EMERGING CLASS PRACTICES
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I. Private Homes, Distinct Lifestyles

Performing a New Middle Class

Li Zhang

The post-Mao economic reform has brought abour unprecedented wealth
and remarkable economic growth, but the income gap and social polarization
have soared in this rapidly commercializing society. A small group of the newly
rich—including private entreprencurs, merchants, well-positioned government
officials, and managers of large profitable corporations—is taking up an enor-
mous share of the new wealth and cultivating a luxurious lifescyle beyond the
reach of the majority of ordinary Chinese. At the same time, millions of rural mi-
grant laborers, laid-off workers, and other disadvantaged citizens (ruoshi qunti)
are struggling to make ends meet, a situation leading to widespread discontent
and even public protests.' Despite such rising social problems, neoliberal prac-
tices centered on the privatization of property and lifestyles are being increas-
ingly naturalized and valorized in the urban public sphere.

Eatly versions of this chapter were presented at the 2004 Annual Meeting of the Asian Studies
Assoctation; the workshop on “The Social, Cultural, and Polirical Traplications of Privarizarion in
the People’s Repubiic of China,” Shanghai, June 28-29, 2004; the Department of Anthropology
and che Cenrer for Asian Studies at che University of Wisconsin, Madison, September 2004; the
conference on “Class-sifying ‘Asian Values’: Culture, Morality, and the Politics of Being Middle
Class in Asia” at che College of the Holy Cross, Worcester, Mass., November 4-6, 2005; the
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One of the most important changes in China’s urban landscape is the forma-
cion of a new social stratum—the “new middle-class” (xin zhongchan jiecen )—
made possible by this privatization.® The demise of the public housing regime
and the rise of the commercial real estate industry have opened up new opportu-
nities for urbanites to seck differentiated lifestyles, status recognition, and cul-
cural orientations. Thus, recent reconfigurations of residential space have proved
vital to the formation of a new urban middle-class culture. My central argument
here is that private homeownership and the increasing stratification of living
space are not merely an expression of class difference or an index of status but
also the very means through which class-specific subjects and a cultural milieu
ate being formed. Drawing from my long-term ethnographic fieldwork in the
city of Kunming in southwest China, I analyze this dual culrural process of space
making and class making by examining how, on the one hand, self-conscious
middle-class subjects and a distinct “class milieu” { jieceng wenhua) are being cre-
ated under a new regime of property ownership and living, and how, on the
other hand, socioeconomic differences get spatialized and materialized through
the remaking of urban communities.?

Rather than treating class as a given, fixed entity, [ approach it as an ongoing

process of “happening.” As E. P Thompson nicely put it, “I do not see class as a
‘pructure,’ nor even as  ‘category; but as something which in fact happens (and
can be shown to have happened) in human relationships.”* This approach is par-
ticularly important to my understanding of class making after Mao because, as a
private real estate developer pointed out, “one may be able to see the emergence
of social stratification based on people’s economic status, but it is still very diffi-
cult to speak of any middle class because there has not emerged a distinct class
culture shared by those who have accumulated certain material wealth. Class
making after Mao is still in its very early, amorphous stages; this is going to be a
very long and confusing process.” Thus it makes more sense to speak of the for-
mation of middle-class subjects (oftentimes fragmented) than to assume a clearly
identifiable class already in place. It is this cultural process of making and hap-
pening, in which a group of people attempt to articulate their interests and stage
their dispositions, that T hope to unravel.

“Modern China” seminar ar Columbia University, October 5, 2006; and the workshop on “Re-
claiming Chinese Society: Politics of Redistribution, Recognition, and Representation” ar the Uni-
versity of California, Berkeley, October 27-28, 2006. I thank Michael Buraway, Mun Young Cha,
Sara Friedman, Emily Honig, Rebecca Karl, Mark Miller, Kevin O'Brien, Ajhwa Ong, Eileen Ods,
Lisa Rofel, and the participants and audiences at these events for their helpful comments and con-
versations. The research was supported by the Wenner-Gren Foundation for Anthropological Re-
search, the University of California President’s Rescarch Fellowship in the Humanities, the Davis
Humaniries Rescarch Fellowship, the Institute of Governmental Affairs Junior Faculty Research
ranr amd Bacnley Resedrch Grants from the University of California at Davis.
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'V/hat is central in the formation of middle-class subjects in China is the culti-
vation of a distinct “cultural milien” based on taste, judgment, and the acquisition
of cultural capital through consumption practices:? In this open, unstable process
competing claims for status are made through a public performance of self-worth,
whilf: at the same time what is considered suitable and proper is negotiated.® Classj
making thus takes place not only within the domain of relations of prociucrion
but a.lso outside of it, namely, through the-spheres of éonsumption, family, com-
munity, and lifestyle.” Although Marxist-inspired scholars have long reco;gnized
place as an important constituent of class, the emphasis has been on how the
workplace serves as the primary arena for working-class politics. As a result, not
enough consideration has been given to the cultural process thar occurs W;thin
other social domains. The importance of community life in the formation of class
is well tllustrated by E. P Thompson’s seminal wotk The Making of the English
Working Class, which delineates everyday practices of the working class in their
community, family, church, school, leisure, and consumprtion.® For him, class is as
much cultural as it is economic. Even though the situation of Thomp;on’s (En-
glish working-class) subjects is very different from thar of the middle-class Chi-
nese [ am writing about, and even though his notion of class is deeply rooted in
the fundamental conflict between capital and labor, I find his willingness to locate
class politics in a much broader social and cultural realm and treat it as a dynamic
process extremely fruitful. This cultural and processual approach opens up a new
space for rethinking class beyond economic terms and rigid structural divides

[ take the culturally otiented approach toward class further here by focusiné on
two social spheres outside of direct economic production—community-making
and consumption practice—in order to shed new light on the cultural formation
of the new Chinese middle class.” Drawing on Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of “habi-
ru_s,'” [ argue that the emerging forms of living and everyday consumption play a
critical part in constituting the social dispositions of class-specific subjects, and
not merely in displaying their status.’” It is in this sense that I see lifestyle ch,oices
and consumption as productive forces. More specifically, my ethnographic ac-
count .dcmonstrates how commercialized real estate development and exclusion-
ary residential space provide a tangible place where class-specific subjects and their

cultufal milieu are created, staged, and contested.’! In delineating this mutually
constitutive relationship among space, class, and consumption, I also consider
how the rapidly expanding advertising of housing has become a vital engine in
manufacruring and disseminating the dreams, tastes, dispositions, and images of
the new middle class.’” , ¢

In this chapter I frequently use the Chinese term jieceng, instead of jigji or the
English words “class” and “status,” for important reasons. Since the end of Mao’s
regime, Chinese people have largely avoided the term jiei in talking about social
stratification because this concept was highly politicized and closely associated
with the brutal and violent class struggle that caused pain and suffering for many
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under Mao. It is another term, jieceng, that is now.commonly used to refer to so-
cioeconomic differentiation. This vernacular term allows one to spea.l.{ abovuf1 vari-
ous newly emerged socioeconomic diffefenccs w1thu'3ut qmckly“reso.m;?g f;lt er t(;
a set of preformulated, historically specific categories such as capltfa lstsd VC{’S?I
“proletarians” largely determined by one’s position in the relaf:nf)ns of production,
or to the Maoist conceprualization of class as a form of p?hncal co'nscmuslne_ss.
But ar the same time, jieceng refers to more than just status. The term is deeply in-
tertwined with one’s ability to generate income and to consume. It is most CC;IHC_I
monly used by Chinese today to ‘rcfcr to an emerging social %;m;ﬁ houeh
zhongchan fieceng (literally meaning “the middle .propertled stlratll:sm h Ei idegn !
this group is still in a rudimentary stage of formatllon and thus aic a sf r;l.re. e
tity, its members have begun to explore flnd culFlvat_c a new cu iiu'e o Wl{nﬁﬂ(m
way to articulate their economic and socm.l”loca:lon mnsgcmty. Thus my lll:l e o
in using the term jieceng {rather than “class or “status ) is not o e_rgrse politicsa d
ideology from my account of the mounting socioeconomic di erennatuc)lr}
China, but to render a culturally and historically specnﬁi concept tha.t, me ITFCS
berween the two distinct yet related analytical terms “cla,s's and status. The ; 1p};
page between them is thus intentionally retained in the discourse of ]zeceng,l;v ic
allows the simultaneous consideration of economic and Cultl-.l-[al processes.

In what follows, I first briefly trace the spatialization of Jiecengas a result of a
recent neoliberal move to privatize property ownership and l1f?:s'ryle, and tlhcn
turn to an ethnographic account of how difﬂf:rcnt .afltural rmheu; and. class-
specific subjects are cultivated within the' st_rauﬁed. living spage'b{?lf oculsmgt?]r;
consumption practices and a sense of social insecurity. I then rietly afna g’ze
role of real estate advertising in shaping the cultu‘ral meanings o Ih € lr:iew
zhongchan jieceng. In the conclusion I reflect on some 1mp11<.:a1t1or1i1 for re in r;g—
the cultural politics of class, space, and consumption at a time when cerain n

oliberal strategies are being utilized by the state to transform Chinese society, and

: 14
on their unexpected consequences.

From Danwei to Stratified Living Space

Under the socialist regime the majority of urban C}}inese cF)uld not ov;nbpnrlat_e
property; instead they lived in state-subsidized put?llc housmg_ a_llocate. y eg
work units (danwei).'* In Kunming, a city of approx1maf:c_ly 3 rrlulhon residents an

the capital of Yunnan Province, residential communities prior 0 the (liloufn;lg
reform were largely organized into two forms: (1) mm?d, non—danw&z—.basc. Selg c]
borhoods, under the control of the municipal housing bur.eau, which in ude

mostly renters of diverse social backgrounds; and (2} danwei-based communities,
which included relatively large housing compounds constructed, owned, and regu-
lated bv work units. which acted as de facto landlords and managers. In other
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words, it was damwei, not specific street names and numbers, that served as the
most important spatial indicators for social mapping. Ihequality in the public
housing system was expressed mainly through the quality and size of apartments.
Such differences were largely determined by the scale, strength, and status of work
units and one’s position within a given work unir racher than by private wealth.
Such concepts as “poor working-class neighborhoods” or “upscale neighbor-
hoods” were virtually nonexistent in most Chinese cities under socialism, 16

Then in 1998 the State Council launched its reform to privatize public hous-
ing. Under the new policy, families were encouraged to buy their aparements
from theit work units at a discounted rate significantly below market value. In-
ittally many urban residents were skeptical about the privatization scheme. Their
main concern was whether private homes would be protected by law, since ac
that time the Constitution did not recognize private property ownership. Under
these circumstances, the Chinese government launched several campaigns to
ensure its urban citizens that privatized housing would be treated as a form of
commodity and protected by the state. It urged people to abandon the welfare
mentality and adopt a commedity-oriented perspective. As one slogan put it,
“Housing is no longer a welfare item; it is a commodity.” By 2000 most dznwei-
based public housing had been privatized in Chinese cities,

At the same timne, there has been rapid growth in the construction of new pri-
vate homes that have little connection with the danwes system.'” The real estate
industry centered on housing construction has become the primary engine of
economic growth in China. The emerging new communities (wizoqu, licerarily
meaning “small neighborhoods” or “small quarters”) are rapidly transforming the
Chinese urban landscape into a highly stratified and socially segregated environ-
ment marked by income. The new homes offer many choices in price, qualicy,
style, service, and location for consumers in different socioeconomic positions. In
Kunming today, the striking differences between the wealthy and lower-income
neighborhoods can hardly be overlooked.'® Lower-income housing consists
mostly of matchbox-like apartments in buildings that are poorly constructed and
poorly maintained. There is lictle public space between buildings and virtually no
green areas. The low-quality exterior paint is easily washed away by rain, making
the surface of buildings look like “crying faces with running tears,” as one infor-
mant put it. By contrast, the commercially developed upper- and middle-class
neighborhoods feature a variety of architecrural styles and high-quality construc-
tion materials, and are spacious, clean, and well protected. The colors of these new
buildings are bright and cheerful. There are plenty of well-kept lawns, flowers,
plants, and parking garages. .

Factors that further differentiate urban residential space today include prop-
erty values, community services, and the social characreristics of the residents.,
Let us take a closer look ar the three kinds of communities into which the resi-
dents of Kunming are seratified.
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“Gardens” and “Villas”

The newly constructed luxury neighborhoods are commonly referred to as “gar-
dens” (yuan ot huayuan). Most of the housing consists of spacious condominiums
in high-rises or multistory structures in convenient prime downtown areas or the
core urban districts (shigr). There are also town houses and detached single-family
homes, called bieshu, located in the developing suburbs. All of these are “com-
modity housing” (shangpinfang), which can be bought and sold freely by private
individuals. Located in well-protected gated communities, each unit costs about
half a million yuan or more, far beyond the reach of the majority of ordinary citi-
sens. Some of the luxury single-family houses cost as much as 2 million yuan. Jade
Garden, located near Green Lake in Wuhua District, is one of the upscale gated
communities that I visited frequently. Because it is near downtown, adjacent to a
beautiful park, and located in the best school distric, Jade Garden is one of the
most expensive properies in the city. It consists of a high-rise tower and several
large six-story buildings forming a completely enclosed residential compound of
some two hundred units. The sale price per unit ranges from 600,000 to 800,000
yuan, depending on the view. Each unit measures roughly 150 square meters,
which is considered spacious by Chinese standards. This complex is run by a pri-

vate property management agency that is known for its high-quality customer ser-
vice, modeled on that of its Hong Kong-based parent company. It has an indoor
swimming pool, gym, and clubhouse and meticulously maintained landscaping, '
Like most other upscale compounds, this fortress-like complex is protected by
surveillance cameras and private security guards. Residents use their own keys to
open three sers of gates: the large meral frone gate (which is closed at night), the
building unit gate, and the house door. During the daytime the main gate is open,
bur the guard stops and questions anybody who does not appear to be a resident
there. T was stopped twice and had to wair until the guard called my friends and
confirmed that | was indeed their guest.

Mr. Zhao, who lives in Jade Garden, runs a specialty sports and leisure cloth-
ing business which is well-known among middle-class families and expatriates
looking for high-quality Western-style clothing. Zhou, who is in his late thirties,
graduated from a well-known college in 1987 bur decided to give up his intellec-
tual career for private business in 1991. He was able to pull only several thousand
yuan togecher for startup, so in the beginning the operation was small. He rented
a stall of less than 10 square meters on a street near 4 local university. Four years
later the city government decided to widen several roads and thus demolished all
the stalls and shops on them, including his. By then he was already making good
money and was able to rent a larger store on a main commercial street. Between
1995 and 1997 his business took off, and he made about 1 million yuan annu-
ally. He attributed his success to three things: knowing how to sclect high-quality
e Aueree i Alaceic leienre srvles. affering superior customer service, and starting
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Figure 1. An upscale gated condominium complex. Courtesy of Li Zhang

the business early. By the time I met him, his business had grdwn into a thr
store chain operation with ten employees. -
Zhou owns a spacious condo on the tenth floor with a sweeping view of
Grec‘n Lake. I was greeted at the door by a young live-in nanny who did th
cooking and cleaning and ook care of his little boy. The furniture was good b i
not lavish. His family could easily live on the income generared from tﬁe clotlLll—
ing b}.lSiIIESS, bur his wife also wanted to have a career. She worked as a cashier at
a major bank. I noticed a Bible on the coffee rable and a statue of the Virgin
Mary. on the bookshelf—items not commonly found in Chinese homes Zhgou
exPlalncd to me that informal Bible study groups are emerging amon the. urban
:Tu.dfile class. The new privare communities provide a safer space for r%li ious aa
tivities because there is less direct governmental surveillance. i -
Although residents in the upscale neighborhoods have one thing in
common—wealth—their occupational and educational backgrounds are diferse
and they are not considered “elite” by the larger society. As merchants, entre re:
neurs, or what David Goodman calls “owner-operators,” they tend to l;c lumP ed
into one of two categories: zuo shengyi de (businesspeople), as opposed to thpose
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working in the state sector, and da laoban (big bosses), as.opposcd to the wage 123.—
borers in the private sector,?® The secret of their success is that they starced thf:lr
businesses relacively early and thus were able to take advantage .O.F Eh(-i emerging
private market for rapid capital accumulation before the competition intensified.

Mid-level Neighborhoods

The “middle-stratum neighborhoods” (zhengdang xiaoqn) consist. of commer-
cially developed housing, but the ways in which the famll}es obtain them vary,
and the social composition is complex. Over half of the units are sold as straighe
commodity housing to private buyers at prices ranging from 200,000 10 400,000
yuan, depending on the size, quality, and location. The rest are boug%u'm bulk bz}:
large danwei which then sell chem to their own employees at a sul?s.1dlzcd rate.
Danwei are able to negotiate a better price than is offered to }ndmdual buyers.
Communities of this type are also gated and protected by security guards, bu.t the
controls are not as stringent. A well-dressed person with an urban profeslsmnal
appearance is likely to pass without being qucstic'med by the guards. Catering to
emerging middle-class families, this kind of nelghl:!or.hood attracts firm man-
agers, independent business owners, and highly specialized professionals and in-
tellectuals who earn substantial sideline incomes.”

Ms. Tang, lives with her husband and daughter in a 1_1Q-square-mc'ter c?ondo
in Riverside Garden, a large, newly constructed residential community in the
northern part of the city. This arca used to be farmland but is now covered ,by
new gated communities, Prior to purchasing this home, the¥ lived for over Fen
years in a small, rundown apartment assigned by her work unit. Afeer -grac.:luatlmg
from college in the late 1980s, Tang became a high school teacher, bringing in a
monthly salary of about 1,500 yuan. Her husband ﬁrst:vorked for a state enter-
prise and then “jumped into the sea of private business” and went 0 work fora
small firm selling personal therapeutic equipment. He soon bccam.c the market-
ing manager of this national distributor’s regional (?fﬁce, earning 5,000 ©
10,000 yuan a month, depending on sales. By the time they purchased this
apartment in 2001, they had saved enough cash for a large down payment (50
percent of the 200,000 yuan toral) over a fen-year MOTIEAZE. Tang was very
happy with the additional space and her new living environment. But“ she also
felt isolated and disappointed in her neighbors because, she claimed, “they are
not well educated and their suzhi [quality] is low.”

Gongxin Neighborhoods

Lower-income neighborhoods in China are usually called gongxin jieceng xiaoqu,
.y »

which literarily means “salary/wage-based communities, because most resi-

dents rhere live on relatively fixed incomes (ranging from meager to moderate

B e
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salaries or wages). There are varied types of housing constructed under different
conditions, and the body of residents is more diverse. A latge proportion of
such housing is developed by commercial real estate companies under direct
contract with specific damwes, and there is also some lower-cost yer reasonably
nice commodity housing priced ar just under 200,000 yuan per unie. The sec-
ond type of housing is creared by the city and provincial govefnmcnts to house
relocated families that were pushed out of the city cote by several large-scale ur-
ban redevelopment projects in the 1990s.2 The third type of housing is that
builr under the state-promoted “Stable Living Project” (anju gongeheng), which
gives developers special loans, tax breaks, and other benefits in order to keep the
costs down, but at the same time requires that these housing units be sold to
qualified lower-income families at an affordable price. In recent years, as a result
of the state-owned enterprises reform, many factory workers have been laid off
(xiagang) and no longer have any stable income.

Jiangan Xiaoqu is a large lower-income community located in the northern
part of Kunming. Until the early 1990s this entire area was all farmland. The
first several buildings were put up at thac time by the Panlong District Real Es-
tate Development Company for some three thousand relocated families driven
out of the inner city. Later on this company constructed eight mote apartment
buildings for a nearby university. Jiangan residents are mostly factory workers,
clerks, service sector workers, migrants, schoolteachers, and university profes-
sors and staff. There are also local farmers who were given replacement housing
when rtheir land was appropriated for development. Initially the danwei as-
signed these housing units to their employees as part of their welfare allocation,
but later employees were asked to buy back the ownership from their danwei at
extremely low cost. In recent years social polarization wichin the community
has deepened. Some residents were laid off by their failing state enterprises,
while others have gained more consuming power and are able to move into bet- -
ter and larger commodity housing elsewhere by renting their Jiangan housing to
migrants. Unlike the fortress-like upscale neighborhoods, Jiangan is more open
and lively, without walls and surveillance cameras. Every day elderly men gacher
around small stone tables in open public areas to play chess and smoke pipes; re-
tired women and men congregate to sing Chinese opera.

Theft, however, is a major problem in this rural-urban transitional zone as peo-
ple of different kinds frequently flow in and out, while the police are virtually ab-
sent because this area is not fully incorporated into any urban jurisdiction.
Although the property management agency is supposed to take charge of public
security and community services, its manager claims that it is impossible to fulfill
such responsibilities because of the lack of funding, as it has encountered strong
resistance in its efforts to collect the regulation fees from the families. The security
team is substantially understaffed and cannot afford any high-tech surveillance
devices. Individual families are left to protect themselves by installing meral hare
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Figure 2. A lower-income
heusing compound pro-
tected by iron bars, Courtesy
of Li Zhang,

over their windows and balconies. Residents in the eight buildings initially owned
by the university have organized mutual watch groups and installed metal fences
and gates atound their buildings. These gates are locked between 11 p.m. and 6
A.M. but are wide open during the day. .
While urban residential communities have become more and more strati-
fied along lines of personal wealth, it is far from clear whether people in the
non-danwei-based neighborhoods share much in common. NS longer ‘com-
rades” (tongzhi), residents in the new communities are mcrely strangers’ sur-
rounded by walls and gates. Are they capable of developing any sense of
common social and cultural identification beyond material wealth? Can we
speak of any identity of interests, habitus, and”dispositions, or cven an emerg-
ing class consciousness among these “strangers™? Can shared spatla-l experience
lead to a particular kind of class-specific subject? The next section secks to

arnanla with thece anesrions.
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Figute 3. Social life and public space in a gongxin jieceng community. Courtesy of Li Zhang.

Cultivating fieceng and Respect

One afternoon in the midst of a light summer rain, three of my former high
school classmates came to pick me up in a silver Volkswagen Passat to go see a
new upscale housing compound called Spring Fountain in the western suburb of
Kunming, One of them, Ling, who was recently promoted to the head of a local
branch of a major bank, had just bought a home there. The condo Ling pur-
chased is spacious, about 200 square meters, with three bedrooms, a large living
room, a dining area, and two bathrooms. This compound of 150 households is
nort considered large in comparison wirth other recent developments, but it is
nicely designed with trees, grass, and plants. The center of the compound fea-
tures a goldfish pond, a Chinese-style pavilion, a miniature stone mountain, wa-
ter lilies, and fountain display accompanied by light Western music. These things
are not merely an aesthetic veneer but are important in locating one’s jieceng.
Though impressed by the landscaping and generous living space, the other two
friends began to feel uneasy. Both of them (and their spouses) worked for state
entities, so they could not afford such a place. When I asked what they thought
of it, one of them replied:
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Envy! [ wish someday [ can live in such a community and be part of this group!
But if I rely on my salary, I will never be able to afford a place like this. Look at the
environment here—plants, warter, flowers, and music. . . . This is where human
beings should live. My place has none of these, but is surrounded by street noise,
dust, and cooking smells from the street hawkers outside my window.

They then said in a semi-teasing tone that even though they still considered Ling
a close friend, he really belonged to another jieceng now. The other friend, a
woman who worked in the provincial health education office, explained to me:

Even though before I knew that he [Ling) made good money, [still felt he was one
of us because he lived in a community not so different from mine. We could go
Kknock on his door whenever we wanted. But now things are different. Every time
1 came here, the security guards would stop and question me, especially because T
do not drive a private car. [ would not want to come o visit him here as often as 1

did before. It just makes me feel inferior and ouc of place.

Their sense of exclusion and uneasiness derived mainly from their inability to
acquire a place that demands consuming power beyond their reach, a place that
so tangibly demarcates sacioeconomic differences through concrete spatial
forms. Furthermore, through much-enhanced new surveillance devices (heavy
metal gates, closed-circuic cameras, laser sensors, professional security guards,
and so on), upscale communities have heightened their social isolation and seg-
regation as they exclude unwanted intruders outright. Such exclusion is often
justified by the fear of urban crime and by a neoliberal rationale that valorizes
‘private property, personal wealth, and the pursuit of a privileged lifestyle at the
expense of public space and social intermingling.¢ Through such highly visible
spatial demarcacion, it externalizes and foregrounds previously invisible or less
pronounced socioeconomic differences. Community is thus deployed as an
active clement in structuring class differences.

Places like Spring Fountain are generally perceived by urbanites as Sfuren gu, a .

place where wealthy people congregate, yet those living within these places sense
a lack of any social and cultural cohesion among the residents. One question |
asked my interviewees was, “Do you find anything in common with others living
here?” Nearly all answered no or not much. Many used the word zz (diverse,
mixed) to describe the social components of their community. As Ling put it:

People here have quite different social backgrounds and experiences. They are
indeed a hodgepodge [d4 zahbui). The only thing they have in common is money
and consuming power. Buc I guess a fieceng is much more than that. Perhaps after
one or two decades of living together, these people will gradually form some sort of
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common lifestyle, tastes, and disposirions. But for now 1 do not feel that I share
much with my neighbors.

Residents in these communities tend to have a strong sense of privacy and
rarely interact with one another. Among some thirty people T intervicwedyonl
owo said that they had visited their next-door neighbors once or twice anci ther::
only to sce the interior remodeling before they and their families mov:ad in. The
rest said that they never visited. One eldetly woman who lived with her wc'll—to-
do- son’s family told me that her son had specifically warned her not to invite
neighbors in or to say much about his business because strangers were not crust-
.worth?f. I asked where they would seck help in case of an emergency. None of m
interviewees mentioned neighbors. When I asked why, some said it was becausz
they had their own car and did not need others to help with transporration, In
case of a medical emergency, they would rather call a fee-based ambulance 'ser—
vice. Orthers said that they would rather hire a baomu (caregiver) to take care of a
sick family member than ask for help from neighbors because, as one woman ex-

plained: “T do not even know my neighbors. On what basis do I ask for help?”
She continued: i

We used to live on a danwei compound and knew almost everyone. We paid visits
to neighbors and ftiends in our spare time. But since I moved into this new com-
munity, things have changed. I have not been to any neighbor’s home so far. The
would not invite you. At best they say hello to you when tunning into you oursid?ar
or playing with kids at the playground. I would not feel comfortable going to their
home or chatting, as we really have little in common. After all, we are strangers to
one another.

What we sce-here is a dual process at work: the spatial differentiation of people
l?y community based on private wealth, and the atomization of individual fami-
lies within each housing compound based on a heightened sense of privacy. -

' In upscale communities, residents tend to engage in conspicuous consump-
tion.. The ability to consume the right kinds of things is taken not only as tEc
measure of one’s prestige (zunrong) and “face” (mianzi) but also as an indication
of wht?thcr one deserves membership in a particular community. If one’s con-
sumption prac.ticcs are not compatible with the kind of housing or community
in which one lives, one would be seen as “out of place.” Such social pressure does
not emanate from any identifiable organization or set of wricten rules, yet it is all-
pervasive and embedded in the everyday cultural milieu. Although homeowner-
ship and community choice constiture the core of this new consumer culture
ot.her realms such as private car ownership, interior design, children’s schoolin J
leisure activities, clothing, food choices, and manners are also imporrant spheregs’,
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through which jieceng is performed and conceived. \V‘hil-e: Chinc}’s newlyhncl; get
shead economically, they share a gnawing sense of social insecurity and thus long
t. o
forl:;z?i‘;ang and her husband had just bought a home in the luxury comml:lmty
of Jade Garden. Though only a high school gradu:ate, her .husban_cl was ‘; 1o
make a substantial living from his small-scale gasoline and industrial oil tra mgf
business. She explined to me how they had ended up here and her perception o

the lifestyle suitable for a place like chis:

A few years ago we had already saved enough moncy to buy a unit in an(l)ther up;

scale [community], but we eventually decided on a lower-level community. Why

Because even though we could afford the housing itself, we couldlnot r.::fford living
there at that tme. For example, when most families drive their pnvat.c cars, I
would be embarrassed if T had to ride my bike to work every day. lliven :alflflg a taxi
is looked down upon there. If our neighbors see my parents coming to visit mkeﬁby
bus, they will be laughed at too. Since my rich neighbors go to shop ﬁ?r shar ! ns
and other expensive seafood every day, 1 cannot lec t%lcrn see me buying cal:;_ age
and turnips. All the families there seem to be compering Wlt'h one another. If you
do not have that kind of consuming power, you'd better not live there, because you

will not fit in well.

By the time I inrerviewed her, her family was in a stronger financial sntl'lanonci
and thus she felt that they were ready to reside in an upper-level community anl
learn to live like their well-to-do neighbors. They bought a car and cc?mplcte y
remodeled the entire house with gleaming redwood ﬂ'oors, matble Ul: faniy
lighting, modern kitchen appliances, and luxuno'us furmtur;:l. Stc s‘tiopp; v:lc;rlcr
ing outside the home in order to devote al.l her time to her hus anF and_ 1o o
son even though they already had a full-time nanny. I:Ier sense of readiness
community membership was closely tied to her f:amllys ability to demonstrate a
certain degree of consuming power in evc.ryday life. ioed .

Like Liang, many other zhongchan residents | met also f(?].t oblige (tio eng i‘
in the proper kind of consumption in ordt_zr to va‘lldatc their status an bgamf “
spect from their peers. But since everyone is learmr.lg w b-ccome la;lmcrr:1 er olea[
émerging jieceng, what is considered proper and_sultable is mutable an h'ui:: i

Oftentimes there exist competing notions of suitable consumption, which gen
erate anxicty among the residents. They watch and compare their own activities
" with their neighbors’ in order to get a better sense of what and how to consume.

it has become popular to join the exclusive fee-based club

For example xc
e # families apart from the mass

(huisno)—a new site of prestige that sets zhongchu

i ivating the skills
1 have become another focal point for cultivating t
e e ome true members of the affluent class. In

. . - bildren
Qhanohai as well as other cities, for instance, affluent parents send their childre

and manners deemed necessary to bec
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for expensive privare training in golf, ballet, music, horseback riding, skiing,
and polo, even to finishing schools run by foreigners to leatn how to become
proper ladies and gentlemen.” T went once to a lavish, members-only golf club
in Kunming with my friend Ling, the bank head, where he was teaching his
twelve-year-old son to play golf.

Another distinct trend in middle-class consumption is the emergence of mul-
tiple pastime sites catering to a small group of “leisure women.” Although the
majority of utban Chinese households today are two-income families, this is not
always the case for the newly rich. Women in some well-to-do familics have quit
their jobs to stay home and thus have plenty of free time. Since their husbands
are usually preoccupied by business and entertainment away from home, these
lonely women seek out such leisure activities as hair styling, manicure, and facial
treatments, which have flourished in the wealthy xizogu. One of the most popu-
lar acrivities in recent years for both men and women with disposable income is
to frequent “foot-soaking entertainment centers” (x7jizo cheng). These are small,
specialized salons where customers can soak their feet in warm fluid brewed from
special Chinese medicinal herbs and then receive a long foot magssage. Some of
them are covert sites for sexual services catering to men. Such salons tend to be
concentrated in the new private neighborhoods, whete the residents have the
time and money to patronize them.

In sum, new consumption practices have come to play a crucial part in re-
shaping people’s tastes and dispositions, creating a privileged lifestyle.? As my
cthnographic account shows, zhongchan jieceng is not a static thing one possesses,
nor is it predetermined by onc’s position in the social scructure; it has to be con-
stantly cultivated and performed through everyday consumption activities. To be
able to consume certain commodities in certain ways is a key mechanism in the
making of jieceng. In this particular context, homeownership and one’s subse-
quent spatial location in the city have become the most significant components
of social differentiation and subject formation in the reform era.

Why is consumption so important in cultivating and performing jeceng in
China? This is partly due to the difficulty nowadays of pinpointing the exact
sources of personal wealth or gauging one’s income simply by knowing one’s oc-
cupation. In fact, it is a social taboo among the newly rich to ask how someone
generates income because many business transactions take place outside the
bounds of law and official rules. During my fieldwotk, one of the most difficult
problems I encountered was the relucrance of relatively wealthy people to talk

about the source of their income or the nature of their business. When the pro-
duction of wealth has to be kept secret and intentionally made opaque, then con-
spicuous material consumption serves as a viable way to assert and maintain
one’s status.”” Another important factor to consider is the sense of social insecu-
rity among the emerging upper and middle classes in their quest for propriety
and respectability. The cultivation of habitus (or Jieceng wenhua) through various
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consumption practices is in a sensc a form of social experimentation in an uncer-
cain cultural field and a stracegy for getting ahead in an increasingly competitive

society.

Advertising Jieceng

The making of the zhongchan jieceng goes beyond the spatial reconfiguration of
communities and consumption practices. It is also realized through another closely
related domain: mass advertising for new homes. Real estate developers in China
not only manufacture homes but also construct and disseminate new notions
of zhongchan jieceng and a distinct set of ideas, values, and desires. Through the
powerful tool of advertising, these widely circulared ideas and images become a pri-
mary source of social imagination through which the urban public comes to un-
derstand what “the middle class” means and how its members should live.
Advertisements for private housing frequently make explicit linkages between a
particular lifestyle (embodied foremost in one’s housing choices), a set of disposi-
tions, and one’s class location. In sum, they are not just selling the material product
(houses) but are also selling the associated symbolic meanings and culrural pack-
ages. As a result, China’s new “housing revolution” has not only made possible a
comfortable form of luxury living but also provided new meanings and spatial
forms for a new social class.

Let us take a closer look at one such advertisement published in a major news-
paper in Yunnan Province. Titled “Town Houses Are Really Coming!” this adver-
tisement, taking up an entire page of the newspaper, was sponsored by a real estate

 corporation that was building a large residential community of four hundred new
homes. The lower half of the page is a picture showing a smiling young Chinese
woman embracing rosy flower perals while standing on the seashore. The caption
below reads: “The platform of the middle classs top-quality life: Though not villas,
the Sunshine Coast Town Houses are a special, tasteful living zone that specifically
belongs to the city’s middle class.” The upper half of the page contains 2 carefully
crafted narrative explaining what town houses are, where they come from, and
what they stand for. Since most Chinese people are unfamiliar with the history of
the town houses and its social index in the West, developers can easily manipulate
the symbolic importance of this kind of housing. The opening section of the ext
:dentifics the town house as a preferred way of life for the new middle class: “In the
year 2000 a brand new living space called the ‘town house” ignited the buying zeal
of China’s middle class. From Beijing and Tianjin to Shanghai, Guangzhou, and
Shenzhen, town houses have caught the cye of all urban middle-class people and
become their top choice in reforming their lifestyles. Town houses signify the be-
ginning of a truly new way of life in China.” It further claims that “town houses are
nnnnnnnn tor eeraeslor im Fasrone and America, and are becoming the classic residential
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space for the middle class. . . . They can foster unprecedented ‘communiry culture’
and a strong sense of belonging among a distinct group of residents.” Such claims
suggest that if one can afford this type of home and lifcstylé, one will automaticall

become part of China’s new middle class as well as of a privileged global social clas);
marked. by EL}ro—Amcrican modernity. What is so appealing abour town houses to
the Chmf?-sc is that they offer not only private property ownership but also ex-
tend::d private space (such as a small private garden) beyond the limits of the “bird
cage —l:l.ce danwei housing, Developers can thus market town houses (with their
small private gardens) as a “perfect independent space that allows one to touch the
sky a.nd the earth”—the true pleasures of the new middle-class lifestyle. The con-
nection berween private space and personal freedom is important here. Ownin

one’s own home, spatially and socially detached from the damwei and from thg
neighbors, is taken as a sign of true liberation because it enables one to break awa

from the usual social constraints and surveillance. The crux of this advertisement 1);

tha[ o buy a home iS to bu ClaSS starus a]l(l comilI ]]III]."y IMcmbe. S’I]l ) 1S al a])” 1t
y H
] I I .P

As soc-ialism is profoundly transformed by privatization, market forces, and con-
sumerism, class politics takes on a specific contour that requires a clos,er look at
the .mterplay of property ownership, space making, and consumption practices
W]‘lllt? the shop-floor experience is central to the formation of a workin —class'
ldentlt.y and class consciousness among factory workers, laid-off state em I%) ees
and migrant workers,*® this is not the case for the emerging upper- and Elic)lfdlc:
f:lass. subjects. Once spatially dispersed under the public housing regime, urban-
ites in China could not be easily identified as distinct social group%. Bu’t toda
under the new commercialized property regime, individuals who have ac uirc):i’
personal wealth are able to converge in stratified private residential Commu?ﬁties
Such emerging places offer a tangible location for a new jieceng to materia[izc;
thr.l)l.‘lgh sPatial exclusion, cultural differentiation, and private lifestyle practices
It- is in rthis sense thart residential space does not merely encode socioeconomic.
dlfference's bllls plays an active role in the making of class and social performance
As C:hma increasingly embraces neoliberal reasoning and strategies sucf;

reemerging class differentiation is portrayed as a natural and progressivc, move
away from Maoist absolute egalitarianism. The sacredness of private proper
tf?e desire for privacy, and the possibility of pursuing personal freedom l:ndphary:
piness are deployed as the building blocks of a neoliberal way of life at the eE—
pense of equalicy, public space, and social responsibility for the poor. In this
context, the political potential of the emerging middle class remains un.clear So
far there is little evidence to suggest the formarion of a meaningful inde cnci
political and civil space o counterbalance state power.? P
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The way that jieceng is increasingly spatialized and p.erfo.rmed in the citics- of
post-Mao China reflects a global trend toward the privatization of space, security,
and lifestyle in the neoliberal era as states are passing on more and more of their
responsibilities to private entities and individual citizens. IncFeasmgly, upper-
and middle-class families in the United States and Latin America, for example,
ate being drawn into what Teresa Caldeira calls “fortified enclaves”—}?rivatizcd,
enclosed, and monitored residential spaces—to pursue comfort, happiness, and
security.’® As people retreat behind gates, walls, security guards, and surveillance
cameras, spatial segregarion and social exclusion are intensified.?' The fear' of
crime and violence and the right to protect private property are often LESQd 1o jus-
tify these moves. But social exclusion based on such spatial prgctic?s is not o‘nly
eroding public space but also giving rise o new forms of social differentiation

through the explicit act of living and staging.

2. Property Rights and Homeowner
Activism in New Neighborhoods

Benjamin L. Read

The idea that private property forms a basis for freedom and empowerment is
deeply rooted in the Western liberal tradition. John Locke famously believed that
the right to property was so fundamental that government’s primary purpose was
to protect the individual’s claim on his possessions; moreover, only the posses-
sion of land and goods (“estate”) qualified people as full members of the political
community.' Friedrich Hayek, in his critique of socialism, wrote that “the system
of private property is the most important guaranty of freedom.”® The British
conservatives of the Thatcher revolution carried our privatization policies de-
signed to expand individual households” ownership of assets, in part out of the
belief that “possession means power, the kind of power that matters to ordinary
people—power to make choices, power to control their own lives.”? China’s own
liberals, epitomized by Liu Junning, embrace such ideas as well.4

While most passionately expressed by extreme liberals and libertarians, the
basic logic of these ideas is so widely accepted as to be quite commonplace, Much
analysis of China’s transitional economy is unquestionably informed by the belief
that expanding ownership is increasing citizens’ autonomy and power vis-i-vis an
authorirarian state. There are in principle a number of mechanisms through
which private property might lead to this result. Secure ownership of assets could
reduce individuals’ dependence on the state, leaving them more at liberty to say



