
[image: image1.png]UNIVERSITY OF
TECHNOLOGY SYDNEY




Narratives of Change: 
Culture and local economic development 
David S G Goodman 
May 2006

ABSTRACT

Local culture has been demonstrated to be important to politics and the emergence of modern Chinese nationalism. Less well understood is the relationship between local culture and economic development. Local culture provides ideology and often organisation that supports entrepreneurship and the development of specifically local economic activity. Through local studies in three Chinese provinces – Shanxi, Qinghai and Hainan – it is argued that local culture is not only a significant factor of production but also explains aspects of business development.
David S G Goodman is Professor of Contemporary China Studies, University of Technology, Sydney [UTS]. His most recent book is China’s Campaign to ‘Open Up the West’: National, provincial and local perspectives (Cambridge University Press, 2004) and he is currently undertaking research on women entrepreneurs at county level in the PRC.

Contact

UTS PO Box 123

Broadway 2007

New South Wales

Australia

Tel: +612 9514 1575

+612 9566 1053

Fax: +612 9514 1578

+612 9566 1052

Mobile: 041 897 9599

Email: David.Goodman@uts.edu.au
Outside of the People’s Republic of China [PRC] and its various discourses of nationalism, culture is not much favoured as an explanatory device to account for economic change in that country. To the extent that cultural explanations are sought and found in the academic literature the field is largely left to business studies, particularly business management. Those who offer advice on how to do business in China often refer, if in different ways to the mysteries of Chinese culture. 
 In particular much is made of the practice of relying on ‘special relationships’ [关系 (guanxi)].  
Indeed, research on ‘culture’ in the context of the spectacular development of the economy of the PRC during the last thirty years seems to have focussed, often to the exclusion of all else, on the phenomenon of guanxi. The term  was incorporated into the social science literature on contemporary China in the late-1970s and early 1980s, initially with respect to politics. 
 Now it is said that guanxi  is a specifically Chinese cultural construct without which no business can be undertaken successfully in China. 
 This focus is problematic not simply because it over-essentialises Chinese society and culture, but also because it hinders consideration of other more meaningful interpretations of the role of culture in explaining both economic development generally and more specifically the development of businesses in the PRC. 

This is not the place to undertake a full-scale critique of Pye’s earlier formulations on guanxi or indeed later developments in the literature. It is clearly the case that business people in China do, and do talk about the need to 拉关系 ‘la guanxi’  (to ‘pull’ or ‘rely on special relationships’) and 走后门 ‘zou houmen’ (‘go through the back door’) to get things done. To the extent that there is a vocabulary for these practices then it might be possible to argue that the culture expresses itself in particular ways. All the same to claim that guanxi and associated practices are uniquely Chinese for this reason may be doing considerable disservice to social science more widely. Many societies have specific vocabularies for similar practices – think ‘protectsia’  in Israel and ‘influenza’  in Italy, not to mention ‘Masonic’ networks in the UK. And most societies have developed similar practices to govern social interactions at some time or another when there is an absence of rules and regulations, when the rule of law is weak or has broken down, or when new regimes are being established. As Charles Tilly pointed out in contemplating the emergence of so-called new forms of entrepreneurship, ‘Welcome to the 17th Century!’ 
  
There are essentially three difficulties attending any search for cultural explanations of change in China: culture can be a broad and often a somewhat imprecise concept; the scale of China makes for difficulties in the unit of analysis; and the assumption of historical continuity may be somewhat attenuated. The definition of ‘culture’ is almost necessarily contested. In practice the term is applied to a range of concepts including not only the articulation, representation and manifestation of social distinctiveness, but also to the values, attitudes and constructs of a specific society and even the whole of that specific society itself. It may even apply to the attributes of a specific society, or even a section of that society. In China, for example, before the modern era the term 文化(wenhua, culture) referred not simply to (a high level of) education but specifically to the ability to read and write Chinese characters. Those who had culture, who were educated in this way were part of civilisation, those who did not were ‘barbarians.’ This range of definitions and meanings is of course not very helpful to inquiry. The danger in approaching the idea so broadly is that if everything is ‘culture’ then effectively nothing is, as the concept loses analytical purchase and operationality. 
At the same time, ‘culture’ cannot but help be somewhat imprecise. While it is always tempting to regard culture as either a resource, finite and tangible, or as a secret ingredient that transforms social and historical background into action (perhaps through some black box explanation) these views are of course misleading. Moreover, culture is neither an organic or genetic trait of either groups or individuals. Culture is a social construct, occasionally codified (at specific historical moments, such as the birth of new regimes) but more usually a matter of discussion, subject to constant negotiation. 
Scale is always important when considering China. 1300 million people on a large land mass cannot be readily compared, let alone, equated in any sense, with 60 million who live on a small island off the coast of Mainland Europe, or even the relatively homogenous 80 million German speakers in the dominant European economy. China is a continental system which contains a large number of different social and cultural practices.  Its thirty-four provincial-level jurisdictions are most usually country-sized by the standards of the rest of the world. 
 Even in a single province there is often a large variety of first languages, as well as of birth, marriage and death practices, not to mention cuisines. In Guangdong Province alone there are six major language groups; and five in North China’s Shanxi Province, with almost every one of the province’s hundred counties having well-recorded language variations. There may be homogenizing elements in society and culture that result from and accompany economic growth and development, but as with the economy there is essentially still a low level of integration. 
 Of course, this is not to argue that there is no such thing as Chinese culture, but rather that it is a concept of more limited usefulness than might immediately appear to be the case. There are commonalities in terms of the state and statecraft, and by extension through the education system to high culture, especially writing and painting. On the other hand, other social interactions, notably family structures, music, material cultures, food and drink, and business practices are significantly more localised.  
The various discourses of modern Chinese nationalism all make much of the equation between the PRC and a historic China. Today’s PRC is said to be the inheritor of Chinese culture from the Chinese imperial system. 
 Much is made of the Confucian Tradition which in large measure is taken to be the definition of Chineseness. In addition, while modern Chinese nationalism assays an ethnic distinction between the Han Chinese and other inhabitants of the PRC, it simultaneously also attempts to recognize all inhabitants of the PRC as Chinese in the sense of citizens of China, all of whom are said to have historically been subject to the Confucian Tradition. The difficulty is that those different (and sometimes conflicting) notions of Chineseness are modernist ideas shaped by initially European understandings of sovereignty and identity which the Imperial system and the Confucian Tradition did not share. 
 Moreover, they are all still less (roughly) than a hundred years old. Before 1900 those who lived in the area we now call China referred to it by the name of the ruling dynasty rather than as any form of the ‘Middle Kingdom’ 
 and to themselves as subjects of the dynastic ruler. The apparent form of an ethnic descriptor was not adopted until the the Twentieth Century neologism of 汉人 (Hanren or Han) adopted in a deliberate reference back to the Han Dynasty (206 BCE to 221 AD) long recognized as a ‘Golden Age.’ 
The antidote to essentialisation about Chinese culture is to approach explanation at a more local level. A recognition that there are local accounts of social and economic change that both help motivate behaviour and provide legitimation for specific forms of activity provides a more convincing framework for understanding the role of culture in both the evolution of the economic environment and business development. The argument has been presented elsewhere that an emphasis on local culture and identity encourages business participation and through targeting of specific historical examples provides reassurance generally for moves towards commercialisation in China’s transitional economy. 
 
The evidence from an examination of town and village enterprises [TVE] and their enterpreneurs in Taiyuan, provincial capital of Shanxi; of Islamic Salar entrepreneurs in Xunhua (Qinghai Province); and of women entrepreneurs in Qiongshan, Hainan, 
 suggests that local culture also plays a role in determining the manner of business development, especially structures of ownership, management and operation, as well as to some extent the kinds of economic activity that are developed. Each community has its own narrative of change that explains to each individual where they fit into the community and where their community fits into the wider world. This is not to argue that firms and entrepreneurship should not be seen in terms of networks of special relationships, for they are clearly important to each and every operation. Rather it is to emphasise that the culturally distinct aspects of economic development are deeper in the background, more long term, and without question more local.
TVE Entrepreneurs in Taiyuan 
Taiyuan is the provincial capital of Shanxi Province: a heavy industrial centre in North China since the 1920s, as well as a resource rich area of the interior centred on coal. The city had a population at the end of 1998 that was 2.96 million out of a provincial total of 31.72 million people. At that time, its GDP per capita was 10,971 yuan, over twice the provincial average of 5,072 yuan. 
 Shanxi’s role in China’s political economy is determined not only by its dominance of the coal, coke, aluminum and specialist steels industries, but also by the Chinese Communist Party’s deep social roots in the province, that resulted from its mobilisation there during the Sino-Japanese War of 1937-1945 when the province hosted the three major front line areas of national resistance. 
 During the Mao-dominated era of China’s politics many of the models for socio-economic experiment were located in Shanxi, including most notably, the Dazhai Production Brigade. Deng Xiaoping had been based in the province’s southwest during 1938-1945 and many of his allies in the development of the PRC’s reform program from the late 1970s on were from Shanxi. Taiyuan is where these social, economic and political influences meet and are writ large.

Not least because of its interior location Shanxi was necessarily slower to embrace the agenda of ‘reform and openness’ adopted nationally by the Chinese Communist Party [CCP] at the end of 1978. Nonetheless, in 1992 Shanxi adopted economic and social restructuring in earnest with dramatic effect: after 1995 Shanxi’s annual rate of GDP growth consistently outperformed the national average. 
 The new ‘Overtaking’ Strategy was designed not simply to achieve growth but also to transform the structure and practice of the provincial economy. Its focus was on the development of infrastructure for industry and communications, in particular to the goal of becoming a major energy provider – coal, coke and electricity – to the rest of the country. Where previously the province had exported its raw materials elsewhere (despite inadequate communications) now processing was to be locally based. 
A crucial part of the new strategy was a provincial cultural development strategy which emphasised both the importance of local identities within Shanxi and the province’s central role in the shaping of China’s culture as a whole. Much was made of Shanxi’s place at the centre of (and sometimes the generator of) Chinese culture and tradition, as well as its role in the birth of the CCP regime through resistance to Japan. 
 Equally the focus on local identity and self-help could not have been stronger. In 1993, the leader of Shanxi Province, Hu Fuguo, in his speech to the Provincial People’s Congress broke dramatically with the tradition of political discourse established since the mid-1950s when he emphasised his local perspective:

I was born in Shanxi, grew up in Shanxi, lived and worked in Shanxi for 44 years. Shanxi is my home, and the Shanxi people raised me as a son of peasants. As the saying goes “Home influences are hard to change, home feelings hard to forget.” I have never been able to forget the affection of the people at home. My own fate and that of my home are firmly bound together.

Later, he moved on more dynamically in his speech to the 7th Shanxi CCP Provincial Congress in January 1996: 

It has been nearly half-a-century since the Liberation. What reason do we have to see our people live such a poor life ? Shanxi enjoys rich natural resources and our people are kind-hearted and hard-working. How can we continue to let them live in poverty ? Shanxi people made enormous contributions to the nation during the revolutionary war and subsequent socialist construction. How can we reward them with such poverty ? How can we allow our people to enter the 21st century in the shackles of poverty ?  
 
These statements and the shaping of a provincial cultural development strategy provided the legitimacy for a rapid change in the province’s economic structure, reflected overwhelmingly and positively in both the attitudes and actions of TCE entrepreneurs interviewed in Taiyuan. 

Coal clearly dominates the economy has it has done since the early Twentieth Century – approximately 20 percent of the provincial economy was derived from extraction and processing in the late 1990s and a further 20-25 percent was derived from coal-related industry. 
 The new development strategy targeted specialist steels and aluminium, energy and coal derived materials. In particular it led to the development of a township and village enterprise-based processing and consumer goods industry, especially in coal-derived and coal-industry-supporting activities. By the late 1990s this sector accounted for 33 percent of provincial GDP from a virtual standing start. 
 According to state statistics, a significant feature of change has been the well-above average expansion of the private sector of the economy, which on a provincial basis was second only to Zhejiang Province in its share of GDP. 
 Indeed, within Shanxi itself there was suspicion that the real figure for the size of the private sector was considerably higher, with many private entrepreneurs masquerading for political reasons as part of the local government economy. 

The heavy-industry focus to local economic development, particularly centred on coal and its by-products (including chemicals and plastics) is hardly remarkable given Shanxi’s resource base. More surprising perhaps is the extent to which change has taken place within a framework of inherent political conservatism. Taiyuan has been a party-state dominated city jurisdiction since before 1949 and so it has remained. Unlike economic change in Zhejiang or Jiangsu, where it was sometimes an advantage to be seen apart from the institutions of the party-state, 
 in Taiyuan participation at a high level was an entrepreneurial requirement. TVE entrepreneurs either had to start off with a solid background in the party-state or, if they had previously been on the outer and energised by the calls of the Overtaking Strategy, they had to be prepared to take on a role (and often a leadership role) in the party-state locally.
By 1998 there were estimated to be about 51,813 enterprises in Taiyuan, whose metropolitan area includes a sizeable rural hinterland, of which 21,810 were service enterprises and 5,306 were state sector enterprises. 
  Taiyuan’s pre-reform local power elite with its foundations in both heavy industry and earlier communist traditions has certainly been a major source for the local ‘new rich.’ At the same time, it has also been possible for previously less politically privileged entrepreneurs to be socially mobile, especially within the services sector. However, these are not two economically or socially distinct groups: economic and social change has been driven by a series of strategic alliances – between capital and knowledge, between the local power elite and the previously politically excluded, and between the private and the public.

Taiyuan’s entrepreneurs in the late 1990s came from a bewildering array of different types of company whose official designation often effectively masked their status as either owners or managers. Not all managers are managers, particularly in the collective local government sector where some are owners; and ownership is more usually mixed than the official categorisation of the economy into state, collective, private and foreign-funded sectors implies. Indeed, ownership and  management are probably less important signifiers of activity than entrepreneurship, especially as the latter is now required even of state sector enterprise managers. Formally, the state sector is the planned part of the economy; the collective sector is the unplanned part of the state economy, with enterprises owned by the workers in the company (mainly in urban areas) or by a locality (mainly in rural areas); and the private sector is that for owner-operators. However, in practice with reform these distinctions have become increasingly less meaningful as explanations of economic structures and activities. 

With change it has become possible to identify five categories of TVE entrepreneurs, differentiated by organisational context, the major source or sources of investment, and by the scale of activity: rural entrepreneurs, private entrepreneurs, joint venture managers, private enterprise managers, and owner-operators. Table 1 provides information on the scale and size of the different kinds of enterprise (as indicated by the size of average fixed assets and net profits) which were identified in interviews with TVE entrepreneurs. A comparison is also provided with local state sector enterprises which indicates very clearly the smaller scale of TVE operations.

Table 1: Average fixed assets and profits after tax for different categories of enterprise by sector, million yuan per annum, Taiyuan 1999



Fixed assets
Net profits

Rural enterprises
     26.54

   4.10

Private
enterprises
     42.31

   7.52


Foreign-funded

     52.23

   3.22

joint ventures

Owner-operator  

Enterprises

       6.77

    . 317

State sector enterprises




 1,583.91
22.29


The rural enterprises include collectives and stock companies established by townships, villages, and districts in Taiyuan’s rural and suburban areas. Although originally fairly small-scale and village-based, often growing out of former agricultural machinery workshops, shops and restaurants, many took advantage of the rural sector’s preferential economic regulation to develop sizeable industrial concerns, especially in mining and associated activities. The growth of rural enterprises was particularly spectacular in suburban areas where villages were able to benefit from their rural status as well as access to markets and technical inputs. In Taiyuan for example, one former suburban village ceased farming, having sold its land to the municipality and invested the returns in building one of the city’s biggest department stores, which it now operates. Rural entrepreneurs were most likely to be local residents, and frequently former local officials, who mobilised the locality behind the particular idea that led to the development of the enterprise. Many had been the village head in name or in fact, and were members of the CCCP, if not branch officials. 

Technically the desgnation of a foreign-funded joint venture could apply to any other kind of enterprise that brought in investment from outside the PRC, including Hong Kong. There are about a hundred of these in Taiyuan, with half sourced from Taiwan or through Hong Kong. Most are larger and developing versions of private or state sector enterprise, though there are also a few rural collectives and social unit owned companies that have transformed themselves into joint ventures. Joint venture managers in Taiyuan anecdotally are seen to be rather ostentatious. Certainly they come overwhelmingly from ‘good’ political backgrounds with parents who have worked at a high level in the party-state; have often been state officials themselves; have a high level of education; and are usually members of the CCP.

The designation ‘private enterprise’ applies to those which have either become designated as collective enterprises through cooperation with local government or which have become share-based companies, but where the original individual entrepreneur remains in the senior management position. Private enterprise was initially sanctioned by the CCP during the 1980s as small-scale economic activities - such as retail and service provision - which were more efficiently provided in this way according to market needs. There was virtually no thought given to individual enterprise development and indeed when small-scale private entrepreneurs started to accumulate and wanted to reinvest in new areas, and especially wanted to become small-scale industrialists, they found themselves without access to bank loans, or the additional labor, machinery and land that they required.
 In consequence, private entrepreneurs wanting to expand or to develop into new areas have usually cooperated with local government, villages, townships or occasionally with state sector enterprises to form new companies. In contrast, as Table 1 indicates, owner-operator enterprises remain fairly small-scale. 

Owner-operators are either those who own and run the entire economic infrastructure of a private sector enterprise, or those who run businesses based on village, local government, state or collective sector ownership of capital where the operation of the enterprise is then contracted out. Elsewhere in China, owner-operators are frequently characterised as young, poorly educated, and the previously economically and politically excluded. 
 In Taiyuan this was certainly somewhat the case during the 1980s. However, in the 1990s whilst many owner-operators remained young, private enterprise also began to attract considerable numbers of university graduates whose parents were more from the establishment – either as state officials or members of the CCP – than from the socio-economic periphery. 

The final category of new entrepreneurs were the managers of the larger private enterprises. There are some extremely large-scale private enterprises, which are the size of large-scale state sector enterprises. The Antai International Enterprise Group Company, led by Li Anmin, which is based in and dominates Jiexiu County, to the south of Taiyuan is one of those. Founded originally on coke production in the 1980s it has now expanded into a range of coal industry by-products, fashion and textiles, and owns its own trains. It has also built its headquarters in Taiyuan: an enormous skyscraper which is the city’s second tallest building, after the People’s Bank of China. As with the managers of joint venture firms, private enterprise managers are likely to be well-educated, have worked in the party-state and to be CCP members themselves.

As these comments suggest, the CCP has remained central to the processes of social and economic change in Taiyuan. However, in keeping with changed national priorities, the CCP’s processes and mobilisatory techniques to ensure that centrality were inclusionary and accommodative rather than ideologically driven. The social role of the CCP in the formation of new enterprises is perhaps the most dramatic: the children of party-state officials and state sector managers moved on in disproportionate numbers to become TVE entrepreneurs during the 1990s. They almost certainly in most cases built on their parents’ associations within the party-state to the extent that those who were small-scale owner-operators often did not see an immediate need to become members of the CCP themselves. Table 2 summarises information about the social and political relationships between entrepreneurs, their parents, and the party-state. 

Table 2: Entrepreneurs and the party-state, percentage in each category of entrepreneur, Taiyuan 1996-99

Category of                                       Parent in              Entrepreneur        Member

entrepreneur


party-state
worked

CCP

elsewhere

in party-state

Rural entrepreneur

45

59

  82

Private entrepreneur

51

61

  68

Joint venture manager

43

76

  80

Private enterprise manager
52

76

  87

Owner-operator


47

22

  41

There would appear to have been two predominant career paths for Taiyuan’s new TVE entrepreneurs: they were either members of the party-state at local levels who had taken the lead in developing economic initiatives and enterprises; or they were individuals who having become successful entrepreneurs were then recruited to the CCP. The relatively high proportion of owner-operators outside the CCP, though still not large, reflects the process of incorporation. Owner-operators were generally younger entrepreneurs with small-scale operations who as they became more successful would become private entrepreneurs, at which stage if they were not already CCP members it would be more likely for them to be invited to join, particularly where they were children of CCP members themselves.

The CCP has clearly sought to incorporate most of the more successful owner-operators and private entrepreneurs into the activities of the party-state. Often this has been through recruitment into the CCP, as Table 2 indicates, though this technique is not used exclusively. A number of high profile, successful private entrepreneurs (most usually responsible for fairly large-scale enterprises) have quite explicitly not been permitted to join the CCP, even though party branches have been established in their enterprises. Instead they are publicised as ‘model entrepreneurs’ and become delegates to the Provincial and National People’s Congresses, which can certainly be regarded as other forms of membership in the party-state.

Salar Entrepreneurs in Xunhua 
Generally speaking the various peoples and communities of Qinghai Province, in Northwest China, have been even slower to adapt to the new spirit of economic reform than was the case in Shanxi. 
 The exception has been the Salar People of Xunhua County, in the Eastern part of Qinghai. Xunhua has been regarded as the ‘homeland’ within the PRC of the Salar – an Islamic, Turkic people – since 1955. 
 Though the result of entrepreneurialism here has not been considerable wealth by the standards of Eastern China, it has been substantial for a county within Qinghai. Growth through the 1990s had resulted in a GDP by 2001 of 30 million yuan renminbi (US$3.75 million.) The explanation of this dramatic turnaround in the fortunes of Xunhua would seem to be a product of the Salar’s revival of their culture and identity, made all the more remarkable because from 1958 to about 1982 the PRC moved to suppress Salar culture. 
Xunhua is a county of 2,100 square kilometres that runs for 90 kilometers along the course of the Yellow River as it moves into Gansu Province, at between 1780 meters above sea level (the low point is exactly where the Yellow River enters Gansu Province) and 4498 meters above sea level. It is a county of mountains and valleys, poorly connected to the rest of China and poorly integrated in itself. Until 1972 there was no paved road into or out of the county. The main communication route was along the Yellow River into the Linxia District of Gansu.  There is an extremely fertile strip along both sides of the Yellow River, with a heavy clay soil, where annual yields of 800 jin of grain per mu are normal. At the same time a large part of the county is barren mountains, referred to by locals as ‘the land where nothing lives,’ and not even suitable, as elsewhere in Qinghai Province for grazing.

In 2001 Xunhua County had about 120,000 people, and just under 30,000 households, living in 147 towns and villages. 
 Xunhua’s population is predominantly Salar (62%) though a substantial minority (24%) are Tibetans, largely agriculturalists living in the Tibetan villages at the east of the county. Relationships between the Salar and Tibetans are for the most part close. Most adult Salar speak a fair amount of Amdo Tibetan. Salar refer generally to Tibetans in extremely friendly tones as ajiou meaning ‘maternal uncle,’ a term denoting as close a relative as can be without being parent, child or sibling, 
 and during the 1950s the two communities cooperated on several occasions in acts of resistance to the PRC. These culminated in 1958 in an outright revolt which led to the PRC suppression of Salar culture until the early 1980s. Large numbers of Salar males were sent to ‘Reform through Labour’ Camps, mosques were closed, and cultural artefacts were removed from Xunhua ‘for safe keeping.’ Repression only ended with the changed PRC policies towards the so-called ‘minority nationalities’ including the Salar, during the early 1980s.

PRC-recognized minority nationalities are required to have their own language and their own homeland within the PRC. 
 In the 1950s the Salar became a state-recognised nationality defined through their distinctive Salar language, their homeland in Xunhua County, and additionally their origins as exiles from the Samarkand area in today’s Uzbekistan. 
 Exile is not only central to the definition of the Salar, a sense of banishment and of being ‘outsiders’ are also part of common consciousness in Xunhua County and indeed for the Salar as a whole. In addition, there are various underlying accounts of migration in explanations of Salar identity, including not only their origin but also their interaction with both the Islamic world and Chinese society. Crucially the Salar see themselves as both Muslims and Chinese, preferring to use Chinese for reading and writing, though still retaining the Salar language for speech (and Arabic for religious purposes.) 
The evidence of the Salar as a people in exile from Samarkand (or indeed anywhere else) is somewhat attenuated at best. 
 Nonetheless, there is no denying its prevalence as a highly active myth of origin. Exile is particularly interesting as part of the definition of Salar identity because unlike for other exiled groups there is no imperative to return and no presentation of themselves as victims. On the contrary, interviews with Salar businessmen and community leaders suggest that discourses of exile and migration are now once again in use as instruments of Salar mobilisation and wealth generation. The key economic activities have been the export of labour outside the county, the wool industry, and the production of cloths and clothing with Islamic religious significance. 

Religion, language, and Xunhua have been key pillars in the recent elaboration of Salar identity, that reinforce feelings of community and solidarity and encourage individuals to economic activism. So too is exile, which helps the Salar believe they have a competitive advantage that comes from not being fundamentally native to the area in which they live and operate, despite having been born and grown up there. They see themselves as being both more mobile than those around them and more dynamic elements in the development of society. 

The self-attributed case for Salar exceptionalism, and in particular the link between the nationality’s origins in exile, on the one hand, and social and economic activism, on the other, can be seen in the following reports of interviews with local entrepreneurs. They convey the spirit of Salar activism in the development not only of Xunhua, but also of Qinghai and China’s Northwest. These vignettes provide evidence of the range of motivations, as well as of activism and leadership to be found among community leaders and business people. In particular, they highlight the ways in which individuals proceeded to activism from an understanding of a special Salar ‘outsider’ status; emphasised Salar physical mobility and outwardness in outlook; and developed local products, including religious artefacts, for the wider market. 

‘Ever since I was young I’ve been an entrepreneur’ admitted Manager Ma. 
 His group enterprise now owns a transport company with twelve trucks that shuttle between Qinghai and the Tibet Autonomous Region; and three hotels, one in each of Xunhua, Xining and Ping’an (the Dalai Lama’s birthplace just east of Xining.) At a young age he had been a trader in Qinghai, the Tibet Autonomous Region, Gansu and Ningxia, selling clothes and food products. With the money he generated from these activities in the 1980s and early 1990s he invested in hotels and trucks. When asked about the secret of his success he referred to the large spirit and high energy levels of the Salar. ‘As our history of exile clearly demonstrates’ he said ‘Salars can suffer a lot and still prosper.’ This was a message echoed both explicitly and implicitly by other interviewees.

One was another Ma, this time a village CCP branch secretary, and a long time leader of his village.
  A peasant in Xunhua until the 1980s, he was one of the first to harnass the opportunities presented as part of the Salar revival to mobilize his fellow villagers to economic goals. His village has limited arable land (less than 0.5 mu per capita) so he encouraged others to engage in economic activities outside Xunhua. ‘Our ancestors were forced to leave Samarkand, so we can certainly travel less permanently for work.’ In the early 1980s he led a group of villagers from his home and adjacent villages to undertake odd jobs at a copper mine elsewhere in Qinghai, and then to mine gold in Sichuan. Fifty of the village’s 215 households have now been running restaurants outside Xunhua for many years. Eighty of the village’s households have formed odd job teams that travel outside the county for work in summer and return for winter. In addition, nine of the village’s households have been able to afford to buy trucks or buses that shift people and goods around the Northwest. For himself Ma has become fairly wealthy, now has seven sons, and eventually (2001) opened a brick plant. 

A similar story was told by another Ma, also a village leader. 
 Since the early 1980s he has led his village’s 310 households to such good affect that only three households now live in poverty. Yields are good on the available arable land (1000 jin of wheat per mu; the village also grows prickly ash and walnuts) but there is precious little workable land. Under Ma’s influence and appeals to moving to the work (as opposed to expecting the work to come to it) the village now has twelve private trucks or buses, with about 100 villagers going to work outside Xunhua on a regular basis. There are about 20 households from this village working in Xining, 30 in Golmud and over 30 households responsible for eateries in the coastal cities of the PRC. As Ma pointed out ‘historically, we’re used to moving about’ and ‘now [2002] Salar restaurants in coastal cities can bring in about 50-60,000 yuan each per year.’

Manager Han has developed one of Qinghai’s largest companies, based on the production of wool from sheep and yak, and attributes the success of the company directly to the fact of Salars being ‘outsiders’ and so therefore willing to always go that step further in making an effort, as well as to new technology. 
 In the 1980s Manager Han had been the manager of a small state run enterprise in Xunhua engaged in wool production. Through the 1990s he restructured the company, expanded it and turned it into a local collective. Based initially on sheep’s wool – in his view ‘Qinghai Xunhua sheep, and their wool, are the best’ – he then thought to branch out into yak’s wool production. He traveled widely throughout North and Northwest China to find out about new equipment, which he eventually ordered from Italy. The company became so successful that by 2000 they had moved their headquarters operation to Xining, exporting not only to Italy and Europe, but also to North America. As with many new Salar industrialists, Manager Han’s localist discourse leads him not only into providing jobs and economic opportunities for his local community but ensures that he is a major donor to communal causes.

Ma Yitzhak (Yisihake) 
 is an even more large-scale entrepreneur and the effective owner of Qinghai’s largest private enterprise, the Xuezhou Sanrong Group, whose Snow Lotus brand is familiar to many cashmere sweater-wearers outside China. This was a village-based company established in the late 1980s as a self-help endeavour led by Ma. Though he is clearly heavily influenced by his Salar background and upbringing, like many others of those interviewed, this is not an inward-looking perspective on the world. His stated goal has been to ‘Take Australia’s history and economic growth on the sheep’s back as a model for Qinghai’s development.’ 
 He has in his own words, applied ‘Salar dynamism to develop pastoral products and build a business in the international market.’ The company now exports all over the world and even imports wool now from Australia. Interestingly Ma Yitzhak was quite outspoken in his criticism of officials in Xining whose behaviour in repeatedly telling him that Xunhua was one of the most undeveloped places he found offensive. According to Ma, since 1989 Xunhua’s growth had been one of the strongest in China’s West, thanks to the Salar. At the same time, and reflectively, he accepted that buildings and technology change faster than people’s patterns of thinking.

Another Han is General Manager of a Salar cloth and hat maker, that has taken traditional Salar products to a wider market, largely through automation. 
 The company grew out of a small village factory producing animal products (leather and skins) in the early 1990s. Through bank loans and with local government support Han and his father (who runs the headquarters office in Xining) have been able to expand the business significantly with sales now going all over China, even to non Salar. There is apparently a sizeable and growing market for minority nationalities products. Necessarily because of its output the factory is a center of community focus. In particular, designs and product ideas are provided from the community. Han’s own experience had previously been that of a trader around North and Southwest China, which he said had provided him with a broader perspective than for most people in Qinghai.

Manager Ma runs a chili paste production factory in Gaizi. 
 Chili paste production is a major industry in Gaizi, with three other competing plants, though Manager Ma’s is the biggest. He buys in chilis from the nearby five villages and produces three product lines, which are then marketed quite widely in Northwest China: Beef Complement, Prickly Ash paste, and Chili Paste. He sees his competition as coming from Sichuan, Anhui and Gansu. According to Manager Ma the secret of the factory’s success has been the excellence of the Xunhua chilis, grown on the soil and with the special climate that exists there; and the activism of the local Salar people. At the same time, he recognizes that ‘chili production is part of poverty’ and was driven by a need to do something to help his native village. ‘Like our earlier ancestors when they first arrived here, we do our best with the available resources.’

Han Zhanxiao was a quite well-known Salar folklorist before the suppression of Salar customs and practices in the late 1950s. 
 Together with his family he now produces Salar embroidery for ceremonial purposes as well as other Salar musical and secular artifacts. In the 1950s he had been a music folklorist and had left Xunhua for Beijing and the Central Nationalities Institute. After his release from imprisonment at the end of the Cultural Revolution he started work again with the Beijing Folklore Festival which took him around the PRC. By the time he eventually retired and returned to Xunhua in the 1990s he had come to see the ‘need for creation and representation of our nationality. I had particularly come to realize this lack after a visit to Inner Mongolia. We need logos and symbols to represent Salar identity to the outside world as well as to ourselves.’ One result was the development of his family folklore enterprise. 
Women Entrepreneurs in Qiongshan
The third example of the impact of local culture on economic change and business development is the experience of women entrepreneurs in Qiongshan, Hainan. Hainan Island was part of Guangdong Province before it achieved provincial status in its own right in 1988. Simultaneously Hainan became a Special Economic Zone [SEZ] alongside Shenzhen and the other three SEZ in South China. The developmental goal (implemented from the top down and led to a large extent by intellectuals from Beijing sent to Hainan for the purpose 
 ) was to build on Hainan’s position as a tropical island in the South China Seas, and open the island wide to foreign economic influences. Fairly rapidly the result was significant foreign investment, loans and trade activity. Hainan gained a reputation as an almost completely uncontrolled society: the PRC’s equivalent of the Wild West where ‘anything goes’, particularly socially. Economic growth was rapid until the early 1990s when overinvestment in real estate created a bubble that broke dramatically leading to considerably more restrained development.  
Hainan Province is a highly compartmentalised society, with five different communities, each of whom has a competing vision of the island’s identity and autonomy. A strong sense of history (especially around the experiences of the immediate post 1949 period) ethnic identity, linguistic difference, as well as clearly defined positions in Hainan’s economic geography and political economy have combined to create largely self-identifying and self-contained communities. Of Hainan’s 7 million people, around two million are native born speakers of Hainanese, the descendants of fairly constant mainland migration to Hainan over several centuries to 1949. There are a million Li, the island’s aborigines, and smaller groups of Zhuang, Miao and Cantonese speakers from the mainland immediately to the north who had also been in Hainan for several centuries. 
The majority of the island’s population belong to three roughly equal-sized communities who have migrated here since 1949. 
  The first are the ‘Old Mainlanders’ who came here immediately after the formation of the PRC essentially to ensure the mainland’s political control. The second are the Overseas Chinese resttled here to a place of safety after withdrawal from Southeast Asia during the difficult years for Chinese regionally during the 1950s and 1960s. The third community are the ‘New Mainlanders’ those who have come to Hainan during the late 1980s and early 1990s or their families. Many of those who migrated at that time were attracted by the economic opportunities, but there were also a substantial number from northern China concerned at the possible consequences in Beijing and the surrounding areas after the events of May-June 1989. Political and economic power lies very much with the two mainland communities. 
 The more Hainanese remain excluded from serving in senior positions on grounds that they speak inadequate Modern Standard Chinese, and through the introduction of a particularly draconian law of ‘locality avoidance’ that prohibited senior cadres from the same locality serving together in any administrative unit. 
 

The two mainlander communities live almost exclusively in the provincial capital, Haikou, which has more than doubled in size with the incorporation of neighbouring Qiongshan in 2002 into a Greater Haikou. Qiongshan was originally considerably more important than Haikou. From the Tang Dynasty on Qiongshan was the main city on Hainan Island. Haikou was the port. This relationship lasted even under the CCP, until the mid 1950s. The change in Hainan’s political centre of gravity probably came with the dismissal of Feng Baiju who had been based in Qiongshan. Feng was the long-time leader of the CCP in Hainan, a history which included the longest established CCP Base Area, in the centre of the island (and with Li support) from 1927 to 1949. As the CCP sought to centralise political authority there was a series of clashes between Beijing and local political leaders – of which this was one – all of which led the latter into difficulties even where they avoided yet more serious penalties. 

The creation of a Greater Haikou follows decades of administrative chaos between the two neighbouring cities. There was, for example, environmental degradation as the two cities were unable to share sewerage provision and simply dumped waste on the other. Postal services broke down completely and in 2001 the Haikou City Government impounded more than a hundred Qiongshan taxis, on the grounds that they were an interference to the Haikou taxi system. The Qiongshan City Government appealed to the Provincial Government, and requested compensation from Haikou. 

Even allowing for the relative novelty of changed administrative arrangements, interviews conducted in Qiongshan a couple of years  after the establishment of a Greater Haikou have confirmed the uneasy history of the past. 
 There was considerable pride expressed in the Qiongshan identity. Roughly 40 percent of those interviewed saw Qiongshan’s ‘glorious history’ as an economic advantage, not least because they saw its historical sites as being more likely to attract tourism. About 30 percent thought that Qiongshan was now financially better off since its incorporation into the provincial capital. At the same time, about 30 percent still saw Qiongshan as a separate entity and talked about ‘its location close to the provincial capital.’ On the other hand about two-thirds thought that the development of Greater Haikou had been generally disadvantageous to the development of Qiongshan. Local industry had in their view, taken a hit on its performance, not least because Haikou’s planning procedures worked to the disadvantage of Qiongshan as well as creating (necessary) discontinuities. Before 2002 there had been a plan for Qiongshan’s industrial development and a scheme to develop a new industrial district. These had all now been shelved. Generally there was a feeling that the quality of Qiongshan’s administrative services had declined and that the public security environment had worsened.  
Migration is the key to understanding the development of contemporary Qiongshan. As already noted, while there are some pockets of native Hainanese in Qiongshan, particularly in its rural districts, the population is overwhelmingly comprised of either New or Old Mainlanders. With the relative economic slowdown of the last decade (to 2004 when fieldwork was undertaken in Hainan) a large proportion of the local population are also Old Mainlanders who have drifted to Qiongshan and Haikou in search of work from other towns and localities around the island. 
 Of the women entrepreneurs interviewed in Hainan, two-thirds had migrated to Hainan since 1988, and the remainder had been Old Mainlanders divided almost equally between those from families who had initially settled in Qiongshan and those who had settled elsewhere but then more recently moved to Qiongshan. Six of the women entrepreneurs were not married. For those who were married similar proportions of migrant background applied to their husbands. Only three of the women married Hainanese men. Migration from all over the PRC is indicated by the distribution of source provinces for the women and their husbands, though there were large numbers from Hubei and Jiangxi in the sample.

When questioned about their migration to Qiongshan it is clear that family ties play a significant role. About a quarter moved before marriage and in each case they had a brother or sister already living on the island. Six of the women came to Qiongshan to seek economic opportunities along with their husbands, and two later followed their husbands once the latter had settled. 

It is also clear that social networks from home towns and villages were important in determining migration and the development of new businesses. Three of the migrant couples, where the wife was interviewed, all came form the same village in Jiangxi, and all ran clothes shops on the same street in Qiongshan. In interviews the wives revealed that most people in their original home village in Jiangxi are engaged in clothes manufacturer and it is an established tradition for them to come to Qiongshan. 
 To take another example: a woman from Zhejiang Province who ran a glasses shop in Qiongshan said ‘Eighty percent of the optical shops in Haikou are run by people from our township. Most Zhejiang migrants here are engaged in glasses retail sales or wholesale business.’ 

Most of the New Mainlander women entrepreneurs interviewed became engaged in the service sector after migration to Hainan. Their businesses included beauty salons, art and design businesses, clothes manufacturing, clothes shops, insurance sales, restaurants, and opticians, as well as inevitably in Hainan, real estate. This is clearly no great surprise given that the service sector, as the planners had foretold in 1988, has now become the most productive part of the Hainan economy (38% of GDP) 
 even if the enterprises of the women entrepreneurs interviewed were generally small scale.
It is clear that people are no longer streaming across the straits from the mainland as was the case during the late 1980s and early 1990s. Nonetheless, the interview sample suggests that for one social group Hainan still represents a safe haven and a chance to seek a new life: a role that it has not only played during the post-1949 era, but was also fairly constant even before the establishment of the PRC. Though the evidence may prove to be ecologically unsound, the interview sample contained a high number of women who came to Hainan after divorce on the mainland seeking a new start to life. 

Ms Fang, one of those interviewed, had come to Qiongshan from Beijing. 51 years old when interviewed Ms Fang had divorced her ex-husband in the early 1980s. In the early 1990s she was invited by to come to Haikou to manage a restaurant. During the low tide of Hainan’s economy, the owner withdrew his money and left Hainan. Fang and a partner took over the business. In 1998 the business partner also withdrew his money, and Fang invested 40,000 yuan to become the sole owner of the business. Since then, the restaurant has not developed beyond the dreams of avarice. Compared to its more splendid neighbours, it remains quite small and shabby. All the same Fang still managed to pay the wages of her eight employees, as well as her son’s expensive tuition fees at university in Canada. In her own words, a single woman’s life is not easy. ‘If possible, I would choose to be a man in my next life’. Customers refused to pay bills and employees resisted her leadership, ‘just because I’m a woman’. Fang had a low opinion of the Hainanese, though she had lived on the island for almost 15 years. In spite of all these difficulties, Fang would still rather take the opportunities presented locally: ‘As I’d already made a mistake, I’d rather keep the mistake to myself’.
 

Another divorced interviewee, Ms Ma, came from Guizhou Pprovince after being divorced. In her 40s when interviewed, before migrating to Hainan, she had been a middle-level leader in an enterprise in Guiyang. Her first job in Hainan was as manager of a four-star hotel. In 2000, she became a senior insurance agent. Within four years, she had established good relationships with both her supervisors and clients, and her business had been so successful that she had won many sales awards. Ma’s family was no great burden: she had a casual worker to help with housework and her daughter was working in Guangzhou as an assistant lawyer. Ma chose to deliberately forget her former marriage. ‘It was too long ago. I don’t remember it anymore’. 

For the purpose of this examination of the impact of local culture in Qiongshan, gender has not been a necessary focus even though the source material has been drawn from a survey of women entrepreneurs. Nonetheless, it is interesting that most of the best-known figures in Hainan’s history are women. These include The Red Detachment of Women made famous after 1949 and by Jiang Qing’s Modern Revolutionary Ballet by that name for their role in the CCP’s conquest of power; as well as the Song sisters – Song Ailing, Song Qingling, and Song Meiling. It is often claimed that capable women have provided the island with a ‘maternal civilisation’ [母性文明 muxing wenming] and an emphasis on ‘soft, peaceful and natural bueaty’ according to the writer and scholar Yu Qiuyu. 

Visitors are often surprised at the extent to which women are involved in the work force in Hainan. Jobs usually seen elsewhere in the PRC as being exclusively ‘male’, such as butchers or pedal rickshaw drivers are often carried out by women. 
 One usual local explanation of this is that ‘traditionally’ men used to support families by fishing. When they were away at sea, their wives were forced to shoulder all the tasks that came their way back on dry land, as well as taking care of the family. The tradition became so well embedded that even when men did not go fishing anymore, their wives still retained their role in labour outside the home. There is certainly evidence of a relaxed and easy going attitude to life among Hainan men. The tradition of 老爸茶 [Laobacha (Old Father Tea)] male tea houses is peculiar to Hainan. Here men can sit all day very cheaply shooting the breeze with each other. The custom even led one representative to the Hainan People’s Congress in 2005 to suggest that Hainan men should ‘treat women better and take a more significant role in production and at home.’ 

Among the women entrepreneurs interviewed in Qiongshan there were some fairly acerbic comments made about Hainan men and their attitudes to both work and their families. A large proportion commented that ‘Hainan men don’t work’ or ‘Hainan men are lazy’ and that ‘Hainan men don’t know how to look after their wives.’ One woman entrepreneur  from Hubei Province said (more than somewhat ruefully) that her husband (also from Hubei) had already adopted the ‘regretful habits of Hainan men.’ 

Narratives of change
Three examples of the relationship between local culture on the one hand, and economic change and business development on the other cannot but be representative of themselves though they may sustain the argument that PRC culture needs to be disaggregated. Even so defining the term ‘culture’ in terms of local narratives of change, as has been attempted here, is clearly not without its dangers. While the distinctive may be more local than not, other cultural influences certainly exist both in terms of economic endeavour (social class and business practices for example) and even in terms of the Confucian Tradition and the practices of either the Chinese state or high culture. The extent to which those additional cultural influences may in the longer term be regarded as parts of Chinese culture though is not only a project in progress but depends necessarily on who is telling the story.
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