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FOREWORD

The publication of Thomas Heberer’s Doing Business In Rural China marks
atleast three mileposts for the University of Washington Press series on Stud-
ies on Ethnic Groups in China, its editor, and its authors. This is the tenth
book in the series, and it appears in the first return of the Year of the Pig,
which saw the inaugural volume Cultural Encounters on China’s Ethnic Fron-
tiers. And it appears in the dinghai Year of the Golden Pig, the birth year
and thus sixtieth birthday year both for my dear friend and age mate Thomas
Heberer and for me.

Professor Heberer is justly known for re-introducing the study of the
Nuosu, or Yi of Liangshan, to the scholarly literature in Western languages.
As an editor and translator for Peking Rundschau (the German edition of
the Chinese government magazine Peking Review) in the late 1970s and early
1980s, he was granted what was then rare access to the minority areas of
southwest China, in particular the Liangshan Yi Autonomous Prefecture in
southwestern Sichuan. His visits to the prefectural capital of Xichang and
to the counties of Zhaojue, Meigu, Xide, and Yuexi led to the publication,
in 1984, of his pioneering work Nationalititenpolitik und Entwicklungspoli-
tik in den Gebieten Nationaler Minderheiten in China (Nationality politics
and development politics in national minority areas of China). This was
his first monograph and the first work in a European language to treat the
Nuosu in detail since Lin Yaohua’s 1947 Liangshan Yijia (translated into
English as Lolo of Liangshan in 1962). The general and theoretical sections
of Heberer’s monograph appeared in a very abridged, but nonetheless
informative and influential English edition, China and Its National Minori-
ties: Autonomy or Assimilation (1987), but the rich ethnographic and empir-
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viii Foreword

ical sections dealing with his initial research in Liangshan remained inac-
cessible to those unable to read German.

Since that first book, Thomas Heberer has written or edited a long series
of monographs and volumes of essays, on topics as diverse as the political
legacy of Mao Zedong, corruption in China, women’s political participa-
tion in Asia, and Chinese rock music. But he has never given up his inter-
est in Liangshan or the Nuosu people who live there, and in the intervening
years he has published many articles in German, English, and Chinese, as
well as organized two museum exhibits of Nuosu arts and crafts. He was a
participant in the First International Conference on Yi Studies, held in Seat-
tle in 1995, and organized the Second International Conference at his for-
mer University of Trier in 1998. Most notably, he secured the funding to
endow a large elementary school in the county seat of Meigu, where the
opening ceremonies were held for the Fourth International Conference in
2005. In the years from 1999 to 2002, he had the opportunity to return to
his scholarly roots in Liangshan and to collaborate with colleagues at the
Liangshan Prefecture Nationalities Research Institute in a four-year study
of an important, emerging phenomenon—the rise of entrepreneurs among
a people for whom business and commerce were previously despised occu-
pations. Through four summers of rain, mud, jeeps, and drink, Heberer
and his colleagues visited almost all of Liangshan’s seventeen counties, inter-
viewed more than a hundred Nuosu and Han entrepreneurs, and collected
reams of statistics on local economic development and the role of entre-
preneurs in the local economy and society.

When Professor Heberer approached me about including a prospective
monograph on Liangshan entrepreneurs in the Studies on Ethnic Groups
in China series, I was enthusiastically receptive. Because of differing styles
of writing and editing in German- and English-language scholarly publi-
cations, and because of the vagaries of translation, it has taken longer than
any of us wished to bring the book to fruition. But it has been well worth
the wait. This is the first study in a Western language of minority entre-
preneurs anywhere in China, and one of the most detailed ethnographic
accounts of any facet of Nuosu life or culture. In it, Heberer combines his
scholarly training as a political scientist with his natural talent as an ethno-
grapher to present us with both the daily life of Nuosu entrepreneurs and
the larger social, political, and developmental contexts in which they live
and work. His discussions of entrepreneurship and poverty, entrepreneur-
ship and development, entrepreneurship and ethnicity have implications
far beyond the detailed study of one remote region in China, shedding light
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on the role of entrepreneurs in economic peripheries all over today’s glob-
alizing world.

What makes this work so special is perhaps best expressed by my mem-
ory of a conversation with the author and his wife, Jing, about the benefits
of doing long-term fieldwork in China. Man lernt so viel, he said, “One learns
so much.” Von Thomas Heberer haben wir alle so viel gelernt.

STEVAN HARRELL
Seattle, April 2007
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Introduction

Liangshan and Its Entrepreneurs

In Liangshan Prefecture in the mountainous far south of Sichuan Province,
many members of the Yi, or Nuosu, ethnic group have become entrepre-
neurs in the past two decades.! These entrepreneurs operate under condi-
tions that differ significantly from those obtained in China’s coastal areas.
The world market, internationalization, and globalization do not yet deter-
mine the structure and development of entrepreneurship in Liangshan.
Instead, connections with the local and ethnic community and to local devel-
opment are the significant forces in an entrepreneur’s success. As one of the
entrepreneurs interviewed for this volume stated, “We operate in a com-
pletely different setting here. Just look at the work of our county govern-
ment and try to understand it.” In addition, Nuosu entrepreneurs operate
according to different values, and have different goals and priorities, from
entrepreneurs belonging to the Han majority ethnic group in most of China.
To understand Nuosu entrepreneurs and their place in local society, we must
understand the society itself, including the social and political structures
within which the entrepreneurs and their activities are embedded and the
values that guide the entrepreneurs.

A WORLD APART WITHIN THE CHINESE STATE

At the beginning of the third millennium, Liangshan still showed few traces
of globalization as defined by Anthony Giddens: an intensification of
worldwide social relationships through which distant places are connected,
so that events in one place are stamped by processes that happen in another
place many miles away (Giddens 1995: 85). In 2001, it took us sixteen hours
in an off-road vehicle to travel fewer than 100 miles from Xichang, the seat
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4 Introduction

of the prefectural government, to one of the counties where we conducted
research. We drove along mountain tracks that had been blocked by rock-
slides, traversed flooded streams that thundered down to the valley below,
and passed trucks that had skidded in the mud and fallen over the precipice.
In the small, poor, and grimy market town whose population was 97 per-
cent Yi, we met people from distant hamlets and high mountains who had
hiked downbhill for many days to reach that county town at over 6,000 feet
above sea level. They carried baskets filled with agricultural goods to trade
for handicrafts or industrial products at the market. There was little entre-
preneurship to be seen in this town. Because there were only a few large-
size entrepreneurs here, | had some time to observe the county government’s
everyday routines and working operations. In my travel diary I noted:

The county government headquarters stands opposite the government guest-
house. The doors are wide open; I can see without difficulty into the offices
and have counted 18 office rooms. It is afternoon, 2.30 .M., still two and a half
hours to go before the end of the official workday. Some offices are unoccu-
pied. Most of the male and female officials present are busy talking, reading,
knitting, washing their clothes, staring into space while sunk into thought, or
smoking. None of them appear to be carrying out administrative tasks. One
of them has just carried an empty beer crate out of his office and put it in the
corridor. A telephone rings. After the phone-call, the tranquility is interrupted
by hectic activity. Everywhere, people are sweeping and cleaning.

A short time later, the director of the county government general office
arrives and checks the premises for cleanliness. He notes the results and, seem-
ingly satisfied, he goes away. Quietness settles on the offices. Now and again,
visitors call in to chat or to smoke a cigarette with one of the civil servants.
In the guesthouse courtyard, the deputy director of the tax office is playing
cards with friends. He explains to me that today the county Party Secretary
is absent; his chauffeur has driven him to Xichang, the prefectural capital,
regarding an urgent matter: his sister needs to be taken to the train station
there. Her holidays are over and she has to return to her school in Chengdu,
the provincial capital. Considering the duration of the round trip, the earli-
est he will return is tomorrow.

The deputy mayor of the county walks by shortly afterwards. He calls out
to me that he will not be able to keep me company for dinner and drinks tonight,
because he is on his way to friends where one can eat and drink extremely well.
He says that he deeply regrets this but, “everyone has his obligations.” In the
office building, it has become quieter; the end of the workday approaches grad-
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ually. While locking up his office, an official tells me that he has worked from
9 to 12, and since 3 o’clock, so it is now high time for him to return home. The
director of the Bureau for the Administration of Industry and Commerce
(also its Party Secretary), who had me give him a German name yesterday
(Felix or, as he pronounced it, Felicksih), looks in and expresses his regrets
that he, too, will be unable to entertain me tonight. A bimo (a priest) will be
visiting him tonight to purify his house from evil spirits. As it is unknown
exactly what type of evil spirits are present, a ritual to drive out unknown
spirits will be performed. This ceremony will last until morning.
Meanwhile, in the courtyard, a lighthearted mood prevails. The deputy
director of the tax office and his friends are drinking and singing songs while
playing cards. In the office building, there is something going on as well; laugh-
ter breaks out and the mood has brightened. Empty beer bottles have been
carted out to the door, and a female staff member is roasting corn for her
colleagues. Around 4 p.M., most of them head home. ‘Wo zoule’ (I am leav-
ing now) can be heard for a while until the last person has left the building.

How can this impoverished county with an average annual income of US$50
per person afford such an inefficient administration? On the streets, Yi men
squat together in groups and abandon themselves to alcohol. Cloaked in

FI1G. 1. On the way to visit a village entrepreneur, Meigu County
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felt capes and otherwise inadequately garmented, they are immediately rec-
ognizable as extremely poor. There are mostly women at the market; the
men are out developing social contacts. This seemingly irrational behavior
of the county administration provides a window into the world in which
Nuosu entrepreneurs operate: the dual world of the Chinese state market
economy and the Nuosu clan-based society.

In fact, county authorities are not frequently called upon to address local
issues because the local population possesses its own organizational struc-
ture, the clans, which help to resolve everyday problems and regulate work
as well as social life. The administrative officials are perceived as instruments
of social control who had best be avoided, and the top-down administra-
tive structure operates very differently from, and often in conflict with, local
organizational structures such as the clans.

Nuosu social organization includes many obligations to clan members,
both material and moral in nature. Dining and drinking together strength-
ens community and shared identities and, at the same time, is a method of
networking; it is expected social behavior and has little to do with corrup-
tion. Within this scheme, the fact that one of the men observed drinking
and playing cards works as a tax officer is insignificant. Social obligations
take priority over political or administrative obligations. That the Party Sec-
retary could not be at work for several days because he had to take his sis-
ter to the station is accepted as his social duty and responsibility toward
his family. No one here would understand if he were he to neglect his duty
and such neglect would make him an outsider, someone who has become
like a “Han,” a person with whom others would avoid contact.

Nevertheless, local authorities do provide some order, as in the hygiene
inspection I described above. The county government is responsible for clean-
liness in public spaces, an important factor in controlling disease epidemics.
Two years earlier, a cholera epidemic had broken out during my stay in another
county in the same region. Within a few hours, all the officials had been mobi-
lized; accompanied by medical personnel, they were allocated and dispatched
so that every village and township in the county was provided with treatment,
prophylaxis, and information. By threatening to hold the Party Secretary and
the mayor personally responsible for any further deaths, the higher Party
officials rapidly succeeded in bringing the epidemic under control.

It should be clear by now that entrepreneurial processes and local polit-
ical patterns in Liangshan cannot be measured with the yardstick of ration-
ality and efficiency alone. Our analysis must take into account a dualism:
most Yi perceive the (local) state to be a Han state, in spite of the fact that
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most local officials are Yi. However, there also exist ethnic institutions in
the form of clans and clan law that exert authority over social and political
life. Different social systems and cultures cultivate different modes of
rationality and contain distinct logics. Even the concept of morality, often
considered universal, is interpreted differently depending on the culture.
For instance, the majority of Yi entrepreneurs perceive Han entrepreneurs’
quest for profit as a sign of moral decay, which validates their sense of Yi
ethnic superiority. Yi attitudes toward the Han mode of doing business could
be interpreted in terms of modernization theories as “yesterday’s values.”
We could also argue that a trend toward individualization naturally occurs
during civilization processes that eventually replace the moral economy with
the market economy. However, the Yi people in Liangshan have made and
promise to make no such transition. The moral economy and the state and
market institutions exist in their present form because they are embedded
in Nuosu society and consonant with Nuosu rationality, even if they seem
irrational to an outsider. “Every society,” writes Isaiah Berlin, “possesses its
own positive points, its own values, its own kinds of creative activity that
are not measurable by the same standard.” Berlin argues that each society
must be understood on its own terms—understood and not necessarily eval-
uated against a universal standard (Berlin 1995: 23).

In the interest of promoting and establishing their concept of modern-
ization, the Chinese central government has promoted the elimination of tra-
ditional values and forms of organization and their replacement with more
modern values. If we agree with Michael Walzer that liberty requires that we
shake off involuntary fetters (Walzer 1999: 12), what will take the place of the
eroding clan structures in this instance? Who or what will maintain social
and economic security? If the clans ceased to exist, the result would be not
“freedom” but the opposite state of captivity and defenselessness, because the
clan generally represents the sole social, cultural, and symbolic capital that
individuals and groups possess. In order to understand entrepreneurship in
Liangshan, we must understand the social role played by local processes and
their embeddedness in local knowledge, and that requires field research.

The problem for entrepreneurs and for local officials is that they are
embedded and must assert themselves in two different albeit ambiguously
defined worlds: the world of the Yi and the world of the Han. Though they
stand in contradiction to each other, the two worlds are not very distant
from one another. This volume is concerned with Liangshan Yi entrepre-
neurs in the historical context of changing national and regional economies,
at a time when the two worlds coexist and the entrepreneurs must operate
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in both of them. The entrepreneurs’ position is to be understood through
using a combination of conceptual frameworks and new descriptive mate-
rial gathered through field research. Before presenting the main ideas of our
study, I shall briefly introduce the Liangshan Yi and the area in which we
conducted our field research.

The Liangshan Yi (Nuosu) and Their Region

The Yibelong to the Tibeto-Burman language group and are the sixth-largest
ethnic minority in China. There are about 8 million Yi people in China, pri-
marily in the southwestern provinces of Sichuan, Yunnan, and Guizhou,
with a small number in Guangxi. Approximately 2 million Yi, the Liang-
shan Yi in southern Sichuan Province and some Yi in northwestern Yun-
nan Province, call themselves Nuosu in their own language. I will switch
from Yi to Nuosu when I am talking about specific features of Yi society in
Liangshan such as clans, religion, and language. This is because our obser-
vations of Liangshan Nuosu Yi society do not necessarily apply to Yiin other
areas, such as those in most of Yunnan and Guizhou. However, when I am
talking about how they contrast with the Han, I shall use the term Yi. When
referring to official data about the Liangshan Nuosu Yi, I use the term Yi,
because that is the terminology that the authorities use; when referring to
our own survey, I use Nuosu.

Up until the mid-1950s, the Nuosu in Liangshan had, to a large degree,
managed to maintain their social, political, and cultural institutions. Liang-
shan was more or less independently controlled by various Nuosu clans,
which played a particularly important role in Nuosu society, both as eco-
nomic units and as a source of solidarity.

Even today, the Nuosu are embedded in clan groups whose members
are descended from common ancestors. Members of a clan bear the same
family name and regard themselves as related to each other by blood, which,
asarule, they genuinely are. Clan members commit themselves to the same
obligations toward each other as immediate kin, such as the mutual duty
to provide help and support. A clan may encompass tens of thousands of
people, as with the Shaga clan in Ganluo, with more than 20,000 people
and ten lineages (Ch: fen zhi). Some clans, such as the Shama Qubi, the Hielie,
and the Jjike, are spread out across Liangshan. In rural areas, clan members
often live near each other and form stable units with common spheres of
economic activity, religious practice, and social solidarity.
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Animism and animistic beliefs shape the religious thinking of the
Nuosu; sickness, death, and unhappiness are all ascribed to the influence
of spirits. Because spirits can bring evil, there are many rituals to keep them
under control, and the bimo, as a priest and magician, serves as the inter-
mediary between the spirits and the people (see Bamo 2001). The Nuosu
have their own script, which was formerly used primarily by the bimo for
ritual purposes.

The majority of the Nuosu live in Liangshan Prefecture, which encom-
passes 60,423 square km and includes 16 counties and one prefectural city
(Xichang, the seat of the prefectural government). At the end of 2001, Liang-
shan had a population of 4,059,000; of this number, 43.4 percent were Yi
and 52.9 percent Han. More than one-fifth of the Han live in Xichang. The
remaining 3.7 percent belong to various other ethnic minority communi-
ties. “Tibetans” (Ch: Zangzu)* are the largest of these groups, with a popu-
lation of 63,882 in 2001.

The Da Liangshan mountain ranges (Great Cool Mountains) close in on
alowland plain surrounding the Anning River north and south of Xichang,
and they rise to a height of almost 12,000 feet; the average elevation is between
6,000 and 7,500 feet above sea level. Some of the Liangshan Nuosu also live
in northwestern Yunnan province (primarily in Ninglang County) near the
Sichuan border. Others live in Mabian and Ebian Autonomous Counties
northeast of Liangshan Prefecture, in Hanyuan and Shimian Counties to the
northwest of the prefecture, and in the area around the steel-producing city
of Panzhihua to the south.

Liangshan is rich in mineral resources such as copper, iron ore, gold, sil-
ver, coal, lead, tin, zinc, and rare earth metals, and in water resources for
generating energy. Since the 1950s, due to national policies, particularly dur-
ing the Mao era, these resources have been tapped primarily for industrial
use outside the prefecture. The autonomous prefecture itself has derived
little benefit from resource extraction; the raw materials are transported to
other regions at cheap prices, and the expensive finished products are beyond
the means of the local population.

The Liangshan region was heavily forested in the past, too, but almost
the entire forest stock was cut between 1950 and the early 1990s, and the tim-
ber was utilized for industrial purposes in other regions.> Nowadays most
of the mountains are bare and for some years now, laborious attempts have
been made to reforest them. Some of these attempts have been successful;
many have not.
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Poverty and Entrepreneurship

By national standards and in comparison to other minority areas, Liang-
shan Prefecture is among the poorest and least developed regions of China.
This is particularly true if we disregard the industrial and cultural center
Xichang, which has a predominantly Han population. At the end of the 1990s,
12 of the 16 counties in Liangshan Prefecture and 390 towns and townships
(Ch: zhen and xiang) in those 12 counties were officially registered as
“poor.” In 1992, “poor” meant that the county population had an average
annual per capita income of less than 200 yuan (approx. US$25). At that
time, more than half of the Nuosu in Liangshan had a yearly income of less
than 200 yuan and were counted as “very poor” (Jike Quri 1999: 39;
Qubishimei and Yang 1992: 33). According to official reports, the situation
clearly improved during the 1990s. At the end of 2001, 11 percent of the rural
population in Liangshan, or 400,000 people, was still living below the sub-
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sistence level. However, these figures do not include those who had recently
slipped below the poverty line (due to bad harvests, natural disasters, or a
significant rise in medical costs); recent figures suggest that 1.84 million
people, or 45.3 percent of the population of Liangshan, have an annual
income of less than 1,200 yuan (approx. US$148) at their disposal, and 1.63
million people have an annual income of less than 1,000 yuan, which was
considered the poverty line in 2002 (Xiao Lixin 2002: 10).

In 1997, half of Liangshan’s population had no access to electricity and 95
percent of the villages were not integrated into the road network. The twelve
poorest counties had an average annual income of 13 million yuan and had
to be provided with 300 million yuan in state subsidies. Through the 1990s,
these counties had difficulties paying wages, providing social welfare, and
maintaining infrastructure (Sun Qingyou1997: 61-62).# There were very few
outside investors and, during our stay in Liangshan, many professionals told
us that they intended to leave the area because of the poor economic condi-
tions. Since the early 1990s, similar to other regions inhabited by ethnic minori-
ties, Liangshan has faced a serious brain drain and an outflow of investments.

Most counties and townships in Liangshan are highly in debt, perpetu-
ating conditions of continuous poverty. In August 2001, the regional news-
paper, Liangshan Ribao, reported that in the year 2000, county and township
governments had an average debt of 269,700 yuan, or an estimated 37.1
percent of the average annual fiscal revenue; the article claimed that the sit-
uation was very serious for the prefecture. In 2000, the combined debt of
all 609 zhen and xiang was 164 million yuan, up from 41 million yuan in
1990; one township alone was 7.4 million yuan in the red (Liangshan Ribao,
8 August 2001).

The difficult traffic and transport conditions are a significant factor in
the region’s poverty, as is the lack of qualified labor. In 2002, for instance,
sections of the Xichang-Ganluo, Xichang-Yanyuan, Xichang-Jinyang,
Butuo-Zhaojue, Jinyang-Zhaojue, and Xichang-Meigu roads were in poor
shape, and road construction between Xichang and Zhaojue and between
Xichang and Butuo caused considerable travel delays during our period of
research. Heavy storms during the rainy season had washed out many of
the roads (the stretch between Xichang and Mianning was an exception)
and in 2002, all of these stretches were under construction, with the goal
of paving the most important connections between Xichang and individ-
ual counties. However, it is doubtful that the repair will ensure their safety
from future floods, landslides, and rockslides. Though some roads are still
in appalling shape, there is now a freeway from Mianning almost to Pan-
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zhihua; this road brings no practical benefit to the people living in the
mountains.

As a rule in China, the areas inhabited by ethnic minorities (50%-60%
of the total land area) are less developed and poorer than the regions where
the ethnic majority (Han) lives. Nearly half the areas designated by the cen-
tral government as “poor areas” are located in the so-called minority areas.
There are few state firms in such areas and in those that do exist, the employ-
ees mostly come from Han regions. High unemployment is accompanied
by poverty and corresponding social problems such as high crime rates, drug
addiction, and migration. One Chinese study found the limited develop-
ment of the private sector to be a major reason for the underdeveloped econ-
omy of Western China, and most of the minority areas are located in the
West (Zhang Houyi and Ming 2000: 4). Conventionally, the poverty of the
minority areas is attributed to the social backwardness of the people, which
in turn is attributed to their remote location and their lack of contact with
the more advanced economic and educational systems of the Han areas (see
Zhao 2000: 5-19). But if we look at the policies followed by the Chinese Com-
munist Party government in the last fifty years, we find that the effects of
disadvantageous natural conditions have been greatly exacerbated by wrong-
headed and misguided schemes of economic, educational, and cultural
development.

Since the 1950s, Chinese national economic policies have paid little heed
to specific local and regional conditions in regions such as Liangshan and
have put promoted inappropriate policy measures such as the destruction
of the organic foundations of life (including the forests), the one-sided
emphasis on growing cereal crops, the ill-conceived development priority
given to heavy industry, and, within the industry, an undue emphasis on
making cheap raw materials available to interests in Central and East China.
Because all of these factors have significantly contributed to perpetuating
poverty in Liangshan, it is more than shortsighted of some social scientists
to blame the Yi for causing their own poverty through their “backward-
looking, traditional views and customs” (see, for instance, Li Wenhua 2000: 8).
To remedy the poverty of minority regions, the central government decided
as early as the beginning of the 1990s to support the founding of private
enterprises in minority areas more than in other areas. However, the sup-
port merely consisted of simplifying the business license application process
with the local authorities. Minority regions do not have the financial means
to support private enterprises, and banks extend lines of credit to private
individuals in these regions only in exceptional circumstances. This may
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change under the “Development of the West” program established by the
Chinese leadership in 1999 that prioritizes the rapid development of China’s
western provinces (including Sichuan and, therefore, Liangshan). National
integration and nation building are central aspects of this program directed
at ethnic minorities and the regions in which they live.

In Liangshan, a large proportion of state-run and collective companies
(those owned by villages, for instance) were closed down in the 1990s and
government efforts to keep larger enterprises running have been unfruit-
ful. For example, a Nuosu cadre in Xichang told us that the state had
attempted to save the ailing steelworks in the prefectural capital by providing
a subsidy of 100 million yuan but that this had not accomplished anything.
He argued that this money would have been better spent on creating jobs
for local Yi. State companies hardly employed any Yi, and if they did, then
only a few and primarily as security staff. In the mid-1990s, only one of the
60 managers in charge of state companies in Liangshan was a Yi (Yang Hui
1995: 81). This cannot be explained simply by referring to deficiencies in for-
mal education among the Yi; rather, in many areas, the charges against the
minority cadres were that they lacked the “party spirit” and were ideolog-
ically and politically unreliable (see, for example, He Mingwei 1995).

The historical causes of poverty can more apparently be traced to the
policies of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) government in the last fifty
years than to geographical remoteness or any supposed ethnic backward-
ness. Continuous poverty is an important reason why developing the private
sector and an entrepreneurial stratum has emerged as the main economic
strategy for Liangshan. As a key process in overcoming underdevelopment,
poverty, and unemployment, both the prefectural leadership and the local
population hope that that the private sector will help solve Liangshan Yi’s
economic and social problems. A large majority of the private entrepreneurs
we interviewed professed that they believed either fully (Yi: 60.5%, H