Rural China

=
Rural China: An International Journal FE SRR
BRILL of History and Social Science 10 (2013) 14 brill.com/rchs

Editor’s Foreword

Whither Rural China: Capitalism, Socialism, Or?

Philip C. C. Huang

We lead off here with Forrest Zhang's overview of the current state of Chi-
nese agriculture. He outlines the main characteristics of the three main types:
agribusiness, family farms, and cooperatives (co-ops). He argues that the rela-
tive development of each is highly dependent on the local political economy.
Agribusiness, even if engaged partly or mainly in “contract farming” with small
family farms, requires local government support and availability of large tracts
ofland. “Commoditized” family farms, on the other hand, require ready access
to public markets, often constructed by the local authorities, typically in sub-
urban areas. Co-ops, similarly, require state support but are nevertheless often
subsidiary or subservient to agribusiness. In this paper, Zhang does not attempt
to forecast possible future tendencies.

My two short articles (one co-authored with Dr. Yuan Gao) each seeks to dem-
onstrate a simple but basic (and surprising?) finding. First, that small peasants,
rather than the state or agribusiness, have been the main agents behind the capital
investments in the new-age Chinese agricultural revolution of the past 15 years—
the article presents detailed quantitative information and analyses to show that
peasant agricultural (fixed and liquid capital) investments in the aggregate dwarf
both those of the state and of agribusiness. Second, that the divide between a for-
mal economy enjoying the protection of the state’s so-called “labor” laws 57 #/)7%
for “employees-workers” § T. and the accompanying social benefits, on the one
hand, and an informal economy outside the protection of such laws and without
(or with only low) benetfits, is a paramount issue in the social crisis that confronts
China today—on the basis of the latest and most reliable data, the article demon-
strates that while the former accounts for just one-sixth of all employed persons,
most of them privileged by status, the latter amounts to fully five-sixths, includ-
ing especially the peasant migrant workers and their other employed household
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members. Combined, the two articles point both to optimism and to alarm about
the present state of Chinese society-economy.

Forrest Zhang and I are agreed that under current realities, the main concern
of “farmers,” or what I continue to refer to as (commercialized) peasant family
farms, are today principally concerned with their relations with the market (see
Huang Zongzhi [Philip C. C. Huang] 2012). But Zhang and I do differ on a deeper
level. Zhang, after Harriet Friedmann and others, is inclined to think that a highly
“commoditized” agricultural economy will tend to be governed ultimately by
capital, and that there is little chance of much else given the overwhelming pre-
dominance of capital in the contemporary world. I, however, am inclined to
a different view, namely, that market economy, which has been quite highly
developed in China for centuries, does not rule out other possibilities, such as
co-ops or state-sponsored social-equity projects. The present trajectory of devel-
opment of China’s new-age small peasant agriculture, as well as the great divide
between China’s formal urban and informal urban-rural economies, in fact cry
out for stronger state efforts to search out an alternative to agrarian capitalism.
The issue raised here is not unlike that between Lenin and Chayanov a century
ago. Zhang and I have both written multiple other articles on these issues. Read-
ers are invited to judge for themselves, and the most interested are encouraged
to comment on this question in our forthcoming issues.

The final article in the symposium is by Yulin Zhang. Its focus is on land inun-
dations caused by the torrent of coal mines in Shanxi province, China’s leading
center of coal production, which accounts for one quarter of the nation’s total.
The resulting environmental devastation has caused hundreds of casualties,
and harmed thousands of villages and millions of peasants. The government,
however, has been slow and inadequate in its response, delaying for years and
then providing just partial compensations for just a portion of those harmed.

ForZhang, whatthe Shanxiexample points outisacrisisingovernance,shown
in shared interests between coal-mine owners and their official sponsors, a part
ofthelinkingup ofthe global capitalist system with China’s political system. That
is what has prevented satisfactory resolution of the damages done by coal min-
ing. That is what Zhang means by the “crisis of governance.” Here too we invite
interested readers to consider participating in further discussions of the subject.
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