5

The Main Beneficiaries:
‘Demonstration Villages’
in Chenggu and Beian

In its attempt to redevelop villages, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP)
and State Council drew upon the South Korean village redevelopment
movement (known as the Saemaul Movement), initiated in 1970, as a
model experience, hoping to emulate its success. In May 2005, a high-
level delegation was dispatched to South Korea to investigate the Korean
experience. Zheng Xinli (X[#7™), the deputy director of the Central
Committee’s Policy Research Office (Zhonggong zhongyang zhengce yanjin
shi H 14 H Ii}iﬁrﬁwﬁrr Tj:EF'), headed the delegation, which included
representatives of the Central Office of Rural Works (zhongnongban 1"~
7+), the Ministry of Finance, the Ministry of Construction, the People’s Bank
and others. Thereafter, the two countries signed contracts institutionalising
a training framework for Chinese officials. Since then, thousands of officials
have travelled to Korea on official study tours.!

In several of my interviews in Chenggu, officials referred to the Korean case
as an aspirational goal. In Beian, this positive attitude to the Korean example
was taken even further. In 20006, the county, townships and central villages’
leaders went on a study tour to Korea, organised by Anhui Province and

1 Hunan Provincial People’s Government, Xin nongcun jianshe yinfa chuguo kaocha chao: san
wan guanyuan jiang fu Hanguo® [A tide of initiating study tours abroad as part of the new socialist
countryside: Thirty thousand officials will go to South Korea), hunan.gov.cn/hnyw/zwdt/201212/
t20121210_4708820.html, accessed 21 October 2021.
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headed by the provincial secretary of the CCP? Yet, neither Chenggu nor
Beian meticulously followed the ‘Korean model’. A main deviation referred
to the question of which villages should enjoy redevelopment.

In Korea, all villages in the country participated in redevelopment from the
beginning. The government provided each of Koreas 32,267 villages with
335 free bags of cement to be used for communal projects. Based on the
villages’ achievements in ‘the spirit of self-help, participation, cooperation,
unity and the determination to work for themselves’,’ the government
classified them into three main groups: basic villages, self-helping villages
and self-sufficient villages. The government gave more—an extra 500
cement sacks and another ton of steel rods—to the last two groups, to
show appreciation for their efforts and achievements and to further boost
their redevelopment.” In Beian and Chenggu, on the other hand, villages
were redeveloped cluster by cluster, with some villages left out. As of the
period of my fieldwork, redevelopment had occurred mainly in what
local officials called ‘demonstration villages’ (shifan cun | shifan dian =¥

i 1574410,
Three main questions guide this chapter:

What characterised a ‘demonstration village’

2. How did local officials decide their priorities (i.e. which villages to
redevelop first and which later)?

3. How did local officials conceive of ‘demonstration villages’

The chapter claims that, although the central government announced
the Building a New Socialist Countryside (BNSC) and the Village
Redevelopment Program as a national policy for all villages, in reality,
local officials prioritised a very distinct group of villages while overlooking
others. The importance of this prioritisation was not only symbolic
(i.e. designation of certain villages as demonstration units); it also had real
financial consequences, as designation as a demonstration village resulted
in government subsidies that were not available to other villages (these were
discussed in the previous chapter).

2 An internal document published by the prefectural city to which Chenggu belongs accounted for
a delegation of 40 people, including party secretaries from 18 selected villages, who visited South Korea
as well. Yet during my fieldwork I did not hear about this activity from my interviewees.

3 Kim, Koreas Development, 134.

4 Ibid., 134, 137. For more details about the Saemaul Movement, see Han, “The New Community
Movement, 69-93; Moore, ‘Mobilization and Disillusion’, 577-98.
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The chapter comprises two main parts. The first provides a general
discussion of the exemplary society in contemporary rural China, providing
a theoretical background to evaluate ‘demonstration villages’ and their
performance. The second part presents fieldwork findings from Chenggu
and Beian.

The Exemplary Society in Rural China

Public anointment of exemplary models is a prominent governing principle
in China and an important channel for the state to mark its moral and
political power.” In rural areas it regularly involves rewarding individuals,
households, intra-village groups and whole villages, praising them for their
achievements and marking them publicly as subjects for emulation. The
wideranging spectrum of criteria includes, for example, relations inside
households and between families, economic achievements, ‘civilised’
behaviour, special contribution to the state and successful implementation
of government policies. Despite a considerable divergence in terms of
genre of performance and types of exemplary behaviour, all exemplars share
a common feature: they are anointed by the authorities in the hope that
they will influence others to follow their path and hopefully emulate their
success. A basic typology can be used to distinguish between three popular
types of exemplars: models, non-models and demonstration units.

Models (mofan 151%))

The premise that people learn primarily through the imitation of virtuous
models, and that a person’s legitimate goal is to seek to be a model for
others, is one of Confucianism’s most fundamental premises. Models have
existed for thousands of years as an indispensable part of Chinese culture
and governance.® Traditionally, models refer to individuals ‘held up to others
as an example of a quality or behavior that others should emulate’.” The
practice of guiding the people (‘masses’) through virtuous models is strongly
supported by the CCP. Under the communist regime, China ‘has gone
farther than other societies in institutionalising the selection and publicising
of models as vehicles of socialisation and as a means of discipline and social

5  Bakken, The Exemplary Society, ch. 5; Thegersen, ‘Cultural Life’, 139.
6 Munro, The Concept of Man, 136.
7 Burch, ‘Models as Agents of Change in China’, 123.
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control’.® Out of its revolutionary ideology, the CCP has extended the
understanding of models beyond the individual level to include collective
‘revolutionary’ groups as well. To note one famous example, in 1964 Mao
elevated the village (‘production brigade’) of Dazhai as a collective model
for national guidance due to its inhabitants’ alleged superior ability to
implement, despite tremendous difficulties and under terrible conditions,
what were perceived as the core values of socialism/Maoism: ‘the principle
of putting politics in command and placing ideology in the lead; the spirit
of self-reliance and hard struggle; and the communist style of loving the
country and the collective’.? However, in contrast with the Mao era—when
national models were commonly introduced and campaigns for learning
from national models were quite aggressive—most of the models that people
encounter in their everyday lives today are more locally oriented, and are
confined in their potential influence mainly to their immediate community.

Whether individual or collective in character, and whether nationally
or locally applicable, all models depend on three main conditions to
successfully influence their audience. First, they must convey a message
to the people. Models are expected to serve as living examples. Second,
the extent of the distance between the model’s messages and its audience’s
real lives should not be too large, otherwise the audience will experience
its messages as unrealistic. If a model is successful due to special gifts that
others do not have, to an optimal geographic location that others do not
enjoy, to excellent financial conditions that others do not share or to
state support that others do not receive, it is more likely to discourage its
audience than to mobilise it. A model needs to convey the message that
success is possible if the people are willing to invest the required effort."
Finally, rewards for the models (or punishment in cases of negative models)
should be conducted in public for maximum effect."!

8  Ibid.

9  Zhao and Woudstra, “In Agriculture Learn from Dazhai”, 182.

10 Diamond, ‘Model Villages’, 163-81; Bakken, The Exemplary Society, 176-79; Burch, ‘Models as
Agents of Change’, 124, 132.

11 Bakken, The Exemplary Society, 174.
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Since being a model entitles one to public acknowledgment, honour and
respect,'? models are expected to foster competition between individuals or
groups, and to exceed standards and set new ones. Consequently, models
have the potential to serve as a mechanism to foster social progress and
excellence, providing channels for social mobility that, at least theoretically,
are open to all members of the society (as long as they are not officially
excluded from the possibility of becoming a model, e.g. bad-class people
during the Mao era).

In both Chenggu and Beian, local officials (and often their superiors) have
invested considerable effort in anointing models as a means to influence
local inhabitants. To note a few examples: county officials in both counties
commended women as models for exercising good relations with their
mothers-in-law (hao xifu {#4K71) or with their daughters-in-law (hao popo
[+ 338 . Tt was hoped that the potential to gain public recognition would
invoke better behaviour and would assist in maintaining public order and
harmony inside the villages. Similarly, households were designated models
for achieving excellent economic results and rising into prosperity (‘wealth
champions’ [zhifu zhuangynan 5 Hi"[S74 ]). Officials were selected as models
for demonstrating leadership aptitude and/or excellent implementation
of policies and fulfilling demands from above. For example, in 2009, the
prefectural city to which Beian belongs chose and publicised two village
officials from Beian to serve as models for the rest of the villages due to their
efficient implementation of the Village Redevelopment Program. It was
common for local authorities to provide such models with a certificate,
acknowledging publicly their achievements and small symbolic gifts
or money.

Non-Models

The rural exemplary society includes other types of exemplars apart from
models. At the time of my visits to Chenggu, the county still implemented
the well-documented movement of ‘the ten stars of civilisation’ (shi xing
ji wenming hu - B 2% PHr 1), and successful households still hung the
10-star sign (wenming xing ji pai ¥ PH | Z%#) at the main entrance of their

12 Unlike models in the USSR, becoming a model in Communist China was not supposed to entitle the
anointed person to gain material benefits. See, for example, Munro, “The Chinese View’, 347. In reality,
however, this principle was often violated. See, for example, Zhang, ‘Laodong mofan: zai daode yu quanli
zhijian—cong shehuixue de shijiao kan yi zhong daode jiaoyu zhidu’ [Model workers: Between morality
and power—a sociological perspective on moral education system].
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homes." Similarly, households with party members or soldiers were likely
to proudly announce this by hanging signs on their main door, exalting
them as a ‘party-member household’ (dangyuan jiating & IFJ_'I%?:"}E) or a
‘household of glorious people’ (guangrong renjia % % * %). Township G
in Chenggu County anointed village officials as ‘excellent village cadres’
(youxiu cun ganbu (FFHFf ﬁﬂ) if they adhered to the family planning
policy in their villages.

Like models, such exemplars were expected to influence others to follow their
path. Yet I call them ‘non-model’ exemplars because they diverge significantly
from some of the most basic attributes of the model. Stig Thegersen, in a
paper on cultural life and cultural control in rural China, wrote:

At the same time, it [the ten stars of civilisation] acquires a detailed
knowledge of the present state of mind among all villagers, because
every household is involved, as opposed to earlier campaigns such
as the nomination of ‘five-good-households’ where local political
activists competed for the honour."

Thegersen has rightly pointed to one of the main differences between
models and other elements of the exemplary society. While some elements
may apply to the entire social group (e.g. it is hoped that all households
will reach the standard of the ‘10 stars’ or will meticulously adhere to the
family planning policy), models involve competition over scarce resources,
as they only apply to the most excellent exemplars of the society. Both
forms of exemplars involve adherence to standards decided from above;
however, anointment of non-model exemplars tends to establish common
practices (and thus may be referred to as templates [yangban F£5]), while
the anointment of models is expected to produce a refinement of standards
and behaviour as its corollary, paving a moral path for others to walk on.

Demonstration (shifan =) Sites

The title ‘demonstration’ can be granted to social, cultural, political or
economic units (e.g. households, cooperatives, factories, government units,
schools etc.) that authorities wish to present as examples to others. In this
chapter I focus on the case of ‘demonstration villages™ (shifan cun - | §7)
whose construction facilitated the Building a New Socialist Countryside

13 On the 10-star movement, sce, for example, Thogersen, ‘Cultural Life’, 138-40; Bakken,
The Exemplary Society, 175-79.

14 Thegersen, ‘Cultural Life’, 139-40 (emphasis added). The ‘ten stars of civilisation” and the ‘five-
good-households” were re-accentuated as national policies in China’s 13th Five-Year Plan (2016-20).
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and Village Redevelopment Program. Unlike cases of non-local exemplary
models through which the state and its moral education and propaganda
organs convey and mediate lessons, demonstration villages are mainly
expected to influence their audience through direct and unmediated
interaction. Trips to learn from exemplary locations were promoted by the
CCP as a governing tool even before 1949 and remain a common practice
in today’s China."® The earlier mentioned tours to Korea to study its village
redevelopment can also be viewed as part of this practice.

While villages can be selected as demonstration sites due to outstanding
achievements before their designation, it is also common for authorities
to select villages due to their potential to successtully implement a certain
policy or government activity or to reach a certain standard of development.
In these cases, it is hoped that affer successful implementation, these villages
will influence others to learn from their experience.

Construction of ‘demonstration villages’ manifests a very different type of
state—society relationship compared to the anointment of models (and, in
many respects, of non-model exemplars as well). In the latter case, the need
to have models constitutes a relationship in which the state is dependent on
society. While the state may decide what constitutes a model,'® its ability
to present models is dependent on the availability of social players who
meet the criteria through their behaviour. The system is not supposed to
force individuals or groups to become models nor is it about designating
in advance who is to become a model. Originally, the state’s role was to
detect excellent exemplars in society, nurture them and finally present them
publicly.” In the case of demonstration villages, however, and amid the
absence of excellent exemplars, the state takes on the role of creator: it
decides not who is excellent but who has the potential to become excellent—
and also takes on the task of conversion. Often, this entails the government
allocating resources that are not available to others. This is partly because
construction of demonstration villages often has another goal: to serve as
sites for piloting and experimentation.

Decentralised experimentation is an essential part of the Chinese policy
process. At the policymaking level, central authorities expect local
governments to ‘try out new ways of problem-solving and then feed

15  Heilmann, ‘From Local Experiments’, 1-30.

16 Some scholars have also emphasised the power of social players to influence the state’s priorities and
national agenda. See, for example, Weigelin-Schwiedrzik, “The Distance’, 216-25.

17 Munro, ‘The Chinese View’, 344—45.
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the local experiences back into national policy formulation’.’”® A main
principle in the experimentation methodology is ‘proceeding from point
to surface’ (youdian daomian E[ I f'I?[JE[)’ policies are tested in selected sites
and then, upon gaining enough experience and successes, are expanded
to other localities/communities. In the central policymakers’ viewpoint,
therefore, policymaking and its implementation must be gradual, careful
and interrelated. Indeed, decentralised experimentation is perceived as
endowing the Chinese regime with ‘extraordinary learning and adaptive
capacity’, enabling it ‘calmly to respond to all sorts of challenges under a
radically changing environment’."”

At the implementation level, experimentation is expected to guide the
implementers. Since central authorities typically ‘develop policies or
administrative fiats that are intended to be applicable and implemented in
all regions and localities or in the entire policy arena’,” national policies
often convey general targets and guidelines. Realising that conditions
may vary significantly between localities, experiments are perceived as an
important mechanism to provide local officials with relevant ground-based
information to develop policy instruments in accordance with their own
conditions (yindi zhiyi [ﬂfﬁﬁ‘]”’j")” Good candidates, therefore, are villages
with the capacity to enable successful implementation but that are not too
different from ordinary villages.”?

Construction of Demonstration Villages
During the Village Redevelopment Program

In 2006, the Ministry of Agriculture issued documents supporting
the construction of demonstration villages as an indispensable part of the
Village Redevelopment Program’s implementation.” Subsequently, this
ideal proliferated nationwide.*

18 Heilmann, ‘From Local Experiments’, 1.

19  Wang, Learning through Practice’, 128.

20  Zhou, ‘The Institutional Logic of Collusion’, 56.

21 Heilmann, ‘From Local Experiments’, 1-3.

22 Diamond, ‘Model Villages’, 179; Han and Wang, “Woguo gonggong zhengce zhixing de shifan
fangshi shixiao fenxi: jiyu shifan cun jianshe ge’an de yanjiu’ [Analysis of failures in the demonstration
mode in China’s public policy implementation: the case of constructing demonstration villages], 41.

23 See Nongye bu guanyu shishi jiu da xingdong’ de yijian [The Ministry of Agriculture’s opinion on
the implementation of ‘the nine big actions’] and its attachment Shehuizhuyi xin nongcun jianshe shifan
xingdong fangan [A program of demonstration actions in the (campaign of) Building a New Socialist
Countryside].

24 Han and Wang, “Woguo gonggong zhengce zhixing de shifan fangshi shixiao fenxi’, 38.
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The Beian County government invested in the construction of 25
demonstration villages to lead (daitou iﬁjé\) the process of redevelopment.
According to officials in the county, these villages were to achieve two main
goals. After their redevelopment, officials expected the demonstration villages
to share their experience with other local communities and, by providing a
visual demonstration of the many benefits of redevelopment for the villages
and their dwellers, to attract other villages to take the initiative to improve
themselves. The second goal was to serve as experimental sites (shiyan qu
S E&Y ). County officials hoped to gather knowledge and experience as to
the most efficient methods to facilitate further local implementation of the
redevelopment program and BNSC as a whole.”® Thus, during and after
their redevelopment, these villages were to serve as local arenas for officials
and others to learn from their experience.

Anhui Province allocated to the county a quota of 25 demonstration
villages. According to local officials, the provincial government set quotas
to each of its counties in accordance with the size of the rural population
and number of villages (larger counties were allocated larger quotas). The
number of province-supported demonstration villages in each county
was transparent and was published on the province’s website. According
to local officials, provincial allocations were fair. While the province
allocated the number of demonstration villages to be redeveloped, it did
not interfere with the selection of specific villages. It was up to townships
to decide which of the county’s 243 administrative villages would be chosen
and which hamlets would be redeveloped, subject to approval by the
villages and the county. As mentioned in the previous chapter, the province
committed itself to financially support the redevelopment of the chosen 25
demonstration villages for the first three years of BNSC, and the county
matched the funding with RMB5 million annually spent from its own
coffers. Thus, the townships and the county held the power to decide who
would enjoy financial support and who would be deprived of it.

The province decided that every township should have at least one
demonstration village. This was to ensure the existence of an accessible
demonstration site for the rest of the villages. Although the county was
allowed to add more villages to its redevelopment list (on the condition that

25 In my interviews, it became clear that for many of my interviewees—villagers, officials and even
academics—BNSC remained a vague concept, even though it had been three years since its inception.
In one of my conversations with the head of Beian County’s BNSC office, I shared my own perceptions
of BNSC and its importance. He laughed, saying that only now, after talking to a foreigner, did he
understand what BNSC was.
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these would not enjoy provincial financial support), in reality the county
synchronised its effort with the provincial quota, and, during the first three
years of implementation, invested mainly in the redevelopment of the
25 chosen villages.?

A primary condition for demonstration village status was political obedience.
Although not a written rule, officials agreed that they would not choose
villages where social unrest had occurred or where the policy of family
planning had been violated because such villages could not serve as exemplars
in a wider sense. All local officials in Beian concurred: as the government
was leading the program, this meant, first and foremost, adherence to its
most important policies. Although local officials never admitted as much,
it was easy to sense the desire not to benefit villages that had endangered
local leaders’ political careers because of villagers’ unwillingness to adhere to
county policies.””

Having met this condition, county-circulated documents had the following
criteria for villages to be chosen for redevelopment:

Convenient transportation, a concentrated population, villagers
with a positive spirit, good organisation and strong groups at the
village level, relatively clear commercial features, appropriate basic
conditions [to implement the redevelopment program], which will
enable [these villages] to attain relatively quick results after a short
period of redevelopment.?®

Townships applied these demands when they selected their candidate
villages. Township M, for example, selected the village of M3 because it
enjoyed ‘good natural conditions, convenient transportation and high
activism among the villagers toward redeveloping their hamlet’.”” Put in
other words, the most important criteria for choosing the candidates to
enjoy government generosity were: 1) willingness to participate in the
redevelopment program; 2) political obedience and social harmony; and
3) favourable pre-2006 economic, physical and geographic conditions.
Hence, villages that were already prosperous had a better chance of being
chosen than less prosperous ones.

26 Two exceptions were the provision of safe drinkable water to the villages and paving roads between
administrative villages, which were implemented throughout the whole county.

27  Family planning and social stability are considered as ‘veto targets’ in the contracts signed under the
cadre evaluation system (see Chapter 1, footnote 39). See also Edin, ‘State Capacity’, 35-52; Whiting,
Power and Wealth, ch. 3; O’Brien and Li, ‘Selective Policy Implementation’, 168-76.

28 Beian County, internal document, 2009, copy in author’s possession.

29 Township M, internal document, 2009, copy in author’s possession.
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In a few cases, local officials chose villages because of their ‘positive spirit’.
To explain this, let us elaborate on the quota of 25 villages. In 2007, the
province ordered the county to present a list of 20 villages the province
should support. However, out of the 20 candidates, the province approved
only 15. According to local officials, this was due to provincial financial
constraints (not to a refusal to accept the choice of candidates). A year later,
the province ordered the county to submit another list of 10 villages, all of
which the province approved. A few of the villages included in the second
list had already decided to redevelop by themselves, even though they were
not included in the first list and were not entitled to provincial subsidies.
Since these villages were ‘a safe bet’, and out of true appreciation for their
efforts, they were included in the second list. This explains why the county
approved two administrative villages for redevelopment in Township N,
a remote township, while most townships had only one administrative
village under redevelopment. Yet these cases were few and by no means
represented the majority of the chosen villages, which tended to be among
the most prosperous villages in the county. Moreover, ‘positive spirit’ was
not enough in those few self-initiating villages, where villagers needed to
be prosperous enough as a group to afford investing in self-redevelopment.

Typically, after choosing an appropriate administrative village, the preference
was to begin by redeveloping the central village (zhongxin cun [|1-=F7)
inside the administrative village. This makes sense because, in most cases,
these are the largest hamlets in the administrative village and constitute the
centre of the villages’ administrative, political and commercial life. This is
where the village committee office, the clinic, the primary school and small-
scale commercial undertakings are likely to be located. According to local
officials, most of the hamlets under redevelopment were central villages.

Yet this was only a preference and not a compulsory condition and there
were exceptions, which pointed to different scenarios. First, some of the
richer central hamlets had already invested in their own redevelopment.
Local officials could decide to expand the program quickly to other hamlets
within the same administrative village. In Village K1, for example, the
central village redevelopment was almost complete and four hamlets were
already under redevelopment when I visited the county. According to the
village party secretary, they planned to spread redevelopment in 2010
to another five hamlets.®® A second, already discussed scenario, were the

30 Typically, the redevelopment of ‘regular’ hamlets was less comprehensive due to their smaller size
and more marginal position within the administrative village system.
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villages that were included in the list of 25 due to their own initiative. In N1
administrative village, to note one example, a small and remote hamlet of
58 households was chosen for redevelopment. According to county officials,
had the villagers not started to redevelop their village by themselves, the
village would not have been chosen. Another scenario was a situation in
which some hamlets enjoyed significantly better economic conditions than
the central village. A notable example was the case of a very small hamlet
(20 households) within the administrative village of M2, where villagers
enjoyed higher incomes and could spend a high amount of money for
redevelopment (RMB20,000 per houschold). However, regardless of the
scenario under which a village was chosen to take part in the redevelopment
program, having good economic conditions was paramount.

Personal relations also seemed to play a role in the choice of villages. Among
the villages I studied, two were exceptional due to their small population
of about 20 households. Besides good economic conditions, both villages
shared another common denominator—they enjoyed extremely good
contacts with the township government. In one, the supportive cadre was
none other than the township deputy head responsible for implementing
BNSC; in the other, the village’s party secretary was simultaneously one of
the township’s deputy-heads. The county office’s officials never admitted
that personal relations played a significant role in the politics behind the
redevelopment, but they did not deny it either (‘like everywhere, it can
happer’, I was told). To what extent personal relations influenced the
selection of villages in the county is difficult to calculate, but it is safe to
say that among those villages that had already reached economic prosperity,
having good relations with the local government sometimes played a role in
prioritising their selection over others.

At the time of my fieldwork, one to two demonstration administrative
villages were being redeveloped in each of the county’s townships. Officials
estimated the total number of hamlets under redevelopment to be 30-35,
less than 1 per cent of the hamlets in the county. In fact, local officials
did not use the term ‘demonstration villages' (shifan cun -7 7f) when
referring to villages under redevelopment. According to them, a village
would become a ‘demonstration village’ only when (and if) the whole
administrative village had been redeveloped. Meanwhile, they used the
term ‘advanced village’ (xianjin cun #=:1#f) when referring to the whole
administrative village and ‘demonstration area’ (shifan dian =37 HI) or
‘experimental area’ (shiyan qu S.E&TY/ ) when referring to hamlets under
redevelopment.
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Demonstration villages, as they were perceived and applied in Beian,
deviated from both the modelling and demonstration functions discussed
at the beginning of this chapter. As noted, the success of exemplary
villages or experimental sites to convey applicable lessons depends upon
aselection of typical cases. But, in Beian, those chosen had the best economic
conditions. Officials did not even try to disguise this. It was publicly stated
in official documents and was openly discussed in my interviews. What
made this a problem was that the county expected villages to bear most of
the redevelopment costs by themselves, and expenses were significant (this is
discussed in detail in Chapter 6). Under these circumstances, one may rightly
wonder what kind of example already prosperous villages could possibly offer
to others? What lessons, for example, could a village with a collective annual
income of RMB1 million, such as Village J1, or villages where households
enjoyed exceptionally high incomes and had sufficient finances to invest in
their village’s redevelopment, teach those that did not share this capacity and
could not secure the required funds to redevelop their village? And what was
the worthiness of the experience gained by officials from the redevelopment
of these prosperous villages when many of them faced very few difficulties
during the redevelopment? It is not surprising that by 2010, as officials
admitted, only a few hamlets felt encouraged to start redevelopment by
themselves. It was not only a question of being mobilised; many of them
simply did not have the financial means to embark on redevelopment.
When I asked officials from the county’s BNSC office how a poor village
could participate in the redevelopment program, since the villagers could
not secure the required funds due to financial constraints, their response
contradicted entirely the concepts of modelling and demonstration: ‘if they
cannot secure the money, there is nothing we can do about it (mei banfa
1&713%). Thus, the already better off demonstration villages could present
a vision that most of the villages in the county would not be able to realise.
In this sense, creating demonstration villages in Beian resembled the
creation of focal points (zhongdian {1 1), a popular institution under the
CCP regime. The main difference between exemplars and focal points is
that exemplars are expected to present achievable goals, while focal points
are constructed through allocations of generous resources to ensure they will
enjoy the best conditions, which will enable them to produce the best results.
A focal point school in a city is allocated the best teachers and the most
funding and recruits the best students—all to present major universities
with the best educated candidates. A focal point institution hence presents
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a vision that others would find very hard to emulate. An article printed in
the People’s Daily in 1983 about the construction of ‘key schools’ depicted
this point well:

The key schools are too key, the ordinary schools are too weak. The
ordinary schools cannot learn from the experience of the key schools,
so the key schools are isolated from the ordinary.®!

Demonstration Villages in Chenggu County

In March 2006, during the conference held in Chenggu County to
inaugurate BNSC, the county’s party secretary stated the following as the
first step of implementation: ‘the county would select 20-30 villages to
become “BNSC’s demonstration villages” (xin nongcun jianshe shifan cun ¥r
SRTE A7), to lead the implementation of BNSC in the county’.??
This was the county’s part in the larger project titled ‘Mobilise one-ten-
hundred demonstration projects’ (yi shi bai shifan daidong gongcheng —

- [k 7 *’rj'?jjj #d), which referred to selecting one county (Chenggu),
10 townships and 100 villages to serve as demonstration units for others,
announced by the prefectural city as the first stage of implementation.
Accordingly, the county chose 30 villages to be redeveloped and become
demonstration villages. To ensure access to these villages and to symbolise
that BNSC and villages' redevelopment was to apply to all rural areas,
it was important to Chenggu County that at least one demonstration
village would be constructed in every township. As in Beian, however, the
county prioritised villages that were ‘well located and with a good economic
infrastructure, high potential for development, a good starting point, and
with high standards and efficient management’.*® Thus, as in Beian, the
county chose villages with the best chances of being successful quickly.
Interviews with township officials confirmed that all the townships in
Chenggu applied these criteria after the county stepped back in 2008 and
handed responsibility for redevelopment construction to the townships.
Thus, in both counties, authorities put villages with poor economic
conditions, remote villages and villages that were politically problematic
(which mainly referred to violations of family planning policy and social
unrest) near the bottom of the list. In Beian, local officials, from their
own understanding, established a link between exemplariness (becoming

31 Cited in Rosen, ‘Restoring Key Secondary Schools’, 349.
32 Chenggu County, internal document, 2006, copy in author’s possession.
33 Ibid.
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a demonstration village) and political moral standing (a village’s adherence
to the family planning policy and maintaining social stability). By contrast,
in Chenggu, the prefectural city articulated these notions and incorporated
them into the prefectural list that itemised the compulsory conditions a
village needed to meet to be deemed a demonstration village (see Chapter 4,

Table 4.1).

As in Beian, quotas played a decisive role in managing the process. Officials
from most of the townships in Chenggu admitted to receiving county
quotas of the numbers of villages to be redeveloped, and, as in Beian, it
was township officials who decided which villages were to be redeveloped
and when. But this was where the similarities ended. In brief, while the
conceptualisation of demonstration villages in Beian diverged significantly
from methodologies of modelling and decentralised experimentation, the
conceptualisation in Chenggu diverged even further. This was noticeable in
three main points: 1) local officials’ declared expectations about the role of
the demonstration villages in the implementation process, 2) the criteria for
awarding village-demonstration status and 3) local officials’ hopes for the
future regarding the construction of demonstration villages.

1) Declared Expectations

As we have seen, dissonance characterised local officials in Beian: the
villages they chose for redevelopment did not coincide with their stated
expectations for redevelopment. By contrast, when village and township
officials in Chenggu explained the rationale behind the redevelopment
of demonstration villages, they tended to significantly reduce the villages’
instructional role. In accordance with the demonstration methodology,
study tours to demonstration villages were organised by the townships to
bring villagers from nearby villages to witness and study these exemplars.
At the same time (and similar to Beian), many of the township officials
I interviewed admitted that the capacity of these wealthy demonstrators
to mobilise worse-off villages was limited without first improving the
villagers™ financial capacity. They perceived the ‘demonstration villages’ as
passive entities that symbolised (daibiaoxing [“F<]%) the many benefits
that redevelopment could bring to villages and their residents but
nothing more.
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2) Criteria for Awarding Demonstration Village Status

When would a village be officially recognised as a ‘demonstration village’?
Local officials in Beian provided a vague statement along the lines that they
recognised a village as a shifan cun when it was able to introduce significant
changes in its physical environment. In Chenggu, on the other hand, the
definition was very clear. After a village had met the prefectural city’s list of
targets and successfully passed prefectural inspection, it would be recognised
as a ‘demonstration village at the prefecture level’ (shi ji shifan cun Jf| 2%
744F). Thus, in Chenggu, the concept of a ‘demonstration village’ was a
bureaucratic title and an award for villages that met specific targets imposed
from above. Over time, an increasing number of villages were able to meet
these goals.

In 2007, most of the 30 villages local authorities had selected for
redevelopment had already been redeveloped enough to pass the
prefecture’s inspection. In 2008, the prefectural city expanded the scope
of the redevelopment program by launching a new project—building
1,000 demonstration villages by 2010. The prefecture allocated Chenggu
a quota of 240 villages, more than any other county under its jurisdiction.
The county met this demand successfully and more than a quarter of the
county’s villages became ‘demonstration villages’. Table 5.1 summarises
the distribution of these redeveloped villages in each of the townships
I studied. The information was provided by the county’s Agriculture
Office, the unit in charge of managing and leading the BNSC program
following the dismantling of the county’s BNSC office (discussed in
Chapter 4). It also presents the percentage of these villages out of the
total number of villages in each of the townships and the townships’ basic
economic characteristics.

Table 5.1 reveals a clear tendency to concentrate demonstration villages
in the county’s industrialised areas. While the prefecture recognised a
quarter to half of the villages in the industrialised townships (15-29 villages
in each), it recognised only slightly more than 10 per cent of villages in the
rural areas (9—10 villages each). Out of the county’s 13 townships, almost
60 per cent of the demonstration villages were located in the county’s five
most industrialised townships. Thus, in Chenggu, the title ‘demonstration
village’ was, in effect, a popular title granted to villages that already enjoyed
excellent economic circumstances.



Table 5.1: Demonstration villages per township, Chenggu County, end of 2010
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Source: Author’s interviews. Townships’ statistical data is gathered from Chenggu County Statistical Yearbook, 2008.

* The figure of 6,812 refers to the average of all villagers in the township. Yet, there was one village where people enjoyed exceptionally high

incomes (RMB16,000 on average per year), the highest in the county (see also Chapter 2).
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3) Hopes for the Future

Officials in Beian hoped to reach
a stage in which each administrative
village would have its own
demonstration hamlet to mobilise
the rest of its hamlets. Conversely,
officials in Chenggu hoped that
all villages would ultimately
become demonstration villages.
The peculiarity of this statement is
plain for all to see. As noted earlier,
theaim of demonstration villages was
to facilitate local implementation
by  providing  ground-based
information and mobilising other
villages to emulate their success—
not to turn the entire society into
demonstration units. Chenggu’s
vision begs the question: what is the
meaning of being a demonstration
village? The only scenario whereby
all villages could become ‘shifan
cun’ was if the meaning of the term
was altered. In Chenggu, becoming
a ‘demonstration village’ took on a
new definition: it meant to reach
a bureaucratic goalpost and pass
official inspection.
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Conclusion

Since the announcement of BNSC and the inception of the Village
Redevelopment Program, officials in Chenggu and Beian have channelled
their efforts into what they called ‘demonstration villages’. Evaluating these
villages from the view of modelling and decentralised experimentation
raises some real concerns about official selections. Obviously, selecting
the most prosperous villages to take part in the redevelopment project
significantly decreased their capacity to serve as successful exemplars, as
the residents of other less well-off villages knew that the chosen villages
had innate economic advantages as well as government subsidies that they
did not have. Similarly, it is difficult to see what generalisable lessons local
officials could draw by implementing programs only in the most prosperous
villages. From the perspective of the Chinese conception of modelling,
these privileged villages represented the form (i.e. the common practice of
rewarding exemplars) but not the content, which, in practice, consisted of a
bureaucratic configuration.

Local officials in Chenggu and Beian acknowledged the futility of presenting
wealthy exemplars to non-wealthy communities. When I asked the head
of the BNSC office in Beian when the redevelopment program would
be finished, he laughed—suggesting that by then we would both be long
retired. If anything, redeveloping the better off villages mainly enabled local
officials to moderate their investment in the project.

Notwithstanding this shared fault, officials in Beian and Chenggu differed
significantly in their rhetoric and understanding of ‘demonstration villages’.
Local officials in Beian adhered to the ‘instructional’ discourse and therefore
showed a dissonance between rhetoric and reality. In Chenggu, on the other
hand, officials did not expect any genuine modelling from their exemplars.
They hoped that eventually all villages would become demonstration villages,
which, in their view, symbolised that a village was able—economically and
politically—to meet a series of prefectural bureaucratic criteria to fulfil the

BNSC’s Village Redevelopment Program.

What explains these differences in officials’ discourses? Why did officials
in Beian retain the traditional elements of demonstration sites despite
their poor selection of village candidates? And why did officials in Chenggu
almost entirely ignore these qualities? The answer to these questions,
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I suggest, lies again in the intersection between the two shapers of policy
implementation that are the foci of this book: local economic conditions
and the hierarchical nature of politics.

The starting point is that, in both counties, higher levels of government
imposed the demonstration villages strategy and local authorities followed it
by designating quotas to meet the higher-level government’s regulations for
implementation. However, the pace of redevelopment differed significantly
between the localities. After four years of implementation, Chenggu had
redeveloped about a third of its villages, while in Beian, redevelopment
had been implemented in less than 1 per cent of the county’s hamlets.
Moreover, Anhui Province originally secured its subsidies for three years
only and these were about to end when I visited the county. The fate of
future provincial financial support was indistinct. As we saw in the previous
chapter, provincial subsidies played an important role in instigating villagers’
participation, since most villages in Beian did not have significant collective
income and could not support redevelopment. Termination (or significant
reduction) of provincial subsidies would significantly diminish any
possibility of the government encouraging and mobilising villagers. Under
these circumstances, officials needed exemplars in the most traditional sense
not only to demonstrate the benefits of redeveloped villages but also to
encourage other villagers to walk this path by themselves (at least those who

could afford it).

Chenggu presented a very different situation. As we saw in the previous
chapter, the existence of a clear list of targets and the fact that many villages
enjoyed significant collective income made implementation a matter of
discussion within and between government(s), which were less attentive
to the opinions of villagers. The county perceived meeting the prefecture’s
quota of 240 demonstration villages as easy. There were still many candidates
for redevelopment and officials estimated that most villages in industrialised
townships would soon meet the criteria of a ‘demonstration village’. In fact,
they claimed that many villages had already met the prefecture’s list of
targets and would have been recognised as ‘demonstration villages' had
the townships been allocated larger quotas. The financial conditions of
these townships permitted them to provide subsidies to a larger number
of villages than demanded by the set quotas, even though only certain
villages could enjoy the county’s and prefecture’s subsidies. Under these
circumstances, officials did not think of the poorer villages. An official from
one of the non-industrialised townships in Chenggu estimated that about
60 per cent of his township’s villages would be able to meet the prefecture’s
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demands by the end of the process (a period of at least 15 years, according to
him). “What about the other 40 per cent?’ I asked. “We still have not really
thought about that’, he replied.

The fast pace of redevelopment (due to better economic capacities), the
belief that all villages would be included in future quotas, and the prefectural
city’s decision to ensure success and accountability by imposing a list of
items to construct resulted in routinisation. Routinisation replaced the idea
of modelling. With enough candidates to meet the prefecture’s quotas and
a list of very specific targets, demonstration villages in Chenggu became
an assembly line product. The title ‘demonstration village’ was turned into
bureaucratic label that anointed and rewarded any village that was financially
able to meet the prefectural city’s list of targets.

In both counties, the holistic nature of the Village Redevelopment Program
faded, the project being converted into a reward almost solely for the already
prosperous. Bearing in mind that the original goal of the BNSC and Village
Redevelopment Program was to decrease social disparities and inequality,
why did local officials deliberately increase inequality in their rural areas by
channelling more resources to villages that already enjoyed better conditions
and whose residents were already wealthier than others? It is true that
officials in Chenggu were optimistic about the possibility that all villages
would eventually become ‘demonstration villages’ but they estimated that
this would take 15 and perhaps even 20 years to achieve, acknowledging
the many difficulties embodied in the program. Who knows what policies
will prevail in 15 years time? Will government subsidies still be available?
Meanwhile, government financial allocations have been channelled to those
who are least in need of them. Why did officials in Beian deliberately choose
villages that were likely to fail in their demonstration task? Why not wait for
ordinary villages to redevelop themselves, learn from their experience and
then present them as exemplars? Answering these questions constitutes the
core of the next chapter.
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