C@fw One

MODERNIZATION AND CONSUMPTION

On a hot day in June 1994, I sar with Xue and Yan ar a
larpe table near the wide-open storefront of their family’s restau-
rant. it was midafternoon, and the temperature had seared well
above 100 degrees Fahrenheit. Barley Market Street was nearly
deserted, and there were few signs of activity in the neighboring
restaurants and food sealls. Since the resraurant was nearly empty,
most of the half-dozen emplovees were raking their afternoon
naps, and we were free to talk. [t was a familiar pattern for the
three of us, reminiscent of many afternoons we had spent together
during the eighteen months T had lived in Xi’an, the largest city in
northwest China, in 1994 and 1995 {sce Map 1).

That day we were talking about fashion. Of the theee of us,
Xue was the one with the most expertise; when | first met her she
had been working at one of the city's largest and most popular
department stores. Xue's interest in fashion was reflected in her
clothing. She rended to dress up more than most of the Chinese
Muslims who lived in her neighborhood. That afternoon, rather
than wearing the flowered, ravon pajama set of matching long-
sieeved shirt and trousers that was typical summer garb in the
Muslim district, Xuc wore a dressy teal bicuse with lace and pearl
decorations over her loose trousers, She commented that skirts,
particutarly short skirts, had recently become popular in Xi'an.
More and more young women were wearing miniskirts—but not
in her neighborhood. Thinking abour this, Xue explained, “We
Hui people are more feudal” {Women Huimin bijiao fengjian).
Her sister Yan listened in tacit agreement,
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This was not the first rime that I had heard Xue describe herself
and the other residents of the Muslim district as “feudal.” At the
time [ did not question her choice of words, During fieldwork in
Xi'an, my experience was that people frequently spoke in terms of
what and who was “feudal”™ or “traditional” (chuantong) and
what was “modern”™ (xigrdarug), what was “backward™ (luo-
how) and what was “progressive” (xrgngin), what was “parochial”
{rur) and what was “coltured” (vou trenbug) or “civilized” [wen-
ming). Ordinary Chinese used these words to describe people’s
dress styvles; the food they ate; the houvses, neighborhoods, and
citics they lived iny and their occupations. They also described dif-
ferent social groups in this way. Many times | heard Xue and her
neighbors characterize themselves as “feudal,” or claim that other
Chinese thought thar the Hui people were “feudal.”

Larer I wondered what it meant thar Xue calicd herself “feu-
dal,” and what wearing miniskirts had to do with being less “feu-
dal,” or, as the residents of this Chinese Muslim neighborhood
were more likely to say, more “modern.” Xue's comments indi-
cated that she made a connection between consumption practices,
such as wearing miniskires, and a process that she and other locals
referred o as “modernization”™ (xigndathua). The terms thar Xue
and her Muslim neighbors used to describe their own and others’
consumption chotces {as well as other aspects of social life) had
connotations that transcended their local serting. The ideas that
these words conveyed were part of an ongoing Chinese dialoguc
about development and the conditions under which “maoderniza-
tion™ or material and spiritual “progress™ could occur.

Over the course of the twentieth century, successive Chinese
pavernments had affixed the concepts, of which “feudal” is one
example, through which “modernization™ was understocod. This
discoursc had emerged under the influence of Western theories of
social evolution and the linkages berween race, culture, and
nation, During the mid-199es, the developmenral ideas expressed
by words such as “feudal” affected how people like Xue under-
steod themselves as individuals and as members of groups and
influenced how they interpreted their experiences and how they
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behaved, Tn this book, I argue that the residents of the oldest
and largest Muslim discrice in Xi'an used consumption o manip-
ulatc ideas about social develepment and position themselves
more favorably within a state-sponsored evolutionary ideology.
Through their consumption practices, Xue and her neighbors
appropriated “modernization” for themnselves, and in the process
they challenged the state’s official role as purveyor of and guide to
“maodernization.”

“Fendal™ and Other Ideas

“Feudal” is the common English translation of the Chinese
tern fengfian, a word that comes from the Chinese classic the Zuo
Chuan (Li 1971:78). Originally, fengrian described a decentralized
system of political organizadon in ancient China. Toward the end
of the ninetzenth century, Chinese intellectuals and officials resus-
citated fengjian as a modcel for reforming the imperial government
and limiting its powers {Duara 1995:153). Their efforts were stim-
ulared by the Qing dynasty’s inability to maintain sovereignty and
control over its imperial territory and intcrnal atfairs. After China
lost the Opium Wars and ceded the island of Hong Kong to
Britain in 1842, the impcrial government was forced repeatedly to
acquicsce to the territorial and commercial demands of several
Western nations and Japan. These concessions made an enormous
impact on Chinese elites because they demonstrated China’s
weakness and vulnerability to foreign nations. Reform of the Chi-
nese political system along the lines of a federated or fengjian stare
was ong strategy thar some scholar-officials devised to restore
China to what maost Chingse considered to be her proper interna-
tional presminence {Duara 1995:153—7).

Less than twenty vears later, however, the use of fengjian as a
positive political model bad disappeared. By 1910, “feudal” had
become the cause of China’s crisis rather than the solution to her
international defeats. Fengjian’s shift in meaning coincided with
the rising popularity of socialist ideas among the many Chinesc
intellectuals who had studied abroad, particularly those who had
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studied in Japan (Li 1971; Duara 1995:201). At this time,
fengiian, intimately associated with the Chinese past and the clas-
stcal Chinese canon, became the term used to translate the Marx-
ist concept of “feudal.” Marx viewed feudahsm as a backward
form of economic organization associated wicth medieval Europe
and the precursor to capitalism (see Marx [1858] 1989; [1845]
1988}, Following Marxist usage, fengjian moved from being a
progressive political alternative designed to make China a modern
state to become the antithesis of progress and a mark of stagna-
tion. A negative understanding of “feudal” as a failure to develop
and as the characteristic feature of Chinese tradition persisted In
China up through the 1990s (see Cohen 1994a; Link 1992:155,
193, 200, 286). The political success of the Chinese Communist
Party (CCPY is in part responsible for this perspective, though the
attack on Chinese tradition began well before the CCP ook
power (see Cohen 1994a; Schwarcz 1995; Spence 1981).

Marx’s model of secial development (historical materialism)
was a sequence of evolutionary stages. Like most nineteenth-cen-
tury devclopmental theorises, including Lewis Heary Morgan and
Herbert Spencer, Marx contended that societies progressed, when
thev did progress, through a scries of developmental stages from
primitive to modern social orders. Many late nineteenth-century
social thinkers posited that human societies evolved along a uni-
linear developmental teajectory until they reached the culminating
point: the *modern,” urbanized, industrial narion-stace. Western
Europe and the Unired States exemplified the outcome of evolu-
tionary progress. The result of these ideas was 2 new, teleological
reading of human history as a universal progression from bar-
barism to civilization,!

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, theories of
social evolurion in both Marxist and non-Marxist forms provided
Chinese elites with 2 framework for interpreting their country’s
political and military inadequacies. This was because social evo-
lution could be used both o interpret the paracular pasc of a par-
ticular society and as a universal model for ranking comtermpora-
neously existing socictics. Each society was measured for its level
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of civilization, with stages of advancement primarily determined
by technology. Fengiian or “feudal™ was one of many new words
that were used to express this radical new modcl that could char-
acterize the reasons for China’s defears and humiliacion. Like
“feudal,” other developmental concepts were also created by
appropriating words from ancient Chinese classics. These included
“machine,” *progress,” “economy,” “class,” “revelution,™ “demo-
cracy,” and “production.” Other social evolutionary ideas required
neclogisms, most of which Chinese intellectuals borrowed from
modern Japanese; these included such teems as “modernization,”
“science,” “industry,” “nation,” “race,” “culture,” and “cradition.”*
All were necessary 1o locate China within a hierarchically ordered
model of socal development and to understand how “traditional
Chinese culture™ had affected “modernization.”

™o LI 1

o

“Race,” “Culture,” and “"Nation™

“Race,” “culrure,” and “nation™ werc three of the primary
subjects of social evolution. In the social evolutionist frameworlk,
“race™ does not refer to skin colur or depend primarily on physi-
ology, though many groups that were characterized as races were
said to share physical traits. Race refers to a group that putatively
possesses a shared descent or genealogy that is made manifest in a
supposedly unique culture or “genius.” According to much larc
ninetcenth-centuey thinking, the proper destiny for such a collee-
tive unit was nationhood. This idea has contnved to influence
twentieth-century politics throughout the world {see, .., Hart
1999; Bringa 1995; Brubaker 1996). Racial identity was thos the
potitical rationale for the nation-stare, and it was often asserted
that the nation’s development depended on the guality of the race
upon which it was founded (see Dikérter 1992:97-125; Duara
1995:17—50). A familiar Western tenm that may help clarifv this
relationship is the German idea of das Violk, the German “people”
ot “race” that justified the Anschliss, the movement ro unify all
Germans inte one nation-scate. The founding of the German
Reich in 1870 and the unification of East and West Germany after
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the Soviet Union collapsed in 1989 were both predicared on the
idea of the German “people” (see Brubaker 199622, 112—4}. The
Chinese term thart [ am rendering as “race,™ siinzi, was borrowed
from Japanese at the turn of the rwentieth century and is most
likely a translation of das Vol (Lipman 1997:xx}, Minzu means
botk “nation” and “race.” It is often translated as “pationality”
in late twentieth-century English wricing,.

In the 18805, the concept of “survival of the fittest™—a syn-
onym for narural selection—emerged as a characterization of
international politics {Dikotter 1992:99}. In the political struggle
for survival, the states thar possessed the most “modern” trairts
were destined to succeed, whereas those that had not developed
such characteristics would decline and fail. China, frequently
referred to as “the sick man of Asia,” was an example of a mal-
adapted state. The crucial determinant of a natien’s successful
cvolution was the civilizability of 1ts race. Races that were techno-
logically inferior or “primative™ at the time when these theories
became popular (which coincided with 2 period of Western colo-
nial expansion) would not develop into modern nation-states, at
lcast not of their own accord. Those staces, namcely the Western
European nations, the United States, and {slightly later} Japan,
whose “superior™ racial populations had enabled them te mod-
ernize, embarked on a “civilizing mission™ ro assist those societies
that had not reached such heights (see Macauley [18351 ro7r for
a Brirish cxample of this rhetoric; see Robertson 1995 for exam-
ples from Fapan). Thus, theories of social evolution legitimared
Western and Japanese imperialism,

Because the fate of the nation was predicated upon race, the
question fer Chinese clites faced with China’s political and mili-
tary weakness was the civilizing potential of the Chinese “race.”
The “genius™ of the Chinese people, their culture and eradirion,
was cvidence for the Chinese race’s capacity to develop. As my
discussion of fengjian may suggest, intellectuals took different
stances on the value of Chinese culrure. Some elites, convinced of
its superiority, advocared the adoprion of Western science and
technology while maintaining Chinese tradition, The belief that
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Chinese society was the highest manifestation of civilization had a
long history in China, although this notion had been undermined
by the late nineteenth-century foreign ncursions (Elvin royy:
443 see also Duara 199515661, Harrell 19g5h:i8=20, Schwarte
Tyu4:246—7). For this type of elite, the central problem was, in
the 1917 words of the scholar-official Hu Shi, “How can we best
assimilate modern civilization in 2 manner as to make it conge-
nial and congruous and continuous with the civilization of our
own making?” (cited in Schwartz 1994:73; compare Chatterjee
T9Y93:116-34).

Other Chinese intellectuals, however, perceived modemization
and Chineseness as fundamenrally ar odds {see Cohen 1994a;
Schwarcz 1995; Watson 1995). Many members of the Chinese
intelligentsia during the early twentieth century disparaged and
rejected Chinese tradition, blaming Chinese culture for China’s
supposed stagnation at a “fendal” stage of development. Their
“feraciously iconoclastic antitraditionalism™ was powerfully artic-
ulated during the May Tourth Movement of 1919 and expressed
repeatedly throughout the twentieth century by the Nationakise
and Communist povernments of China, Chinese elites, and urban-
ites {Cohen 1994a; see also Link 1o92; Schwartz 1995; Wartson
r9g1b; Watson 1995), The solution that many elites proposed
was to reform Chincse culture along “modern™ lines: the members
of the Chinese race should prove their capacity for naticnhood by
demonstrating that they were “civilized™ according to the stan-
dards of Western culture {see Fitzgerald (696). These intellectuals
and officials faulted Chinese culture bur did nor accept chae the
Chinese had a racial impediment to modernization. The Chinese
government {rather than foreign imperialists) would teach the
Chinese “race(s}” to become civilized and meodern {Anagnost
19974z see also Dikbter 19g2).

One preoccupation of the intelligentsia and the successive gov-
ernments hetween the 1Ryos and the 19908 was how many races
there were in China. The state needed o affix the number of races
in China in order to evatuate their levels of social development.
Although both the Nationalist and Communist governments
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believed that all China's races required official guidance to
progress, the amount, nature, and duration of governmental agsis-
tance would vary depending on where a particular race ranked on
the developmental trajecrory. The evolutionary stages of the peo-
ples of China in turn affecred where and how the national process
of modernization would be implemented. Thev also showed
which “race” was most qualified to lead the others to develop.

Racial discourse and racism had been present in China since at
least the thirteenth century {Lipman 199713 5-7; see also Duara
rgo5:51=82; Crossley 1987), coexdsting with the notion that any-
one who behaved in a culturally Chinese fashion was or could
become Chinese {see Harrell 1996a, 1955b; Cohen 1994a; Wat-
son rygrbl, During the twentieth century, officials and intellecti-
als combined indigenous Chinese racism with Western ideas abowr
social evolution to determine the nation’s racial makeup. The
long-standing faith in the supremacy of Chinese culture and Chi-
nese folk notions abour non-Chinese “barbarians” were manifest
in what groups counted as “races™ and how their level of devel-
opment was assessed, Not surprisingly, the race that the CCP
identified as the most civilized and modern was the Han race, that
group of Chinese citizens who the party ook te epitomize tradi-
ticnal Chinese culture.

in some respects, the CCP took the Sovier Union as a guide
when determining the racial compaosition of the Chinese nation
and csrablishing a political order. In the USSR, the new Commu-
nist government had applied the term “nacionaliry™ to various
“races” that it hypothesized existed within the former Czarist
cmpirc. Many of these “races” were endowed with corresponding
political entities, such as the Central Asian “republics.” The Soviet
officials adopted these policies to control and channel the political
expression of collective identities, draining chem of their content
while nominally legitimating them {Brubaker 1996:25, 31-2, see
also Drever 1976:43-60). Ultimately, the state aimed for che dis-
appearance of nationaliry identities as they became modern under
official tutelage. The CCP designed its nationality policies to emu-
late the Soviet Hmon's, with similar goals in mind, However, in
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the USSR and in China, Comniunist nationality policies had the
opposite effect. Rather than promoting the disappearance of racial
identities, the two governments created pew categories of collec-
tive solidarity and the institutions to reinforce them (see Brubaker
1996:23—54; Gladney 19v0, 1991, 1998b}.

In the People’s Republic of China {PRC}, the CCP disparched a
series of ethnological missions, led by prominent Chinese anthro-
pologists, historians, and sociologists, throughout China between
1930 and 1956, The goal of these missions was to amass sufficient
information on the Chinese people so that the minzu could be
identified and classified according to Marx’s model as cither prim-
itive, slave, fendal, bourgeois-capiralist, socialist, or communist
societies, in ascending order of modernization {Dreyer 1976: 1424
Harrell 19935¢:80, 88 n. 17). Shortly after the 1556 series of mis-
sions were sent, two scholars {one of whom, Fei Xiaotong, was a
student of Malinowski} published preliminary results in the Peo-
ple’s Daily, an official channel of communication in the PRC. In
the article, they indicated chat local ascriptive criteria for collec-
tive identity did not constitute real minzu status, The article states:

A self-reported name of a nationatity [minzu] cannot be used dehnitely
far the estahlishment of the existence of such a nationality. For individu-
als may feel that they belong to a common communiry and this may not
necessarily caonform to the facrs. This situation stll exists in modern
nations, And since many of the minority nationalities in our country are
still in the precapitalist stage of development, the possibility for the con-
clusicn above mentioned is all the prearer. {Cited in Eberhard ro8z2:152;
s also Direyer 1976:Ta2—4)

Officially, che policy for establishing minzu 1dentification was to
use the four criteria develaped by Stalin: cach race had ro possess
a common territory, language, form of economic livelihood, and
psychology. Formal allegiance to Stalin’s definition of “national-
ity persisted through the first 50 years of the PRC’s history (see,
e.2., Jin 1984). Despite the government’s pretensions to “svien-
tific™ method, however, pre-nineteenth-century Chinese racial cat-
egories strongly influenced the identification of minzu (see Glad-
ney 1990, 1991; Harrell 1995ch.
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Although few Chinese {and too few scholars) ever question the
label *Han,” lack of adherence to Stalin’s nationalicy criteria is
nowhere morc apparent than in the case of the Han minzu. The
vast majority of Chinese citizens were classified as Harn; in the late
19908, the Han “race™ constituted 91 percent of the total popula-
tion [(Gladney 1998b:io8). In the 19505, as in the 1990s, members
of the Ilan minzu lived dispersed over the entire Chinese land-
mass. They spoke a wide range of Chinese dialects, imcluding sev-
eral mutually unintelligible languages. Han Chinese engaged in
various forms of economic activity, including rice agriculture,
whear agrivulture, aquaculture, numerous types of commerce,
industrial labor, and clerical and academic work. As for their
“common psychology,™ the multiplicity of belicf systems to which
members of the Han nationality adhered, whick included atheism,
Buddhism, Catholicism, Confucianism, Daoism, Protestantism,
and several different syncretisms, indicated that they had none.
The only way to make sense of the racial label “Han® is io view it
as roughly analogous to the group most would call “Chinese,”
which basically mcant those who were reparded as Chinese by
Qing dynastic officials. Because Jare-imperial folk categories were
the de facto determinant of ractal classification, nort all the people
who copsidered themselves Chinese were included in the Han
minzu, and some who regarded rhemselves as non-Han were
placed in this group (see, e.g., Harrell rgeo; Gladney 1gg1::
26I-91h.

Although from the perspective of international politics and
modernization the Chincse race was backward, the PRC govern-
ment viewed the Han as the most advanced of all the races within
China {Dreyer 1976; Fberhard 1982:156=-8; tlarrell 1995b).
Sinacentric ideas abour the superior achicvements of Chinese civ-
lization affected the party’s position on the Han “race.” Although
the CCP took the primary role in creating a new socialist civiliza-
tion and modetnizing China, officials regarded the Han minzo as
the “older brother™ who should guide, direct, and assist China’s
other, less advanced races, The government classified a few non-
Han minzu as having achieved an equal level of development to
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the Har. The rest, including the Hui minzy to which the residents
of the Xi"an Muslim district were assigned, were placed at more
primitive stages on the cvolutionary paradigm {Dreyer 1976:
147-50; compare McKhann 1995:41 n. 4). Because [ want to
cmphasize the fallacies upon which the idea of minzu are based,
the prejudices behind minyu classification, and the extent to which
minzu are accepted as natural, | generally have translated minzu
as “race.”

Vhe Hrur Minzu

Through the first 5o years of the twentieth century, “Hui”
was primarily a religious category. All Muslims in China weec
called I{ui. The term for Tslam was “the religion of the Hui” {Hui-
Hao), and to call oneself a “Hui person™ (Huimin) was to state a
religions affiliation. Yer while “Hui™ meant “Muslim™ for several
centuries after Islam's entry into China, the concept also con-
taned a racial compenent, This denived from three sources, First,
the early Muslims in China were from “the West” {xf yu), places
usually idencificd a5 Arabia (Daski} and Persia {Bosi), and were
strikingly different from che Chinese in culrture, language, and
physiognomy, 1ike other foreigners in China during the seventh
through ninth centuries, these Muslim traders were known as
“foreign sojourners™ [fan ke). Second, althongh the Hui people of
the late-imperial period spoke, looked, and acted Chinese in most
respects, their practice of Islam produced some striking culwural
differences between them and non-Muslim Chinese. Third,
between the seventeenth and the nmineteenth centuries, the Hum
people of northwese China were involved in numerous bleody
conflicrs that caused many Chinese {including a number of gov-
ernment officials) to believe that they possessed a racial predispo-
sition to violence and were inherenty uncivilized.

By the late-imperial period, the perception of Hui as non-Chi-
nese had more to do with Islamic practice than any discernible
Arab or Persian physiological traits or cultural practices. If, as
James L. Watson has proposed, being Chinese before the mid-
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twentieth centary was based on knowledge of a shared oral radi-
tion and adherence to a set of standardized ritual practices (see
Watson 1993, 19y1b, 1988; sce also Cohen 1994a), then lslam
was the facror that cansed the Hui to be excluded. Those known
as Hui at the turn of the twentieth century were well versed in the
oral lore thar Watson describes, and historic and contemporary
cvidence suggests that the Hui followed Chincse ritnal in most
respects {see, e.g., Ting 1958; Warren [1920-1521] 19405 Broom-
hall {roro] 1966; Gilletre 1998). Where the Hui deviated from
Chinese patterns it was due to Islamic observance {see Lipman
1987; Gladney 1991:27-6; Aubin 1997},

The first record of Chinese racial slurs against Hui people dares
from the thirteenth century. Not coincidentally, this period was a
time when “barbarians,” namecly Mongals, ruled China; during
this dypasty (the Yuanj substancal numbers of Muslims were
given government offices becawse of Mongol anti-Chincse bias
(Lipman 1997:3 1-8),* By the early rwenrieth cenmry, a perception
of Hui as violent and irremediably savage was common in China.
This derived from the three cenruries of violent armed conflicts
that had occurred in northwest China between different Muslim
communitics and between Muslims and non-Muslims, Many of
these ourbreaks were couched in terms of religious differences,
primarily differences among ditferent Muslim factions, but eco-
nomyic and political concerns were always also at stake {see Lip-
man 1997:89-L66).

The case of a group of Fujian Hui studied by Dru Gladney illu-
minates how the Chinese povernment divorced the term “Hui”
from rcligion and enhanced its racial content during the PRC’s
frst 5o years of existence {Gladney 1991:261-91). When the gov-
ernment condncted its ethnological missions during the 19508, a
group of Fujianesc who were descended from foreign Muslims
were assigned to the Han nationality. Although these people pos-
sessed written genealogics thar demonstrated their Muslim ances-
try, they were not included in the Hui minzu because they were
not practicing Muslims, In 1979, however, this proup was
awarded Hui status on the basis of its genealogical claims, The
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Fujian Hui story demonstrates that in the first half of the twenri-
eth century, the government, like most Chinese, equated being
Hui with heing Muslim. Those who did not “act Hui” bur, like
the Fujian Hui, fit Chinese cultural norms, were given Han nation-
ality status, By the end of the twentieth century, however, the cat-
egory “Hui® was no longer dependent on Islamic observance. The
“Hui natiomality” were a “people,” a2 “race” whose membership
was determined by descent, not by religious pracrice.

When the CCP was evaluating the cvolutionary stage of the
Hui “race,” the Hui were designared as backward relative to the
Han; religion was the primary reason {Dreyer 1976:149]. When,
during the Maoist era, the Hui were “accused of maintaining fcu-
dalist, anti-socialist and cxploitative practices” {Gladney 1998b:
108}, practices related 1o Islam and to religions institutions pro-
voked these criticisms, However, because the CCP had deter-
mined that the Hui were a race and not a religious group, Hul
feudalism was attributed to their race’s arrested evolutionary
devetopment. The government, which tended to equare “civiliza-
tion™ with Chineseness {see Drever 1976:264; Harrell 19g5:15-6,
213}, saw the Hui race’s lack of cultural achievements as indicative
of their need for tutelage from the Han race and the {largely I1an)
party.

To promote and disseminate its classification of the Hui (and
the other non-Chinese “races”™), the PRC government (inspired by
the USSK) funded scholars to write “concise histories” {fianshi)
and other texts that established the “facts™ about the Hui race.
These texts discuss racial “ovigins,” characterize the Hui narion-
ality’s essenrial traits, and illustrate where the Hui fall in the uni-
versal progression of history and the nation’s developmental hier-
archy (see, ez, HZ]S 1978 see also Lipman 1997:xxiii—xxiv;
Litzinger 1995). For the Hui, such work has established that the
Hu: race “originated” (xingcheng) in the Minp dynasty from a
mixture of Arab, Persian, and Cenrral Asian roors {traced patri-
lineally); that the Hui possess an inherited predisposition for com-
merce; and that, although “culturally backward” (wenkua hio-
bon), illiterate, and poor ar the time of the PRC's founding, the
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Hut have made great progress under the CCP’s guidance and
assistance {Bal 1951; Lai 1992; Xiang 1983:103; see also Gladney
1998b).

Muodernization

The PRC government (and the Narionalist government)
engapged in sacial classification in order to determine what was
required for China to modernize, Modernization was measured
primarily in material terms, with technology serving as the main
index; “civilization” was its ideological and erhical counterpart.
Aftrer the CCP gained power in 1949, increasing industrial and
agricultural production was defined as a crivical task, To do so,
Mac's government implemented new forms of economic organi-
zation, creating a Soviet-stvle planned ecomomy and placing pro-
ductton and distribution under central control. The state collec-
tivized property and put land under government ownership.
Apriculrural labor and producrion were reordered to more closely
resemble the organizational modes of industry, and the party cre-
ated a national work unit system to rationalize labor and the dis-
tribution of health care and other benefirs. The CCP paid special
atrention to developing heavy industry and improving the mili-
tary, and with the technological assistance and aid of the Sovier
Union {until the Sino-Soviet split in 1960}, undertook numerous
comstruction projects, T'he results of some Sino-Soviet joint pro-
jects, including a number of buildings, still stood in Xi'an during
the late 1990s.* These changes were not solely material, organiza-
tional, or economic, of courses they were also integral aspects of
the party’s program for {re}socialization.

Although a great deal of “modernization”™ oceurred during the
first 30 yvears of the PRCs existence, the CCP failed to achieve its
goal of “surpassing Grear Britain and catching up with the United
States”™ (chaoying garmmed} by the time of Mao's death. One prob-
lem that kept the state from meeting its goals was the lack of work
incentives that resulted when benefits were disassociated from per-
formance under the socialist system, Even more damaging were
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the repeated, violenr political campaipns that the party conducted
to root out “counter-revolutionarics” (variously defined). When
Deng Xiaoping assumed power in 1978, he promised to speed up
moderirization and end ideologically inspired social turmeoil. Deng
proclaimed as his goal the “four modernizations” in agriculture,
industry, military affairs, and science and technology (science and
rechnology being considered one category). Although it would be
erroneous to characterize Deng as having had a tightly formulated
plan to modermize China, he regarded creating an economically
efficient society as the necessary fiest step (Lieberchal 1995:126).
The economic reforms that Deng implemented centered on priva-
tizing statc and collecrive cnterprises, creating a free marker, and
soliciting foreign investment. During the nineteen years of Deng's
reign, the number and kinds of institutions that the CCP turned
over to the private sector and the size and scope of the free market
expanded almost continuously, except for a short period follow-
ing the 1989 student protests and government crackdown.

Like the Maoist regime, the Deng government stressed mater-
ial development and technology to dememstrate China's success-
ful progress toward and achieverment of modernization. In his
first ten-year plan, Deng proposed that China complete 120
major projects, including the construction of steel and iron plants,
power stations, oil fields, and rail lines (Spence ro8r:357-8).
During the r980s and 1goos, CCP leaders continned to single our
technological feats such as the Three Gorges Dam hydroelectric
project and the building of a proton accelerator as indications of
China’s progress (Link 1992:67), However, under the Deng
regime the CCP's emphasis on major technological accomplish-
ments and infrastroctural development was coupled with in-
creased investment in consumer poods and state promotion of
personal consumption (Lieberthal 1995:146—9; see also Davis
ig99a; Gold 1993).

Most ordinary Chincse citizens shared the government leaders’
matcerial standard of modemization. For example, many residents
of the Xi*an Muslim district pointed to such infrastructural im-
provements as electricity, paved roads, and running water as evi-
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dence of China’s modernization since the 19408 Where these
urbanites may have differed from national leaders was in their
tendency to be most concernced wirh the material changes that had
led to visible improvements [n their own lives. For example, some
local residents referred to the new street lights that the Xi'an
municipal government installed and the new underground shop-
ping mall it completed in 1997 as “modernization™; this kind of
development received little attention as a symbol of moderniza-
tion at 2 national level. Commodities such as washing machines,
motor scooters, televisions, VCRs, and a bost of ¢lothing and
other personal fashions also served as powerful and personally rel-
evant indices of modermzation (see also Gladney 1398a; Upton

1996,

Consumption

Some scholars have suggested thae consumption is the most
commen form of expressive activity that cxists in industrialized,
urban societies {Willis 1991; Miller 1987}, Historically, social the-
orists {including most thinkers concerned with modernization)
have tended o privilege production as the most significant and
creative social act, Consumption has often been portrayed with a
negative cast, as, for example, Marx’s description of insatiable
consumer desires driving a relentlessly expanding and horrifvingly
destructive market {Marx [1848] 1988} and Veblen’s conrrast
herween productive “efficiency” and wasteful “conspicuous con-
sumption”™ {Veblen [189g] 1953). More recewntly, however, con-
sumption has attracted a good deal of scholarly atrention as a
domain in which individuals and groups engage in the work of the
imagination, producing social and cultural identities {see, e.g.,
Agnew rog3; Appadurai 1986, 1994; de Certeau r984; Douglas
and lsherwood 1980; McCracken 1988; Miller 1987, 1992,
19953, rogsb; Orlove and Rutz 198g; Wilk 194 Willis 1951,
Consumption is a venue in which consumers can assert or affirm
values, enunciate and sometimes realize wishes, and creace and
maintain public, semipublic, and private images.
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In some respects, consumption is an arena in which urbanites
and industrial workers exercise considerable control. When buy-
ing, renting, and using commodities, conswmers make choices and
put products o uses as they see it (see de Certcau 1984; Miller
19935b; Mintz 1996; McCracken 1988; Friedman 19g0; Belk
1995). As Willis poinis out, even window-shopping can be seen as
an assertion of control in an imaginative realm: window-shopping
cnables individuals to appropriate the images and goods they have
seen for creative reuse [Willis 1991:51).

The potential for consumption to provide individuals with
oppottunities to exert control over and exhibit creativity in their
lives must nevertheless be reconciled with the presence of con-
straints on couswiner agency. Consumption practices are affected
by a number of variables, the most obvious being budget con-
straints. The kinds of services and geods that producers make
available also limit the opportunities and options of buyers,
renters, and viewers {Appadurai 1996; Miller 1995b), as do the
social networks within which they function [Orlove and Rurz
1589). Advertising too plays a role in shaping consumption; cor-
porations and marketing personnel strive to create demand and
manipulare desires and needs.

This study investigates the relationship berween an ideology of
modernization and 2 set of consumption acrivities that [ witnessed
in the Xi'an Muslim district during the mid-r990s. In a broader
sense, it 1% a study of how ideology affects consumption and how
consumption can be used to manipulare ideology. The group of
Chinese Muslims thar I studied were influenced by a ser of con-
ceptual categories about race and development. T'hey used a state-
sponsored evolutionary framework to make sense of themselves
and the world around them. However, although the residents of
the Xi’an Muslim district worked within this conceptual appara-
tus, they used their consumption practices to actively pursue mod-
ernization for themselves {rather than wair for the government to
provide it} and to reposition themselves within an ideology of
social development. Through the goods they bought, reated, and
used; the styles they adopted; and the commodities they rejected,
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these Chinese Muslims combarted the racial stereotype that the
Hui people were “feudal™ and poorly equipped for moderniza-
tien. They showed themselves to be more “civilized™ than their
Han neighbors or the local govermment. They turned “tradition”™
into an economic agset, and challenged the CCPs monopoly on
“progress™ by appealing to an alternative set of criteria for evalu-
ating society.

The next six chapters focus on related sets of goods and fash-
ions and how they were {or were not} consumed. In Chapter 2, |
cxamine consumption practices that relate to the Xitan Muslim
district as a physical space. Residents characterized their neigh-
borhood according to racial craits they believed the Hui minzu
possessed and to architectural and spatial standards they saw as
representing developmental stages of modernization. In Chapter
3, [ look at rwo other elements that define the Muslim districras a
place: the mosques and mosque schools. Consumer pracrices
related to these institurions showed local residents’ efforts to
locate themselves within an international Muslim discourse of
authenticity and to grasp an Islamic locus of progress. In Chapter
4, 1 investipate the production and consumption of foods that
locals defined as “purc and truc™ (gingzhen) and as “traditional”
(chuantong). Here | explore the positive significance of *tradi-
rional,” despite its place in the government’s evolutionary history,:
In Chaprer 5, I discuss the consumption of food that residents saw
as quintessentially “modern™ and “scientific.” Locals used such
foods to present themselves as progressive and to prepare their
children to succeed in 2 “modern” world, In Chapter &, I follow
the rise of an antialcohol movement in the Muslim districe. This
movement ¢alled inte question the state’s developmental para-
digm and modernization trajectory by locating the source of “civ-
ilization” in Islam. In Chapter 7, T look at trends in brida! appear-
ance and wedding comsumption. Through selectively appropriaring
goods and images associated with modernization, Xi’an Muslims
vesimated themselves within national evolutionary hisrarchies and
universal history. In the final chapter (Chapter 8), T discuss how
residents of the Muslim districr worked within an evolutionary
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paradigm while rejecting certain aspects of the state’s model of
progress. T reflect on the role that Tslam plaved in enabling resi-
dents to reconceive “modernization,” and T evaluate how the gov-
croment’s own policics creared opportunitics For this proup of
Chinese Muslims to reframe the state’s evolutionary paradigm,

Fieldurork and Writing

This book is based on eighteen months of keld research that
1 conducred in Xi'an between [anuary 1994 and August 1995 and
during four short visits in the summers of 1992, 1996, T997, and
1998. Conducring ethnopraphic research in China was much less
difficult during the mid-1g9o0s thar it had been even ten vears pre-
vigusly, but as a foreign researcher [ was stll subject to certain
constratngs. Visiting scholars required an institutional sponsor to
conduct research in China, so I became affiliated with the history
department of the Shaanxi Academy of Social Sciences. T was for-
runate thar they were willing to host me: the Hui were considerad
a “sensitive™ [mngan) topic to study. This was in part because of
racial relations and in part because of Muslim protests over books
regarded as offensive to Islam (see Gladney 1991 for a description
of Hul protests during 1989}, During 1993, residents of the Mus-
lim district orgamized public marches over a book thar Hu
throughout the northwest found offensive; this *social unrest®
delayed my Aeldwork For several months while officials srewed
abourt granting permissions. As my collcagucs ar the academy told
me, everyone wanted assurance thar *norhing would happen”
while T was there. After arriving, [ was gently warned against dis-
rupting the local community or espousing views that did not
depict the Xi'an Hui in a favorable light. All survey and question-
naire work was prohibited. [ was also refused permission to live in
the Muslim district and ultimately lived in the foreign students’
dormitory at Northwest University (Xibei [axwme}, a fiftesn-
minute bicycle ride from the area.
Thar beinp said, | was subject to no other restrictions. [ came
and went freely in the Muslim district, as frequentiy as 1 wished, 1
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was not required to be accompanied by a member of the Acad-
emy, but could visit the area’s mosques, busincsses, and house-
holds alone. Published materials on the Hui were available at local
Muslim bookstores, and the distriet’s Religion and Nationaliry
Office, the branch of the district governiment that dealt specifically
with Islam and “munority nationalities,” occasionally provided me
with official documents to peruse. Officials who worked there and
the vice-director of the provincial Religion and Nartionality Affairs
Commission agreed ro unlimited interviews. I rode my bicyele into
the Muslim district almost every day and spent most of my time in
the homes and businesses of local families, the ten mosques, and
the Hui Middle School.

Most of my insights into the Muslim districe come from nren-
sive contacts with six extended families. Aside from these infor-
mants, whose friendship, generosity, and tolerance for stupid
questions was remarkable, T interviewed and spoke casually with
an estimated 200 adults and had conracts at each of the ten
mosgues. Despite the large size of the Muslim district {30,000 in
1994, according to official sources), I never ceased to be amazed
by the intimare and detailed knowledge that residents possessed of
one another. It was never the case that I could speak of a particu-
lar religious specialist or family without others knowing whe they
were or being able to Iink them to someone they knew, even if the
people being discussed lived on the opposite side of the district, A
number of factors contributed to this intimacy: the smallness of
the physical area that comprised the districe, high levels of incer-
marriage berween the families living there, the schooling system
that was based upon residence, and residents’ preference for oper-
ating private enterprises in or near their homes.

My extended presence in the Muslim district was somewhat
puzzling to most people, because I am neither Chinese nor a Mus-
lim. Almost three months inrto my fieldwork, [ wondered if any
Hui were ever going to talk 1o me for more than five minutes;
unlike the Fan people T had met in Xi’an, restdents of the Muslim
district were guarded and scemed unintercsted in speaking to a
foreigner. My first break came through Yan, one of the yvoung
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women with whose story 1 began this chapter. I visited Yan's fam-
ily’s restaurant frequently during my first few weeks in Xi'an, and
one day a woman approached me about giving English lessons to
her daughter. A few days later I was tcaching Yan English at her
tamily’s home. Yan's desire to study English faded after about two
months and disappeared entirely as she prepared for her wedding
in Ocrober Tyg4, but she and her family became some of my clos-
est friends and most valuable informanes. Other conracrs came
from volunteer teaching ar che Hui Middle School and persistent
visits to the local mosques, which rended o be places for socializ-
ing as well as worship.

This is not the book that | imagined writing when T first began
visiting Xi’an in 1992, Ar that time I had not thought about inves-
tigating consumption behaviors, and although I knew thar the
PRC government promoted modernization and an evolutionary
ideology of progress, | never imagined that the people I was inter-
ested it pard much attention ro such things. However, as anyone
who has conducted ethnographic research will know, the
rcscarcher is led by the interests of his or her informants, During
the weeks and monchs of fieldwork, I was struck by the impor-
tance that residents placed on consumption and cemmadities and
by the way they interpreted consumer acts. Residents of the Mus-
{im district used consumption o evaluate their own and others”
status, not merely in terms of wealth, but in terms of social devel-
opment. Their words and acts forced me to think abour *rradi-
tion” and “modernization” in a new light, causing me to recog-
nize even more clearly the real sociological consequences of the
ideas and concepts that we use to make sense of the world.



