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Abstract

Commodification is the main dynamic behind agrarian change in China
since reform and opening-up in 1978. Based on field research, this paper aimed
to investigate the process of commodification in Li Village in order to reveal how
the village has been restructured by the state through the mechanism of commod-
ification.

The first chapter is an introduction of the research questions, design and
method. Then the historical development change of Li Village is presented in
the second chapter. With a close look at how villagers have been influenced by
rural reforms, the author found that along with the transition [r.mxgl a planned e-
conomy to a market economy, the historical changes of Li Village can be sum-
marized as follows: from taxation to subsidies; from land distribution to land loss
under the priority principle shifting from fairness to development; from a politi-
cal society to an economic society; from restricts in trading in planned economy
to helplessness in trading in market economy; from the vanishing of rural handi-
craft industry to the widely using of industrial products; from forbidden migra-
tion to have to migrate. The above all show that the driving forces of village
change has gradually moved from the extra-economic forces to the dull compul-
sion of economic forces.

Upon this background, this paper in the following three chapters mainly fo-

cused on the commodification of agricultural production and found villagers’
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production activities turn to be market-oriented with economic benefits as the
main driving force, and others including market inducement, interventionary
changes, community changes, capital involvement and the media dissemination
of entrepreneurial farming. This shift has exerted great influences on villagers.
With the decline of self-sufficient production, villagers’ consumption has been
negatively affected and rely more on market purchases. Besides, the market-ori-
ented production does not necessarily benefit villagers but imposes potential
pressure on natural resources in the village. Confronted with those influences,
peasants are striving for self-sufficient survival to meet their consumption de-
mands. _

As regards\'lneans of production, the commodification of which has been
more and more embedded in the peasants’ agricultural production process due
to the top-down promotion of agricultural science and technology by the state.
Induced by the logic of “the times produce their heroes” under the market econ-
omy, peasants have continually increased their use of artificial agricultural mate-
rials like chemical fertilizer and pesticides to pursue economic profit. However,
due to their dependency on technology and profit worship, peasants are gradual-
ly locked into the commodification chain of means of production and facing more
risk correspondingly. To maintain their autonomy, peasants not only repeas-
antize themselves both in production and consumption but also try to purchase
agricultural materials directly from the producers and bypass middlemen for cost
saving.

In terms of selling practices, peasants are subject to lots of restrictions in
the arena of market when selling their products. In a disadvantaged position in
the present market structure, peasants mainly rely on the sales network set up
by middlemen, affected by market fluctuation and profit squeezing by the bro-
kers. As a resistance to the present market, alternative markets become more
significant, such as nested market, sales through social network in avoid of mid-
dlemen in the local market. But nowadays in production, peasants pursuit for

profits, food of good quality is also limited for them.
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Inaddition to agricultural production, the sixth chapter concentrates on the
industrial production in the village from a political economy perspective. The
author has found that the powerful class in the village has more chance to obtain
development opportunities. The alliance of power and marketization mechanisms
has squeezed the lives of the ordinary villagers. Besides, lots of resources and
labor has been drained during the industrialization activities. This is exemplified
in the handicraft activity in the village and all the women villagers working there
could only get slim profit margin, which forms a contrast to the mainstream nar-
rative that rural industry could enrich peasants and create job opportunities and
welfares for the non-migrant peasants.

After that, this paper examined the external forces squeezing on farmers’
consumption and living space. These forces include the external policies such as
the policy of layout and adjustment of rural school causing economic pressure to
peasants, the monetization of the subsistence and social interaction and market-
induced commodity consumption. All those have imposed pressure on peasants’
survival, putting them in the situation with more need of money. Meanwhile,
migration as a compelled choice becomes necessary in that farming could not
guarantee survival under the marketization of social life. Not to mention some
peasants who have lost their land owing to the land policy adju;tment. Along
with those, peasants’ sense of injustice has intensified.

Finally, this paper concludes with the mechanisms of commoditization in-
cluding the commodification of subsistence and community public welfare; the
commodification motivated by exploitation, up-down enforcement and inducement
and the alliance of power and capital during the introduction of industry to vil-
lage; the representation of village’s backwardness in development discourses.
The influence of commodification is manifested in the diminishing of safety
valves. For instance, the gifts of nature from which the ordinary and poor villag-
ers have benefited a lot become less and less; the public welfare in the commu-
nity is continually commodified and its shelter for villagers keep shrinking. The

social functions carried by rural community have been externalized to the market
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during the commodification process, which result in the dysfunction of peasants’
traditional means of livelihood. Pushed by those mechanisms, peasants are
gradually locked in to market relations and have to purchase from the market for
daily necessities, which have forced them to survive through self-exploitation
both inside and outside farming. The driving forces behind are complicated and
covert, but ignored in the mainstream discourse. The grand narrative of modern-
ization which holds commodification could improve peasants’ living condition
should be reexamined, otherwise peasants will be marginalized with their sub-
sistence ethic threatened. In a whole, this paper argued that the way how mar-
ket is embedded into society determines the well-being of peasants.

Keyword:ﬁ-;\ Commodification, Market Embededdness, Self-exploitation
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