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This book is an excellent anthropological study that explores the complex 
interplay between educational development and social transformation in the 
minority rural village of Jiazuo, located in China’s southwestern province of 
Guizhou. While the idea that school education serves as an engine of the modern 
transformation of rural China is not a new one, this book is unique in that it pays 
special attention to the role of individual villagers as “change agents” in the 
transformation process. In so doing, the author unravels the micro-level dynamic 
mechanisms that push rural society to change, evolve and transform into the way 
it is now. As the author said, “Men, or villagers with the capacity to act, are the 
executors that carry rural society forward” (p. 13).  

The main body of the book is divided into five parts. The first part delineates 
the general profile of the field site, Jiazuo village, the minority population who 
lives in this village, i.e., the Shui people and their ethnic culture, as well as the 
school enrollment status among villagers. The second part describes the historical 
development of the village school, Jiazuo Primary School, from its birth in 1936 
to the year 2012 when the study was conducted. Although there are few written 
documents available, the author is able to draw a rough picture of the school’s 
history based on the oral narratives of villagers, who were involved in the school 
development at different time periods in various ways, for example, as principals, 
teachers, students, parents, construction workers, or school donors. In this part, 
the author presents ample evidence to show that the establishment and 
development of the village school reflected local needs, yet at the same time 
caused the minority population to become estranged from its traditional culture. 
On the one hand, the villagers at the grassroots welcomed and supported the 
school as they heartily embraced the belief that “education changes destiny” and 
were eager to rid themselves of the illiteracy from which their ancestors had 
suffered for centuries. On the other hand, the village school, as a symbol of the 
state’s power and modern knowledge, was an external intruder to the minority 
traditions and culture of the Shui people. The conflicts between the school and 
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the village were manifested in the replacement of the ethnic language by standard 
Mandarin as the medium of instruction, in the replacement of folk knowledge by 
abstract, deterritorialized knowledge in the school curriculum, and by the use of 
fixed “school schedules” instead of biological time that varied season by season. 
This argument resonates with many emerging studies in recent years that delved 
into the double-edged role of the school in the construction of modernity in rural 
society. 

The third and fourth parts turned to the “people” at Jiazuo village whose lives 
and perceptions were changed by the school education they had received. 
Chapter 3 depicts a schoolteacher named Pan Xuelian and the key events in his 
life trajectory. The most interesting discussion in this chapter is the identity 
struggles that Pan underwent after he failed to attain the college dream and 
became a substitute teacher in the village school. While Pan hoped to change his 
destiny from a farmer to “an educated person,” his job as a substitute teacher was 
not officially recognized by the state and could barely provide him with a decent 
living. Even though his family members persuaded him to take up manual labor, 
Pan did not give up his intellectual dream. Instead he struggled to obtain the 
status of a formalized teacher through a painful process and eventually became 
the school principal. After that, Pan brought about important changes to the 
school and to the village with his personal experience and local knowledge, at 
times subverting the top-down control from the state. With the life narrative of 
Pan, the author demonstrates that education plays an important role in the 
individual’s identity construction and at the same time empowers him or her with 
the agency and capacity to participate in the reconstruction of education, culture 
and society.  

The fourth part looks at the villagers as a group of people involved in the 
modern transformation of the rural village in different ways. Three groups of 
villagers are highlighted: (1) “settlers” who move to the city and become urban 
residents; (2) “migrants” who leave the village to find jobs but remain rural 
residents according to their household registration status (hukou), and (3) 
“lingerers” who stay in the village but no longer engage in farming, such as Pan 
Xuelian. It is interesting to note that all these villagers, no matter what spatial 
relationship they are in, maintain connections with the home village in a variety 
of ways and participate in important events hosted in the village, such as ethnic 
rituals and ceremonies. While a pessimistic view about rural society being 
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deprived of resources and manpower prevails in the existing scholarship (on 
brain drain), the author seems to argue that the migrants and settlers, along with 
villagers who stay, contribute to the construction and transformation of the rural 
village economically, politically and culturally: as they return to the home village, 
they bring back cash, techniques, ideas, thoughts, and lifestyles (various forms of 
brain circulation), driving the confrontation of rural society with the outside 
world. 

In the concluding chapter, the author puts forward the notion of 
“trans-rural-urban space” as a conceptual lens, which transcends the common 
rural-urban framework that treats modernization as a linear, hierarchical process, 
inevitably moving from the rural to the urban and from agricultural society to a 
modern industrialized society. With the depiction of different villagers and their 
temporal spatial relations with the village, the author claims that space is fluid 
and constantly changing and that rural and urban space are of equal status, 
representing the two ends of a continuum instead of a dichotomy. 

Overall, the book is full of theoretical vigor, original empirical data and 
in-depth analysis, reflecting the author’s skillful mastery of social theories and 
marvelous capacity as an academic writer. Each distinctive chapter of the book 
can stand by itself, yet all make a coherent whole when put together. Although 
quite long, it is a pleasure to read. If there have to be any defects in the book, I 
would mention two. First, the author does not describe her role in the fieldwork 
adequately and I would like to know more about the author’s reflections on her 
personal background (eg., age, gender, ethnicity, insider/outsider etc.), her 
rapport with the villagers, and how these factors have influenced her data 
collection and analysis. Secondly, the author does not seem to pay due attention 
to the minority Shui culture and how this culture comes to terms with 
modernization. Although she does mention the “intrusion” of the state-run school 
routines on the local customs of the village, she does not address it as a cultural 
conflict between the mainstream culture and the ethnic culture, but rather as a 
conflict between the rural and the urban or between the traditional and the 
modern. I wonder to what extent rural transformation has left room for the Shui 
people to maintain their ethnic culture as they move back and forth in the 
trans-rural-urban space. 
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