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In contemporary China, the site of endemic food scandals and persistent anxiety about the 

quality and safety of products, moral imaginings of the market implicate state actors and 

institutions. In articulating perceived injustices, Chinese consumer-citizens resort not to the 

“mutual rights and obligations” of buyers and sellers specified in the Consumer Law but to 

ideals of fairness that include the role of the state in regulating the market. The law defines 

the normative rights and obligations of consumers and sellers, but citizens largely reject this 

depoliticized formulation, instead expressing expectations of state action that mirror a moral 

economy framework. This understanding of the persistence of fake and dangerous goods as a 

manifestation of poor governance allows for a rereading of Marx’s famous maxim. For 

Marx, the commodity disguises an exploitative relationship between buyers and sellers, but in 

societies characterized by industrial production, the state mediates interactions between 

producers and consumers through regulation and the law. Demands from Chinese consumer-
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citizens that the state curtail the production and sale of fake and dangerous goods and punish 

bad actors reveal an understanding of the modern state’s role in the production of the 

commodity. They also illustrate the importance of the historical context of the state–citizen 

relationship in framing moral claims. 

Keywords: China, Consumption, Moral Economy, Food Safety, Marx, Commodity Theory 

 

In October 2009, I was dining with Mr. Di, a Chinese consumer advocate known as a 

fake-fighter (dajia), in a southern city in Hunan Province. In the afternoon, he had taken me 

to the local tourist attraction, the boyhood home of Mao Zedong, and that evening, after an 

interview about his work assisting aggrieved consumers and fighting sellers of fake goods, 

we sat down to a meal of spicy Hunan cuisine and talked about the politics of consumption. 

Mr. Di was deeply cynical about the possibility that consumer welfare would improve 

without dramatic changes at the highest level of government. While he was critical of 

Chairman Mao, he believed Mao truly cared about the Chinese people, unlike the current 

leaders. Mr. Di believed it was the responsibility of the state to protect its people from fake 

and faulty products like those he “fought”—something he believed all governments in the 

“developed” world put a high priority on. But not only were Chinese politicians ineffective at 

regulating the market or enforcing existing food-safety laws; some actively protected or 

turned a blind eye to industries engaged in production practices that could cause great harm 

to consumers. In the Imperial era, he told me, there had been a tradition of giving free 

porridge to the poor that became a symbol for rulers’ ability to care for their subjects. 

Pointing his fingers downward into his empty bowl of soup, he told me that if chopsticks 
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inserted into the porridge didn’t stand up straight (shizhou), revealing that the mixture was 

thin and thus not filling, the person in charge of distribution would be executed, a story that 

strongly supports Perry’s (2008) thesis on the historic primacy of the right to livelihood in 

China. For Mr. Di, the ruling Communist Party was performing well by the standard of 

economic growth, but the metaphorical porridge it was serving, while thick, was potentially 

poisonous. 

In contemporary China, the site of endemic food scandals and persistent anxiety about 

the quality and safety of products, moral imaginings of the market implicate state actors and 

institutions. Like the eighteenth-century Londoners described by E. P. Thompson (1971) in 

his classic essay on the moral economy, Chinese consumers share a widespread suspicion of 

manufacturers and sellers based on a belief in the noxious incentives of the profit motive and 

idealize a paternalist model that places responsibility for the well-being of citizens with their 

leaders. Acknowledging the state as a moral actor in the market redefines our understanding 

of the commodity relationship. For Marx, the commodity disguises an exploitative 

relationship between buyers and sellers, but this formulation omits the role of the state in 

mediating the relationship between buyers and sellers through law and regulation. In this 

article, I argue that understandings of the commodity relationship and its embeddedness in 

moral economies must include attention to the state and its manifestation in law and 

regulations. I do this in part by examining narratives of consumer welfare among Chinese 

citizens, who, I argue, largely reject the “neoliberal” vision of self-reliant consumers 

imagined by the state-sponsored consumer welfare apparatus. I show that the Chinese 
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Consumer Protection Law provides a framework through which citizens can assert claims of 

injustice but is not itself the basis for these claims. 

In contemporary China, citizens’ strongest position with reference to the state is as 

consumers. The empirical research on which this work is based was designed in part to 

explore the political potential of consumer rights, to investigate the linkages, overlaps, and 

disjunctures between consumption and citizenship in present-day China. We can expand 

Verdery’s (1998, 293) observation about citizenship to consumer-citizenship—it “bounds in 

two ways: it distinguishes belongers from the excluded, and it ties the former to the state as 

the guarantor of their rights, thus incorporating them as subjects.” Those considered full 

members of the modern Chinese nation are increasingly those with the capacity not to 

produce but to consume. Those farmers, migrants, pensioners, and low-wage workers who 

were full socialist subjects have little claim on the state under this new social compact (Zhang 

2001). Consumer-citizenship transcends the dichotomy traditionally made between citizens, 

whose rights, responsibilities, and practices constitute membership in a state, and consumers, 

asocial agents who pursue their own desires through anonymous transactions (Clarke 2007). 

Scholars of China have used the terms citizen-consumer (Davis 2006; Keane 2007) and 

consumer-citizen (Hooper 2005) interchangeably; I prefer to reserve citizen-consumer to 

describe citizen activists who explicitly align themselves with the language of consumer 

rights and to distinguish them from the far more prevalent consumer-citizens whose 

relationship to the state is increasingly through the market. 

The Chinese Communist Party’s retraction from the provision of jobs, housing, 

services, and consumer goods has been coupled with an effort to produce consumer-citizens 
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whose needs are defined as well as satisfied by the market and that the creation of a consumer 

welfare apparatus is part of this project. While the aforementioned research was originally 

organized around the topic of Chinese consumer rights, the focus shifted to a broader 

perspective on consumer welfare that explored the gap between citizen expectations and state 

action. My interlocutors challenged the model promoted by state-sponsored consumer 

protection institutions in which empowered consumers standing up to unscrupulous 

merchants improved the marketplace, insisting instead that consumers were in a weak 

position in the market and needed the support and protection of the state. The research took 

place over sixteen months between 2009 and 2010 and included participant observation in a 

Beijing-based consumer organization; surveys of consumer media and online complaints; and 

interviews with lawyers, journalists, and consumer advocates in eight cities. The data cited 

here come primarily from six focus groups organized by age cohort with Beijing residents of 

various levels of income and education; observations at supermarket complaint desks and 

offices of the Chinese Consumers’ Association; and hundreds of casual conversations with 

friends and strangers, from taxi drivers to hairdressers. The retired couple with whom I lived 

and shared meals, as well as their large extended family, provided numerous insights into the 

knowledge and skills necessary for navigating a complex and sometimes dangerous 

marketplace, and our many conversations about buying everything from water kettles to car 

parts drove my inquiries about the role of the Chinese party-state vis-à-vis the market. 

 

The Marxist commodity in the moral economy 
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The concept of a moral economy has a long history; Thompson (1971) finds parallel 

visions in Aristotle’s oikonomike and Thomas Acquinas’s notion of the “just price” (Edelman 

2012, 59). Thompson’s treatment identifies a “legitimizing notion” that provides a platform 

for the articulation of shared grievances. In the bread riots of eighteenth-century England, he 

finds this notion undergirded by a community consensus that traditional rights and customs 

prescribe a specific relationship between buyers and sellers underscored by a concern for the 

welfare of the poor. Thompson’s focus is on class dynamics, but his argument relies in large 

part on the legitimating power of an older paternalist model based on official and common 

laws regarding both legitimate and illegitimate economic behavior. His essay contains 

numerous references to the roles law and legal actors played in regulating the precapitalist 

economy. In the reign of Queen Elizabeth, for instance, magistrates were required to attend 

local markets and empowered to order farmers to sell their grain at a reasonable price 

(Thompson 1971, 108). As the paternalist model gave way to the political economy model, 

magistrates retained the power of direct intervention to help or hinder the protesters. 

Thompson tells us that “on occasion the crowd attempted to enlist, by suasion or force, a 

magistrate, parish constable, or some figure of authority to preside over the taxation 

populaire” (112). 

James Scott (1976) provides a second influential model of moral economy, also 

influenced by Marxist class analysis. Investigating the peasant revolts of the colonial period 

in Vietnam, Scott argues that the precapitalist economy was centered around a subsistence 

ethic. Peasants were risk averse and in difficult times could rely on “traditional forms of 

patron-client relationships, reciprocity, and redistributive mechanisms” (Scott 1976, 9). The 
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moral economy of the peasants, according to Scott, is revealed in the protest themes of the 

colonial period: “first, claims on peasant incomes by landlords, moneylenders, or the state 

were never legitimate when they infringed on what was judged to be the minimal culturally 

defined subsistence level; and second, the product of the land should be distributed in such a 

way that all were guaranteed a subsistence niche” (Scott 1976, 10, emphasis original). More 

than in the case described by Thompson, we see here that moral economies implicate state as 

well as market actors. Scott’s attention to redistribution complements a third approach to 

moral economy loosely centered around Marcel Mauss’s (1967) work on gift economies 

(Edelman 2012). Through integrating an understanding of how reciprocal obligations are key 

to social stability and functioning, the Maussian approach helps define a moral economy as a 

totality rather than a series of incidents. 

Concerned that decades of overuse have led to a “muddling” of the moral economy 

concept, Carrier (2018) proposes a clarification of the term that roots understandings of 

morality in social and historical contexts. Critiquing the conflation of “moral” with “good,” 

he argues that its meaning “refers not to values but to obligations, those that arise from 

interactions between people” (23). However, rather than focusing on individual transactions 

and the values ascribed to them, he advocates attention to economic systems “in terms of 

relationships and their histories” (32). The legitimizing notions articulated by Thompson’s 

and Scott’s aggrieved laborers and peasants were historically grounded but also arose within 

the context of particular relationships (in their cases, relationships structured primarily by 

class) that themselves produced specific moral obligations. Carrier makes another important 

point that both connects moral economy and commodity theory and connects this discussion 
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to larger debates in economic anthropology. In both colonial Indochina and eighteenth-

century Britain, it was the clash between a system in which economic transactions such as 

taxation or the sale of foodstuffs were themselves embedded in broader social relationships 

and a new system in which these transactions were depersonalized and disembedded that 

produced tensions that erupted into protest and rebellion.1 

From this perspective, the moral economy critique is a response to the abstraction of 

the economic from social life and thus complements a Marxist analysis of the commodity and 

its ability to render social relations between people as economic relations between things. 

One of Marx’s great insights was his recognition of the fundamentally social nature of the 

market, but he failed to see that the state is also social. In his writing on the commodity, Marx 

([1867] 1977, 165) famously argued that it was a “definite social relation between men 

themselves” that assumed, among men, “the fantastic form of a relation between things.” The 

production of the commodity, he argued, necessitated the alienation of the worker from his 

produce, and its exchange required that buyers and sellers come to see each other as “private 

proprietors” with exclusive rights. In commodity capitalism, in other words, what was once 

social becomes contractual. Thus, when a commodity is created, it is detached from a social 

context and reembedded in a political economic context, a process that contemporary “ethical 

consumers” and “prosumers” actively resist (see Kosnik 2018). It is this context, Carrier 

shows us, that produces obligations that are articulated—most clearly when they are 

violated—as part of a moral economy. 

 

The Chinese consumer welfare apparatus 
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Before we explore citizens’ articulations of the moral obligations of the state, it is 

necessary to briefly introduce the Chinese consumer welfare system, which can, from the 

perspective of consumer-citizenship, be described as the state’s articulation of the economic 

obligations of consumers. The state-sponsored consumer welfare apparatus, an umbrella term 

I use to refer to an extensive national network of official institutions, media and propaganda, 

and a 25-year-old Consumer Law, promote a unified message that consumers must learn to 

protect themselves in the marketplace. Given the limitations of space, I will focus here on the 

Consumer Law, and how understandings and critiques of the law are connected to a broader 

assessment of the role of the state in ensuring the well-being of Chinese consumer-citizens. 

The Consumer Protection Law (CPL) was drafted in 1993 and came into effect in 1994, 

supplementing a handful of preexisting provincial laws on consumer welfare and creating a 

nationwide legal standard. The law attracted popular interest after China’s first “fake-

fighter,” Wang Hai, discovered in it a “double compensation” clause that allowed him to 

create a career out of seeking 200% refunds on fake, defective, or misrepresented goods. The 

CPL was revised in 2009 and 2014 to increase compensation in cases of food and drugs as 

well as to incorporate regulations related to online consumption. Scholars (Davis 2006; 

Hooper 2005; Rofel 2007) have observed that the CPL makes consumers the most important 

subjects of national law, and yet their rights and responsibilities are framed vis-à-vis the 

market, not the state. While the law provides a rights-based “road map to guide aggrieved 

consumers in their struggles for compensation” (Davis 2006, 292), the map only covers a 

limited territory. 
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The principal purpose of the CPL is to “define the rights of the consumer and the 

obligations of the seller” (Palmer 2006, 65), but it has little to say about the role of the state, 

which, my focus group participants argued, has a vital role in enforcing these obligations. In 

group discussions, the law was judged a poor tool for the protection of consumer rights. I 

heard general criticisms (which often seemed to refer not only to the Consumer Law but to 

Chinese laws more generally) that the law was loose, lax, or incomplete, but the strongest 

rebukes related to enforcement. One man asked rhetorically if there was “any country with as 

many laws as China” and wondered aloud what good it did the citizens if they were enforced 

at the discretion of government officials who could be bought off with a bribe (focus group, 

July 3, 2010). Another insisted, “There is basically no hope for law in China” when it came to 

making the market safer, adding, “Now we can only count on market competition” (focus 

group, July 3, 2010). The other consistent theme when it came to criticisms of the law was 

that it did little to redress the structural imbalance between buyers and sellers. Consumers, I 

heard frequently, were perpetually vulnerable to abuse by manufacturers and retailers. As one 

woman asserted, immediately echoed by two others, “one individual against a company will 

never win” (focus group, July 9, 2010). Roughly one-third of the participants in my focus 

groups expressed their willingness to seek legal redress if the resources were available and 

accessible, but many were also critical of the idea that individual action was the answer. 

When the man quoted earlier, for instance, stated that market competition was the only hope 

for getting fake or unsafe goods off the market, he was immediately challenged by two other 

participants, who pointed out that for victims of poisonous foods, such as melamine-tainted 
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milk, choosing to buy another brand in the future would do nothing to counter the damage 

already done. 

In my broader research on consumer rights, I found respondents largely disinterested 

in aspects of the consumer welfare apparatus, such as specialized media or the mediating 

body known as the Consumers’ Association (xiaoxie). Citizens evinced a high level of 

awareness about recent food scandals that involved the deliberate contamination of food or 

the use of substandard ingredients (Yan 2012) and expressed anger and fear over fake foods 

and medicines, but few individuals had used official channels to resolve their own grievances 

or planned to do so. An internal document from the Consumers’ Association (2009, 80) even 

reported that 63.8% of those asked how they would respond if their consumer rights were 

violated said they would “suffer in silence.” The exception to this rule is the fake-fighters, 

who arm themselves with the law as a means of, in their words, provoking (cujin) the 

government to enforce its laws against the production and sale of fakes and dangerous goods. 

While most citizens I spoke to felt little connection to their consumer rights, they were eager 

to discuss their socioeconomic rights and what they perceived as the failure of the party-state 

to adequately protect its citizens. Interestingly, it was often conversations about Wang Hai, 

China’s most famous fake-fighter, that prompted assertions that individual action could never 

replace state action. “Wang Hai is a nonprofessional who aims to do the work of 

professionals, [he] will have a limited impact. . . . [We] must rely on our nation’s strength of 

technological detection system to control this” (focus group, November 20, 2010). “I think 

society should have people like Wang Hai, but they will not play a major role, because it is 
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still our government departments, supervisory departments playing the major role” (focus 

group, June 19, 2010). 

Following on this, the most consistent theme when it came to the issue of making the 

marketplace safer was that final responsibility lay with the state and its institutions. One 

middle-aged man, for instance, acknowledged that “consumers have a part to play” but 

concluded, “It is only the relevant [state] departments who can safeguard your interests” 

(focus group, July 3, 2010). This is not to say that consumer-citizens did not make moral 

assessments of marketplace actors—they were highly critical of manufacturers and sellers 

who knowingly sold dangerous, faulty, or poor-quality goods. The difference was that within 

the context of the buyer–seller relationship, behavior motivated by greed was expected and 

even taken for granted. As Wang Hai himself told me, “it is normal for businesses to pursue 

profits, but government should better play their role, the role of looking after the people” 

(interview, November 24, 2009, Beijing). The failure of the state to meet citizen expectations 

to protect them from “businesses and manufacturers who won’t regulate themselves” (focus 

group, July 3, 2010), on the other hand, was met with moral condemnation. 

 

The “Mandate of Heaven” and the “neoliberal” challenge 

In the influential essay cited in the opening anecdote, Perry (2008, 39) argues that the 

right to socioeconomic security has been a central priority in Chinese political thought, 

policy, and protests for more than two millennia, observing that “in China an appreciation of 

‘social citizenship’ predated political citizenship by many centuries.” The concept also runs 

through popular discourse. Oxfeld (2010) connects the “Mandate of Heaven” (tianming) to 
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the debts and obligations that exist between Hakka villagers in southeast China and central 

state authorities. Perry (2008, 39) believes that the mandate, which “treated rebellion as 

Heaven’s way of removing the mantle of leadership from immoral rulers,” continues to 

inform popular perceptions of legitimate rule. Mr. Di’s indictment of government inaction, 

cited earlier, is a somewhat extreme example, but I frequently heard regulation of the food 

system described as the “duty” of the government, with one respondent even calling the 

cover-ups of food scandals that occurred during the Olympics a “dereliction of duty” (focus 

group, November 20, 2010). According to Perry (2008, 39), “the idea that good governance 

rests upon guaranteeing the livelihood of ordinary people has been a hallmark of Chinese 

political philosophy and practice” since the third century BC, through the socialist revolution, 

and to the present day. Since the death of Mao and the advent of economic reforms in 1978, 

the ruling Communist Party has concentrated on state-driven socioeconomic development, 

loudly crediting the party-state with bringing growth and prosperity to the nation. 

While the party-state continues to claim continuity with the socialist revolution, it has 

radically transformed the scope of its services. Under Mao, the state and its agents were the 

sole source of housing, employment, health care, education, and access to consumer goods. 

Under “postsocialism,” these have all been marketized, to varying degrees, while the “iron 

rice bowl” of lifetime employment has been broken by the dismantling and privatization of 

formerly state-owned enterprises.2 By the 1990s, “citizens were urged to ‘free up’ (jiefang) 

their individual capacities to confront dynamic conditions in all areas of life without seeking 

guidance from the state, society, or family. There were calls for a shift from ‘relying on the 

state’ (kao guojia) to ‘relying on yourself’ (kao ziji)” (Ong and Zhang 2008, 7–8). Among 
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contemporary urbanites, Xiang (2016, 132) finds a belief that “one has to rely on oneself 

because it is believed that only entrepreneurial and calculative individuals can survive 

market-driven development.” 

This elevation of individual action and self-reliance has become part of a debate about 

whether contemporary China can be classified as “neoliberal” and whether its citizens evince 

neoliberal subjectivities. Nonini (2008, 145) has vociferously challenged “claims to the 

universality, inevitability and naturalness of neoliberalism(s) in the case of China” made by 

several prominent anthropologists of China, faulting them with “definitional inconsistency” 

and a lack of evidence. He argues for understanding neoliberalism as culturally specific but 

insists that because one of the core tenets of US neoliberalism is the rejection of state control 

over markets, it is impossible for a “strong version” of neoliberalism to find purchase in 

contemporary China, where the state remains at the center of social and political life. Ong 

and Zhang (2008) argue that neoliberal strategies can be taken up in any political 

environment and deployed selectively. They see China’s “selective embrace of neoliberal 

logic as a strategic calculation for creating self-governing subjects who will enrich and 

strengthen Chinese authoritarian rule” (10). For our purposes, it is enough to bracket the 

debate over definitions and focus instead on the fact that as the party-state has retracted from 

provisioning, it has simultaneously promoted a self-governing political subjectivity. This 

increased emphasis on individual choice and self-reliance is a moral and discursive project. 

Its goal is to absolve the state of its formal role in provisioning, while also insisting that 

placing responsibility and initiative in the hands of individuals (especially consumers) will 

lead to superior outcomes. At the same time, this strategy works to depoliticize the issues, 
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such as food safety and environmental pollution, that Chinese citizens face (see Ferguson 

1990). In Tilt’s (2016, 8) words, “self-governing activities, through the promotion of 

responsibility for oneself, are recast as nonpolitical and nonideological matters in need of 

technical solutions from individuals in the course of their everyday life.” 

Rojas (2016, 2) has observed that the “return” of capitalism to China is “haunted by 

the nation’s own enduring socialist legacy.” It was the tension between a new liberalized 

market economy that allowed price fluctuations and enabled middlepersons, and an older 

paternalist model that ensured affordable bread for the poor, that legitimated protests and 

seizures in Thompson’s analysis of the “English crowd.” For Edelman (2012, 56), “this 

tension between working people’s historical experience, customary practices, and moral 

expectations, on the one hand, and the cruel exigencies of the new industrial capitalist order, 

on the other, is the central explanatory principle in Thompson’s analysis.” Scott also 

describes an appeal to the past as central to Vietnamese peasants’ moral economy–based 

claims. In contemporary China, a similar tension is produced by the yawning chasm between 

the “Maoist moral contract” and the postsocialist ethos of self-reliance. Given the long 

history in China of viewing rulers as responsible for the well-being of the ruled, this case 

shows that moral claims produced in social and historical contexts are not readily dislodged 

under new economic regimes. 

 

Moral imaginings of state obligations 

Moral imaginings of relationships, whether social, political, or economic, are not just 

about fairness or definitions of right and wrong; they overlap with cosmologies that assign 
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responsibilities and obligations to actors. According to Fei Xiaotong (1992), to be a human in 

Chinese society is to be linked to others and to fulfill the obligations of those linkages. 

Oxfeld (2010, 67) cites the work of the anthropologist Hok Bun Ku (2003) on the idea of 

responsibility (zeren) as it pertains to the concept of moral obligation; in the Hakka village 

where he did research, the principle of zeren was readily applied to many relationships, 

including those between villagers and gods and between villagers and the state. The outsized 

role of the state in Chinese social and economic life is echoed in contemporary scholarship on 

Chinese moral economies. Xiang (2016) relays a story of would-be labor migrants who fell 

victim to a scam, each losing RMB 35,000 (US$5,400) on fake Korean work visas. The 

victims were urged by state agents to seek legal redress, but few did so, believing that it was 

state corruption that was at fault rather than simple criminal activity. The head of the center 

that had been recruiting workers was the brother of the mayor, and this was what had 

convinced the victims the scheme was legitimate, thus they sought redress from the local 

government. According to Xiang (2016, 136), they translated “a commercial dispute into 

welfare concerns of a disadvantaged group resulting from government corruption,” and on 

this foundation, “[they] negotiated with the local government for financial compensation, and 

at the same time they appealed to the central state on moral grounds for support.” 

Tilt (2016, 89) studies a proposed dam in Southwest China “through the lens of 

competing moral visions about what outcomes are proper, just, or otherwise desirable” and 

finds, like Scott, that subsistence remains central in rural economies. Villagers’ attitudes vary, 

but there is widespread concern that although dam development may bring jobs and 

economic growth in the short term, the loss of land it will entail risks that their descendants 
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will be landless peasants. Tilt finds most villagers fatalistic, believing that if the government 

wants to build it, it will, no matter their support or opposition. Many also believe that if they 

do lose their land, they will be compensated fairly for it. This is contradicted by the evidence 

of previous dam projects, but information is difficult for local people to obtain—one of the 

most significant obstacles to developing a grassroots opposition movement (Tilt 2016, 99). 

While activism in China is severely curtailed, protests are pervasive—nearly twelve thousand 

were recorded in 2016 alone (Economist 2017). Popular protests in China derive their 

legitimation through two primary routes. The first, through reference to the rule of law, is 

especially characteristic of labor protests in the manufacturing areas of the south (Lee 2007). 

Across the Chinese countryside, O’Brien and Li (2006) have also documented “rightful 

resistance”—using the law to demand that the central state rein in land seizures and other 

abuses by local authorities. An alternative protest frame often employed in China’s “rustbelt,” 

the former heartland of socialist industrial production, directly invokes the “Maoist moral 

contract” of lifetime employment (Lee 2007). Laid-off workers carry portraits of Mao when 

they march past their former factories, expressing their outrage that the state has invalidated 

their expectations of cradle-to-grave care and cheated them of their pensions. Both strategies 

use the state’s own language to engage with it. This tactic is also common among China’s 

fake-fighters. While the seventeen full- and part-time fake-fighters I interviewed rarely 

invoked morality when speaking of the state’s actions and policy regarding consumer 

welfare, they frequently spoke in terms of the party-state’s responsibilities (zeren) and 

capabilities (nengli). As a fake-fighter in central China told me, 
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the government has to take responsibility for all the fake and shoddy goods in the 

market, absolutely. Why the government? Because the powers of the state are given 

only to the state. . . . Consumers have no enforcement powers, only supervisor 

powers—supervisory powers do not extend to supervision of the factory floor. 

(interview, December 1, 2010) 

Citing Thompson, Nonini (2008, 171) argues that party-state leaders are justifiably 

nervous about the implications of these mass protests of the dispossessed: “When elites 

violate long-standing tacit agreements between themselves and those they rule, and thus 

jeopardize the survival of the latter, this provides the moral charter for the militant and even 

violent protest by those they have disadvantaged.” The classic studies of moral economies are 

retrospective, but not all grievances discursively framed as violations of a moral economy 

result in protest or rebellion. At least six infants died and nearly three hundred thousand were 

sickened in the 2008 melamine-tainted milk and infant formula scandal, but no widespread 

protests resulted (Ingelfinger 2008). In the same year, seventy thousand people died when a 

7.9 magnitude earthquake hit Sichuan province, among them thousands of schoolchildren 

who were crushed when their shoddily constructed schools collapsed (Watts 2008). 

Government corruption was widely blamed for these deaths, but grieving parents were given 

meager compensation and barred from legal action or activism. The fact that the party-state 

took the extreme step of executing the head of the Chinese Food and Drug Administration in 

the wake of the melamine scandal supports the argument outlined here and suggests that the 

party-state is aware that citizens place responsibility for such incidents squarely at the feet of 

the state and its agents. 
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Thompson has been criticized for implying that moral economies only appeared after 

the advent of capitalism (Trentmann 2016, 571), but there is no doubt that the rapid 

liberalization of markets upsets established social roles. Thompson (1971, 83) argues that 

millers, and to a greater degree bakers, “were considered as servants of the community, 

working not for a profit but for a fair allowance.” Profit was troubling to the social order, a 

point we see echoed in the broader literature in economic anthropology relating to the 

morality of money and exchange (Bloch and Parry 1989; Shipton 1989). Central to the social 

tensions that characterize contemporary China is the population’s belief that the state agents 

who are supposed to ensure their well-being are profiting from their positions. Moral 

economies are about fairness on both sides; Thompson (1971, 111) cites one instance from 

1766, quoting the sheriff of Gloucester in his description of a mob who “behaved with great 

regularity and decency where they were not opposed, with outrage and violence where they 

was: but pilferd very little,” and relates anecdotes of several similar episodes. This shows that 

expectations go both ways: An aggrieved citizen who took more grain than was fair or failed 

to adequately remunerate the miller would lose the legitimacy of his claim. The fake-fighters 

offer a parallel example: Those who “fight” fakes and aid consumers without enriching 

themselves are admired, but many citizens suspect that most engaged in the work are 

motivated by the potential for profit. 

 

The moral economy of consumer welfare 

In China, media control and internet censorship limit the extent to which food 

contamination scandals can provoke “a complex debate about the role of the state and the 
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market in shaping the ethical and moral frameworks of contemporary food systems” (Klein, 

Jung, and Caldwell 2014, 9), yet despite a restricted public sphere, Chinese citizens are 

broadly critical of government inaction in regulating food production and discouraging illegal 

and dangerous practices by market actors. From the perspective of the commodity 

relationship, these concerns arise from the fear not that goods will be dishonest but that 

people will. During Marx’s lifetime, the state had only a small role in regulating goods and 

services or ensuring fair wages and safe working conditions; thus he could confidently argue 

that the state and its apparatuses, including the law, were little more than tools of exploitation 

for the dominant class, serving, for instance, to enforce the enclosure movement (Marx 

[1845] 1972). But the role of the state in areas such as testing and approval of medicines, 

outlaw of poisonous additives, and general quality control has grown enormously over the 

last century. For production to occur, Marx ([1849] 1902, 35–36) reasons, humans must 

“enter into definite connections and relations with each other,” and “these social relations are 

altered, transformed, with the change and development of the material means of production, 

of the forces of production.” The increasing role of the state in the market, at minimum in 

setting standards and sanctioning manufacturers who do not meet them, can be understood as 

a significant change in these material means of production, as can relationships between 

citizens to states mediated by institutions such as consumer rights’ regimes. 

Commenting on the context of Thompson’s study, Edelman (2012, 58) points out that 

in the eighteenth century, the market “evoked a concrete location, and one rife with social 

relations of all kinds. Only later, with the demise of the moral economy, did the term 

‘market’ assume the metaphorical and deterritorialized qualities that increasingly adhere to 

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved.



KUEVER 21 
 

it.” It is in part the fact that markets were concrete and local that allowed the largely 

spontaneous bread riots Thompson (1971, 134) describes to take place: “If the market was the 

point at which working people most often felt their exposure to exploitation, it was also the 

point—especially in rural or dispersed manufacturing districts—at which they could most 

easily become organized.” The market, in the other words, was a place where the commodity 

relationship was unmasked, where the underlying social relations between people were 

revealed to be constitutive of the commodity. The deterritorialization of the market also 

“involved making the institutions and political forces that actually shaped markets invisible, 

as well as creating the appearance of a separate and autonomous economic domain 

disembedded from society” (Edelman 2012, 58–59). This also entailed making invisible the 

social relations on which trust was grounded. If commodities camouflage productive relations 

that include the role of the state vis-à-vis markets and consumers, then a lack of trust in goods 

is also a lack of trust in the state, and vice versa. Oxfeld (2010, 65–66) cites Giddens (1990), 

who distinguishes between premodern systems of trust that depend on the institutions of 

kinship, place, religion, and custom and modernity’s “trust in abstract systems,” such as 

airplane travel. But Giddens’s dichotomy is a false one: There are people who fly and 

maintain these airplanes, just as there are people involved in the production of toxic food and 

government oversight of the food systems; thus trust is still grounded in human relationships. 

In the early days of industrialized food in Western nations, consumer-citizens 

demanded government supervision and regulation for the very reason that formerly 

transparent food chains that existed when food was grown at home or obtained from local 

farmers were now opaque (see, e.g., Koehn 2001). But when trust in state institutions is low, 
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one option for consumers is to reembed these institutions in human relationships. This is clear 

in the statement of an organizer of a Beijing farmer’s market: “I don’t sell vegetables, I sell 

trust” (Yasuda 2018, 79). In postsocialist Bulgaria, consumers distrustful of state regulations 

on organic food practice what Jung (2014) calls a “strategic reembedding” of trust relations. 

They reembed “the social relations of production and exchange in goods” when they insist 

that the food they buy from local market women is organic but that certified by the state is 

not (Jung 2014, 118). In the Beijing focus groups where national certification systems were 

discussed, I heard similar complaints and strategies. Participants dismissed the various 

“green” certifications employed by Chinese regulatory bodies in two ways. First, there were 

concerns that these certifications could be faked. Second, consumers expressed confusion 

about what “green” really implied and if it was even possible to produce organic food in a 

heavily polluted country like China. 

Only a few of my focus group participants had ever purchased organic food, but those 

that had said they always preferred to buy products from the United States or Europe. As one 

lawyer and mother of one stated, “I think this ‘green’ mark is meaningless—who guarantees 

it in the end? Sometimes I buy these ‘green’ fruits and vegetables, but only if they look 

fresh. . . . For grains and such I only buy foreign” (focus group, November 6, 2010). This 

does not simply reflect an assumption that foreign products are always superior—quite the 

contrary. 

The role of the state in regulating goods, and its perceived failure to do so, is also 

visible in complaints that foreign companies “dump” their lowest-quality goods on the 

Chinese market.3 I heard complaints of this sort most frequently from individuals who had 
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lived or traveled in the United States or Europe and observed that “even the things there that 

are ‘made in China’ are much better than the things we can get here!” (personal 

communication, January 17, 2010, Beijing). During a short interview with two law students 

volunteering to assist consumers with their legal questions, one spoke at length about B-ji (B 

stock, or inferior-quality goods): “I think most [Chinese] are aware of this issue. . . . The 

biggest problem is with more expensive things, like appliances. My aunt bought a washing 

machine, it was from a famous American brand, and it broke within a few weeks! We feel 

like these companies discriminate against Chinese consumers—they know we can’t do 

anything about it” (interview, December 13, 2010). 

Foreign companies accused of such practices shared the blame with insufficient 

government regulation as well as practices of market-specific production and distribution that 

allow for major discrepancies in product quality. This was also why those who could afford it 

sought out products not just produced in countries perceived to have strong legal and 

regulatory systems but also destined for their markets, a phenomenon I have called “foreign-

sourcing” (Kuever 2014). Yan (2012, 719) finds few reasons to hope for improvements in 

food safety in China, noting that “due to the fragmentation and internal competition among 

regulatory agencies, the developmental preference for employment and growth over safety 

and health, and, more importantly, the corruption of government officials and the lack of rule 

of law, the results of top-down initiatives for food-safety regulation are often ineffective and 

unsatisfactory.” Consumer activism is unlikely to play a role, as Chinese consumer rights 

discourse has been crafted by the state to place responsibility for consumer safety in the 
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hands of consumers themselves, yet this depoliticization is rejected by Chinese consumer-

citizens, who articulate a clear role for the state in an ideal marketplace. 

 

Conclusion 

This article began with an anecdote that suggested the Chinese party-state is imperiled 

by food scandals and other failures to promote the well-being of its citizens, but that is not its 

conclusion. It is likely that we will see more food scandals in the short term but unlikely that 

they will lead to large-scale protests. Still, I argue that to understand the moral economy of 

food safety, we must demystify the role of the state in the food system and attend to 

consumers’ efforts to reembed and repoliticize food production and regulation. Commodities 

are always produced within ethical regimes, and in industrial economies, these regimes 

always include the state. This comes as no surprise to consumers in national contexts where 

regulation and law are undeveloped or poorly enforced, but studies acknowledging this fact 

are largely absent in academic scholarship. Jung (2014) observes a certain tunnel vision when 

it comes to studies of moral discourse and ethical consumption, which privilege a vision of 

the market that absents the important role of the state in regulatory processes. In her study of 

organic food in Bulgaria, she attempts to counter this neglect by revealing that consumers’ 

understanding and consumption of organic food is profoundly shaped both by how they view 

the role of the state and the processes of regulation and voluntary certification (Jung 2014, 

103). I argue that outside of most first world contexts, where there is generalized trust of both 

state regulation and certification systems, this applies to all food and other consumables, 

especially “sensitive” products, such as baby food or medicine. I suggest that revising the 
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classical Marxist understanding of the commodity relationship by incorporating the state’s 

role in commodities’ production and distribution can redirect our attention to a moral 

imaginary with very real effects on global food safety. States influenced by neoliberal 

ideology will always attempt to absolve themselves of responsibility for the ills of the market, 

from child labor to fake pharmaceuticals, and they must be reminded that moral economies 

underlie relationships between states and citizens. 

 

Notes 

1 For instance, Carrier (2018, 20) notes of the era Thompson documented, “It appears that in 

Britain before the second half of that century, the realm of people’s lives that we would call 

economic was not commonly distinguished from the rest of their lives. . . . By the end of the 

nineteenth century, then, the economic realm came to be seen as a particular realm of life that 

was distinct from another realm.” 

2 I follow Yan (2008, 13) in defining postsocialism as “an unstable process in which the 

emerging hegemony of capitalism in China must deal with living socialist legacies, claims, 

and structures of feeling that surround the current relations of production and sociality,” but I 

place the term in quotes to avoid the implication of a dramatic rupture with the socialism of 

the Maoist era. 

3 This phenomenon also exists in other postsocialist countries. A recent European Union 

report on food quality (Boffey 2017) found large discrepancies between the quality of 

identically branded and packaged goods sold in Eastern Europe and in wealthier nations such 

as Austria and Germany. 
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