cross-cutting ties. Prefiguring relations (as observable connections) as an alternative state substance, they ignored both kinship and rational bureaucracy as coinciding markers of state boundaries and disciplinary divisions.

In the 1990s, the cultural turn in the social sciences further eroded the relevance of these markers of difference. Surfing the wave of this broader academic transformation, the new ethnography of the state has largely fulfilled other disciplines’ expectations by making culturally constructed images the state substance to be analysed (Thelen, Vetters and Von Benda-Beckmann 2018: 3). Once the boundaries of anthropology had thus been opened for explorations of the state, anthropological trends of the 2000s and 2010s – like the affective turn and new materialism – enabled the production of new substances for state analyses.

Even if this shift in analysed state substances enabled anthropology’s renewed entrance in social-scientific debates about the state, within the discipline the exploration of the state has often remained limited to political anthropology. Successful performances of state boundaries continue to convince social scientists and reinforce sub-disciplinary boundaries; for example, between kinship studies and political anthropology (or family sociology and political sociology). To be sure, state policies have increasingly received attention in kinship studies, but the focus is mainly on how the state above shapes families below.

Approaching the state as its boundaries offers a conceptual means to create further connections across the boundaries of different fields of study. This book has removed the anthropology of the state from the box of political anthropology by examining the boundaries between state and family (Chapters 3 and 6). In particular, it has linked analyses of kinship measurements with analyses of performative boundary work. Kinship measurements are not applied only in negotiations of belonging (Thelen and Lammer 2021), where they are used to settle questions of citizenship along external state borders (Papadaki 2018; Markó 2021), but also produce markers of internal state boundaries. These two concepts can thus help to create links between political anthropology (or political sociology), on the one hand, and kinship studies (or family sociology), on the other.

As state boundaries are performed in relation to multiple non-state others (see the section on domain multiplicity below), the notion of performative boundary work also promises to erode boundaries and strengthen links between political anthropology (or political sociology) and several other subfields. Exploring economy (Mitchell 1991) and religion (Kirsch 2003) as non-state others in performances of state boundaries, for example, reconnects the study of the state with the anthropology (or sociology) of economy and religion, respectively. Because markers of state boundaries that have been reified as substances have also come to mark and reinforce disciplinary boundaries, turning from an analysis of state substances to the relational analysis of state boundaries allows new insights by crossing disciplinary boundaries and overcoming sub-disciplinary fragmentation.

State Substances as Markers of State Boundaries

Thus far, my rereading of the anthropology of the state from an understanding of the state as its boundaries has only reflected on academic debates. But attention to performative boundary work also offers a perspective for examining how analyses of the state feed back into the very processes they aim to study. I have argued that copresence during participant observation offers the opportunity to recognize performances of state boundaries in their situational relevance and multiplicity. This made me realize how social science analyses often mistake boundary markers for state substances. Yet one can also observe an opposite movement. What social science once established as an essential state substance can become translated into a new boundary marker and added to the available repertoire of state boundaries.

Most prominently, the idealized model of the Weberian state took on a life of its own as it spread globally and influenced state images around the world (Thelen, Vetters and Von Benda-Beckmann 2018: 7). The figure of the distant, impersonal bureaucrat whose rationality is backed up by the threat of violence has become a positive marker of state boundaries – and thus an indicator of success in, for example, theory-led state building practice in the Global South (Anter 2019). On the other hand, it has also become a contrastive foil in the Global North – for example, for parenting support professionals tasked with governing poor, migrant families and their male members by establishing personalized relations with mothers (Vollebergh, De Koning and Marchesi 2021).

Anthropologists’ analyses of alternative state substances have also affected how actors and audiences relate to the available state boundaries repertoire. Gupta’s article (1995) on the imagined state has become ‘an oft cited part of the new local participatory development movement that has been embraced by actors as different as Oxfam, the government of Indonesia, and the World Bank’ (A. Marcus 2008: 66). Anthony Marcus (2008: 80–81) criticizes the poststructuralist deconstruction of the state for making the target of both revolutionary and reformist movements invisible. When development workers were convinced by the argument and accepted representations as alternative to the substances of Weberian and Marxist state analyses, rational bureaucracy and class difference lost relevance in their practices.

During fieldwork, I not only encountered the liberal repertoire of state boundaries but also Maoist (Chapter 1) and culturalist (Chapter 2) repertoires. Dong Jie’s colleagues at the township invoked Mao’s mass line that developed the Marxist idea of the state withering away on the way to communism. In this repertoire, good state officials ‘go down to the countryside’ to immerse themselves in the peasant masses and learn with them. Staff of rural development NGOs mobilized a culturalist repertoire that was informed by anthropologist Fei Xiaotong’s argument about the absence of a clear-cut boundary between rural communities and the state in China. Here, Dong Jie’s interactions with peasants in Daxi mattered, as dyadic interpersonal relations independent of his official title, which marked him as a state official according to the liberal repertoire.

The substances of more recent state analyses may also be turned into markers of state boundaries in future performances. In current attempts to legitimize or gain support for policies that benefit certain groups more directly than others, the notion of infrastructure has been applied to make the state responsible or justify the use of public resources. The European Commission (2013) attempted to use ‘green infrastructure’ to turn agricultural subsidies from large-scale direct support for private enterprises into remuneration for maintaining the public good. Similarly, leftist academics, politicians and activists in Germany and Austria have tried to renew the welfare state by reframing it as ‘social infrastructure’. Anthropological studies that analyse infrastructure as a state substance may reinforce these recent uses of infrastructure as a marker of state boundaries. How other recent anthropological state analyses transform repertoires of markers of the boundaries between state and non-state remains to be seen. The analytical means for studying such feedback loops becomes available when the state is no longer approached as substance but acknowledged in the multiplicity of its performed boundaries.

Multiplying State Boundaries

In anthropology, Timothy Mitchell’s (1991) ‘boundary problem’ can be read as highlighting that no clear-cut state boundary exists. This reading resulted in repeated diagnoses of blurriness. However, his attention to the generative force of the boundary was taken up by anthropologists trying to move beyond this one-sided overemphasis, to focus on actors switching between on- and off-state activities (Von Benda-Beckmann and Von Benda-Beckmann 2007: 205–35) or engaging in discursive ‘boundary work’ (Beek 2017; Read 2018; Thelen, Vetters and Von Benda-Beckmann 2018). The multiple state boundaries produced through this work have not yet received enough attention.

By moving beyond the discursive, one can begin to grasp the productivity of multiple state boundaries. The expanded notion of ‘performative boundary work’ spotlights boundary repertoires and a plethora of markers that signal the distinction between state and non-state. State boundaries are not mere ideas that share a discursive form and differ from each other only in content: they are associations that also include links with material elements such as buildings, uniforms, documents, statistics, or food, as this book’s introductory vignette about Dong Jie’s way of giving banquets for visitors to the ecological village showed. If one takes these different materialities into account, one is better equipped to understand the interaction between different versions of performed state boundaries over time.

I was intrigued that Dong Jie was simultaneously standing inside and outside of the state without causing any tension (see Chapter 1). In trying to grapple with this puzzling experience, I developed an analytical vocabulary to grasp different dimensions of state boundaries’ multiplicity. Domain multiplicity spotlights multiple non-state others. Segregated and anaglyphic multiplicity turn attention to multiple audiences. Furthermore, state boundaries multiply over time. On the one hand, this temporal multiplicity goes back to the past (folded multiplicity) or forward to the future (anticipative multiplicity). Finally, in some cases multiplicity becomes circular over time.

Domain Multiplicity

The state as its boundaries is relational in the sense that it only exists in relation to what is distinguished from it as non-state other and that these non-state domains are multiple. The domains examined in this book were family (Chapters 3 and 6), civil society (Chapters 1 to 3), community (Chapters 2 to 5) and bureaucracy (Chapter 5).

Sometimes, the simultaneity of domain multiplicity does not cause any tension between different versions of performed state boundaries because the markers are the same, even if the non-state others differ. In the consumer association in Chengdu, organic certification marked the state side of two boundaries: one with the anthropological model of the traditional Chinese rural community and another with the globally travelling model of alternative food networks and community-supported agriculture. Informed by Fei Xiaotong, the former non-state other promised the flexibility of personal relations (guanxi) against the rigidity that the Chinese state had inherited by adopting the Western model of organic certification and that impeded the transformation to ecological agriculture. The latter non-state other promised transparency against the threat of personal relations between officials and producers corrupting organic certification when it travelled to China. Performances that distanced ‘state certification’ thus allowed urban middle-class consumers to hope for non-state others that both promised alternative ways to access safe and healthy food and protected the environment through ecological agriculture (Chapter 2).

When performed successively, state boundaries with different non-state others do not necessarily interfere with each other, either. At the democratic appraisal meeting for the Minimum Livelihood Guarantee (dibao), village officials even shifted between staging themselves as bureaucrats at one moment inside of the state and at the next moment outside of it. When presenting written dibao regulations, village officials discursively distanced themselves from the state as the decision-making government above to make an appearance as the bureaucracy below that only implemented ‘state policy’ that ‘came down’. But when they directed applicants to speak for themselves to perform the overcoming of paternalism, they staged themselves as a part of the state from which citizens should be independent. Different markers were used to perform these two versions of the state boundary: written regulations and a stage design with separate front and back regions. In the process of standardization, this switching to the non-state domain allowed village officials to perform themselves out of the policy process, as if there were no decisions to be made by them (Chapter 5).

Domain multiplicity can also broaden repertoires of performed state boundaries when markers of distinction travel between non-state domains. What once marked one non-state other as different from the state can be transferred to mark other non-state others as well. In the case of the NGO’s rural community education for the left-behind child, intensive mothering ideals travelled from the domain of kinship to the domain of politics at the same time that calls for participation were travelling in the opposite direction. This resulted in a gendered division of parental care being transposed to the relation between father-state and mother-society, with material care marking the former and social and psychological care marking the latter (Chapter 3). But state boundaries are not only multiple because of multiple non-state others in relation to which the state is marked as different.

Segregated Multiplicity

Beyond domain multiplicity, performed state boundaries are also multiple because of audiences’ differentiated access to performances. The same actors can be state actors for some and non-state actors for others, even when audiences have a shared understanding about the markers of the distinction. As long as audiences stay segregated, different versions of a state boundary can be performed without producing tension or in-between positions. A common way of thinking about this segregation is to differentiate between backstage negotiations hidden behind closed doors and spectacular rituals on the front stage. But front stage and backstage are not two completely different spaces, with the front stage being about ‘unauthentic’ performance and backstage being free of performance and, hence, about ‘authentic’ self-expression. Rather, actors make different calculations about how to perform in each of them (Goffman 1956). Front stage and backstage are relative: what is the backstage for one audience is the front stage for another.

For the county’s agricultural technology training in Daxi Village, Dong Jie did not discursively distance ‘the state’. When he appeared in front of rural citizens and the county officials, he did not criticize the state for its ‘top-down’ education. He only did this backstage when he talked with me during a break. When preparing the workshop on sustainable living and ecological agriculture with NGO staff, this backstage became the front stage. Dong Jie and NGO staff articulated this critique to reassure each other which side of the boundary they were standing on. There, they planned the orchestration of the workshop on ecological agriculture. In front of urban middle-class consumers, the workshop was to be recognizably different from the ‘top-down’ trainings offered by ‘the state’. Conversely, Dong Jie’s performance as a township official directing village officials to enrol peasant participants in both the county’s agricultural technology training and the NGO’s workshop remained backstage and invisible for the urban middle-class participants of the latter workshop (Chapter 1).

This segregated multiplicity can be deliberately maintained. Hans Steinmüller (2010: 541; 2013) shows how ‘communities of complicity’ that ‘cut across the boundary of state and society’ switch between vernacular performances for insiders and official performances for outsiders. Challenging the state–society dichotomy so prevalent in China Studies, he follows Michael Herzfeld (2005) to argue that local cadres and citizens share ‘cultural intimacy’: for example, both know modernist state discourses about impartiality and formal rules as well as the importance of personal relationships for getting things done. Only in private were rural reconstruction projects criticized as ‘face projects’ and personal relationships built to access these and other subsidies programmes; in public, rural reconstruction projects were called ‘models’ for emulation and ‘corruption’ was criticized. Through ‘face-work’ (Goffman 1955) at the boundary of the community of complicity, a clear state boundary was performed for outsiders (Steinmüller 2013: 198–222).

In retrospective analyses, the practical face-work that segregates audiences has often been overlooked, thereby construing multiplicity as blurriness that caused tension. Indeed, when the segregation between front stage and backstage is no longer successfully maintained in practice, gaps between ‘official’ and ‘vernacular’ representations must be negotiated through embarrassment, cynicism or irony (Steinmüller and Brandtstädter 2016). Yet my analyses of performed state boundaries showed that multiplicity does not necessarily cause tension, even if audiences are not segregated physically or through covertness.

Anaglyphic Multiplicity

Because of actors’ differentiated access to repertoires of markers of distinction and audiences’ differentiated familiarity with those repertoires, the same practices may be state acts for some and non-state acts for others, or even altogether irrelevant for this distinction for yet others. The metaphor of anaglyphic three-dimensional images captures well this interplay between colour-coded markers of the state boundary and colour-decoding connoisseurship. For those without the proper glasses, the anaglyph boundary did not take a recognizable three-dimensional shape.

Dong Jie invested much effort teaching urban middle-class citizens (and also myself) the associations between ecological agriculture and civil society, on the one hand, and the non-ecological and the state, on the other. In visitor tours through the ecological village, he often linked material markers of the non-ecological (like concrete structures, monocultures, polytunnels, plastic sheeting, straw decomposition agents, animal husbandry) with a critique of ‘the state’, portraying it as supporting only productivist agriculture that aimed to control nature. Dong Jie also taught consumers the distinction between ecological and organic agriculture and its overlap with the distinction between civil society and the state (Chapters 1 and 2).

While Bourdieu (1984) spoke of markers of ‘class’ as powerful mechanisms of the reproduction of inequality, I speak of markers of ‘the state’ as no less powerful resources of distinction. When familiar with the just-outlined boundary repertoire, Dong Jie’s simple style of hosting banquets in the ecological village made the state boundary a literal ‘judgement of taste’, with the lack of meat, alcohol and cigarettes becoming a marker of civil society’s alternative vision of rural development. For those not familiar with the critique of the state’s taste for meat-heavy, industrial agriculture, the largely vegetarian meals offered at the NGO workshop had nothing to do with the boundary between state and civil society, but only appeared as stingy or even disrespectful (see the Introduction).

This anaglyphic multiplicity of state boundaries made Dong Jie a committed proponent of global civil society’s participatory rural development and at the same time a good state official, a rare exemplar who still lived up to the positive side of Mao’s mass line and went down to the countryside to learn from the peasants. The performed state boundary here multiplied and made an actor stand simultaneously inside and outside of the state, embodying at the same time liberalism for a Western-oriented segment of the urban middle class and socialism for township officials familiar with Maoist ideals (Chapter 1). Anaglyphic multiplicity made physical segregation of audiences or repair mechanisms such as covertness, embarrassment, cynicism or irony superfluous. There was no broken boundary to be fixed and no tension to be resolved – for the moment.

Temporal Multiplicity

Performances of state boundaries do not just matter in the present. Future state boundaries are anticipated (Chapter 5) and past state boundaries get folded into objects that travel through time and can be unfolded and refolded in the future (Chapter 4). When examining the temporal multiplicity of state boundaries, it becomes obvious that their materiality matters. State boundaries do not just have different content, as a focus on discursive boundary work – especially in legal texts – might suggest. They also have different forms.

When distancing the ‘top-down’ approach of ‘the state’ from their ‘civil society’ performance in the workshop on ecological agriculture (Chapter 1), Dong Jie and NGO staff choose or avoided certain stages (the office at the rice mill rather than the assembly hall of the village committee), stage designs (a circle rather than separation into front and back regions), props (empty flip charts symbolizing the openness of communication rather than prepared presentation slides; a lamp with soft diffuse light and a fog-producing function rather than red banners of socialism), characters (classifying invited participants as peasant friends, consumers and ecological producers to avoid the categories of officials and business owners) and sequences (asking participants to help with preparations rather than making them wait; community-building activities rather than registration rituals; free lunches rather than cash payments). Such rich performances shaped an urban middle-class audience’s judgements about the side on which Dong Jie stood and were accessible for me as the ethnographer who participated in the event.

Retrospectively, these performances were only accessible through media such as photos and reports. One could, for example, collect the NGO’s list of participants in which Dong Jie was classified as ‘official’. Even though this list of participants was not used for performing a registration ritual or staging Dong Jie as representative of ‘the state’, one could take the organizations’ legal status and Dong Jie’s formal title as markers of the state boundary. The workshop would then become an instance of blurriness that could inform diagnoses of a ‘weak’ civil society in China being dominated by ‘the state’ and warrant certain political recommendations. Other aspects of the performed state boundary were documented in photos of the stage design and the props used. Yet other aspects, such as the performed sequences, could have been captured on video. Different elements of performed state boundaries thus have different durability. In particular, official titles (such as ‘township agronomist’) and legal categories are easily documented on paper and may appear as unequivocal markers of past state boundaries. For academics and bureaucrats alike, written documents play a particularly important role in their practices.

Folded Multiplicity

To grasp how past performed state boundaries are registered in material objects, I borrowed the term ‘folded object’ from Amade M’charek (2014). Folded multiplicity draws attention to the possibility that earlier state boundaries can be folded into objects and unfolded and refolded at later moments. Evidence of other markers of difference can be added or earlier evidence can be interpreted through different scripts. Depending on the materiality of the markers and the object in which boundary performances are folded, different versions of the state boundary are accessible with greater or lesser efforts of unfolding (Chapter 4).

Since 2013, the township government had asked citizens to participate in the democratic administration of social policy. As temporary bureaucrats, they were to judge applications for dibao and confirm their support with their signature. This scripted temporary extension of the state boundary was to be marked with thumbprints in the red colour typically used on official documents. Those who collected the required signatures in the name of the applicants distanced the state by avoiding written regulations and instead turning list-making into a performance of belonging to the village community. While the effectiveness of their boundary work materialized in signatures and red thumbprints, the content of their performance was folded into the lists of signatures in a way that was later not immediately visible for bureaucrats at the township. Without further evidence, the list of signatures remained folded as a marker of democracy. Only later complaints by involved rural citizens could unfold the performances of community activism and paternalism registered in the lists of signatures (Chapter 4).

Here, folded multiplicity temporarily prevented tension between different versions of state boundaries emerging. Whether or not blurriness can be produced by unfolding earlier performances depends on the materiality of objects in which performed state boundaries have been folded. These mediating objects thus affect how earlier performances become accessible for temporally displaced audiences and what versions of state boundaries can be performed with these objects at a later point in time. After all, the material objects in which performed state boundaries get folded can wear off or be lost, manipulated or declared invalid, or even be destroyed on purpose.

Anticipative Multiplicity

The specific materiality of boundary markers also privileges certain versions of future state boundaries over others and thereby also shapes the effectiveness of boundary work in the present. Citizens’ complaints about illegitimate dibao made the township government initiate a push for standardization. All existing allowances were cancelled, and former recipients had to reapply. The call for the standardized administration of dibao was not new, so rural citizens were uncertain how standardization would be enacted this time. Village officials referred to written regulations when trying to dissuade some former recipients from withdrawing their reapplications. Rural citizens tried to anticipate what future state boundaries would look like when they assessed in the present whether the demands village officials made on them were within their discretion as street-level bureaucrats or deviated from ‘state policy’, yet in their anticipated versions of state boundaries only a limited set of boundary markers was applied. In particular, written regulations and official titles were expected to become permanent markers of the state. For example, villagers wondered whether township officials would come down to the village to conduct household investigations. Thus, future state boundaries’ continuing flexibility depended on the anticipated movement of those thus marked as ‘state actors’ (Chapter 5). That anticipated state boundaries become part of actors’ performances and audiences’ assessments of performed state boundaries in the present already points to the possibility of circularity.

Circular Multiplicity

What at one point serves as a marker of state boundaries can at another become the object whose placement on either side of the boundary between state and non-state is in question and be judged based on other markers. If one does not assume that the state has an essential substance, this circularity does not point to flaws in either people’s practices or in research but rather to the multiplicity of state boundaries.

In their justifications of dibao standardization, the central government, policy researchers and township officials lamented both the decline and the persistence of traditional Chinese familism, bolstering both claims with different kinship measurements. ‘Human feelings guarantees’ and ‘social connection guarantees’ were criticized as at once reflecting ‘too much’ kinship (‘corruption’) and ‘not enough’ kinship (loss of ‘traditional virtues’), which was backed up by comparisons between national statistics on dibao and social policies in other countries with a ‘shared East Asian Confucian culture’. Based on an assumed zero-sum game between state support and familial care, high numbers of social policy beneficiaries suggested a ‘lack of household responsibility’, while suspicions about ‘human feelings guarantees’ and ‘social connection guarantees’ materialized as a registry of dibao recipients who were measured as having kinship with responsible bureaucrats. This led to the question of whether receiving dibao actually did mark state support and indicate declining familism (as measured by the comparative research mentioned above) or rather too much kinship in the wrong place (Chapter 6).

This circularity can be understood as pointing to flawed methodologies that fail to measure the true essence of kinship and the true substance of the state. For an anthropology of the state, however, it is more productive to take this circular multiplicity seriously – not as something to be corrected but as something pointing to the generative force of kinship measurements in producing some of the markers used in the performances of state boundaries.

The Difference that Performed State Boundaries Make

The multiplicity of state boundaries deserves attention because this helps in understanding the difference that performative boundary work can make. Performed state boundaries produce contrasting judgements of practices when participatory politics are put on stage in a food network or in the bureaucratic administration of social policy in an ecological village; and their analysis can produce new questions for China Studies, the anthropology of the state and the social sciences more broadly.

The State Boundaries Effect: Contrasting Judgements

Rather than pointing to one state idea that holds diverse actions together (Weber 1949: 99), my research called attention to the multiplicity of state boundaries. While I found that the performance of state boundaries ‘generated resources of power’ (Mitchell 1991: 90), I did not observe that this always produced the ‘mysterious effect of the state, as a separate, self-willed entity’ (ibid.: 86). Rather, the consequences were more varied. Most notably, different ways of performing state boundaries could almost always turn assessments of specific practices into their apparent opposite.

In the making of Daxi as an ecological village, the anaglyphic multiplicity of state boundaries made Dong Jie’s participatory approach to agronomy resonate with both liberal and Maoist notions of peasant participation. This allowed him to mobilize resources for his vision of rural development from different sources, ranging from government grants to NGO funds and consumers’ purchasing power (Chapter 1). For the latter group, the urban middle-class consumers who were organized in a food network, personal relations on the side of the state threatened to corrupt the proper functioning of organic certification, while personal relations on the side of civil society and community as non-state others held the promise of transparency and a flexible transformation to ecological agriculture (Chapter 2). While many of these urban citizens were critical of state intervention in family life, instilling globally travelling ideals of intensive mothering in rural families appeared to them as caring rather than intrusive. Again, boundary work enabled this contrasting judgement. In Daxi, Dong Jie and an NGO performed rural community education as social and psychological care of mother-society in contrast to the formal education and financial support offered by father-state. Domain multiplicity allowed gendered parenting ideals to travel as a boundary marker from family to community as non-state other (Chapter 3), keeping the state at a safe distance from family life.

In the making of social policy in Daxi, the folded multiplicity of scripted, performed and documented state boundaries made it possible for the same practices of citizen participation in bureaucracy to appear as democracy or paternalism at different moments in time (Chapter 4). During the push for bureaucratic standardization, anticipative multiplicity made future state boundaries shape present assessments of performed state boundaries, thereby potentially turning legitimate bureaucratic leeway into illegitimate deviation from ‘state policy’. These anticipated state boundaries thus shaped rural citizens’ reactions to village officials’ demands of withdrawing applications (Chapter 5). The push for standardization was justified with references to both ‘too much’ and ‘not enough’ kinship. This apparent paradox can be understood as the outcome of circular multiplicity. Kinship measurements produced markers of the state boundary and markers of the state boundary became indicators of kinship. Different measurements of kinship by researchers, bureaucrats and other citizens could thus turn dibao-related practices into expressions of either traditional Chinese familism or individualism as its modern opposite (Chapter 6).

Performed state boundaries affect how people judge other actors’ practices. As these boundaries can make otherwise similar practices appear as opposites, they determine access to various resources such as political support (Chapters 1 and 3), purchasing power (Chapter 2) and access to grants, subsidies and cash benefits (Chapters 1, 4 to 6). Taken together, the ethnographic study of multiple performed state boundaries thus reveals often-overlooked human and nonhuman agencies that decisively shape the making of policy and the distribution of resources.

State Boundaries: A New Task for China Studies

Besides these insights into the political and economic consequences of performative boundary work, exploring performed state boundaries raises new questions in the study of Chinese politics. After the dominant state versus peasant perspective of the 1980s (J. Scott 1989; Zweig 1989; Kelliher 1992; Zhou X. 1993) and the increasing critique of this state versus society paradigm in the 1990s (Perry 1994; Pieke 2004), China Studies slowly started to challenge the assumption of the authoritarianism of the Chinese state (Lieberthal 1992; Mertha 2009). Based on interviews, studies of local governments developed an understanding of the complex challenges faced by county and township officials, pointing to ‘problems’ in the ‘policy design’ at the centre rather than solely in ‘implementation’ (Li L. 2007; Kennedy 2013). Despite its efforts to disaggregate the state, this critique silently reproduced the state versus society framework except for replacing peasants with local officials as the non-state other. At the same time, this critical view of the central government inverted what Xiang Biao (2010) called ‘the state theory of the ordinary people’ and what Guo Xiaolin (2001) has called rural citizens’ ‘image of the bifurcated state’: a benevolent centre above with coercive and corrupt local governments below.

More recently, analyses have used the concept of ‘governance’ and identified an ‘increased horizontality and pluralization’ of Chinese politics, pointing to ‘the limited inclusion of non-governmental actors [that] arguably helps to better adapt public policy to local needs and preferences’ (Ahlers, Heberer and Schubert 2016: 56, 69). Political science thus tells us that China is ‘finally’ becoming like the West, emphasizing the pluralization of politics by pointing to the appearance of non-state actors on the political stage. Yet, even before news about strict pandemic measures and human rights violations in Xinjiang again reinforced the Western image of an authoritarian state, such arguments had often been relativized by adding what I call the ‘authoritarianism clause’,9 reassuring Western readers that China was ultimately still authoritarian, and therefore completely different from ‘our democracies’.

The important question here is why pluralization was evaluated positively and understood as liberalization: why does it matter so much that so-called ‘non-state’ actors participate in politics? The ideal of a clear boundary between state and civil society clearly played a crucial role in this positive assessment. As the first part of this book shows, this ideal was shared by a Western-oriented urban middle-class audience that Dong Jie successfully enrolled in his project of rural development by distancing the state.

My book cannot contribute to China Studies by questioning whether non-state actors had indeed entered the political stage, and whether China was becoming less authoritarian and moving closer to the West and debating whether this was positive. This is because my key argument is that state and non-state are not substantially different entities but situationally performed distinctions. Sometimes, actors even stand on both sides without having to juggle the tension of in-between positions. Therefore, my contribution to the anthropology of China is to draw attention to how different versions of China (whether as increasingly liberal or still authoritarian, socialist or cultural other) themselves can become generative in making policy because they are part of boundary repertoires (see Chapter 1 on Maoist China, Chapter 2 on earthbound China, and Chapter 6 on traditional Chinese familism).

Pointing one last time to how Dong Jie’s participatory approach to rural development could fit both liberal and Maoist versions as long as state boundaries were properly performed for different audiences (Chapter 1),10 I want to suggest that it is worthwhile to start not from an assumption of China’s otherness but with thinking about strategies for generating surprising similarities. My proposal is to stop looking for state and non-state actors in China (or other regional containers). This would produce versions of China based on taken-for-granted ideals about proper state boundaries. Instead, I argue for starting to examine how actors mobilize different versions of China in performances of state boundaries.

Boundary Performances and the Future Study of the State

Attention to performed state boundaries overcomes two limitations of analyses of state substances and diagnoses of a blurred boundary: first, the reification of boundary markers as substantial attributes in analyses of state substances and, second, the overemphasis on tension and ambiguity in diagnoses of blurriness. The absence of one clear-cut state boundary does not mean that there are no state boundaries at all. The notion of performative boundary work uncovers multiplicity as producing apparent blurriness. It also draws attention to a series of translation processes between overlapping boundary repertoires that mark the dividing line not only between state and non-state but also between different disciplines studying the state and even between different ‘cultures’ and ‘political regimes’. Therefore, studies of performed state boundaries can contribute to overcoming taken-for-granted disciplinary divisions and challenging culturalist othering and political polarization.

Taken together, the state as its boundaries is produced through performance in front of audiences based on repertoires of markers of difference. The state as its boundaries is material, with different elements serving as stage, stage designs, props and costume. Access to these materials is differentiated, as is the connoisseurship of different boundary repertoires. The state as its boundaries is relational because situationally performed difference always implies a non-state other and it is multiple due to the plethora of markers of difference available for actors, manifold non-state others and differentiated audiences past and present. This relational multiplicity of state boundaries is productive because boundary repertoires are linked with scripts of various academic and political projects. Therefore, performed state boundaries shape expectations against which actors and their practices are judged and thus configure access to resources.

Performed state boundaries inform judgements about ‘proper’ (for example, ‘participation’) and ‘improper’ (for example, ‘corruption’) ways of doing politics. The way state boundaries are performed when participation is put on stage can make similar practices appear as contributing to competing political projects. Performances of state boundaries decide if practices are celebrated as a liberal distancing of the state, its Marxist withering away, or the culturalist revival of a traditional society that does not recognize a boundary between state and community. In some cases, the multiplicity of boundary repertoires even can make actors stand simultaneously on the state and non-state sides. Dong Jie’s promotion of peasant participation in agronomy could thus appear as alternately prefiguring the eventual liberalization and pluralization of Chinese politics, reviving the Maoist mass politics that many liberals condemn as authoritarian or resurrecting a traditional earthbound China that both liberal and socialist modernism regard as backward. Maybe the difference made by performed state boundaries conceals a significant overlap between supposedly rival political projects. If participation has seemed in this book to be a duty rather than a right for peasants, parents and other rural citizens involved in a food network and democratic bureaucracy, this should not be traced back to ‘China’s authoritarianism’, ‘socialism with Chinese characteristics’ or ‘traditional Chinese culture’. Rather, the book hopes to inspire ethnographic explorations of how multiple state boundaries are performed when ‘Western democracy’ or other participatory projects are put on stage elsewhere.

Notes

1. John Law (2004) has argued that messiness in research findings does not necessarily indicate bad research but points to the fluidity, elusiveness and multiplicity of the world.

2. Here, I use Karl Dusza’s (1989) reconstruction of Weber’s sociology of the state.

3. In state-as-subject formulations, ‘the State enjoys an absolute autonomy that refers to its will as the supposedly rationalizing instance of civil society’ (Poulantzas 1980: 129). Poulantzas attributes this conceptualization not only to Hegel but also Max Weber and the functionalist-institutionalist mainstream in political sociology in the 1970s. Similarly, Bratsis (2006: 9) argues that ‘[s]tate-as-subject conceptualizations understand the state to be a social actor distinguished by a common subjectivity among the people who occupy state positions’. However, he gives that schema an interesting twist by pointing out that all instrumentalist theories that conceive of the state as a thing simultaneously presuppose that ‘the state institutions must be unified by a given subjectivity for state power itself to gain coherence and unity’. Therefore, he places not only neo-Weberians like Theda Skocpol and Fred Block in the state-as-subject camp but also Ralph Miliband with his Leninist concept of the state (ibid.: 9–11).

4. Poulantzas’ (1980: 129) theoretical formulation of the relative autonomy of the state has to be understood in the political context of his writings. He rejected the French Communist Party’s analysis of state monopoly capitalism: ‘If the State is apprehended as a tool or instrument, its materiality has no political relevance of its own: it is simply reducible to state power, that is, to the class which manipulates the instrument.’

5. Key to this ‘relative autonomy’ are Poulantzas’ (1980) notion of ‘structural selectivity’ and Jessop’s (2008) ‘strategic selectivity’. Structural selectivity highlights how state institutions are more open to some laws and policies than to others. Strategic selectivity, in contrast, stresses that this selectivity is the ‘product of the relationship between state forms and the strategies that different forces adopt toward the state’ (Bratsis 2006: 19).

6. Mitchell (1991: 77), for example, seems to lump Poulantzas together with neo-Weberians when he generalizes in the introduction to his review essay that ‘[t]he new work on the state [since the 1970s] has defined the term in a variety of ways, most of which take it to be not just distinguishable from society, but partially or wholly autonomous from it’.

7. Stategraphy presents itself as a relational approach to the state and suggests three analytical axes: embeddedness, relational modalities and boundary work (Thelen, Vetters and Von Benda-Beckmann 2018: 7–9). While the first two concepts are about relations (empirical accessible connections between actors) that substantiate the state, relationality acquires a very different meaning in the last. The notion of boundary work moves stategraphy from studying relations as state substance to studying the state as its boundaries with various non-state others. This move has been a major inspiration for this book.

8. Different state substances are not easily combined. Sedlenieks’ (2020a) combination leans towards preferences widely shared in anthropology, subordinating the clear-cut boundary of Weberian bureaucracy to the primacy of blurriness.

9. Both Ahlers, Heberer and Schubert (2016) and Mertha (2009) only seem to add the authoritarianism clause towards the end of their articles as a supplement, using formulations such as ‘[o]f course, one must be careful in taking this implication too far [‘that China provides both less and more influence on policy than would certain forms of democratization’]’ (ibid.: 1012) or ‘our argument . . . does not disregard the current political system’s shortcomings in ensuring that public policies reflect all public demands, or entail . . . democratic participation’ (Ahlers, Heberer and Schubert 2016: 69–70).

10. In the case of an EU-funded NGO project for vocational colleges in Serbia, Tijana Morača (2017) pointed out how the promoted education model was labelled as ‘cooperative’ in Serbia to differentiate it from not only the German model of ‘dual education’ but also, importantly, from the ‘socialist vocation-directed training’ of the past. This is especially interesting, as those who today consider themselves leftists tend to criticize this new model as ‘the neoliberalization of education’, even though it has striking similarities to what was considered ‘socialist’ a few decades ago. During self-managed Yugoslav socialism, overcoming state bureaucratic decision making in the name of the ‘withering away of the state’ was highly valued. Making public education offered by the state more responsive to the needs of ‘productive labour’ (or ‘the economy’ in liberal terminology) was valued as a process of ‘socialization’ that blurred the state’s boundary.
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