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Abstract

Beyond Resistance of the Weak: Chinese Peasants’
Rationale for “Not Conceding”

Fumiki Tahara

The purpose of this paper is to shed new light on the behavioral logic of Chinese peasants and its
background in the so-called “post-taxation era” since 2006. The literature on contemporary peasant
politics has tended to frame the peasants’ actions as “resistance of the weak.” However, I will argue
that, when viewed from today’s reality in Chinese villages, this framework is no longer persuasive.
Empirical field data from an unexceptional northwestern village show that today’s villagers are
motivated by the keen individual awareness of new economic opportunities and that they have non-
cooperative attitudes in public affairs. Their actions have their own behavioral logic based on how
villagers compare their situations to that of their peers, which I call “heteronomous rationality.” This
paper reveals the interplay among three historical factors that have contributed to shaping this logic:
(1) in the process of demolishing the People’s Commune in the early 1980s, the economic hierarchy
within the community was “reset” due to the egalitarian distribution of collective farmland; (2) in the
2000s, migration of workers to coastal cities became universal, which encouraged villagers to leave
their home villages for market opportunities, but not to the extent that endogenous face-to-face
relationships among villagers were ruined; and (3) after 2006, the Chinese government’s pro-agrarian
policies became even more apparent through various government-related funds flowing into inland

villages.
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