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Abstract

Approached from the perspective of *social life of things’ , this book aims at
investigating northeast wild ginseng anthropologically, to reveal how its value and
meaning is constructed and reconstructed throughout its entire °social life’,
namely production, distribution and consumption. Compared with the Qing
Dynasty, this process has changed dramatically, both in stages and styles.
Specifically, five variables contributed to the change of meaning: (1) natural re-
sources, (2) non-—governmental activities, (3) state power, (4) social needs,
and (5) market behavior. These factors interact with each other, and are
present throughout all stages of the social life of northeast wild ginseng.

Borrowing analytical frame from Arjun Appadurai’ s study on anthropology
of things, this paper utilizes both methodological fetishism and historical
anthropology, to address northeast wild ginseng in both Qing Dynasty and
contemporary society. Methodologically speaking, to be specific, this paper
adopts various methods— observation, participatory observation, deep interview,
and field research— to obtain first — hand empirical data. A village located at
Fushun, Liaoning Province is selected as the production locality, a medical
ingredient market at Anguo, Hebei Province as distribution spot, and Hangzhou,
Zhejiang Province as consumption place. At different stages and geological
locations, Northeast wild ginseng is perceived as different objects, first as
‘things’ , then ‘commodity’ , and finally as ‘ nutrition and gift’ .

Historically, this paper focuses on the Qing Dynasty. At that time, both pro-
duction and distribution of northeast wild ginseng were monopolized by the central

government, no one were allowed to collect ginseng in the wild and it can only be
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circulated through official distribution system. At the consumption stage,
ginsengs were consumed mostly by the people in Zhejiang Province. At the end of
this chapter, a discussion combining natural resources, official regulations and
non—governmental activities is introduced.

Due to over — consumption and degradation of ecological environment,
northeast wild ginseng in the rigid sense was extinguished until modern times. In
contemporary society, farmers grow ginseng under the shadow of wild trees, and/
or in big vat that filled with natural soil, thus simulating a wild environment as
before. The product is called ‘ shadow ginseng’. Compared to the Qing Dynasty,
the production staged changed a lot, no more state power but farmers’ intuitive
profit — seeking impulse. To explain this change according to ecological
anthropology , a historical comparison between the Qing Dynasty and nowadays is
introduced.

Instead of attaching meaning during production, this process has shifted to
the second stage. Manufacturing, packing, evaluation, authentication, all bare
the construction and reconstruction of meaning. Along with official
authentication, informal agencies flourish, and all kinds of counterfeit evaluation
spread to every corner of the market, which leads to frequent exposure of fake
ginseng. The ultimate cause of this situation is the lack of standard criteria, yet
consumers still demand authentic ginseng, the in—between tension contribute to
the emergence of various kinds of evaluation.

Finally, at the consumption stage, the question of how ginseng get to
Hangzhou is discussed, and beyond this, the idea of *jinbu’, how local people
evaluate the authenticity, the way they consume ginseng are investigated at the
same time. Again, compared with the Qing Dynasty, the construction of meaning
has switched. At the end of this chapter, an interview with an expert is

presented, to uncover the dilemma and problems that contemporary ginseng en-
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counters.

The conclusions that drawn from the above discussion can be summarized
into the following three points: (1) the cultural construction by Chinese
traditional medicine is one of the major contributors to the prestige value of wild
ginseng; (2) in the Qing Dynasty, the construction of meaning lied in the
production and consumption stages, which has vanished until nowadays, instead,
the process has turned to the distribution stage; (3) in the whole social life of
northeast wild ginseng, natural resources, official regulation, non-governmental
activities , social needs and market behaviors interact with each other, and in the

end, formed a co-relational dynamic pattern.
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