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The 2011 book Deep China: The Moral Life of 
the Person directs our gaze to “morality” in 
the context of contemporary China. The 
dramatic socioeconomic shifts that the 
Chinese society is undergoing in the post-
Maoist era are producing new moral 
uncertainties, some embodied in the 
everyday life of ordinary citizens, some 
unraveling by cases of corruption, illness 
and social exclusion. While Deep China sets 
understanding on “how Chinese themselves 
see where China is headed, understand who 
they are, and prioritize what is at stake in 
their lives” (p. 2) as its principle objective, its 
primary focus is on the “extreme,” i.e. 
domains that magnify moral dilemmas to 
the highest valence. What distinguishes this 
book from other essays that examine the 
modern Chinese experience is its 
application of medical anthropology and 
ethnopsychiatry as its main languages of 
inquiry.
 Although Deep China presents a 
collection of essays, written by different 
scholars, it offers an impressive cohesion 
between the chapters. All participating 
researchers are past students or 
postgraduate fellows of Prof. Arthur 
Kleinman at Harvard University. Thus, they 
are invested in common academic 
explorations and have compiled this book 
collectively. This allows the reader to follow 
a continuous thread from one article to the 

next. At the same time, it implies that the 
authors stem from a common academic 
framework, which adopts a certain 
viewpoint on Chinese society.
 The chapters by Yan Yunxiang and 
Everett Zhang are perhaps the most 
profound accounts in this book. They rely 
on long-term research and consider 
multiple arguments that could be applied on 
their data. Yan’s “The Changing Moral 
Landscape” explores themes such as 
transformations in the value of filial piety 
(xiao), a shift from the ideal of “self sacrifice” 
to individual “self development” and the lack 
of moral authority in the lives of many 
Chinese. In “China’s Sexual Revolution,” 
Zhang provides an extensive discussion of 
the changing sociopolitical constructions of 
meanings attached to social, individual, and 
bodily phenomena, specifically sexual 
intercourse. The birth control policy of the 
early 1980s has led to the promotion of 
contraception and improved the moral 
status of abortion. This has resulted in the 
decoupling of sexual intercourse from 
procreation. In recent years “sex” in China 
has further extended its moral grasp beyond 
the realm of conjugal and romantic 
relationships. Both Yan and Zhang cover 
large time-scales in modern China, which 
are saturated with structural 
transformations. While this limits the 
authors’ capacity to offer a high-resolution 
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description of individual phenomenology, 
they nevertheless succeed in delineating 
how residents reconfigure “morality” in 
correspondence to sociopolitical 
developments.
 Unlike the accounts by Yan and 
Zhang, most chapters in the book delve into 
the terrain of “social suffering.” HIV, 
depression, suicide and social stigmas are 
among the burning issues these articles 
discuss. These phenomena, as the chapters 
imply, should not be seen as isolated from 
the routine life of Chinese society. However, 
as the authors direct their discussions to 
alarming outcomes, they tend to draw a 
conceptual link between “suffering,” “moral 
experience” and “contemporary Chinese 
society.” This risks viewing Chinese society 
as a whole as morally polluted. 
 In general, an approach that extends 
between medical anthropology and 
ethnopsychiatry can offer a double-edged 
advantage: It fuels the resourcefulness of 
therapeutic services in accord with 
sociocultural conditions while, on the other 
hand, it contributes to anthropological 
knowledge, as we learn about society 
through a medical lens (Devereux 1969:1). 
Arthur Kleinman’s (1980) observations in the 
late 1970s on the tendency of Chinese 
patients to somatize distress (i.e. experience 
burdens as bodily, rather than mental, 
phenomena) is a striking example of the 
potential of this discipline in understanding 
how self-perception negotiates with 
sociocultural conceptions amid a medical 
environment. Applying a similar prism to 
link between social crises, sociopolitical 
conditions, everyday life and the individual 
psyche is, nonetheless, a much more 
aspirational enterprise. Dealing with a vast 
entity as “China” makes this yet an even 
riskier task. 
 When Wu Fei, for example, states in 
“Suicide, a Modern Problem in China” that 
“suicide can tell us about strained familial 
bonds and other experimental effects of 
modernization for ordinary Chinese” (p. 216), 
readers should keep in mind that despite 
alarming statistics, there is no concrete 
evidence that suicide rates are or have been 

rising in the reform era  (for example see 
Phillips et al. 1999:25-27, on the problems in 
assessing long-term changes in suicide 
rates in China). When Sing Lee, in his 
chapter “Depression: Coming of Age in 
China,” refers to surveys about happiness of 
Chinese residents or argues that capitalism 
“breeds depression and a cluster of other 
health problems such as alcoholism, drug 
addiction…” (p. 207), he doesn’t fully 
question the diagnosis ascribed by medical 
institutions. Perhaps we cannot expect that 
psychiatrists who write ethnographies 
completely deconstruct the mental health 
disciplines that they identify with to a 
certain degree. Attenuating the critique of 
medical discourses in this case, however, 
brings upon a risk of pathologizing “Chinese 
experience” and assuming that medical 
terminology (whether it stems from 
Western or local medical knowledge) can 
suffice to reflect social 
complexities.
 China is a rich field for the study of 
morality, due to the dynamic and often 
turbulent transformations that extend to 
the “everyday” and the mental life of almost 
every mainland Chinese. Conflicts between 
“modernity” and “tradition” are certainly 
phenomena of great research potential. Yet, 
when one considers endemic values as an 
underlying cause for problems, the account 
might convey cultural essentialism. In 
recent years, anthropologists of China have 
even refrained from labeling social practices 
as Confucian, cautiously avoiding the 
engagement in “Orientalist” representations 
(Kipnis 2011:16). In light of this, Arthur 
Kleinman’s assertion in the chapter on 
“social stigma” that in China “an individual 
who is considered unable to fulfill this social 
obligation (engagement in interpersonal 
exchange relationships and maintaining a 
social status) will be seen as a 
nonperson” (p. 243) is a surprising retreat to 
timeless cultural criteria (Kleinman relates 
this idea to the ancient Confucian concept 
of “becoming a person,” zuoren). He adds 
that “stigma appears to be stronger where 
there is an absence of programs and 
practices that enshrine humanitarian ethics 
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and human rights” (p. 258). I doubt if this 
argument could evade the critical eye of the 
scholar, who has criticized media 
representations and humanitarian projects, 
warning that “the authorization of action 
through an appeal for foreign aid, even 
foreign intervention, begins with an 
evocation of indigenous absence, an erasure 
of local voices and acts” (Kleinman 1996:7). 
The fact that anthropology does not erase 
local voices altogether does not make it 
necessarily immune to similar criticisms.
 Overall Deep China does offer an 
impressive outlook on an intriguing 
scholarly domain through a lens that was 
previously applied quite sporadically. It puts 
the individual experience, rather than the 
Chinese political system, in the center of its 
gaze, reminding us of the burden that 
ordinary people carry when embodying 
modernization. Students and readers who 
are familiar with the anthropology of China 
are likely to draw meaningful insights, and 
may add their critical approach in 
discussions where the authors do so in a 
minor key. Students who regard this book as 
an initial encounter with contemporary 
Chinese society could have their curiosity 
enlivened by the interesting accounts, while 
keeping in mind the manners by which the 
authors’ specific disciplinary dispositions 
may shape some of the arguments that 
prevail in this text. 
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