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[Abstract] China’s official account on village-level electiomsrural areas is that
such is how China’s peasants participate in thetwgis political life and wield their
power as decision makers of local affairs. Thissn¢dieldwork done in a Li ethnic
prefecture in southern China may have added samdan{js to other dimensions of the
above understanding. Two powerful clans have beerierce conflict as their
respective leaders are running for the PresidettheVillagers’ Committee. Efforts
during the campaign include uniting other familgesl promising financial returns for
independent voters, among many other things. Ipitheess, it seems that a set of rules
which is obviously different from the official refgion has been established. Through
constant manipulation and mitigation of these rldgshe two parties, a new village
head has finally come into power. This researdstio analyse how the two candidates
gain their power as their clans’ leaders, play i rules, and relocate their resources
to win over the rival. At the same time, therelsoahe complexity in the interaction
among elements including kinship, subsistence j@iodmal power in the context of a
modern state.
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1. Introduction



China amended the Constitution in 1982, to terneitia¢ organization of the People’s
Commune, and to set up Villagers’ Committee in Iran@as. Some detailed laws
followed that up in 1987, regulating that such cattee shall be elected. The nature
of these organizations will be autonomous, in @sttto those wielding state power,

for example the People’s Congress.

It is usually the case that the President of thikayers’ Committee is the highest
ranked figure to be determined by direct electiogriassroot-level politics. Although
the Villagers’ Committee is actually not includedthe pyramid of the governmental
structure, the result of such an election has toapproved by the town-level
government to be in effect. Theoretically, poweattthe Committee wields does not
exceed helping the government collect taxes andnieg agricultural production. In
reality, since its role is not definite, and thguhation is vague in most sense, the

Committee can have control over the villagers imynaspects of life.

When it comes to the election of the PresidenthefrtVillagers’ Committee, it is
widely observed that peasants have such fervonghsgldom shown in other aspects
of social life. Most political scientists view th&s a sign of progress in grassroot
democracy. When | talked to the Yingzhou town-ley@/ernment officials, this was
confirmed. Elections are held every three yeard, lmave silently become one of the
most important traditions. It is even more intriggithat, they said that of all the
administrative villages, Gulou’s election was hgrdiatched by any others, in terms
of the level of villager involvement. They saidaith a somewhat negative tone, and

added that every time an election was to be hel@ufou, all the policemen in the



town and most of the town leaders would have tthbee, because “it will otherwise

be too chaotic”.

For me then, the field site had to be Gulou. TheletGulou administrative village
area consists of four natural villages, and the levlamea lies along the coastal line.
Traditionally, the village lives on planting andls®y crops and fruit. Judging from
the changes in recent years, the area developio@itour site seems inevitable to the
villagers. Apparently the town government has ddasepropaganda work, and the
villagers acknowledged the inevitability. Some bém even looked forward to the

change happening.

Since around year 2004, there had been a trentbingbe tourism in Hainan Island.
Economic value of land, especially land along tbast, had been rising significantly.
In 2009, the central government of China decided Hainan would develop in the
direction of international tourism. By the timeritered the field site, in around July
2010, most of the coastal line of the town had s®d to various developers. Gulou

was no exception.

The villagers would hold no grudge against the tgueent plan at all, as long as
they get their compensation “fairly”, which theyotight they did not. Although
Gulou is officially in the administration of LingahLi Ethnic Autonomous County, it
is geographically much closer to the city of Sarth&, most famous tourism city on
the island, to the west of the autonomous courttys proximity allowed the villagers
in Gulou to easily gain information about how othalagers in Sanya were

compensated for their land. Most villagers | talkeddescribed a huge disparity



between the treatment they thought they were gmrget and what they thought was
happening in Sanya. They told me they were gettibgut one-fourth to one-fifth
cash compensation of what villagers in Sanya hddagal even the Sanya amount

would not be enough for their living, because theyld have no land thereatfter.

There were two versions of explanation for thigdrgy, according to the villagers.

Some of the villagers attributed this to the Presicf the Villagers Committee. They

said that the President had a role in the negotiatibetween the village and the
government, and that he was corrupted, or at iresimpetent and let the government
people take advantage of the village. Others sirhlayned the government, town and
county level. For them, the importance lies in le®wthe village and the government,
and it seemed that they all acknowledged that dvempment already sold the land to

the developers for good price.

It is not to say that how these villagers held rtiigfferent opinions was how they
picked sides in the election, nor to say that tresient made a fortune in the matter,
but it certainly had implication at least in whiaetvillagers thought to mean to be the
President financially. Most villagers who were wigj to talk on this topic told me
that typically, a run for the presidency cost absiutto seven hundred thousand RMB.
However, they agreed that the President can “makeoft” and, if they had the

money to spare, they would have run for it as well.

Six or seven hundred thousand for running for thesident would be a large sum,
even in Gulou. An average family in the village laagearly income of about forty to

two hundred thousand RMB, mostly from growing mangthile the Gulou villagers



were doing very well compared to most other peasanthina, it still seemed hard to
accumulate the money necessary for the campaigne $6 the villagers asserted that
there was a cycle, in which a President “made emeugney” during one term, and

became able to afford the next.

Such understandings blurred what is consideredga sif progress in China’s
grassroot democracy. | later found, as will be ghamvthis article, the election had
much more complication than the textbook “peasastercising democracy”,
including competition of power, economic considemat and honoring a family

name.

2. TheElection

When | entered the field, an election had beendided to be held three weeks later.
The current president, Dong YG, had just won amno#ection a couple of days ago,
in the village branch of the CCP, becoming Secyetas to the Presidency, his only
competition was Lin Y, who had been both Presidérbe Villagers Committee and
CCP branch Secretary for the last two terms. The tweo terms were considered by
the villagers to be crucial to Gulou and the peomsice most of the land
compensation procedures would be finished in th&t rtbree to five years.

Additionally, it would be even more profitable fwhoever elected President.

Before returning to Gulou for Presidency, Dong &nd had similar experiences, in
that they both ran a successful business in inl@htha and made money. Lin

returned in 2001, and proceeded to be PresidetieoYillagers’ Committee for two



terms, before being taken over by Dong. One of nfigrmants Lei, 19, who shared
the family name Dong with the current Presidert toe that this would be the third

time these two matched up in an election.

Dong’s camp was organized by their common familgnealn fact, Lei's father was

by that time one of the most important supportérthe President, in the form of a
campaign executive in the upcoming election, adfeo@eputy Secretary of the CCP
village branch. Lei’s uncle was also an importagtife in the Dong camp. | also met
some other Dongs throughout the research, who dedathe election as the whole

clan’'s endeavor.

The Dong clan was the core of the Dong camp. ThegDlamily name was very
dominant in Gulou, no other clan could competeemmt of population. Common
lineage contributed to their intimate bond, andueed Dong YG would get the
strongest support from the group. For Dong, his enamas the most important

resource he could relocate.

Obviously the Dong clan was very proud of their esugrity in number. At some
point before the voting day, | asked Lei given #iteation, who was favored in his
opinion, he responded, “It is hard to say. Lin baved a lot of people, he and his
gang are richer, so maybe more people are goingtmfor him. But we are united.
There are more Dongs than any other family nameh@nday, there is bound to be a
fight. When it happens, Lin’s gang would not figbt him, Lin would be on his own,

while all Dongs fight for the family”.



The superior size of the Dong family was furthalizegd through marriage to create
an even larger Dong camp. Lei’'s mother’s family pamwas Lin, as Lin Y. Lei told

me that she and Lin Y were remotely related. Whexsked her what her choice
would be, she said with conviction, “I am a DongmioAnd she admitted that
sometimes it could get quite awkward, but the austlictated that she should follow

her husband.

On the other hand, the Lin camp was a combinatiba dew family names. |
considered the pattern as trying to grab as manyDung as possible. However, this
was still organized by family names. Once a familyhority had allied with Lin, the
whole family would vote for him. While Lin might hdnave the same amount of clan

members as Dong, he managed to gathered quite@tbanugh alliance strategy.

2.1 The Nomination

Although the villagers often referred to the elextias “voting a President”, there
were actually four other seats in the Villagers @uttee besides the President. A
week before the main event, there was a prelimire@egtion. It was more of a
nomination, in which the voters would nominate fis@didates to compete in the
main event. The ballot paper was a form, on whienenprinted five slots, dedicated
to one “President”, one “Vice President”, and thi@emmittee Members”. The eight

most nominated candidates would compete in theiefec

| went to one of the two sites to observe the natndm. Both camps sent some of

their “campaign managers” to the site, each cagrgnwritten form. When the mass



came, those who promised to vote for Dong wouldgeze Dong’s managers and
approached to copy the paper. For those who catldead, the mangers would fill
out the form for them, or told them to “copy exscHit by bit". So those who
nominated Dong as President candidate would alseinade the exactly four other
committee members prescribed by the Dong campsLlsapporters did the same.
From what | got from the villagers, | inferred thiw of them knew that this
procedure was intended to make the nomination wasyead of keeping it like this.
They seemed to be under obligation to come and, weitthout knowing what it

meant.

There were also independent voters, but those fegreMost of these voters would
come with a well written paper, drop it in the baxd immediately went away, but
some of them would come to the site and fill in ttven there. | saw someone listed
Dong as the President candidate, and Lin as the Fresident candidate. This was

such an obvious way to tell that this had to beafrtbose independent voters.

There was still more to it when a voter nominatethiDong and Lin. For some, it
was the representation of “my vote is for salet,dthers, it could mean “I am neutral
and whoever of you two win, please leave me andamyly alone”. They did not just

flash their paer to the managers, some of them meadethat Dong and Lin’s people

saw it.

Result came in evening, Lin and his four would takefive slots in the main event,

and Dong’s party only got three. Some Dongs weearty frustrated. But Lei said



that there was still chance, the Dongs could makeesmaneuver before the “real

thing”.

2.2 The Heated Preparation

After the nomination, a lot of families already ed their position in the election.
These big and entire families had taken up a lahgmk of the voters, but there were
still those independent voters to fight for. Thevas still a week’s time until the
election. Dong YG’s place would constantly be odedpby numerous men in the
evening. They would talk until midnight, setting sfrategies. These were mostly

Dongs, others were Dongs’ wives’ fathers and bmsthe

They would talk about how to free those “hijackeny Lin, and deal with Lin’s
leverage against them, so that they could vot®fmrg. Or more importantly, whose
votes to buy. Lei told me that Lin bought many sotend although the Dongs were
reluctant to break the rules, it would be impossibd win if they do not start

immediately to bid for some votes.

Since | was hosted by Lei’'s family during the fielatk, and | ate at Dong YG’s place
a lot, if | directly approach Lin, it would be cadered very rude by the Dongs, and |
did not want to take the chance. However, | manafgedpproach one of the
important figures in Lin’'s camp, He. He respondedhe bribe allegation that it was
just financial compensation for those working elsere who came back just to vote.

“Just a hundred RMB for everyone to express thétgdoe”, he said.



Still, just each a hundred RMB for those who caraekldfrom work to vote could not
explain the projected expanse. Gulou was relativiely, and unlike many other rural
areas in mainland China, not many people go tadta for work. An explanation

for the budget was the feasts. There were feastg @m everywhere in the last week.
Dong and Lin were making sure that the committetergowould not change their

minds in the future.

2.3 TheBallot Day

All the hard work before would be concluded todag.the “real thing” closing in, all
the fierce, hidden competition surfaced. Everyoias wmobilized today, all the dagger,
calculation, and real forced would be applied nownever, at least not in the next

three years.

In the morning, men and women woke up unusualllyearthe morning. Dong’s son
came back from Sanya, where he worked, on the tigfdre. Lei’'s older brother,
who worked in the county, also came back. It wasegmpressive as Lei tried and
failed to reach him through his cell phone the mres night, yet he showed up at the
house at 8AM. There were many like him, coming bfackhe most important thing
every three years. Like Lei’'s brother, most of thxwk no part in the campaign, but
they autonomously subscribed to either group, gashing back was a statement. |
walked to the school, where the vote would be cotetij with Lei and his brother. A
man was carrying his mother, who looked very sicl week and obviously should

be resting in bed. Lei told me that it was not\abd to vote on behalf of anyone, so
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in order to utilize his mother’s vote, the lady hade here. Lei said it in a tone that |

felt that he wanted to make sure | understoodttieman obviously took money.

| made myself clear that | was there to observd, smveral people told me to expect
something physical, as “every time there is a fighhe ballot box was placed on one
end of the playground. There came most of the tteaders, and around twenty
policemen, which | supposed was the most they cealtt. Another twenty young

male villagers were especially paid to be therenthele day, just to “stop fights”.

Dong YG’s daughters and wife were there, as weieahd his brother, their father
and uncle. Some people came to fight, | or anyanddcsee it from the look of their
eyes. Every little bit of confusion would instanthyrst into fierce shouting. Dong’s
wife and Lin’s daughters shouted at each otherttadl time, exchanging hostile

gestures.

A fight finally broke out when a campaign managebong’s accused Lin of stealing
ballot paper from an old lady. Lin’'s men were olmsly outmatched, but the
policemen interfered very quickly to ensure no goé hurt. When time was finally
due, with both sides watching intensively, onehaf town government official sealed

the box and left the school. Dong never showed up.

They counted the votes in the Villagers’ Commit@déce. Thirty or so men watched
anxiously. As they were counting, | went to Donglace to check him. He was
staring at the TV but obviously not watching angthil then went back to the office,

and found out Dong had lost. The Dongs looked samvelelieving, and Lin’s
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supporters were not exceptionally happy. | had elinst Dong’s house that night,

nobody talked much and it was very awkward.

3. Behind the Scene

Depending on what democracy means, there can fegadif interpretations regarding
their fervor. Although some political scientists wid cheer for such enthusiasm and
consider it a leap for China’s grassroot democrdbgre is plenty of evidence

suggesting it is not purely democracy in the making

According to the villagers, electing a more potedder to serve the village was
neither Dong’s nor Lin’s primary concern. Even thveispective supporters knew that
they both calculate the election by financial measuConcordantly, there would be
no guarantee that either one would act in the inéstest of the village in their office

term.

Villagers also took their chance to maximize tleonomic gain, whether by directly

accepting bribe or promising to vote for a camgxchange for future gains. When

the election was coming, electing a better leades &lso not their primary concern.

A case can still be made though, for the democpacy, that some villagers actually

took the opportunity to exercise their power aa@dr in a voting system.

Members in the Dong camp thought that in Lin's smythe village management

performed very poorly, and that Dong YG just tookng initiatives in his term and
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changed things in a favorable way. A Dong told g tvhen Lin was the President,
he tended to not serve the villagers well, for epl@nisomeone got very sick, and he
just watched”. According to this Dong, Lin wouldsalpurposefully create difficulties

for the Dongs and the people voted against him,isedme Dongs would need his
help to deal with the government, he would asknfioney. It was thus reasonable for
the Dong’s to be interested in getting rid of Lilemocracy replaces bad rulers with

good ones.

One of Lin’s allies had another version. This maad la mango plantation near the
constructing super highway, and he was forced fatge the government soon. He
insisted that it was Dong’s inability to fight ing villagers’ best interest that led to his
disadvantageous place, in which he could only gettwentieth the compensation by

Sanya’s standard.

Also noticeable is how lineage institution playsode in the matter. Although the
Dong’s did not make it explicitly clear that theyere fighting for the honor of their
family name, they would always consider their fafsilgreat success if Dong YG
ever made it to President. During the campaign, ilag they referred to the

confrontation was mostly “we Dong” versus “Lin amd gang”.

Lei thought of Lin’s run for the Presidency as nhpdb make money. This was
echoed later by multiple staff members in the Doagnp. However, Lei did not think
money was the major incentive for the Dong camn ‘dnd his people will celebrate
in a way insulting to us if he wins,” Lei said, fEworks and feast. Last time he was

elected, they celebrated the whole week just toemakfeel bad.” Lei also brought
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about an example to showcase how evil the Lin casg In Lin's last office, he and
his people used fireworks to celebrate after somaanthe Dong camp had a car
accident and was badly injured. So the Dong camptniight in the election,

according to Lei, just so that they would not h&weut up with Lin and his people

any more.

4. Conclusion

Political anthropology can never see election nyenelelection’s perspective, thus
distinguishing it from political science. In ord&er understand one vote, anthropology
will try to look at all the social network and &lhds of consideration behind the voter.
While democracy and civil rights are of course av@y to look at it, economic

concerns are always a powerful enough distraction.

In the recent years, the view that China’s gradsdmmocracy is fast developing,
because of the awakening of reason and the promofi@lemocratic knoeledge, is
really catching many eyes. But if Gulou’s case bangeneralized in any way, this
view has a lot of questions to answer. Of courseetlis an institution to ensure that
elections will go on, there will be no promise thla¢y are running in the intended

form, and for the intended effect.

Another point to note would be that lineage powerural areas has always been
reserved as its own territory, rejecting the inearbf state power. In Gulou’s case,
the state is nowhere near penetrating lineage pove¢r alone controlling it.

Additionally, lineage has been used as a meanshén process of individuals
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confronting each others to grab certain state po&eonomic incentive has to be
brought up again, because the ultimate goal foldivig power, be it lineage or state,

iS to maximize economic value.
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