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Reflection and Reconstruction of the Western Classical
Peasant Theory Paradigms: A Critical Review under

the Context of Transformation in China

Wang Qing—ming

Abstract: During the process of social transformation, the Chinese peasants have been confronted
with multiple socialized stress from production, livelihood and contact under the market impact. The Chi-
nese peasants’ behavior selection and image characteristics put forward a challenge to the hypotheses of
the western classical theories. The formalism theory assumes that peasants are proficient in calculating
and pursuing profits. The substantive theory assumes that peasants struggle to make a living under the
pressure of survival. The Marxism theory assumes that peasants are hard cultivators who are exploited in
the patriarchal system and class structure. Philip C. Huang believes that the Chinese peasants are the uni-
ty of the above three kinds of theory images before reform. However, these classical theories mentioned
above discuss the ideal types of the traditional peasants who are plagued by fear of survival and short of
modern elements. Nowadays, “socialization” is the basic characteristic of the Chinese peasants. Thus, we
need to reflect on the classical peasants’ theoretical paradigms and then construct a “local perspective”,
which is rooted in the Chinese local knowledge and specific historical context, thereby, we could extract a
more explanatory conceptual tool and theoretical paradigm.

Key words: peasants; Classical Peasant Theory; local perspective; transformational China
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