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FOREWORD

The bulk of this book is a translation of Xiangtu Zhongguo, a set of
essays written by Fei Xiaotong shortly after World War II. In writings
about Fei and his works, the book’s title is usually rendered in English as
“rural China,” but this rendering is inexact. Xiang means “countryside”
and tu means “earth”; but the combination, xiangtu, is a set phrase
meaning “one’s native soil or home village”” By using xiangtu to modify
Zhongguo (China), Fei is conveying a subtle meaning to his readers:
that Chinese society has grown out of its ties to the land. Should any of
his readers miss the subtlety, Fei clarifies the meaning of the title in the
book’s first sentence, “Chinese society is fundamentally rural” “From the
soil” captures Fei’s meaning in a way that “rural China” does not.

Although this book is virtually unknown in the West, it is a standard
text in many Chinese universities and contains ideas that are useful for
Western readers as well. It is our assessment that this book remains
as fresh and as intellectually gripping today as it was over forty years
ago, when it was first written. In fact, it may be even better suited to
today’s climate of opinion than to the earlier one, because Fei addresses
the structural foundations of social pluralism and cultural diversity. By
describing the fundamental differences between Chinese and Western
societies, Fei helps us to understand the distinctiveness of Chinese society
and to look at Western modernity in a new way.

We decided to translate this book because we were engaged in a
similar pursuit. We, too, were contrasting China and the West in order
to understand the distinctiveness of Chinese society; and on first reading
Fei’'s book (Hamilton in 1985 and Wang in 1986), we were struck by the

parallels between what we were trying to do and what Fei had already



done forty years earlier. Moreover, once we had studied the book, it
became increasingly evident that our subsequent work would have to
build on Fei’s insights. For this reason, we realized that we had to produce
an English translation of the book and to explain how Fei’s ideas open the
way for understanding China and indeed other non-Western societies in
new terms.

Throughout the book, Fei is attempting to explain to his Chinese
readers what the West is like, so that he can show how Chinese society
differs from Western societies. In our translation, we find ourselves
having to cross the cultural barrier one additional time. Here we have
had to convey in English what the West is like from a Chinese point of
view, and to show how this Chinese understanding of the West allows
the unique qualities of Chinese society to become visible to the very
Chinese who would otherwise take those qualities for granted. Multiple
levels of discourse needed to be included simultaneously. Throughout our
translation, we have tried to emphasize Fei’s Chinese point of view and to
clarify this point of view for an English-reading public. As Fei himself has
said, however, every act of translation is necessarily a new interpretation.
We only hope that the English readers of this book will bracket their own
taken-for-granted world—their Westernness—and allow themselves not
only to enter a different social world but also to understand that that
social world functions as fully as the world they themselves live in.

Xiangtu Zhongguo has been reissued many times in Taiwan and
Hong Kong. For our translation, we used two reissued copies of the
original edition." One of the reissued editions was printed in Taiwan
without publishing information or date of publication. The other edition
was published in Hong Kong with publishing information but no date of
publication.? Both editions were identical; we subsequently checked this
version against a more recent edition published in Hong Kong.®* With
one exception, which we note in the text, this version is identical to the

version we used in the translation.



We wish to acknowledge the assistance of a number of people and
to express our thanks to them all. The students at the University of
California, Davis, in a number of courses on complex organizations,
comparative management, and Chinese societies, encouraged us by
their enthusiastic reactions to our initial translations of chapters 4 and
5. Finding that people with no previous knowledge of China could enjoy
and learn from these chapters prompted us to translate the entire book.
The following people gave helpful comments on all or parts of this
book (although we incorporated many of their suggestions, we are still
responsible for the result): Tani Barlow, Eleanor Bender, Nicole Biggart,
Thomas Gold, Lyn Loftand, Mausang Ng, Benjamin Orlove, Martha
Winnacker, and especially Marco Orru, who also gave us the benefit

~of his editorial skills. We want to single out David Arkush for a special
acknowledgment. His encouragement from the outset helped keep the
project going, and his line-by-line reading of our translation saved us
from many mistakes. Finally, we thank Sasha Bessom and Jean Stratford

for assembling the manuscript and putting it into its present form.
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@ SPECIAL CHARACTERISTICS OF RURAL SOCIETY

Chinese society is fundamentally rural. I say that it is fundamentally
rural because its foundation is rural. Several variations have arisen from
this foundation, but even so, these variations retain their rural character.
Moreover, in the past hundred years, a very special society has formed
as a consequence of the encounter between East and West." For the time
being, however, I am not going to discuss the characteristics of these
variations, but instead will concentrate exclusively on rural society and
on those so-called hayseeds, the people living in the countryside. They
are truly the foundation of Chinese society.

We often say that country people are figuratively as well as literally
“soiled” (tugi). Although this label may seem disrespectful, the character
meaning “soil” (¢u) is appropriately used here. Country people cannot
do without the soil because their very livelihood is based upon it. In the
earliest times, there may have been some groups of people in the Far East
who did not know how to farm; but for us now, how those primitives
lived is merely a matter of curiosity. Today, most people in East Asia make
a living by working in the fields. To be more specific, even from early
times, the tributaries of China’s three large rivers were already entirely
agricultural.? Historically, wherever people from those agricultural
regions migrated, they took with them their tradition of making a living
from the soil.

Recently, I met an American friend who had returned from a trip to
Inner Mongolia. He told me he could not understand why the people
who moved to those frontier prairies still tried to farm as if they lived
in China’s heartland. Mongolian grasslands are best suited only for
pastureland, but he said that every family had carved up the land into
small plots for farming. It was as if they had dived, headfirst, into the soil,
as if they were unable to see any other way of using the land. I remember
that one of my teachers, Dr. Shirokogoroff, once told me about some

Chinese who had moved to Siberia. In total disregard of the climate,



those Chinese still planted their seeds just to see if anything would grow.
These accounts show that the Chinese are really inseparable from the soil.
To be sure, out of this soil has grown a glorious history, but it is a history
that was naturally limited by what could be taken from the soil. Now
it appears that these very limitations imposed by agriculture will hold

China back, will prevent the nation from moving forward.
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Only those who make a living from the soil can understand the value
of soil. City dwellers scorn country people for their closeness to the land;
they treat them as if they were truly “soiled” But to country people, the
soil is the root of their lives. In rural areas, the god represented in the
most shrines is Tudi, the god of the earth. Tudi is the god closest to human
nature; Tudi and his wife are an old white-haired couple who take care
of all the business of the countryside and who have come to symbolize
the earth itself. When I went abroad for the first time, my nanny slipped
something wrapped in red paper into the bottom of my suitcase. Later,
she told me in private that if I had trouble getting accustomed to my new
home and if I were too homesick, I should make some soup from the stuff
wrapped in the red paper. In the package was dirt that she had scraped
from her stove. I remember seeing a similar custom in a movie called
A Song to Remember, which took place in Poland, an Eastern European
agricultural country. It made me realize even more what an important role
the earth plays and should play in a civilization like ours.

Agriculture differs from both pastoralism and industry. Farmers
are necessarily connected to the land, whereas herdsmen drift about,
following the water and the grass, and are forever unsettled. Industrial
workers may choose where they live, and they may move without
difficulty; but farmers cannot move their land or the crops they grow.
Always waiting for their crops to mature, those old farmers seem to have
planted half their own bodies into the soil; it is this inability to move that
causes farmers to appear so backward and sedentary.

Indeed, those who must depend on farming seem to be stuck in the
soil. I once met a friend who had studied language in the Zhangbei area
of northern China.® I asked him if the language there had been influenced
by Mongolian. Shaking his head, he said that no influence at all could be
seen in language and little in any other aspect. “For hundreds of years,’
he noted, “there have always been only a few surnames in the village. I
reconstructed the genealogy of each family from the gravestones, and

it is clear that only these few families have ever lived there. The entire



population of the village seems rooted in the soil; generation after
generation, not much appears to have changed” We could add some
qualifications to his conclusion, but, generally speaking, this kind of
attachment to the soil is one of the characteristics of rural society. It
is normal for farmers to settle in one spot for generations; it would be
abnormal for them to migrate. Of course, droughts, floods, or continuous
wars may force some farmers to leave their homes. But even such big
events as the war of resistance against Japan did not, I believe, produce

high mobility among rural people.
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