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Hong Kong or Macau compatriot [Gang-Ao tongbao] to live in
Cucumber Lane. They should mention your name in the historical
gazette!”

These conversations with the taxi driver and the policeman are just
two of many instances that illustrate the feeling of amazement the locals
(including some of the residents of Cucumber Lane themselves) had
about the fact that an impertinent outsider (the researcher), who came
from a well-known affluent metropolis (Hong Kong), was nevertheless
interested in Cucumber Lane. To me, the common subtext of these local
dialogues was clear and has remained true throughout the process of my
research: Cucumber Lane is a place that belongs to the past — a past that
is now truly in the past. To a great many people, the times have changed,
and Cucumber Lane has lost its importance, even relevance, in the
present. Cucumber Lane should be no more than an appendix to the
historical gazette.’

These initial observations led to some interesting but moot questions.
It seems that the Maoist politics that were so significant only a few
decades ago now no longer make much sense. How does such a
phenomenon manifest itself in the wider society? How it is understood
by the residents of Cucumber Lane, who had been used to considering
themselves “revolutionary vanguards” and who had once been widely
acknowledged as exemplars of Mao’s attempt to achieve glorious
socialism? How do they account for their past in the present? How are
they coping with the change? Before answering these questions, I need to
address one important question: What can I say about the people, the
informants of this study, and the ideological landscape in which the
informants are situated?

A Forgotten People

When I first began my fieldwork, I usually asked the informants two
questions: “What was life like before Liberation?” and “How has life
changed over these years?” Ms. C, an 89-year-old non-CCP member, one
of the “teachers” who had conducted thought education during the
Maoist period, said:
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6 Transition Study of Postsocialist China

My life was miserable before Liberation. We lived in a gundilong [reed-built hut]. In
summer, it was still acceptable when it wasn’t raining. But when it rained heavily
outside, it rained lightly inside. [...]

I suffered a lot during the Japanese occupation [1937-45]. I gave birth to eight
children, three of them died. [...]

How could we afford to see a doctor!? We did not even have enough to eat! We
had to eat vegetables that had been thrown away in the food market; and we usually
had to fight with other [poor] people in order to get some. [...]

Drinking water? You can’t imagine. People just dug wells in the ground. [...]
[We knew that] dirty water [in the muddy and damp ground] would flow into the
well. But we needed to drink that kind of water even if it was sometimes black in
color! We wanted to survive, what else could we do? Absolutely nothing! [...]

Later, people found that there was a water source beside the railway, and many
went there to fetch water. But we were later told that the water was pumped out of
sewage pipes after people [in the railway station] washed stinkpots. We did not
know! We did not know anything! We were all illiterate! We just did what others
told us to do. [...]

When Ms. C mentioned Chairman Mao in her reminiscences, tears
welled up in her eyes. As I listened to her words, there were moments
when I thought that I was an enthralled primary students in a thought-
education session, sitting on the ground with dozens of others, savoring
the spontaneous flow of pent-up sorrow of the old residents. The
narrative structure used in their public reminiscence was called yiku
sitian, through which the miserable past (in the semicolonial period) of
the poor was contrasted with their comfortable life in the present (in the
Maoist era). Yiku sitian was accepted almost unproblematically by
people (even when they reflect upon it today) as a desirable and effective
means of paying tribute to Chairman Mao; hence, a powerful means of
fortifying the legitimacy of the rule of the CCP.

However, the fact that yiku sitian ceased being advanced by Chinese
politics in the 1990s does not mean that the state has given up attempts
at “ideological control” (sixiang kongzhi). Indeed, thought education
continued even after Mao’s death in 1976, although its content, style,
degree of pervasiveness, and the audience addressed in the past three
decades deviated in various ways from the previous form (Lynch 1999).
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Like many other observers, I have noted that the configuration of thought
education, which after the Communist Liberation always formed a major
part of the political ideology and served to legitimize a particular ruling
regime and achieve the specific political ends of the time, radically
changed in the past several decades.

Beginning in the 1990s, political propaganda shifted to advocating a
laissez-faire approach to economic issues, such as the promotion of
investment and consumption, but the state still attempted to achieve
political conformity among the people of China. Indeed, determined to
maintain the status quo in the political system, the state keeps
suppressing differing political voices. Various political means, such as
propagating “official” ideas (by education and persuasion), excluding
dissenters (jailing subversives), and giving away “sugar pills” (granting
advantages, tangible and intangible, to the submissive), all have been
adopted (Wu 1997; Spaeth & Bloch 1996; Schechter 2000). The aim of
conformity has have been widely recognized as the explicit intention of
the state, and much of the population has accommodated this objective
quite smoothly in its actions. For example, I realized that most of the
people I talked to in Shanghai explicitly or implicitly indicated to me that
they knew fairly clearly what the authorities wanted most to hear and
what might antagonize them. Moreover, while people were fully aware
that it would cost them dearly to be “politically subversive,” they also
knew that a great deal of tolerance would be accorded to those who were
“innovative” in the economic domain. In what seems a consequence, the
“political-economic divide” — a major feature of contemporary political
ideology — was manifested consciously and unconsciously in all walks of
life. For instance, while the “soft, fast-paced chatty style” of Shanghai’s
entertainment radio programs prompted an astute foreign academic to
exclaim that “I could not believe that I was in China” (Yang 1997,
p-293), to media analysts, Shanghai’s news organizations seemed docile
and uninspired compared with those in Beijing and Guangzhou (Kazer
2001). Other observations in the field showed that once in the political
domain, ordinary people tend not to diverge from the official line even
when given virtually “harmless opportunities.” A recent report, for
example, showed that people chose a less democratic option of electing
members of the Residents’ Committee.® But once they leave the political
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the burgeoning literature on the various courses of the postsocialist
transition of different Communist regimes in the Eurasian region (Hann
1993a, 2002; Verdery 1991, 1995, 1996; Berdahl, Bunzl, & Lampland
2000; Liu 1998). Undeniably, such experiences and the lives of the
people they affect may vary greatly from country to country (Nee &
Stark 1989, p.31). Yet I consider previous studies on postsocialist
transitions a fruitful source of reference on how China’s state-led
program of transition affects the people in that country."'

Without a doubt, radical changes occur in any postsocialist transition,
which usually involves a drastic reorganization of a society’s political
arrangements. Can we therefore assert that such radical changes in the
political and economic relations “from above” imply that people act as if
their minds were a tabula rasa and allow the state elites to inscribe
“changes” as they please? Or, conversely, do people consider that the
changes diverge so greatly from their own routine patterns and
conventional worldviews that they rise to resist them? Unsurprisingly,
these two extremes of understanding the actors’ experience of social
change remain hypothetical. Indeed, the “transition studies” have proved
that realities are more complex, featuring as they do different interwoven
relations between changes and continuities, between (new) ideological
inputs and persistent traditional beliefs, and between (new) resources and
prevailing conventions (see Hann 1993a, pp.5-11)."* For instance, Holy
(1994) examined the process of transformation of the former socialist
Czech regime. Specifically, the author analyzed the discourse on
statehood that emerged after the fall of the Communist regime in 1989;
he argued that the discourse gained persuasive power because it drew
effectively on various premises of traditional Czech culture, particularly
on the conceptual dichotomy between “the naturally constituted” and
“the artificially created.” Pointing to traditional religious and communal
forms, Evans (1993) suggested that “merit-making” under practical
Buddhism had a critical influence on the success of the cooperatives in
the socialist state of Laos. He attributed the failure of the state project in
the rural area, at least in part, to the inability of the state elite to
understand the importance of personal and family autonomy, which had
existed in parallel with communal relations in monasteries that lingered
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on after the presocialist period. In rural Sri Lanka, Spencer (1993) noted
that the most sustained moment of social criticism was concerned with
the state’s distribution of land when a new irrigation scheme was
implemented. He explained that there was a strong expectation on the
part of the people for a “just” distribution of the material rewards. His
arguments rested on both the traditional religious forms and historically
specific experience of Sri Lankans under colonial and postcolonial rule.
In a study of rural China conducted in the late 1970s, after the launching
of reforms, Potter (1993) stressed the survival of traditional forms. Not
only did he note the reemergence of rituals that had been suppressed
during the period when the state banned superstitious practices of any
kind, but he also identified the many ways (in particular, through local
kinship organizations) in which pre socialist patterns persisted
insidiously throughout the Maoist era.

The heuristic value of the “transition studies” is that it problematizes
the relations between changes and continuities in the actor’s experience
of the rapidly changing social structure. Here, I find William Sewell’s
definition of social structure suggestive as he considers social structure
as “composed simultaneously of cultural schemas, distributions of
resources, and modes of power” (1996, p.842). The three distinctive
experiential dimensions of social structure suggest the complicated yet
empirically recognizable patterns in actors’ accounts of their experience.
Therefore, central to the subsequent discussion is neither simply the
actor’s experience of the radical change, nor is it only the cultural-
specific value of the actor that remains fairly constant throughout the
transition process. Rather, the subsequent analysis focuses on the three
interwoven elements of social structure — ideology, resource, and
cultural schema — that are represented in the narratives of the
informants when they define their situations. What I attempt to argue
here is that the three dimensions featured prominently in the transition
studies are able to inform the anthropological viewpoint on the Chinese
experience of socialist and postsocialist transition. The three, though
conceptually distinguishable, are empirically interrelated, even mutually
sustaining in particular contexts.

As in other societies, any transition, whether socialist or postsocialist,
has involved a radical ideological reorientation. For instance, in China,
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the transition toward socialism following the Communist takeover
involved criticizing the previous Nationalist regime for being
“backward,” “corrupt,” and “inhumane,” in favor of some postulated
better socialist state. The political idea that class struggle would lead to
the final triumph of the proletariat not only gave a new interpretation of
national history; it also offered a new framework for people to evaluate
the course of their lives in terms of the Marxist canon. These ideological
elements were found to be significant in affecting people’s thoughts and
actions in the course of the transition. For instance, in hindsight, my
informants believed that all along they had acted in response to political
calls to support the state, from upholding the ascetic socialist lifestyle
in their daily routines (such as following the revolutionary dress code)
to participating in various mass campaigns (such as the Cultural
Revolution), in order to transform society into the stipulated blessed state.
At one time, the political ideas were so powerful that, unquestioned, they
became the premises that governed what people felt and thought. Even
today, many old residents still chant the revolutionary slogan, “Listen to
the words of the Party; follow in the footsteps of Chairman Mao!”
(tingdang de hua, gen Mao Zhuxi zou).

But ideology can only be a corpus of abstract ideas if it is not paired
with resources. In fact, a quintessentially parallel experience seen in
various courses of transition toward socialism is the redistribution of
material benefits. For instance, many countries that had become socialist
in the mid-twentieth century set up large-scale collective production
units to provide workers with standard wages and minimal but
comprehensive welfare benefits. To the people, the formation of state-
owned enterprises inevitably meant a radical rupture of their former
routine and led them to drastically revise their original perceptions of the
state and of work, as well as their outlook on life. In China, working
under state protection was called the “iron rice bowl” (tiefanwan), which
connoted an assured source of food — that is, basic survival needs. The
belief was widely shared among my informants that once people joined a
state-owned work unit (guoying danwei), they would be protected for
life. According to my informants, the guarantee of economic subsistence
by the state effectively steered their mindset to a highly safe and low-risk
career path.
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Therefore, rather than merely indicating an ideological shift, the state
effectively commanded resources to serve its ideology. This feature is
even more conspicuous in the case of Cucumber Lane, as the proletarians
were allocated what were at the time the most modern apartments, in
five-story buildings. They would never perceive these apartments as inert
piles of bricks and metal with windows. Rather, the resources they
enjoyed were subsumed under the command of state power and were
channeled to the support of the state. For instance, in reminiscing about
the past, Ms. G, a seventy-year-old resident said: “I always tell my
children, no matter what happens, we should follow the Party line. The
life before Liberation was utterly inhuman [bushi renguo de]. That our
family members are able to lead a [satisfactory] life like this in the
present is totally because of the Party.”

Through such a pattern of resource distribution, both the residents of
Cucumber Lane and the public as a whole came to see such ideological
terms as “proletarian,” “people,” and “socialism” in a new light, as such
political ideas took on a heightened sense of authority and a new
concreteness.

Even so, ideology seems not to be the only way by which people
come to make sense of resources. Here it is the third dimension, tradition
that informs my anthropological view. This is a complicated dimension
because traditional ideas are far less coherent than political ideologies,
nor can their sources of emanation be clearly identified as ideologies.
Besides, unlike resources, tradition can never be grasped concretely;
to say nothing of the fact that we can easily make an assertion such as,
“The state ‘mobilizes tradition’ for its own purposes.” Its complicated
nature apart, tradition provides a (potential) reason why the impact of
postsocialist transitions can differ and how such an impact is experienced
in different places.

In the Chinese context, the traditional forms are manifested
spontaneously in specific contexts and are usually supported by a
morality that guides the people’s thoughts and actions. For instance, 1
found that in the workplace, compliance with political ideologies on the
part of the socialist actors was usually tainted by moral imperatives.
Many of my informants said that during the politically charged period
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of the Cultural Revolution, concentrating on work without attending
struggle meetings or paying enough attention to political propaganda
would be construed negatively as being “expert but not red” (zhuan er bu
hong). In addition, those who put forward entrepreneurial ideas would be
framed politically as “having the thoughts of the petty bourgeoisie class”
(you xiao zichan jieji sixiang). All of these political labels might have
serious consequences for the wrongdoers; they might even, on occasion,
claim their lives.

In addition, in the national claim of transiting toward socialism,
people’s adaptation to the new work ethic was not merely governed by
some impersonal and universal principles akin to their legal rights, nor
merely shaped by external political demands. Rather, their changed
perceptions and manner of coping were intertwined with the traditional
forms through which external vicissitudes were taken locally and
subjectively as manifestations that their “traditional worldview” was
being reworked in the historical break. For instance, Ms. Q, an eighty-
six-year-old resident, recalled that people who could work in a state-
owned factory were ecstatic. “Some residents even shouted, ‘I really
have a life this time! [zhe xia wo ke you jiu le!]” The CCP and Chairman
Mao was really ‘our great life-saving benefactor!’ [ jiuming da enren!]”

Thus, job security was regarded not merely in terms of material
benefits but also sublimated by the workers to the transcendent level of
being “life-saving,” and to the way that that the national leader, being
readily seen as a ‘“great benefactor,” expressed his mercy to people via a
hierarchical distance. Such perceptions are indeed similar to the
traditional Confucian metaphor that requires “an emotional and moral
bond [contrast legal obligation’ or ‘political command’] between the
ruler and the ruled that transcend[ed] simple fear and sheer prudence”
(Ci 1994, p.65). In this case, then the traditional forms effectively
bolstered people’s support of the ideology (of rewarding proletarians)
and its attendant distribution of resources (that is, the benefits of working
in state-owned enterprises). The three dimensions constitute a mutually
sustaining conceptual trio in shaping people’s understanding and ways of
coping under the transition.

But my discussion should not lead to a belief that when the traditional
forms (for example, the traditional Confucian worldview) reappear in the
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present, they maintain their earlier form and are recognized in the same
way as they were in the past. We should also be cautious in treating
traditional forms along the lines of Potter (1993), believing that the
traditional cultural forms in postsocialist rural China simply survived
under the purposeful suppression of the state and reappear in the
reformist present after the suppression eased." Rather, I argue that in the
Chinese experiences of becoming postsocialist, the traditional forms
emerge and reemerge in more complex forms, becoming juxtaposed with
the ideological and resource dimensions. In fact, there is near-consensus
that traditional rituals are subject to improvisation by contemporary
power relations and resources in diverse contexts, no matter how we
attempt to account for the revival of traditional rites in terms of
“recycling” tradition (Siu 1989, 1990), loosening state control (Jing
1996; Anagnost 1994), or a more comprehensive and complicated
formulation such as the claim that the reenactment of ritual draws on
“available cultural materials, and revived traditions [which] inevitably
become part of ongoing social relations and cultural meanings” (Oxfeld
2004, p.963). What is seen in these studies, is that the apparent
“revitalization” of tradition involves complex interactions with the
redefined political and economic relations during the transition. Here, my
position on tradition echoes that of Calhoun. He explicitly rejects
interpreting “tradition” as “mere continuity with the past,” or as Shils
did, as anything “handed down from the past” (Calhoun 1983, p.894).
Rather, he considers tradition as grounded less in the historical past than
in everyday social practice (1983, p.894)."

In subsequent analyses, I attend more closely to the subjective
experience of the postsocialist changes that inevitably involve the
redefinition of culture-specific morality (cultural schema), the
reconfiguration of the remuneration system (resource), and reconstitution
of the hierarchical relations between the actor and the state (power). In
other words, in looking into and analyzing the way the residents had
made sense of and coped with the changes, I propose that one must
identify the ideological, resource, and traditional elements, and discuss
their juxtaposition in particular contexts in order to better understand the
ways in which people have adapted to the post/socialist transitions
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Notes

"“Jingwai renshi” is the official term in mainland China for people from Hong
Kong after Hong Kong’s return to Chinese sovereignty in 1997. The literal
meaning of this new term is “people outside the boundary.” It reflects to a
certain extent the ambiguous identity of Hong Kong people after 1997; they are
neither foreigners (waiguo ren, or waidi ren), nor local people (bendi ren).

*1 was affiliated with the Shanghai Academy of Social Sciences (SASS), where
a consultant was assigned to me. In principle, the job of the consultant was to
monitor the progress of my project and to give me advice. SASS was answerable
for my activities in the field.

? Before the end of the Second World War (1944), when the foreign powers
returned their concessions to the Chinese authorities (the governing Nationalist
Party), Shanghai was ruled and administered under three separate authorities —
the International Settlement (British), the French Concession, and the Chinese
Municipality.

* Literally, “lai kan” means “come to see” or “come to look at.” In the context of
this dialogue, the phrase carried the connotation of “to study through seeing or
looking at things”; thus, its use implied to a certain extent that Cucumber Lane
used to be a place where people’s knowledge could be enriched by “looking at”
things. As will be shown later, this point is particularly important in
understanding the past political role of Cucumber Lane in terms of the thought
education that had taken place there.

> Honggiao District is a newly developed high-end residential district. Pudong,
which refers to Pudong New Area at the eastern bank of the Huangpu River, is a
recently developed business and residential district.

% Mingong literally refers to “peasant-worker.” It is used in official and everyday
discourse to describe a special category of people in contemporary China; these
persons do not work as full-time peasants in the countryside but are, temporarily
or permanently, employed in cities. However, their very status of peasant bars
them from enjoying the same level of benefits as others who have the urban
residency status. This system is called the “household account” (hukou) system.
" This was exactly how Cucumber Lane was handled in the Zhabei District
Historical Gazette. See OSHG (1998, pp.1289-1293)

® A recent reform in Shanghai attempted to promote democracy at the
community level. In four experimental districts in the Pudong New Area of the
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municipality of Shanghai, Residents’ Committee members were allowed to be
openly selected by the residents of the community in a move that was fully
endorsed and supported by the municipal government. The residents were
allowed to decide whether they preferred a direct election, in which all residents
aged eighteen or over could vote, or two other forms of indirect elections. In all
four experimental districts, the option of direct election never attracted more
than 10 percent support (Xu & Sun 2000, p.49).

? As Perry & Li wrote, “Early Red Guard activities in Shanghai were patterned
on the Beijing model: renaming stores and streets with revolutionary
appellations, raiding temples and churches, burning books, shaving victims’
heads into a yin-yang pattern and then parading them through the streets with
placards denouncing them as capitalist roaders, beating up and ransacking the
homes of “class enemies” and packing many of them off to the countryside, and
the like” (2000, pp.11-12).

' Perhaps the only physical reminder at the Bund of the Maoist period is the
statue of Chen Yi. He was the commander of the New Fourth Army during the
civil war of the late 1940s, mayor of Shanghai in 1949, and foreign minister in
1958. However, only after the reforms were launched in 1978 was his statue
erected on the lawn along the riverbank. During the Cultural Revolution (1966-
76), Chen was openly charged by Mao as being the representative of the “right”
and stripped of his authority as foreign minister. Chen was later repeatedly
forced to make a self-criticism in public. He died in 1972 and was rehabilitated
only posthumously in the late 1970s.

"1t is generally acknowledged that the discussion was triggered in the late
1980s by the collapse of various Communist regimes. Early on, in a special
issue of American Ethnologist, Verdery (1991) wrote of the “Prologue to the
‘Transition,”” which also marked the “prologue” to the so-called “transition
studies.” About ten years later, studies concerning different aspects of
post/socialist transitions had accumulated so rapidly that Hann remarked that
“[n]o single scholar can possibly keep pace with [them]” (2002,2). To review a
few of these studies: Pine (1993) wrote about the changing strategies devised by
peasant women in the pursuit of economic security in postsocialist Poland; these
strategies entailed a delicate balance between their triple roles: activities in the
domestic sphere, the agricultural sphere, and the market. In Tanzania, Abraham
and Bukurura (1993) showed how the party manipulated and subordinated
grassroots vigilante groups. A key consequence, as succinctly pinpointed by
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(Sampson 1991, p.16), was that socialism created both the cattle thieves and the
vigilante groups to combat them. The case study conducted by Stewart (1993)
showed how the Gypsies harnessed wage labor to support popular resistance
against Hungary’s massive experiment in social engineering. Based on her
observations in a handful of postsocialist countries, Verdery (1993) noted that
the ensuing economic setbacks might create new tensions among different ethnic
groups. In another study (Verdery 1995), she examined the changed ideas that
people held about money and the “economy” that accompanied the increasing
inroads of capitalism and markets in Romania. In addition, a series of
anthropological studies have examined postsocialism in Eurasia, focusing on the
decollectivization of farmland and production systems and on the ways these
changes have given rise to villagers’ new perceptions of land ownership and
modes of exchange (see, for example, Kideckel 1993; Abrahams 1993; Hann
1993a; Humphrey 1995; Verdery 1996; Lampland 2002). Other studies have
looked at a wide range of emerging popular sentiments, perceptions of the self,
and everyday practices involving the rise of a new set of ideologies that are
opposed, even if only rhetorically, to former socialist ideals. These involve
widespread mistrust of the state (Giordano and Kostova 2002), new
interpretations of “class” and the identity of “worker” (Kideckel 2002; Stewart
2002); the revival of cultural and ritual activities (Potter 1993; Spencer 1993;
Vitebsky 2002); and the growing symbolic significance attached to consumption
(Latham 2002).

12 Speaking from a broader anthropological perspective, Hastrup (1992, p.5) has
stated: “Recent studies of particular histories have made it abundantly clear that
the separation of structure and history, stability and change is wholly arbitrary.”
" Here, I concur with Sampson’s critique of Potter that traditional forms can
reappear in different forms because, as Sampson remarks, “[other processes are
also at work, which may include] the state’s resuscitation and manipulation of
local cultural expressions, and the popular reinvention of traditions in new
contexts. [In short,] [i]ln post-Mao China, traditions can be invented,
circumvented, reinvented and contrived. The resurgence of traditionalism is a
result of decollectivisation. Traditions can be the work of the party, not the
result of its absence [as implied in Potter’s study]” (Sampson 1991, p.17;
emphases in the original).

“To be exact, Calhoun wrote, “[I]n order to make full sense of tradition, we
shall have to see the acts of transmission as all social interaction, with the
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validity of traditional ideas or practices coming not just from their antiquity but
from the element of consensus and universality of their use. I shall focus on
traditionality as a mode of organizing social action rather than on traditionalism
as an abstract ideology venerating the past.” (1983, p.895)
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