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Chapter 4

Scenes from an Emergent Middle Class

This chapter presents a series of ethnographic snapshots of the formation of a middle class in China to illustrate practices that increasingly are becoming the markers of middle class distinction. These practices must be put into the context of mass-mediated representations of ideas about middle-classness, such as “how to” books on the art of social positioning in the newly emerging social strata, televisual fantasies of middle class lifestyles, and advertising that does much more than merely present the commodity as an object of desire but plays a role in providing the savoir faire of “how” to consume. 

These anticipatory stagings of middle-classness through mass culture were explored in the previous chapter. However, here I focus on how they give rise to scenes that make visible ironic juxtapositions between class positions, perplexities about consumption, and various modes of status antagonism, as well as moments when vestiges of the socialist past rise up like ghosts to confront the present, evoking in quick succession the conflicting emotions of intense desire and scornful contempt. Therefore the minutiae of everyday life is what arrests the ethnographic gaze: interior décor, banqueting, shopping, the coffee house, leisure culture, and the new technologies of the psychologically interiorized self. 

However, the haunting of these scenes by a socialist past also suggests the possibility of marking a difference in temporality—the lived experience of time, a new rhythm in which time’s passage becomes differently measured. This contrast in temporality between the Maoist past (which ended in the mid-1970s) and the present era of economic reform, in which the socialist state is being gradually dismantled, could perhaps be structured in the contrasting figure that opposes “campaign time,” in which events in the past are located in the successive upheavals of the party’s political mobilizations, such as the Great Leap Forward of 1958 or the Cultural Revolution of 1966, and “commodity time,” in which market mobilizations to transform one’s “world of goods” become personal reference points in the passage of time. But it is when the past rises up to contest the present that the question of value intrudes once again: It is not so much a question of what once was is now no more, but what was once of value has now been spectralized, rendered ghostly, evacuated of value, and yet a subjective recognition of this “overturning” of value lingers to query the present. 

Consuming Subjects

In the fall of 1999, Granny Fang, a retired nurse in her mid 60s who has been a dear friend for many years, had received a coupon from her work unit worth 120 yuan (aprox. USD $12) from one of the larger Suguo Supermarkets, a chain of food shops that had branch stores that seemed to be located every few blocks in the urban center of Nanjing. The success of this chain of shops, my friend advised me, was because their goods were always very reliable. They offered a certain security in consumption so that one could feel comfortable in buying whatever was on the shelves without being fooled by the possibly fraudulent appearance of “value.” The Suguo Supermarket thus came to represent to the urban consumer a sanitized, civilized space—a space of fixed prices and guaranteed quality. The distribution of coupons through her work unit would appear to ape the redistributive economy of the socialist state in which certain rationed items had once been allocated according to a logic of scarcity, a national tightening of the belt to channel resources for socialist construction. Now, however, the coupon had become an incitement to consume more. For my friend, it was an invitation to enter into a space of consumption that she might have otherwise felt she did not belong; it was a solicitation to her becoming a different kind of consuming subject 

We walked a few blocks to the main road close to her apartment. Even though it was not very far away, she had never entered this particular store that was many times larger than the little neighborhood branch store conveniently located just down the street from her. We deposited our things in one of the obligatory self-serve security lockers at the entrance and walked in to see a large space divided into aisles spilling over with orderly displays of packaged foods and household items. The arrangement of the space for self-service shopping allowed consumers to grab items themselves from off the shelves into baskets provided by the store. This simple action, which for the American consumer could be so easily taken for granted, was a “civilized” departure from earlier merchandising arrangements in which the consumer had to wait upon the convenience of the sales staff whose grudging service was a source of constant complaint.

The coupon was to purchase items for celebrating the upcoming Autumn Festival (zhongqiu jie) and the national holiday that followed in close succession. This expansion of the national holiday was a carefully considered policy by the Chinese state to encourage holiday travel and tourism and was announced about the same time as a reduction in the interest rate for individual savings accounts. The Chinese economy was in a deflationary spin and the government had engineered these policies to increase consumer spending. Granny Fang took me along, she said, so that she might share her windfall with me. In retrospect, I wonder whether she felt she needed me as a moral support to enter into a space where she had not yet ventured. But her ostensible object was to purchase some soybean-milk powder for her husband, who was in hospital dying of cancer and could only take nourishment by feeding tube. 
 We entered the aisle that held a bewildering array of brands and packaging for this single item. Product diversity in this area had been elaborately expanded through the presentation of different nutritional options, based on age (special formulas for the very young and old), whether it was sweetened or not, whether cereal grains had been added, and so forth. We spent what seemed to me an excrutiatingly long time in this aisle as my friend examined each choice with deliberate care, noting the place of origin and the freshness date on each package, peering through her glasses and muttering: “wo zhen bu hui mai dongxi” (I really do not know how to shop). I could only sympathize. This encounter with such a bewildering number of brands, all contending for my attention with what seemed to be equivalent claims in the manner of modern packaging and design, was almost too daunting. The confusing array perhaps reflects the still relatively decentralized production and processing of foodstuffs in China, now in the early stages of an agrobusiness revolution while already in the midst of a market reform that circulates commodities beyond regional markets. This “chaos of nomenclatures” (Haug 1987) that are nonetheless attached to a “place” of production, despite their mastery of a “modern” commodity aesthetics in their shiny, almost metallic, mechanically sealed packaging (a hygienic image of being “untouched” by human hands—indeed, perhaps the condition for being marketed in such a “hygienic” modern space), nonetheless fails to display the “oligopolistic” character of a changed market structure of the brand name. Wolfgang Haug’s observation “What every housewife knew in the old days is now shrouded in secrecy” seemed to echo in my friend’s perplexed murmer. The brand name that becomes synonymous with the substance of the commodity affords a certain reassurance. It creates order amid a riot of “mongrel, unknown makes” that may not be trusted to deliver on the promise they appear to offer (Haug 1987:25-27). 

On a later visit on my own to purchase defatted milk powder, I had, after looking carefully at the bewildering variety of different options, found what I was looking for in a product produced in the Northwestern city of Xi’an, but manufactured with technology imported from Europe loudly advertised in big printing on the package alongside the obligatory image of a black and white cow munching contentedly in a grassy pasture that looked to be in some imaginary “non-space.” As I was standing in the checkout line, a woman waiting next to me pointed to a package of Nespray in her hands, as if to draw my attention to what she clearly saw as a mistaken identity in my consumer choice.
 The man in back of us laughed and said: “Foreigners buy Chinese and Chinese buy foreign” (waiguo mai neiguo, neiguo mai waiguo). We all laughed. The joke was in the neat chiasmus (the crossing figure) of his phrasing—a mirroring of commodity desire that in the mind of this young woman was inconceivable. My choice did not adequately reflect whom she thought I was. 

Clearly the place of origin of the product was key. Granny Fang claimed that buying products produced in either Beijing or Shanghai was pretty safe, but Xi’an was clearly a couple of notches below in terms of the reliability of product quality, despite the fact that its shiny package was virtually indistinguishable from the rest. The name Shanghai itself, in this sense, operates as a brand name. The presence of foreign brand names presented yet another level that spoke to a certain desire for globality on the part of the individual consumer, even when these products were made domestically as part of a joint venture arrangement. I found myself marveling at the elaborate packaging of Dove chocolates with their insinuating appeal that fit into local gifting aesthetics. This desire for globality and its being secured through the sign of the brand name is what constituted the humor of this moment. Only a consumer who operated outside the local sign system of the brand name, either through ignorance or a kind of self-confidence that did not require prosthetic support, would have made the choice that I had made. I interpreted the young man's jest as a critique of paying too much attention to foreign brands as a way of securing the value of the commodity. 

Haug comments on the close relationship between the brand which “detaches itself from the body of the commodity” to assume the status of natural phenomena to the idea of “counterfeit” commodities (Haug 1987:25-27). Jing Wang has suggested that this “brand consciousness” in China is intrinsic to the redefinition of the political subject as a consumer who is defined not by way of civil or political rights, “but in terms of a vaguely conceived notion of social rights defined not as redistributive justice, but as a matter of consumers’ entitlement to authentic brand names” (2001:42). This aspect of public entitlement speaks to anxieties about “crimes of value” in the form of counterfeit or poorly made goods. Tabloid reports of the danger of consuming brands that are not all that they appear to be continually erupt in the popular consciousness as a recurring scandal. Jing Wang suggests that the brand name (mingpai) has become a way of anchoring not only the value of things, but it acts as a displacement for the activation of other kinds of political entitlements in the definition of citizenship. The state legitimates itself by protecting consumer rights. The idea of the “brand” can be extended to other kinds of “goods,” for example, the “brand-name university” (mingpai daxue), which in turn “fixes” the value of the human capital embodied by its graduates. The chain of signification of “the brand” is framed by a desire for global sophistication and social distinction that stands in stark contrast to the branding practices of the Maoist era in which even so humble a commodity as kitchen cleanser, bearing the characters “worker, soldier, peasant” (gongnongbing) or “red star” (hongxing) could be set within the chain of signifiers that compose a collectivist vision of the nation, in a time before commodity time, when the shelves of most shops were sparsely stocked and consumption had not yet become everybody’s object.

The self-service shop as a new merchandising aesthetic is no longer limited to major urban areas. In Yangzhong shi, an island municipality in the Yangzi River near Zhenjiang, the young manager of the local department store gave me a tour of their recently renovated shopping aisles which were redesigned to offer the consumer free access to goods. “The consumer is God!” (Xiaofeizhe shi Shangdi), he declared as we sat sipping instant Nescafé in a tiny food court set up in a space set off from the merchandising area. He was clearly proud that his enterprise could be viewed in this light as having entered the space of modern, civilized merchandising in this town that was rapidly losing its rural character in the wake of the success of its township and village enterprises. As Wolfgang Haug has suggested, the self-service store entails a very different relationship to the consumer. There is no direct selling, instead, “the commodities, the styling and displays, impersonally perform the selling functions themselves.” The function of commodity aesthetics is “to trigger off the act of buying as forcefully as possible,” in fact, it is the same compulsive intensity that results in shoplifting (Haug 1987:38-39). In this marketing revolution in China 2000, the consumer is transformed from the position of a slave begging from a position of need to purchase an item from a shop clerk who has no investment whatsoever in serving the customer to being a subject who has a position of mastery (as a God!) but who must be seduced through the power of the commodity aesthetic. Again, it is necessary to not take this experience of shopping too much for granted. For many of the Chinese consumers I observed, especially those old enough to have clear memories of the Maoist era, this practice of shopping is clearly a departure; it is, in itself, a symbolic marker of a capitalist modernity that is seen to supercede the experience of consumption under Mao, the long queues, the ration tickets for grain, cotton cloth, sugar, and bicycles, the display of goods which never seemed to be offered for sale, the elaborate window displays of humble objects such as handkerchiefs, laboriously assembled to represent a phoenix, a substitute spectacle, as it were, for goods that were missing. I remember in the early 1980s, assembling a collection of plastic pencil sharpeners which were miniature models of those missing goods: an electric fan, a television, an automobile, a thermos bottle, and so forth—a kind of token consumption.
I draw on these experiences in reflecting how the addressing of the subject as a consumer should not be seen as falling into the realm of what goes without saying but entails a transformation of consciousness and an active address to the subject. This point is directly connected to an underlying theme, which is the anticipatory staging of private life and the active construction of middle-classness. And indeed the two go hand in hand. To know how to buy things, therefore, is a competence that must be learned. But even then, it can only be learned if the subject is alive to the appeal of the commodity. 

As if to demonstrate to me the truth of this premise, after introducing me to an old acquaintance, Granny Fang remarked how this woman’s style of life had not changed in the least during the entire decade of the 1990s when everyone else she knew had transformed their apartments into models of bourgeois elegance and order. “She still lives with boxes of things stacked up along the walls, just as we did during the Mao years. I don’t know what she is waiting for!” This comment on her friend’s lack of interest in pursuing new “lifestyle” options evokes a time when the commodity world and its constellation of domestic objects did not often change. I remember in the early 1980s watching a feature-length film made in the 1950s and experiencing a sudden shock of recognition that the hot water bottle held by an actor in the film was the exact duplicate of the one I was using thirty years later.
 The humble everyday objects of the Maoist period always had a slightly retro look to them; interiors of the time and up to the early 1980s featured pleated slipcovers and tatted antimacassars, as though existing in a kind of time warp of the 1930s. The stilled temporality of these objects now provokes an ironic commentary on China’s failure to advance during those years, as if the suppression of consumer demand had stopped the progression of developmental time itself. Style, the never-ending churning of consumption in a capitalist West, had no purchase here, at least, not until quite recently. The domestic interior was a “still life,” not just in the sense of capturing objects at rest, but in the sense of an object world that obdurately refused to change. Political will, not consumer desire, is what produced the momentum of time, a historical trajectory with a defined telos. Now this refusal to (re)decorate (a refusal, in effect, of “commodity time”) appears as almost a willful refusal of the redefinition of the “economic subjectivity” of the ideal citizen who must “save less and buy more” (Wang 2001:42-43):
 

Despite her critical view of her friend’s refusal to remake her subjectivity as a consumer, on another occasion she railed bitterly against the government’s decision in 1999 to tax the interest income on individual savings accounts as a strategy to spur consumption and combat a deflationary economy.
 The neoliberal policies of economic restructuring are intent upon producing a new kind of consumer citizenship. My friend cannot see the connection between her anxiety about saving to secure her future in a time when the social safety net is rapidly being dismantled and the government’s incitement to consume more; how she is, in a very real sense, becoming governed through her consumer desire, even as she is also being positioned at the edge of a chasm, threatening catastrophic failure. Her greatest source of anxiety at this time was her fight with the hospital over their responsibility to provide the medical care that her dying husband had been entitled to as a “retired cadre” (linxiu ganbu), an entitlement increasingly brought into the realm of what something called “society” could no longer afford.

Therefore, it should, perhaps come as no surprise that this friend is not entirely immune from a certain commemoration of the texture of everyday life during the Mao years. Once, as we passed by a four-story walk-up that constituted a part of our daily itinerary, Granny Fang suddenly reminisced how she had lived there throughout the 1980s in an apartment issued by her work unit (danwei). Her family of four had shared kitchen and bathing facilities with another family. Nostalgically she recalled how they had occupied their shared space in perfect amity, taking an interest in each other’s meal preparation and negotiating the use of the bathroom. The children ran freely between households and there was a constant bustle and a give and take that contrasts with the heightened social isolation of the new glass towers rapidly taking the place of the old Maoist concrete apartment blocs. She missed the sense of community between families, although she still sees her former neighbors from time to time. “It’s different today,” she continued, and then she veered off into an expression of some disgruntlement that her former home had not been torn down long ago and redeveloped into more modern housing. The rest of the block had already been entirely transformed in the 1990s, leaving only this small cluster of buildings behind as a reminder of Maoist-era housing. I found my friend’s mixture of longing and impatience—a complex play of presence and absence—to be a telling moment in terms of the balance between what has been lost and gained in the transformation of domestic life in the 1990s—that which was still present was already past. The apartment bloc had become for her a dialectical image of both desire for the modern and mourning for a lost sense of social connection. 
 
Moving on up

The path of upward social mobility can quite literally take the form of moving to ever greater heights, at least in terms of one’s housing. In the case of one friend and her husband, both university professors, the improvement of their social position as intellectuals can be most concretely expressed by their move in 1992 from a seven-story walk-up (what I used to refer to as “the seven-stage mountain” [qitai shan] as I trudged up to visit them) to an eighteen-story building with an elevator and then another move in the fall of 2000 to one of the top floors of a thirty-four story building. In the years intervening since that earlier move in 1992, this family’s economic situation had improved to the point where they threw themselves wholeheartedly into the fitting up of this new apartment which would be theirs by purchase rather than available through a subsidized rent from their work unit.
 This middle-aged couple clearly saw their recent rise in economic and status mobility as a belated compensation for years of being undervalued and underpaid. The recent designation of their university among the premier academic institutions of the nation accounted for the changes in their material circumstances in the university’s belated attempts to “invest” in their faculty, but also through institutional incitements to become entrepreneurial, to make philosophy “responsible for its own profits and losses” through short-term training sessions (duanqi ban) for village and township functionaries. As a measure of their increasing purchase on a new socioeconomic status, their sights have already moved on to anticipate the future purchase of a private automobile and possibly a house in the “country” (presumably in one of the new gated communities springing up in suburban developments outside Nanjing) by the time they retire. Clearly these markers beyond the immediate goal of domestic comfort are the milestones toward the achievement of a fully realized subjective identity as a recognizable “body of value.” As Granny Fang commented on hearing my recital of this series of moves. “Zhei shan kan nei shan gao” (This mountain sees the next mountain as higher). This manner of speaking is often used to convey a sense of the new kinds of status competition opened up by the new economy. 

One day I was invited to drop by the half-finished apartment, which they showed me with a newly discovered pride of ownership. The three-bedroom apartment had two bathrooms. The one opposite the kitchen was being redesigned as a small dining area. All three bedrooms were being fitted up with elaborate bookshelves and built-in cabinetry that suited the use of the living space as also a space for study, a scholarly retreat. I expressed envious wonder at so much shelving space for books—an admission that was met by my male host with unqualified delight. He had already begun to exhibit signs of being beside himself with excitement in putting his future home on display. Flushed and garrulous, he was clearly experiencing what I could recognize as a commodity “high” in which he could anticipate a moment of imaginary completion of himself as consuming subject—the missing commodity thing had finally come “home.” My envy was genuine, the economic power to completely redesign my domestic interior was without question beyond my means. I felt the earth suddenly shifting under my feet as I realized the complex ways in which global processes were reorganizing relations of privilege and I could feel how my own gaps were showing. As members of the most privileged sector of intellectual labor, my friends were clearly on their way up, even as the capital of academic labor in the United States was sinking except to the extent to which academic capital can be converted into entrepreneurial capital. 

My friends had settled on the consumer choice of Euro-style (Ou shi) for the surface finish of the cabinets. “It will be enameled white, so no wood grain shows through!”
 The overall look would be very clean, modern, and efficient, all in neutral tones—what Susan Stewart has called “the bourgeois refusal of color.” I recalled an earlier conversation with them in which their new home was described to me as part of a new housing development that was being built by the provincial government for university faculty and staff. Five tall towers were arranged in a semi-circle around a park-like green space on the Western suburbs of Nanjing. Looking out of the thirty-third floor toward the nearby Yangzi River, the area seemed perennially clouded over by smog. But, the surrounding green space and the distance from the cramped neighborhoods in the center of the city had moved my male host to point out with satisfaction the distance between their new home from the “the ghettoes of the poor” (pinmin ku), despite his wife’s reluctance to leave the convenience of being closer to their workplace at the university. This phrase pinmin ku was one that I heard again and again in descriptions by urban middle class subjects of the newly differentiating space of the city. While struck by the use of this term as a marker of one’s class distinction, a conceptual distance from the poor that was becoming matched by the spatial organization of urban space, it was only much later that it was pointed out to me that the phrase comes from the Chinese translation of Marx’s Capital.
 Its unreflexive circulation in the present social context does not seem conscious of this referent in which the specter of Marx would appear to rise again to interrogate the present. Rather it functions as a signifier of a mass of bodies of low quality (suzhi di), a reservoir of potential social disorder from which one must be separated by barricading oneself within the new gated communities or the high-rise apartment blocks that require authorized modes of access. This lack of reflexivity in my host, in this instance, is perhaps all the more remarkable in that the very basis of his academic capital that enables his rapid rise (literally and figuratively) in the new architecture of the city is premised on his authoritative knowledge of Marxist theory, which still has its role to play in legitimating the governmental policies of a “socialism with capitalist characteristics.”

Eating Out
After we toured the apartment we went to dinner at a nearby restaurant along a strip of shops (which were springing up “like mushrooms after a rain”) that had obviously just been recently built to serve this new population of residents. This meal was intended as a gesture of goodwill to the owner (laoban) of the construction company that was doing all the work of fitting out the apartment along with the laoban’s wife and the entire crew (the electrician, the carpenter, the plumber, etc.). My role was to serve as “accompanying guest” (peike). The banquet was an interesting encounter between the independent entrepreneur and the university professor—an understated status play between money capital and intellectual capital, in which the banquet itself was part of the complex negotiation of services and compensation between the two. Whereas in previous banquet situations, I had noted the intensified absorption of members of the intellectual and professional class in exhibiting their “taste” (pingwei) in critiquing each dish in turn. In this case, the laoban prided himself on finding two mosquitoes in the dishes that were served. “I can always find mosquitoes whenever I am eating out,” he boasted. The host then told the restaurant owner that he needed to compensate for this unsatisfactory development by presenting them with a complementary plate of fruit. By this time it was pouring rain outside and all the fruit sellers had decamped for the night. Finally, after a long wait, a plate of sliced apples appeared. “But they are very good apples,” the restaurant owner assured us and we had to be satisfied with that, but not without comment from the injured parties. 

For the rising middle class, entertaining in restaurants is beginning to take over from hosting guests at home, despite the rising standard of domestic amenities. The transfer of venue from a private to a more public space is offset by the choice of a small private room (baojian) set apart from the main dining area. These small dining rooms usually have a large round table, seating ten or more guests and are decorated in a more opulent style, with recessed ceilings, elaborate wall paneling, carpeted floors and other material signs of a more “formal” dining space in the Hong Kong style. The “fear of heat and noise” (pa renao) has become a signifier of bourgeois values of privacy and fastidiousness about one’s immediate surroundings. The positive value of renao as a sign of festivity and sociality has become here a baseline against which one can display a position of discrimination and taste. As a frequent “accompanying guest” (peike) in the banqueting activities of friends and informants, I had many opportunities to observe the subtle changes of the banquet as an expression of discriminating taste, as the menus became more expensive and elaborate, incorporating a broader palate of exotic or new taste sensations. Conversation often revolved around discussing each dish in terms of its merits and deficiencies. Not all dishes were distinguished by their expensive ingredients. A concern for cultivating the healthy body has become an element in menu selection and this reflects just as much a new attentiveness to what Foucault calls “the technologies of the self” as well as to the terror of becoming ill in the erosion of healthcare provision. These technologies of the self in many respects displace Maoist technologies of cultivating the socialist subject in a rhetoric of self-sacrifice and devotion to the collective. I remember in 1991, observing on the wall of the kitchen in the home of an elderly widow who was a retired PLA officer, a hand-written large character poster of the ten principles of good health and imagined them occupying the space that may have once been held by the dictates of political mobilizations in the past. By the late 1990s, a new array of stir-fried organic leafy greens and gruels made from what are referred to as “miscellaneous grains” (za liang) have acquired a certain sign-value for middle-class distinction. Food that at one time may have signified peasant fare first resurfaced as a nostalgic cuisine in the early 1990s, evoking the experience of “eating bitterness” (chi ku) for the aging sent-down youth (zhiqing) of the Cultural Revolution, had now attained, for a younger generation, the gloss of middle-class cultivation as “natural foods.” Even Granny Fang delighted in serving me with meat dumplings made with a generous addition of a leafy vegetable that was gathered as a wild green in her husband’s native Subei (Northern Jiangsu), a notoriously impoverished area. This “famine” food has now become resignified from being a humble peasant fare to a supplement for the healthful care of the body.

Homecoming

Many of the middle class professionals among my friends and interviewees, now in their thirties and forties, had not come from urban families originally, but the countryside. The older among them had been able to take advantage of mobility tracks opened by the rural bias of the Maoist class status system. Many of their life stories began with a childhood marked by extreme deprivation and the struggle for survival especially during the bitter years following the Great Leap Forward. Many can recount the deaths by starvation of siblings and other family members in the “the three hard years” (1959-1962) that followed in the wake of the mass political mobilizations of the time. Their mobility out of rurality was secured by their being selected for higher education according to the Maoist class-status system (jieji shenfen), that is, through their “redness,” rather than purely academic merit. Those now in their late forties or early fifties left for university under the old “affirmative action” policies of recruiting worker-soldier-peasant students (gongnongbing xuesheng). The younger cohort had been selected through the reinstatement of the college entrance exam in the late 1970s. Many in this later cohort had originally been “sent-down youth” (zhiqing) who had been relocated to the countryside in the years following the Cultural Revolution and still retained ties to the rural villages where they had once made their home.

In the fall of 2000, I accompanied a long-time friend, Xiao Zhang, who had left the countryside in the early 1970s as a worker-soldier-peasant student, on a visit to his old home, a village near the Jiangsu municipality of Liyang to attend a wedding.  This event had been scheduled during the National Day Holiday for the convenience of kin now living in the city. This was the first year that the National Holiday had been extended to an entire week and was unquestionably a state promotion of “leisure culture” (xiuxian wenhua) as a means of cultivating a new form of “civilized” citizenry and internal tourism (Wang 2001:39-40).
 We spent two nights in Liyang City in one of the new gated residential compounds at the home of Xiao Zhang‘s brother-in-law, an independent entrepreneur who had made a fortune as the boss of his own construction crew specialized in installing the interior fittings of urban apartment complexes in which individual apartments are purchased as an empty shell to be fully fitted up (zhuanghuang) by the resident-owner.
 His own two-storey apartment was a good demonstration of the interior design culture of the newly rich (da kuan) with elaborate wall paneling, decorative millwork, extensive built-in cabinetry, and floors of wood and marble parquet. Upon entering, one receives the full impact of the featured design element: a grand staircase winding itself around a recessed koi pond, an elaborate rockery (jia shan), and its overhanging arbor festooned with plastic grape vines illuminated by a large crystal chandelier hanging from a vaulted ceiling overhead.  

The first day of our two-day visit was spent touring the city, visiting family, and attending the wedding feast that the bride’s family was giving to send her off to her new home. This offered an interesting play of contrasts. Liyang City has developed from its prior aspect of a sleepy rural town to acquire an urban gloss in the last ten years of reform and opening. The main thoroughfare sported a streetscape of glass-curtain high rises rising on either side. The city government was now housed in a large imposing new building surrounded by a public park with extensive lawns and plantings. This transformation of a county town into a city exemplifies the effects of state policies to encourage small-scale urbanization to soak up excess rural population, develop local economies, and prevent the overpopulation of large metropolitan centers. As we toured the city in his brother-in-law’s private car (a nifty red Volkswagon Santana with luxurious black leather upholstery), Xiao Zhang was completely disoriented in trying to pinpoint familiar landmarks, including the neighborhood where he had been born and where he had spent his early childhood. Very little of the town as it existed as recently as a decade ago still remained, and it was his brother-in-law who cued him in to what now stood in the space of remembered places.  

Our drive to the natal village of Xiao Zhang‘s wife and where he had been raised by his maternal grandmother took about a half hour by car from Liyang City. But this spanned yet another divide in which the rurality of village suggested a much greater distance from the urbanity of the town than can be measured in mere miles. The peasant homes of Xiao Zhang‘s kin and affines now had the convenience of running water, but little else seemed changed in terms of the “world of objects” of peasant interiors that I had visited nearby twenty years earlier. The place still lingered in a time before “commodity time.” On a nearby street, however, a neighbor had opened up a shop that ambitiously mirrored a different commodity aesthetic, a frontier had perhaps been breached. The walls were painted a blinding white and positioned along its shelves widely spaced apart were bottles of shampoo, cosmetics, and fashion accessories. The shop, unlike the teeming shelves of the Suguo supermarket, appeared to emulate the commodity aesthetic of the high-end boutique, in which each object is given its own individual space as if to intensify a gaze of desire—a fetishizing placement—and yet the objects so displayed were mostly local brands with the occasional foreign brand mixed in. The incongruous juxtaposition of what were quite ordinary consumer goods with this luxurious placement in space could perhaps be accounted for by a limited capacity for capital investment in “stock” that the urban stores could easily exceed (their shelves teem with goods that are always kept stocked up to the full).

Back at the home of Xiao Zhang‘s relatives, a cart stood in the courtyard with a machine for chewing up old clothes into the cotton stuffing for thickly padded bedding (beizi). Posters depicting a “little emperor” (xiao huangdi)—here literally, a small boy dressed in imperial robes—and modern rock stars had displaced posters of Mao or Zhou Enlai on whitewashed walls. A table and a few simple chairs were the extent of the furnishings of the main room. The impoverishment of the material culture of these homes did not reflect the urban sophistication of other areas of the Jiangsu countryside that had prospered under the economic reforms. This was explained to me as due to the relative lack of access of Liyang’s hinterland to major transportation routes (the rail line or canal networks), which had hindered local economic development. 

Most of the day was spent visiting with the family of Xiao Zhang‘s wife in a hamlet just over the county line in Yixing and then to visit his maternal grandmother who had in fact raised him. The oldest of five children whose father had died early, he had been given by his mother to his grandmother to raise and keep her company. His grandmother, now in her eighties, spent most of her time in the home of a younger relative but still had her own housing in a wattle-and-daub row-house that had originally been built by her production team in the 1960s! It looked more like a storehouse than a home, jumbled with all manner of old furniture, tools, and boxes (the very antithesis of bourgeois order in which here nothing appears to have ever been thrown away, the old socialist values of saving and frugality were exemplified by an apparent refusal to recognize these worn and broken scraps as having no potential value), and it was in this cramped and crowded space that we found her cooking lunch. 

Xiao Zhang ran himself ragged that morning, running to look in on (dage zhaohu) everyone he needed to see in order to avoid being accused of having risen above his origins. But the real purpose of our visit was to attend a wedding banquet later that afternoon. We drove back to Liyang County to what appeared to be a more prosperous village: all the houses were two stories and of more recent vintage (1990s). Here the kin of the bride had all gathered in anticipation of the groom’s party who would arrive in a procession of cars to carry her away to her new home. I found the bride dressed in her white Western bridal gown upstairs, surrounded by all her bridal goods (chengjia pin) and her female relatives, getting ready for her imminent departure and already six months pregnant. 

The drama of the day seemed to be focused on whether the bride would in fact leave with the groom at all, as in her estimation, his family had not completed their purchase of the groom’s portion of the bridal goods by not buying a new bed. The old one, which was built-in, was expected to make do. It seemed to me that in her advanced stage of pregnancy, she would not have much negotiating power, but in fact, this play of temporality, this reluctance to leave her natal home, is perhaps part of the performative drama of the rural wedding.
 It is the one time that the bride has some power to set the terms of her material comfort, as the bridal goods assembled to set up the young couple would, in a sense, mark their household with a certain temporality. There would be no constant churning of domestic comfort according to a succession of styles of interior décor. All of the different domestic interiors that I had observed in that place—Xiao Zhang‘s grandmother’s house, the home of the younger relative where she hung out, the home of his affinal relations, the bride’s own house—reflected the material culture of the period in which it had first become established, as living conditions improved very gradually during the socialist and early reform eras. The bride, as it happened, refused at the moment of her arrival at the home of the groom to descend from the vehicle that had carried her to his village, and only after much cajoling and complex negotiations back and forth, with much running of intermediaries between the bride and the groom’s family, was she finally persuaded, after a long delay, as if to solidify the legitimacy of her disapproval, to enter her new home.

In the midst of all this drama, I observed Xiao Zhang‘s college-aged daughter who had dressed with unusual care to cut a fashionable figure in front of her rural cousins. She appeared, perhaps only half-consciously, to display an urban swagger in her walk that seemed uncharacteristic of her.
 Her family had, in a very real sense, escaped rurality and yet she still had ties there. With this intensification of her urban sophistication for a visit to the home village, I sensed a desire both to retain a sense of social connection while also wishing to reassert a bodily difference, the ineffable marks of a certain urban “quality” (suzhi) upon the physical body, and this made her actions much more than a fashion statement. The visit home, in a sense, re-enacts the escape. It reminds the subject of the very real differences that not only persist from the socialist past, but that have deepened and widened between the city and the country, between the coastal areas and the hinterland, between socialist time and commodity time, poverty and affluence.

Traveling Culture

As the time of the wedding coincided with the national holiday, we had time to play the role of tourists before our return to the city. The new state policy was to extend the length of the national day holiday to an entire week so that urbanites would have time for travel and thereby consume more. Pun Ngai has suggested, with breathtaking irony, that the incitement for leisure travel engineered through state policy has launched a social movement as massive as the political mobilizations of the socialist past! Our destination was Lake Tianmu (Eye of Heaven), also located in Liyang County. Tianmu Lake is not a natural lake but was constructed, as with many other massive water control projects, during the Great Leap Forward as a reservoir, using unmechanized human labor through mass mobilizations of the rural populations in which even bound-footed grandmothers carried baskets of earth.
 It was now the venue for international speedboat races and for that reason drew international visitors, especially from Russia. It had also become re-developed throughout the 1990s as a resort, with hotels and restaurants crowding the avenue leading to the main gate of the park. One cannot help but note how this tourist glitz overlays an earlier scene of heroic mass labor in the newly privatized world of commodity time. 

Lunch had been ordered ahead of our arrival in a private dining room in a hotel outside the main gate of Tianmu Lake Park. The manager of this enterprise was a former student of my friend and the arrangements were made through this routing of guanxi connections. The menu had been planned around a famous dish (mingcai) of the place: fish head soup. This dish is fairly representative of Jiangnan cuisine, but here it was given an even more localized provenance through the addition of Sichuan peppercorns. Our whole day was planned around the pretense of going to Tianmu Lake so that I might taste fish head soup (a dish that I had once admitted a special fondness for). There was so much food left over at the meal’s end that I suggested that we should take it home, as it was enough to save on cooking another meal. My host’s wife said somewhat regretfully that she agreed with me, but her husband would never permit it as it would not become his self-identification as a “high roller” (da kuan) like himself. 

As Bin Zhao has noted, “’waste’ in banquets is common and, indeed, necessary for demonstrating generosity and hospitality” (Zhao 1997:50). It is perhaps the most eloquent marker that one has transcended the level of xiaokang shenghuo (a comfortable standard of living). This Chinese phrase has been disseminated from the very beginning of the economic reforms in the 1980s as the legitimating objective of the post-Maoist state. Later when I described my surprise at the materially impoverished rural interiors I had observed on my trip, Granny Fang said in response that they had not yet attained a xiaokang shenghuo and they had “not yet left poverty behind them” (hai mei tuo pin). I asked her what xiaokang meant to her, and she responded that it meant that one need not “worry about food, warm clothing, or money” (bu chou chi, bu chou chuande, bu chou qian). For a da kuan to leave food behind is not thought of as waste, but as a highly symbolic gesture that his wealth has put him way above such elemental concerns. And yet this extravagance was a departure from the common practice of my university friends who usually insisted on bringing home with them left-over food for future consumption, for them this meant more a savings in time for meal preparation as in economic frugality, but also to display a certain commemoration of socialist values. To some extent this may express the difference between intellectual and money capital not only in terms of their relative economic inequality, but also in a certain cultivation of a certain scholarly reserve and moderation.
 The extravagant wastefulness of the da kuan in a rapidly urbanizing township may exemplify what Serguie Oushakine (2000) has called the “quantity” of style, in reference to the consuming imaginary of the New Russia, in which the semiosis of prosperity expresses itself not so much as a new order of things as simply “more” of the same.

But for my friend’s brother-in-law, for all his self-fashioning as a da kuan, which was also expressed in the confident swagger of his walk and the sporting of expensive clothing bearing a prestigious logo, the simple addition of myself, an obvious foreign guest (laowai), to his party had somehow overwritten the public perception of his carefully staged persona. Overheard as we strolled the pathways of the park surrounding the lake were onlookers who misrecognized him as my bodyguard. This was just the latest in a string of misrecognitions of who I was supposed to be (as a person in need of personal protection) in which I had been represented first by the da kuan as a kinswoman (qinqi) to a group of market woman and then, to a pair of giggling young women in a small eatery, as a professor from Harvard, in which case my actual academic affiliation at the University of Washington had insufficient “name recognition” (zhimindu) of a “brand name university” (minpai daxue) to penetrate to so rural a place. Like his clothing, I had become the bearer of a logo, a brand name, which could enter into the game of social distinction. However, I felt badly for him, in this latter case, of finding himself relegated to the status of a hired hand rather than the position of mastery he had sought for himself. The da kuan, despite his possession of money capital, nonetheless, lacked the possession of cultural capital that could mark his body with a certain global currency that had transcended the scale of the rural or the local market town. In what ways did he fail to embody the new standard of a transnational technocratic elite? Perhaps the difference lay not only in the external markers of dress and a certain embodied aesthetic, but in a less visibly apparent development of a psychologized interiority?

Civil Society as a Social Imaginary

Back in the large urban center of Nanjing, one of my interviewees was a divorcee in her late forties who agreed to meet with me in a private booth of a Western-style coffee house and restaurant. We spent the entire morning together chatting nonstop, although the conversation became increasingly one-sided as the talk veered from my research interests in child rearing and family life to a whole range of topics that to me expressed the woman’s desire for recognition as a certain kind of subject who could meet me on an equal terrain as a fully modern subject in her awareness of consumer concerns, her being well traveled, and in her rhetorical practices of self-disclosure as a sign of modern subjectivity. It should have come as no surprise then to learn that she was the silent partner in a new enterprise that offered psychological services to private clients. 

Later she set up a visit for me at the home of her friend, another divorced woman somewhat younger than she. The purpose of this visit was to discuss with me the possibility of my participating in a “salon” (shalong) that would be organized around the problems of women, especially other divorcees such as themselves who were struggling as single parents. They had been desiring to meet a foreign woman “of a certain age” (not a student) who could speak Chinese fluently and give their shalong a special “international flavor” that would attract others to it. The idea of the shalong first arose in Beijing in the late 1980s organized around intellectual debates or, in some cases, the exploration of alternative sexualities, such as the “men’s salons” of an emergent gay subculture (Rofel 1999b). Ten years later, shalongs seemed to be spreading into less cosmopolitan cities such as Nanjing and were organized around a number of different kinds of issues. For these women, the idea of the salon clearly represented an opportunity to share openly with a small group of women in similar circumstances their intimate secrets about their struggles as single women on the model of 1970s feminist consciousness raising groups in the United States.
 

The transliterated term shalong, from the time I had first encountered it, always conjured up for me images of the European salon and coffeehouse, so celebrated in Habermasian theorizations of civil society as an emergent public sphere. My imagination would, in spite of myself, picture a wood-paneled room with crystal chandeliers and the young Mozart tinkling on a piano in the background. But this is ridiculous, I thought, I should not allow the European source of the word to have so much power in coloring my perceptions of the Chinese shalong—that is, until I realized that a similar kind of nostalgia seemed to be at work in these women’s imaginations as well. They debated the possible venues for their shalong, discussing the pros and cons of a public setting in a Western-style coffee house versus a private home and whether they could somehow find a piano to be part of the scene. A piano was de rigueur my new friend insisted. She did so love the sound of piano music in the background. When I admitted to being able to play, I felt my value to the success of the venture had suddenly doubled. 

One of the Western-style coffee houses being considered as an apt setting for such an endeavor was a place already well known to me. It was a two-story building near the university with a bar below and a restaurant above. As one entered from the street, one had a distinct sense of passing into a time warp. The darkened wooden paneling on the walls set the tone of the place as what Althusser might have referred to as the “exclusive club of the ruling class wherever it happens to be meeting today.” The space was subdivided into intimate groupings of tables and chairs in a décor that evoked the comforts of a well appointed bourgeois domesticity through its mock fireplace and an artfully placed clutter of objects. The objets d’art and bric-a-brac which adorned the walls recalled an era of Victorian excess that on closer examination revealed a rich and multi-dimensioned semiosis of nostalgic display. The four matching portraits of Marx, Engels, Lenin and Stalin on one wall, reminders of a socialist past, cast startled but somewhat ironic gazes at the studied elegance before them. A large oil-painted canvas in the melodramatic sensibility of nineteenth-century kitsch hung alongside reproductions of Chinese calendar beauties from the 1920s. Potted plants further set the scene. Taken altogether it seemed to be a multi-layered assemblage of different modes of nostalgia. It was here that I met many of my interview subjects. A cup of “European-style” coffee cost approximately what a meal might cost elsewhere and was enough to justify our using the table for long hours of chat. The setting had been carefully selected by my research assistant who had a certain flair for matching the environment to the interview subject, here mostly of the urban professional class or educators. By way of contrast, the venue he selected for my interview with an independent entrepreneur (getihu) who ran a small noodle shop was the local KFC. Therefore, the modeling of this café was very much a staging of a certain middle-class sensibility. Of course, it was not truly the private club of ruling class who would in fact be more certainly located within the true centers of global capital, the gleaming glass towers of upscale hotels that identify the global city, where even I, despite my foreign appearance, would be denied entrance for want of an Armani suit. 

However in looking at this coffee house interior, one cannot help but note elements of nostalgia for a past that happened somewhere else in the anticipatory staging of middle-class subjectivities. How might we, to borrow Lisa Rofel’s words, come “to grasp the mimicry” involved in modernity projects in different national contexts while at the same time recognizing the “heterogeneity that results from that mimicry?” How do we read the indeterminacy of such borrowings in their performative effects? Rofel’s work as well as that of others who have focus on the issue of “translated modernities” encourages us to think about the imaginary dimensions of modernity so that its “phantasmatic qualities, its displaced desires, and its necessarily dialogical constitution” might enter into our analysis (Rofel 1999a). In exploring this imaginary dimension of modernity in postcolonial contexts, however, it is important to note that this imaginary is something that has always been present from the very beginning as a kind of anticipatory staging of something that has not yet fully come into view. This may in fact be an intrinsic factor of modernity itself imagined as a progressive movement of history, in that it becomes a modeling of a future that does not yet exist.

Conclusion

In conclusion, I have attempted in this series of vignettes to give a sense of how an emergent middle class is gradually coming to recognize itself in everyday practices, but these practices overlay a recent past in which what was of value was very differently defined. The anticipatory staging of middle-classness is also activated in mass media production: in televisual fantasies of middle-class life, that appear to edit out almost entirely the disjunctures between the first and third worlds that exist cheek by jowl in the new global city. The middle class is still somewhat spectral, in that it has not yet quite appeared as a hegemonic social force. And yet the desire for a middle class is not just on the part of individuals aspiring to this status, but it is in a very real sense a political desire on the part of the state, a desire that has to be understood in juxtaposition with a tremendous instability in the economic order, in which the gini index, which measures the income differentials between the country and the city, way exceeds what most social scientists would recognize as the danger zone predicting massive social upheaval. 

How the middle class comes to recognize itself as such is as much an ideological process as it is an economic one. It is a transformation of consciousness that registers a temporal shift into commodity time, a time in which what constitutes “the good life” is increasingly defined through individual commodity desire rather than collective purpose. My own inquiry is not to romanticize the past, but to query the overturning of value that no longer allows for, indeed, can no longer afford, a broader provision for social responsibility and I see this as a process not confined to China but directly related to a neoliberal hegemony circulating globally in the penetration of market rationalities into every sector of social life, in which our conception of the good life is increasingly narrowed around incitements to consume, as we sleepwalk through history in what promises to become a terrible night.
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� Here is perhaps a perfect example of Daniel Miller’s (1998) reading of some modes of consumption as a kind of caring.


� Nestle is a market leader in producing and selling baby food and infant formula in China (Gottschang 2000:160).


� The film was Yijiang chunshui xiang dong liu (Spring River Flows Eastward, Cai Chusheng, dir. 1947), and in one scene, the main characters were shown hiding under a bridge in their flight from the Japanese invasion of Shanghai in 1937. The commodity object in question was a metal thermos with an enameled surface design of a peony motif in red and pink.


� Wang suggests that this ideal citizen is incited to develop a “finance consciousness” through investment in real estate (housing) and stock shares. See also Tomba (2004) on how the differential access to housing distributed during the socialist period became a means of upward mobility during the privatization of real estate in the reform period. Those who made a killing in the stock market in the 1990s are referred to as the “third” generation of “those who got rich first” (xian fu qunti), following agricultural entrepreneurs in the late 1970s and the rural township and village enterprises in the 1980s (Tomba 2004:5-6).


� See Cui Zhiyuan’s analysis of deflation in the Chinese economy.


� See Davis 2000:10 for a discussion of the positive value of privacy in redefining domestic space for single families in the 1990s.


� Their giddy sense of sudden upward mobility may perhaps be attributed to the fact that salaries in tertiary education increased a phenomenal 158 percent in the five years from 1995 to 2000 (Tomba 2004:8). Likewise, the 1998 housing reform regulations mark the beginning of a mortgage market in China that has also become a major factor in middle-class formation (Tomba 2004:2, n. 6).


� Serguei Oushakine reports the popularity of “Euro-style” among “New Russians” as well (2000:##).


� I thank Yan Hairong for bringing this connection to my attention.


� This week long holiday was doubled by another in honor of International Labor Day in the spring and represents an expansion of officially designated “leisure time” that began with state promotion of the two day weekend (da zhoumo).


� In this sense, his social position was similar to the contractor in the previous section of this chapter, although his field of operations was largely limited to Nanjing.


� Andrew Kipnis, in his study of the bride’s reluctance to bow (ketou) to the groom’s ancestors is a gesture of respect to her parents who have raised her. For her to delay to the point of being pushed to the ground by her husband’s male kin can not be read too simply as resistance but as performing her filial obligation to her own parents (1997).


� I have watched her grow from a toddler to a young adult.


� I am citing here merely the socialist realist conventions of Great Leap Forward mass mobilization. I cannot state for a fact that the labor of elderly women was mobilized to build Tianmu Lake. See the famous propaganda film Red Flag Brigade for the images that flash to my mind in making this connection.


� Oushakine draws the contrast between the “taste of necessity” versus the “taste of luxury” (2000:109).


� See Ralph Litzinger’s discussion of the disourse of failed intimacy, 


� Literary representations of bourgeois domesticity in the early nineteenth-century English novel, according to Nancy Armstrong (1987), set up a proleptic vision of a new kind of interiority, an intensification of domestic intimacy that did not yet fully exist. See also Thompson 1987.





