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Abstract: During the period of national economic readjustment, supply and marketing cooperatives,
by undertaking self-operated business, opened up a limited space for market regulation outside the
system of planned commodity circulation. In the early 1960s, faced-with new conditions in the
exchange of industrial and agricultural products between town and countryside, the Party and
government called upon the supply and marketing cooperatives to act as relatively independent
commodity operators and to conduct self-operated business—that is, to handle, in a comparatively
flexible manner, third-category goods and the surplus farm and sideline products remaining after
farmers had fulfilled the state’s planned procurement quotas. This market-oriented experiment, led
by collectively owned cooperative economic organizations, constituted an attempt by socialist
commerce to participate in thefree market during the planned-economy era. The development,
modes of operation, social impact, and inherent difficulties of the cooperatives’ self-operated
business not only reveal the complex configuration of “small freedoms under the big plan” but also
deepen .our understanding of, and reflection on, the structural contradictions of the planned
commercial system.

Keywords: sclf-operated business; supply and marketing cooperatives; free market; planned
economy.
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