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Abstract

Drawing on evidence collected in Shanghai and the surrounding countryside, this article 
argues that exemplary models and norms—used to engineer public and private morality 
appropriate for the upheavals of modernization—are not the sole creation of the Chinese 
state or media. Instead, self-appointed exemplary models, amongst ordinary citizens, 
are present in China. The self-appointed exemplary models I investigate practice 
organic farming, and by providing safe, quality foods, they aim to mitigate some of the 
risk perceived to be inherent in Chinese modernity. Through 18 months of ethnographic 
investigation amongst a group of independent organic farmers (university educated with 
successful urban careers who are new to farming) in and around Shanghai, this article 
discusses the role of self-appointed exemplary models in fostering alternative moralities 
and parallel visions for Chinese modernity. Their missionary zeal to ‘do good’ is analyzed 
through Børge Bakken’s (2000) concept of the exemplary society.
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Introduction

“My shit is your meal” (yi fen xiang shi 易粪
相食) is how Wu Heng, the founder of a 

well-known food safety website1, described 
the status of food safety in China today. 
This alarming analogy refers to the current 
behavior of food producers and 
manufacturers who, knowing their own 
products are of dubious quality, have no 
alternative but to eat that of others. Yet, if 
everyone behaves similarly, everyone is 
eating each other’s junk. This observation, 
and the website’s catalogue of numerous 
transgressions of both local and foreign 
food manufacturers, provides a window 
into contemporary China’s questions of 
food safety and risk. As China has 

industrialized and modernized in the last 
three to four decades, the emergence of 
social issues such as food safety2 draws 
attention to the fear and anxiety Chinese 
people experience daily.

Modernity, Risk, and Trust

In 1978, when Deng Xiaoping shifted China’s 
national focus toward economic reform, he 
set China on a path of modernization. Four 
pillars of development were established: 
agriculture, industry, national defense, and 
science and technology. This plan was seen 
as essential for the future of the Chinese 
nation and people. Today, though specific 
modernization strategies have changed, 
modernization itself remains a key 
objective for the Chinese leadership and its 
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citizens, and China continues its quest for 
modernity.
 The term ‘modernity’ originally 
described changing social life and 
organization that emerged in Europe in the 
seventeenth century. Modernity was 
concerned with progress and development, 
was characterized by an extreme pace and 
immense scope of change, and featured 
larger, more bureaucratic institutions 
(Giddens 1990). The nation-state, the role 
of science and technology, urbanization, 
and the commodification of products and 
wage labor are all institutional examples of 
modernity (Giddens 1990). Two specific 
characteristics of modernity are of interest 
to me in this investigation: trust and risk. 
Trust is necessary in all societies; yet, as 
opposed to pre-modern societies where 
face-to-face trust was possible, trust in 
modern societies must be placed in expert 
systems that are faceless and abstract 
(Giddens 1990). Modern institutions require 
trust to avoid and/or manage perceptions 
and discourses of danger and risk (Beck 
1992).
 Given this context, Ulrich Beck’s 
concept of a “risk society” is especially 
germane in understanding modern 
societies. Beck states, “At the center lie the 
risks and consequences of modernization, 
which are revealed as irreversible threats to 
the life of plants, animals, and human 
beings” (Beck 1992: 13). A society 
characterized by risk – and, by extension, 
the fear and anxiety described in the 
opening vignette – is concerned with high-
stakes, low-probability dangers. The status 
of food safety in China today, as outlined by 
this research, suggests that China exhibited 
some characteristics of a risk society.

Food Safety and Organic Farming in China 

Scholarly attention to food safety in China 
is increasing (e.g. Calvin et al 2006, Gong & 
Jackson 2012; Huang et al 2006; Li et al 
2011; Yang 2013; Zhao & Ho 2005), including 
amongst anthropologists. Anthropological 
literature has been concerned with levels of 
the perceived risk Chinese people feel and 
how they navigate the food safety 
discourse and food choices in their daily 

lives (e.g. Klein 2009; Klein 2014; Oxfeld 
2014; Veeck et al 2008). Yunxiang Yan (2012) 
took a different approach and investigated 
Beck’s risk society thesis and the state of 
food safety in China today. He concluded 
that China’s food safety problems present a 
new multifaceted and urgent risk. 
Specifically, poisonous foods and fake foods 
(which constitute a key part of Wu’s 
website and coverage) present the largest 
challenge to public trust, and risk social 
distrust.
 Organic food may present an 
alternative to alleviate food safety concerns 
in China, and a rich literature on organic 
and sustainable agriculture has appeared in 
recent years. Feasibility and 
implementation research has sought to 
encourage ecological agriculture (shengtai 
nongye 生态农业) in the face of excessive 

synthetic chemical use and related 
practices (e.g. Paull 2007; Paull 2008; 
Sanders 2006; Thiers 2005). In addition, 
New Rural Reconstruction (NRR) initiatives 
aim to reverse the rural-to-urban flow of 
resources and create self-sufficient rural 
communities (e.g. Hale 2013). In this case, 
rural communities are encouraged and 
supported to convert to organic farming. 
Lastly, the growth of China’s middle-class 
has created urban demand for sustainable 
food and facilitated the emergence of an 
urban-orientated organic agriculture 
movement (e.g. Shi et al 2011; Smith 2002).

The Emergence of Independent Organic 
Farmers in Shanghai

I was intrigued by broad questions of food 
safety and how Chinese balance the lure of 
brands and the influence of advertising 
with the fear and anxiety other scholars 
identified. Throughout preliminary 
research, I spoke with people in many 
fields. My participant-observation included 
conversations and interviews with 
corporate executives from food 
manufacturers, conversations with 
‘activists’ such as Wu Heng, and 
accompanied shopping trips with Chinese 
people to witness their purchase choices. It 
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was during this time that I stumbled across 
the Nong Hao Farmers’ Market in Shanghai.
 Nong Hao, set up in 2010, was the 
first farmers’ market in Shanghai 
comprised of local, small-scale 
independent organic farmers, and was 
operated by volunteers. Nong Hao farmers 
are all ‘new farmers’, university educated 
Chinese who have generally enjoyed 
successful urban careers before deciding to 
enter organic agriculture. Prior to this 
endeavor, they had little or no farming 
experience, and many were younger than 
40 years old. They set up their farms in 
late-2009 and early 2010, predominantly in 
Chongming Island to the north of Shanghai 
city, with some in the south and west of 
Shanghai and a few in Zhejiang province, 
further to the west. They mostly produced 
rice, vegetables, and chicken eggs. What I 
found most interesting is that, while they 
all currently resided in the city and had for 
many years, more than two thirds were 
from towns and villages in the Chinese 
countryside3. As my fieldwork advanced, I 
learned that taking up organic agriculture 
was first and foremost a response to the 
risk, fear and anxiety they felt was inherent 
in contemporary Chinese urban life, 
especially the industrial food industry. Yet 
for many, their decision to farm was also 
infused with nostalgia for the Chinese 
countryside.
 My research looks at Shanghai’s new 
farmers, a case study that comprised of 
about fifteen farms total. Since late 2012, I 
attended more than 20 farmers’ markets, 
both as an observer and customer, and to 
support new farmers at their booths 
interacting with and selling to customers. I 
also visited all the farms at least once to 
observe how they operated and to talk with 
the owners and staff. At three farms in 
particular, I spent extended time working 
as a volunteer: eight weeks at one farm and 
four weeks each at two others. My 
fieldwork also included interviews and 
lengthy conversations with new farmers 
and their customers and farmers’ markets 
organizers, and participation in three 
sustainable agricultural training programs, 
amongst other ethnographic engagements. 
While the majority of my research is 

focused in and around Shanghai, some 
fieldwork was conducted in Beijing for 
contextual purposes4.
 In this article, I investigate why 
urban Chinese gave up aspects of their city 
life to start organic farms. By gaining an 
understanding of this question, I seek to 
contribute to scholarship concerning 
discourses of modernity, risk, and trust (in 
China and more broadly), and to expand 
understanding of contemporary Chinese 
morality. I aim to show how self-appointed 
exemplary models and their norms – in this 
case, those of organic farm owners whom 
are ordinary Chinese citizens – aim to 
mitigate perceived risk by offering parallel 
food pathways. Their missionary zeal and 
‘do good’ sentiment demonstrates that 
fostering appropriate public and private 
morality in order to curb the upheavals of 
modernization was not solely a project of 
the Chinese state or official media.

Exemplary Agriculture and its 
Practitioners 

New farmers in Shanghai sought to create a 
parallel vision of what modernity could look 
like in China. Their marginal, non-
mainstream status and identity was aligned 
around a confrontation and opposition 
toward the industrial Chinese food system 
and its perceived pollution of the body. 
Many new farmers had been physically ill, 
some seriously, in their former urban lives, 
and linked their ailments or inability to 
improve their health with the food they ate. 
They lamented the effect food additives 
and other chemical inputs had on human 
health, and often cited examples of early 
onset puberty, especially amongst girls. 
They felt Chinese modernity created a food 
system that polluted and poisoned the 
bodies of its citizens. Yet, their resistance 
was accompanied by something unique: a 
desire to teach. They sought ways to 
instruct other Chinese—their Shanghai 
customer base and attendees of farmers’ 
markets, for example—just what a safe, 
quality food system could look like. They 
sought to educate through what they 
believed were higher moral standards. A 
desire to ‘do something’ to fix the industrial 
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Chinese food system was pervasive 
amongst the new farmers I met. In fact, 
they shared a number of characteristics 
found in what Bakken (2000) called “an 
exemplary society.” An exemplary society 
“can be described	  as	  a	  society	  where	  
‘human	  quality’	  based	  on	  the	  exemplary	  
norm	  and	  its	  exemplary	  behavior	  is	  
regarded	  as	  a	  force	  for	  realizing	  a	  modern	  
society	  of	  perfect	  order.	  It	  is	  a	  society	  with	  
roots	  and	  memories	  to	  the	  past,	  as	  well	  as	  
one	  created	  in	  the	  present	  to	  realize	  a	  
future	  utopia	  of	  harmonious	  modernity” (1). 
 In	  what	  follows,	  I	  refer	  to	  their	  
practice	  not	  as	  organic	  farming	  but	  as	  
exemplary	  agriculture,	  and	  to	  them	  not	  as	  
new	  farmers	  but	  as	  practitioners	  of	  
exemplary	  agriculture	  (or	  just	  
practitioners).	  I	  observed	  three	  aspects	  of	  
an	  exemplary	  society	  amongst	  new	  farmers	  
in	  Shanghai:	  their	  quest	  for	  moral	  authority	  
and	  exemplary	  norms	  to	  lead	  and	  inEluence	  
others;	  their	  eagerness	  to	  make	  China’s	  
agrarian	  past	  relevant	  today;	  and	  their	  
desire	  to	  correct	  perceived	  moral	  
deEiciencies	  amongst	  Chinese	  citizens.	  For	  
the	  remainder	  of	  this	  article	  I	  will	  discuss	  
these	  three	  features	  by	  drawing	  on	  my	  
ethnographic	  data.

“A force for realizing a modern society of 
perfect order”: Moral authority and 
imitation

Many practitioners exuded moral authority. 
It was displayed in their farming techniques 
and the personalities of the first generation 
of practitioners, whom have since attracted 
other Chinese to follow in similar footsteps. 
They followed either as practitioners of 
exemplary agriculture themselves or as 
part of the volunteer movement 
surrounding exemplary agriculture.
 Practitioner	  Lao	  Zheng5	  (Lao	  
affectionately	  means	  ‘Old’	  although	  he	  is	  
only	  40	  years	  old),	  a	  Eirst	  generation	  
practitioner,	  left	  his	  city	  job	  in	  machinery	  
sales	  in	  2007	  and,	  after	  much	  introspection,	  
decided	  to	  try	  farming.	  He	  became	  
concerned	  about	  rural	  issues	  in	  China	  after	  

volunteering	  in	  a	  Taiwanese	  NGO	  rural	  
development	  program.	  He	  felt	  the	  program,	  
despite	  good	  intentions,	  did	  not	  understand	  
rural	  Chinese.	  For	  example,	  their	  effort	  to	  
build	  a	  library	  in	  a	  community	  was	  based	  
on	  a	  belief	  that	  rural	  and	  urban	  Chinese	  
wanted	  the	  same	  things.
	   Though Lao Zheng was born and 
grew up in the countryside, he never 
learned to farm. Parents of his generation 
generally shielded their children from farm 
work so they could focus on study. At the 
same time he secured his first piece of 
land, (4	  mu6,	  just	  over	  half	  an	  acre)	  , in late 
2007, Lao Zheng also came across 
Masanobu Fukuoka’s The One Straw 
Revolution (2009). Part farming guidebook, 
part philosophy on living, Fukuoka 
promoted natural farming (ziran nongfa 自
然农法) which avoided any manufactured 

inputs, including equipment, unless 
absolutely necessary. Even tilling of the soil 
was suggested only occasionally. Natural 
farmers believed everything crops need to 
grow is already inherent in nature. The 
philosophy suggests the best one can do is 
leave this process alone, as much as 
possible, rather than interfere.
 Lao Zheng experimented with 
natural farming in a few places before 
starting his  37 acres farm in Chongming 
Island, north of Shanghai city, in 2010. He 
mainly grew different varieties of rice and 
other grains. Natural farming was actually 
less labor intensive, outside harvest season, 
than other organic farming techniques, and 
Lao Zheng found himself with plenty of 
time to write various thoughts and ideas 
concerning the relationship of natural 
farming to life, to food, and to living well in 
a weblog he maintained.
 Lao Zheng advocates the essence of 
Fukuoka’s philosophy: “Ultimately, it is not 
the growing technique which it the most 
important factor, but rather the state of 
mind of the farmer” (Fukuoka 2009: 46). 
Lao Zheng can tell a farmer’s state of mind 
by looking at their ditches. If straight, they 
are calm; if not straight, something is 
bothering them. Furthermore, Lao Zheng 
believed plants have feelings and respond 
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to humans. He shared a story with me 
about a neighboring farmer he knew who, 
like him, had a few citrus trees. The 
neighbor and Lao Zheng treated the trees 
similarly with one exception: while Lao 
Zheng was always on his farm and passed 
the citrus trees daily, the neighbor was 
frequently absent. Come harvest time, only 
Lao Zheng’s tree bore fruit. Lao Zheng 
explained that the neighbor’s tree knew no 
one was there to enjoy the fruits, so it 
declined to produce them.
 Lao Zheng’s advocacy for this 
philosophy has attracted a wide circle of 
followers and imitators, a common trait of 
an exemplary society led by moral 
authority (Bakken 2000). During 
conversations with other practitioners of 
exemplary agriculture, I often asked which 
farms they admired. Lao Zheng’s farm was 
often named as admirable because of his 
status in the first generation, his 
philosophies on the relationship between 
farming and life, and the quality of his 
produce. His reputation was not due to his 
farming efficiency: he had the lowest yields 
amongst all practitioners in Shanghai. 
There was at least one practitioner who 
entered exemplary agriculture purely 
inspired by Lao Zheng. Furthermore, many 
practitioners in the early stages of their 
preparation stayed at Lao Zheng’s farm to 
gain first-hand experience before making 
commitments to establish their own farm. 
Many participants referred to him as “the 
famous Lao Zheng”.
 Volunteers were another group of 
followers and imitators of Lao Zheng I 
encountered frequently. I visited Lao 
Zheng’s farm eight times since January 
2013, each time I stayed from one day to 
one week and on each visit, I met a new 
group of volunteers. They came from all 
over China and knew of Lao Zheng through 
his weblog. They were interested in 
learning some basic farming techniques 
and wanted to have the opportunity to talk 
with Lao Zheng and learn more. Two cases 
stand out from among the many volunteers 
I met: that of Li Qiao and An Jie.
 Li Qiao had worked in Shanghai for 
13 years in a legal firm. In his mid-30s, he 
was between jobs and considering 

returning to his hometown in Hunan, south 
China, to raise cows. He wanted to learn a 
few things from Lao Zheng first before 
deciding. During his entire week at the 
farm, he bitterly complained about city life 
and his legal work. One evening, as he 
explained to me his opinion that in law 
both sides lose, only the lawyer wins. In the 
city, he said, you have to deal with 
relationships, without actually achieving 
anything (zuo ren, er bushi zuo shi 做人而不
做事). After Li Qiao completed his week at 

Lao Zheng’s farm, I was under the 
impression that he returned to the city to 
his new job. Li Qiao was seeking an 
introspection space where he could think 
about his life in a neutral environment. Lao 
Zheng understood this – and thus, he 
maintained reasonable demands on his 
volunteers. Throughout my fieldwork, I met 
many introspection space-seeking 
volunteers like Li Qiao.
 An Jie was 46 years old and from 
neighboring Jiangsu province. After 
completing middle school, he spent his life 
working in low-paid jobs (e.g. shopping mall 
security) or traveling around China. He had 
volunteered a few times at Lao Zheng’s 
farm in the past and, when I met him in 
November 2013, had recently been hired by 
Lao Zheng as a paid farmworker. An Jie 
explained to me why Lao Zheng agreed to 
hire him: “because I do things seriously 
(zuo shi yao renzhen 做事要认真)”. Finding 

security and appreciation in a line of work 
that An Jie admitted to me later his father 
would never approve of (though he was 
deceased at the time) led An Jie to be 
humble and gracious. He found solace in a 
most unexpected place – agriculture, which 
was highly disrespected and stigmatized 
work throughout China. He was intent to 
prove his moral worth to Lao Zheng under 
his tutelage.

“Roots and memories to the past”: 
Romanticizing agrarian China and 
oriental wisdom

Many scholars have noted the increased 
prevalence and visibility of tradition and 
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nostalgia under conditions of modernity. 
For example, it has been argued that 
invoking tradition, in its many guises, can 
help cope with the increased scope of 
change experienced under modernity (e.g. 
Bronner 2011). Furthermore, nostalgia is 
especially germane in understanding how 
modern consumer culture functions in 
creating “imagined nostalgia” (Appadurai 
1996: 77). “Imagined nostalgia” 
characterizes a society that is saturated 
with signs and images without an 
accompanying origin or reality (Baudrillard 
1994). Modern advertising is a typical 
example of “imagined nostalgia”. Tradition 
and nostalgia are practices employed and 
constructed within modernity, not prima 
facie givens transplanted from the past: 
they serve modernity. They must therefore 
be historically contextualized and critically 
examined.
 Establishing roots and memories to 
China’s past was a common characteristic 
of practitioners of exemplary agriculture. 
These roots celebrated a positive rurality, a 
keen nostalgia for China’s agrarian past and 
the oriental wisdom of traditional farming 
techniques. Throughout my fieldwork, 
practitioners frequently drew my attention 
to Chinese scholar Fei Xiaotong’s 
(1910-2005) research on rural China 
conducted in the first half of the twentieth 
century, and to the 1911 publication Farmers 
of Forty Centuries (King 2004), an account 
of Asia’s (largely China’s) traditional 
agricultural techniques, written by 
American agricultural scientist Franklin H. 
King. In completely neglecting any 
Communist (1949-1978) and reform period 
(post 1978) reference points, practitioners 
of exemplary agriculture alerted us to the 
highly romantic notions that informed their 
claim to morality authority.
 Throughout my fieldwork, I met a 
number of Chinese who told me they were 
motivated to volunteer on farms because of 
Fei Xiaotong. One shared with me in detail 
how Fei, as a defender and promoter of 
rural China, provided a blueprint to help 
contemporary China think about and 
improve conditions in the countryside. 
Later, at a community-supported 
agriculture (CSA) training I attended in 

Beijing in March 2014, promoting organic 
farming, one of the teachers made a plea to 
the fifty-plus students attending to 
consider the future we desire for China. He 
advocated an ideal where rural China was 
respected in the spirit Fei had written 
about.
 Fei Xiaotong was one of China’s pre-
eminent anthropologist-sociologists. 
Trained in anthropology in the UK, Fei later 
became something of a public intellectual 
in China, writing about current affairs in 
popular magazines in addition to his 
scholarly research. His popular book, one 
most of my informants were familiar with, 
From the Soil (Fei 1992), was actually 
published as a series of fourteen essays in 
Shanghai throughout 1947 and 1948, based 
on courses he taught on rural sociology 
(Arkush 1996). The well-known opening 
lines in From the Soil – “Chinese society is 
fundamentally rural. I say that it is 
fundamentally rural because its foundation 
is rural” (Fei 1992: 37) – which I heard 
recited by a number of my informants, 
formed the basis of their claims to the past.
 Fei wrote in a period of tumultuous 
change. Both warlordism and ideological 
awakening amongst intellectuals 
characterized the first half of the twentieth 
century in China. The May Fourth 
Movement in 1919, in particular, was a 
significant event. About 5,000 students in 
Beijing protested against the Versailles 
Peace Conference verdict not to return 
German concessions in the northeastern 
province of Shandong to China. This 
protest pressured the Chinese government 
into not signing the treaty, and this event 
was probably the first outburst of fierce 
nationalism China had seen up to that 
point. In the late 1940s, the civil war 
between the Nationalist government and 
the Communists resumed immediately 
following the sudden end of war in 1945, 
and in 1949 the Communists swept to 
power and established the People’s 
Republic of China. Given such turmoil, 
when Fei was writing From the Soil (Fei 
1992), there was an emerging ambivalence 
to modernity, educated urban Chinese 
were estranged from rural China, and the 
government of the day became worried 
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about deteriorating conditions in the 
countryside and the largely rural-based 
Communist threat (Arkush 1996). Though 
concerned with problems of 
modernization, Fei romanticized rural 
Chinese life. By demonstrating that its 
agrarian base shaped Chinese culture, Fei 
was on the one hand trying to protect rural 
China from urban contempt as well as 
provide policy-orientated findings for the 
Nationalist government (Arkush 1996).
 Practitioners of exemplary 
agriculture today feel there are parallels 
between Fei’s time and their own. In this 
case, practitioners shared some of the NRR 
movement’s desire to stem the flow of 
resources from rural to urban China (Hale 
2013) although they deliberately operated 
outside the official discourse and 
institutions of this movement. Fei was, in a 
sense, an exemplary model practitioners 
followed, and he served as a source of 
moral strength and authority.
 In August 2013, sitting outside on 
the verandah during my first visit to 
Genghao Farm in Chongming Island, I 
asked the owner, Xinyin, how she learned 
to farm. She rushed inside, and when she 
came out she handed me a Chinese version 
of Farmers of Forty Centuries (King 2011). 
This, she explained, was one of her starting 
resources. Later in my fieldwork, I met 
volunteers who had read the book, and I 
heard one practitioner say that after 
reading the book he suddenly realized the 
richness and depth of China’s agricultural 
knowledge. He described his realization as 
a sudden jolt. Later, at a natural farming 
training in Zhejiang province in April 2014, 
which was organized by a Buddhist group, 
the leader also used the book to draw 
attention to China’s sustainable agricultural 
wisdom. This leader lamented what he felt 
was a cruel twist of fate: in the past, 
foreigners would come to China to learn, 
but now China blindly takes whatever it can 
from the west. To many practitioners, 
King’s 1911 work was evidence that China 
knew how to farm sustainably and should 
carefully consider its industrial agricultural 
policy (something they believed had been 
introduced from the west).

 Again, it is important to 
contextualize King’s work. A Professor of 
Agricultural Physics at the University of 
Wisconsin, King took up a role at the 
United States Department of Agriculture 
(USDA) in 1902 as Chief of the Division of 
Soil Management. He became embroiled in 
a major dispute with the chief of the USDA 
Bureau of Soils, Milton Whitney, 
concerning soil nutrition replenishment, 
amongst other things (Paull 2011). Whitney’s 
view, published in 1903, was that soil 
nutrition would last indefinitely without 
replenishment. King disagreed, though he 
was stopped from publishing any of his own 
views. He left the USDA in 1904. Later, he 
embarked on an eight-month tour of China, 
Korea, and Japan, recording in detail the 
agricultural practices he witnessed and 
particularly how soil quality and its 
improvement was a key task of the oriental 
farmer. Although his colleague and ally, 
Cyril Hopkins, published numerous works 
on what came to be known as “permanent 
agriculture”, King’s work, published after his 
death by his widow and without the final 
concluding chapter, has stood the test of 
time and is considered by some to be an 
“agricultural classic” (Paull 2011).
 Practitioners felt there were 
parallels between King’s challenge to 
Whitney’s beliefs using oriental wisdom 
and contemporary analogies between 
industrial agriculture and dormant Chinese 
agricultural knowledge. Indeed, two 
practitioners of exemplary agriculture from 
Beijing, Shi Yan and Cheng Cunwang, had 
the Chinese version of Farmers of Forty 
Centuries published in 2011, and this 
literature was given to all students as a 
study reference at the CSA training I 
attended in Beijing in March 2014.

“Created in the present to realize a future 
utopia”: Correcting moral deficiencies

While roots and memories were firmly 
grounded in a romantic notion of China’s 
agrarian past, practitioners were 
nonetheless attentive to the present, and to 
what they perceived as contemporary 
moral deficiencies. Peng Zhiqian, a 
practitioner with a 128 mu farm (just over 
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20 acres) 50 kilometers south of Shanghai, 
shared with me his sentiment on China’s 
cost of modernization and development: 
“what China is experiencing [e.g. air 
pollution and food safety issues] is a very 
typical phenomenon. Other countries have 
experienced the same throughout history. 
They pollute it and then try to restore and 
fix things. In China, we developed so fast, 
the degree of the issue is just bigger”. Shang 
Mei, a practitioner with a small farm of 30 
mu (about 5 acres) in Qingpu, west of 
Shanghai city, further summarized the 
consequence of China’s rapid 
modernization: the ‘human quality’ of 
Chinese people has not been able to keep 
up with the material development of 
modern China. It illustrates why, returning 
to this article’s opening vignette, 
practitioners agreed with Wu Heng’s 
assessment of the industrial food system, 
and highlighted the unequal development 
between institutions of modernity pitted 
against the ability of Chinese to behave 
appropriately within these new institutions.
 “Human quality” is an important 
concept in contemporary China. The 
Chinese is suzhi (素质); it originally meant 

the “unadorned nature or character of 
something”. However, it became connected 
with discourses of Chinese modernity since 
the 1980s, especially birth control and 
education policies (Kipnis 2006: 297). A 
modern society required a modern Chinese 
person, and suzhi was the human input for 
modernization. Gradual personal 
improvement became important (Bakken 
2000).
 A linguistic history has highlighted 
three components of suzhi that I also 
observed practitioners seeking to correct 
perceived deficiencies in: education suzhi, 
bodily suzhi, and thought and moral suzhi 
(Kipnis 2006). The latter concept taps into a 
rich literature by contemporary scholars 
researching morality in China. For example, 
Yan, through more than a decade of 
fieldwork in a northeastern Chinese village 
and extensive urban fieldwork, pointed to 
the rise of individualism and individual 
rights as central to morality in China today. 
This represents a shift from collective 
responsibilities and a justification for self-

interest (Yan 2011). Michael B. Griffiths, 
through many years of fieldwork in the 
“third-tier” northeastern city of Anshan, 
offers a description of what he calls 
“proximity altruism”, whereby actions 
accrued moral value by serving as many 
people as possible within your in-group or 
network (Griffiths 2013). I believe that taken 
together, self-interest and “proximity 
altruism” are not contradictory but allow us 
to understand food cheats and deliberate 
food contamination. Together they 
acknowledge the weak values of social 
obligation with regard to contemporary 
Chinese morality.
 When it came to thought and moral 
suzhi, practitioners wished to influence 
conventional roles and relationships 
between producers and consumers and 
change how consumers thought about 
their rights and responsibilities. They 
sought to challenge what I call consumer 
hegemony, and the moral and thought 
suzhi of Shanghaiese consumers. Yi 
Xiaowu, a co-founder of Nong Hao Farmer’s 
Market, explained prevailing consumer 
attitudes when I interviewed him at his 
home in Shanghai in November 2013: “As a 
consumer, he or she thinks that all of their 
responsibility ends once they have paid 
their money. After this, all the 
responsibility falls to the seller or producer. 
The consumer now expects all kinds of 
service and has all kinds of expectations 
and demands. There is no further 
responsibility on them”. Lao Weng, a co-
founder of Sheng Jia Chong’s Farmer’s 
Market (another major farmers’ market in 
Shanghai), was more pithy, and articulated 
his desired response: “The attitude of the 
Chinese consumer – that once I pay money 
all my responsibility ends – needs to 
change. We want them to exert a little 
‘something’ (fuchu yidianer dongxi 付出一点
儿东西)”.

 Practitioners often asked customers 
to visit their farms to see how they farmed. 
Through such an experience, trust 
theoretically became a mutual choice 
between customer and practitioner. Many 
practitioners used the term liangxin (良心) 

to characterize such mutual trust. Liangxin 
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was an example of an exemplary norm 
employed by practitioners whereby mutual 
obligations and expectations were infused 
into the conventional roles, relationships, 
and behaviors of producers and consumers. 
In doing so, risk could be mitigated. Loosely 
translated as “conscience,” liangxin referred 
to having a good or virtuous heart and 
mind, and was a quality of people who 
remembered moral obligations and acted 
on them (Oxfeld 2010). Practitioners 
expected (and were training) customers to 
be obligated to do more than simply pay for 
the good or service they purchased. They 
believed that just as producers had an 
obligation to provide quality and safe food 
as well as transparency in their farming 
techniques, customers also had an 
obligation to understand how the food was 
produced. Trust was always discussed as 
two-way amongst practitioners: from 
customer to practitioner and practitioner 
to customer. Xinyin from Genghao Farm in 
Chongming Island relayed a story about 
how she refused to sell eggs to a customer 
who visited her farm recently. Although the 
customer wanted the eggs, she had 
expressed doubt directly to Xinyin as to 
whether her rice fields were really 
sustainably farmed. Xinyin did not wish to 
‘waste’ her eggs on this customer because 
the customer had not fulfilled her 
responsibility of accepting Xinyin’s farming 
technique. In other words, mutual trust had 
not been established between the farmer 
and the consumer.
 Practitioners of exemplary 
agriculture felt food cheats got away with 
their crimes because urban Shanghaiese 
were weak in another characteristic of 
suzhi: education. In this conceptualization, 
education did not refer to formal schooling, 
but food knowledge in general. It was 
believed urbanites did not understand what 
quality and safe food was. I learned early in 
my fieldwork that most practitioners saw 
their main activity as educating people, not 
as selling sustainably produced farm 
produce. While attending Shanghai’s 
farmers’ markets, I often worked with 
practitioners behind their booth and 
interacted directly with potential 
customers. It was not uncommon for 

customers to ask how to cook certain 
grains or vegetables, how they should be 
served, or even what the products were. I 
found this surprising. Many, after receiving 
a response to their questions, returned 
blank and unresponsive expressions, or 
appeared to be confused by the 
information. Once, when I was with 
practitioner Xiaona selling some of their 
black rice, a potential customer asked what 
it was. “It is black rice,” replied Xiaona. 
“What is black rice?” asked the customer. 
Perplexed, Xiaona responded as best she 
could: “it is rice that is black in color.” When 
I asked if it was unusual that customers did 
not know what black rice was, Xiaona 
explained to me: “Nowadays, city people 
are so far removed from the food they eat 
they have no idea of basic things anymore. 
We have to teach them”.
 Throughout conversations I had 
with practitioners, they often expressed a 
common goal: to build an education 
platform from their farm (jiaoyu pingtai 教
育平台). One practitioner, Zhu Ling, 

provided a good example. Zhu Ling has 80 
mu of land (13 acres) in Chongming Island. 
He was 28 years old when he started in 
2010, and after luckily securing the custom 
of a popular and growing vegetarian 
restaurant in Shanghai city, began 
developing his education platform. At the 
time of this research, it comprised a 
number of aspects. First, he conducted 
classes for his customers and interested 
people on topics linked to nature 
appreciation (daziran xinshang 大自然欣赏), 

such as nature drawing, writing, and 
photography, bird watching and plant 
recognition. Second, each year he recruited 
students (across all ages), whom he called 
nature ambassadors, to participate in a 
year-long program designed to prepare 
them for future advocacy in sustainability-
related professions and roles. Zhu Ling ran 
this platform with his wife, which, during 
the time of this research, was in its fifth 
year. Third, having spent three years in 
South Africa after graduation working in a 
national park with tigers, Zhu Ling also led 
custom tours to South Africa and 
surrounding countries (starting with two 
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trips in 2014). This created a nature-
focused experience for some of his 
customers. Spaces on his first trip 
scheduled for 2014 were sold out within a 
few weeks.
 With his education platform focused 
on helping urban Chinese experience and 
enjoy nature, Zhu Ling was looking to 
influence the bodily suzhi of his customers. 
While much discussion of bodily suzhi 
concerned personal grooming habits7, 
practitioners such as Zhu Ling believed the 
urban Chinese body had become polluted 
and flawed through questionable food 
quality and a lazy urban lifestyle that lacked 
contact with nature. “The happiest people 
in the world,” he tells me, “live with an 
abundance of nature close by.” For 
practitioners, urban Shanghaiese’s bodily 
suzhi was characterized by a ‘nature-
deficiency (quefa ziran 自然缺乏)’ which 

must be corrected.

Concluding Remarks

My initial effort describing the emergence 
of independent organic farming in 
Shanghai highlights similarities and 
differences in China versus other nations 
concerning the emergence of sustainable 
farming practices. For example, in socialist 
Cuba, sustainable urban agriculture grew 
out of necessity as a response to the 
breakup of the Soviet Bloc and a sudden 
drop in the availability of chemical 
fertilizers and pesticides (Premat 2009). By 
contrast, practitioners in Shanghai were 
not operating out of necessity. However 
there are certainly parallels between China 
and the US, such as the urban middle-class 
demand for organic produce, anxieties 
toward industrial food systems, and 
commitments to a form of “social justice” 
amongst sustainable agriculture 
participants (Nonini 2013). Unfortunately, I 
do not have the space to explore these 
parallels further in this article. Yet, it is 
important to point out that the overarching 
cause for these parallels differed. In the US, 
Donald M. Nonini (2013) argued alternative 
food pathways were invoked in times of (US 
and western) hegemonic decline, an 
explanation that was not satisfactory for 

China. In fact, China was experiencing 
hegemonic ascent, suggesting perhaps that 
causes of alternative food pathways were to 
be found in changing hegemonic status.
 I have argued that exemplary models 
and norms – used to engineer public and 
private morality appropriate for the 
upheavals of modernization – are not the 
sole creation of the Chinese state or official 
media. Self-appointed exemplary models 
were present in China amongst ordinary 
citizens, seeking to create parallel visions 
of a Chinese modernity. The independent 
organic farm owners who comprise 
practitioners of exemplary agriculture in 
Shanghai were a previously unidentified 
group engaged in organic farming. For 
example, they were not NRR advocates with 
rural origins involved in policy and NGO 
work, a group who have been called 
“organic intellectuals” (Hale 2013: 61). They 
also differed from previous official and 
unofficial exemplary models in China. They 
were neither state sponsored and/or 
endorsed nor successful entrepreneurs 
deified by the media (Penny 2013). It is 
therefore more accurate to say they were 
self-appointed exemplary models. This is 
why I have called them “independent” 
organic farmers.
 My research into such self-
appointed exemplary models adds to our 
understanding of morality in contemporary 
China. Their behavior cannot be 
understood as self-interest or “proximity 
altruism”. It does, however, seem to be a 
form of liangxin, which is a quality of 
people who remembered moral obligations 
and acted on them. Yet, it is less about 
repaying moral obligations as opposed to 
recognizing and ‘becoming aware (yishi dao 
le 意识到了)’ of an alternative moral 

economy and exemplary norm that can 
exist between the conventional roles of 
producers and consumers. Practiced this 
way, liangxin may alleviate feelings of 
anxiety and risk that was caused by 
Chinese modernity and the industrial food 
system. As a group of ordinary Chinese 
citizens outside official institutions and 
discourses invoking their own 
interpretations of the past to create parallel 
visions of China’s future, their morality, as 
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practiced through their exemplary 
behavior, missionary zeal and desire to ‘do 
good’, is more akin to a form of collective 
responsibility and social obligation. As self-
appointed exemplary models, practitioners 
of exemplary agriculture in and around 
Shanghai demonstrated how ordinary 
Chinese could ‘do something’ to improve 
what was a defining feature of Chinese 
modernity: the risks associated with food 
safety.

Notes

1. The website (http://www.zccw.info) is called 
zhi chu chuang wai (掷出窗外), or ‘Throw it out |

the window’. In naming his project, Wu was 
inspired by a anecdote of Theodore Roosevelt, 
who, while reading Upton Sinclair’s novel The 
Jungle over breakfast while eating a sausage, 
was so appalled by Sinclair’s descriptions of the 
meat-packing industry in early twentieth 
century America, he threw the sausage out the 
White House window.

2. In addition to food safety, pollution was also 
perceived as a serious issue. According to the 
US research firm Pew’s Global Attitudes Project,  
in 2008, 12 per cent of the Chinese adult 
population felt food safety to be a “very big 
problem”; however in late 2012, the figure had 
increased to 41 per cent, bringing it to similar 
levels as other top concerns, such as corrupt 
officials (50 per cent) and inequality (48 per 
cent). Figures for air pollution and water 
pollution were 36 per cent and 33 per cent, 
respectively (Pew Research Center 2012).

3. Based on a survey I conducted with thirteen 
farmers, 77 per cent were born in villages or 
county towns (nongcun he chengzhen 农村和城
镇). With the exception of only one farmer, they 
all now have a city hukou (户口). The hukou – 

household registration system – determines 
where Chinese are registered and hence their 
social, political and economic status. Amongst 
my informants, all but one had transferred their 
registration from the countryside (village or 
town) to the city after university education.

4. This was due to vast differences I observed 
between farmers’ markets in these two cities. 
Beijing markets flourished with over forty 
vendors and hundreds of customers, while 

Shanghai markets struggled. Given both cities 
began holding farmers markets at a similar 
time, I wanted to understand why there were 
such large differences between them. As it 
turned out, the main difference was market 
organization efforts were better and more 
effective in Beijing.

5. I use pseudonyms for my informants 
throughout this article unless they have 
organizational roles or publications where the 
use of pseudonyms was not relevant.

6. A mu (亩) is a unit of area measurement used 
throughout China. One mu is equivalent to 666 
and two thirds meters squared. One acre is just 
over six mu.

7. Living in Beijing in 2008 prior to the 
Olympics, I recall coming across a publication 
prepared by the organizing committee for 
hospitality service staff throughout Beijing. It 
contained instructions and tips concerning how 
to conduct oneself when hundreds of 
thousands of visitors would descend on Beijing. 
I recall one specific tip: do not to pick one’s ear 
wax (ershi 耳屎) in front of customers.
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