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Abstract: 

This dissertation is positioned in the discipline of Chinese studies and adopts the 

ethnographic approaches to explore the alternative lifestyles of eighteen urban-rural 

migrants in mainland China. Its conceptual framework is intentional communities 

that are “somewhat decentralized, giving members a good sustainable mix of 

freedom and togetherness” (Gardner, 1978). Compared to traditional communes, 

intentional communities are characterized by small scale, consensus, co-construction, 

co-creation and utopian preferences, and are usually made up of people who share 

the same ideals and values. Such communities also emphasize on human rights and 

environmental sustainability, which have received little attention from Chinese 

scholars and remains poorly understood. This study contextualizes individual’s 

experiments of alternative lifestyles and their construction of a specific intentional 

community (the AnotherLand) into the personal biographies of the participants who 

escape from the city for various reasons in today’s China. It provides thick 

descriptions of the participants’ experiences and feelings before and after urban-rural 

migration.  

By taking their narratives about escape as a starting point, this PhD study explores 

their motivation for leaving the city, their practices of everyday life and their 

interpretations of rural idyll. It aims to understand how my participants’ reflexive 

habitus and their alternative lifestyles built each other, and to what extent their 

lifestyle experiments in this specific intentional community fulfilled their pursuit of 

good life. Bourdieu’s habitus is adopted as a theoretical perspective to reveal a self-

reflexive process in developing specific Half-Farmer and Half-X lifestyles in the 

countryside. The goal and contribution of this dissertation has been, (1) to 

demonstrate the complexity and diversity of the participants’ lifestyle experiments, 

as well as their membership in intentional communities, and (2) to fill a gap in 

practical theory with reflexive habitus, by providing an ethnographic case study in 

the context of China. It concludes that the alternative lifestyles constructed 

collectively in China’s countryside can only partially fulfill urban-rural migrants’ 

pursuit of good life.   
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

1.1 Are You Happy Today? 

In the Mid-Autumn Festival of 2012, CCTV launched a special survey program, 

“What is happiness?” CCTV reporters went to various places to interview thousands 

of grassroots workers from all walks of life, including white-collar workers, migrant 

workers, rural farmers, enterprise workers and scientific researchers. This program 

has sparked an upsurge of discussion about happiness in Chinese society. CCTV 

launched the survey because the United Nations released the first World Happiness 

Report1 in the same year. The Report is an annual ranking on the Happiness Index of 

156 countries around the world. 

According to the recently released World Happiness Report 2019, China’s happiness 

index ranks 93rd out of 156 countries worldwide (Taiwan and Hong Kong ranked 

25th and 76th respectively). In another ranking of Changes in Happiness from 2005-

2008 to 2016-2018, China ranks 39th in the world in 132 countries (Taiwan and Hong 

Kong ranked 29th and 66th respectively). Comparing the two rankings, it can be 

found that although China is still at the bottom 40% of overall happiness index, it has 

been trying to improve the happiness of its people in the past ten years. 

 
Source: World Happiness Report 2019 

 
1 World Happiness Report, edited by John Helliwell, Richard Layard and Jeffrey Sachs. 
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In China, a report on the National Happiness Index2 was released in 2016. It consists 

of four indicator systems: social health index, social welfare index, social civilization 

index and ecological environment index. The survey results show that the personal 

income level and the happiness index do not present a positive correlation - as the 

personal monthly income increases, residents’ happiness index increases first and then 

decreases. This finding is supported by many empirical studies in social science 

(Headey and Wearing, 1992; Diener et al. ,1993; King and Napa, 1998; Ng, 1997), 

that though rich people tend to be happier, increased income does not necessarily 

raise personal happiness over time (e.g., Easterlin 1974; Easterlin et al. 2010). Recent 

research in China has pointed out that satisfaction in terms of optimism, health, 

leisure, intimacy and public services are the top five factors that have the greatest 

impact on personal happiness (Yan, 2016). It reveals that after ensuring the basic 

living needs, Chinese people begin to pay attention to the cultural and spiritual needs 

of their daily lives (Bao, 2006).  

Development ideology, however, has had a huge impact on people’s everyday lives 

and public society (Wu and Wu, 2012). Rapid economic growth and urbanization in 

China have led to many social problems, such as a gap in wealth, employment 

pressure, a credibility crisis, environmental pollution, waste of resources, food safety 

hazards, and sub-health status. These problems are called “urban disease” by the 

academic community and seriously affect the well-being of Chinese society (Wang, 

2011; Wu, 2011; Chen, 2012 and 2013; Chai, 2015; Chen, 2010 and 2016; Xiang, 

2014). Because of this, various individuals and groups have resorted to alternative 

lifestyles in today’s China, whereby people can escape from the urban dilemma and 

pursue a better life.  

 

1.2 Looking for Alternative Lifestyles in China 

At the end of 2013, I read a magazine report which aroused my interest. The title of 

the article was “Chinese 80s young couple live in ‘seclusion’ in Lao Mountain, 

conducting an ideal lifestyle of self-sufficiency for years.” I learned from the report 

that Tang and Jane, who took on this adventure, had become tired of their urban life 

controlled by jobs, mortgages and deposits, and had decided to stop paying 

unreasonable rent and to pursue an alternative way of life. They started a new life on 

 
2 The report was published in Hangzhou by the Lifestyle Academy, a joint program between 

Tiida Culture and Jinan University. https://zj.zjol.com.cn/news.html?id=510389 
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Lao Mountain in 2010, that many changes have been made since then. Specifically, 

all the ‘basic necessities’ of life, such as clothes, food and cleaning products, needed 

to be produced by themselves. They also needed to grow vegetables, filter water, 

generate electricity and raise poultry. They even built a small stone house on the 

hillside. When I read this article for the first time, they had been living in ‘seclusion’ 
for almost four years, running a project called the AnotherLand (家園計劃). I was 

immediately attracted by the unique way of life explored and promoted by this young 

couple. Since then, stories with similar themes have become popular in Chinese social 

media. Those reports usually have a very compelling beginning: the young white-

collar quit his or her jobs in the city and went on to lead a rural idyll by lakes, in 

forests or on mountains. Their unique choices quickly caught the attention of the 

public at large, which brought more and more people with similar ideas together.  

As one of the most popular online platforms in China, Baidu’s “seclusion forum” (隱

居貼吧) has become a cyber space where this group of people can centrally exchange 

information and share resources. Up to 2016, there have been more than 200 thousand 

followers and 2.5 million posts that have covered 30 thousand themes. Whether in 

news reports or online platforms, “seclusion” (Yinju) is often used as a cultural 

metaphor to refer to a natural, healthy and comfortable way of life with a peaceful 

mood, beautiful landscapes and friendly communities. However, unlike the traditional 

interpretation of “seclusion,” its modern appropriation removes the part of leaving 

society and living alone. According to their posts on Baidu forum, they did not 

abandon their urban habits and identities. Most of them were willing to share the 

details of their everyday life in the countryside online, such as food harvested, daily 

meals, leisure activities and random thoughts. Some people even established living 

communities to call for like-minded friends to visit and join them. 

By adopting the modern rhetoric of “Yinju,” mass media make use of the traditional 

seclusion culture in Chinese society. As a result, some stereotypes and standards were 

imposed on those who returned to the countryside. They were often questioned by the 

outside world about the “authenticity” of their “hidden life,” such as whether they use 

smartphones and the Internet, whether they are faithful to a religious belief, whether 

their seclusion lasts for decades. All the biases lead the discussion to chaos. In the 

Baidu forum, many of urban-rural migrants showed a negative attitude towards the 

identity of ‘recluses’ or ‘hermits’ that the public imposed on them. The contradiction 

in defining who they are reveals that their special way of life should not be simply 
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labeled as a manifestation of the “traditional seclusion culture” in China. Instead, I 

need to distance my PhD study from the term “Yinju” and to approach my participants 

by listening to their own voices. 

 

1.3 Unveiling the Mystery of Modern Seclusion 

In late 2015, the active updates of the AnotherLand’s WeChat account allowed me to 

track the activities of this young couple again. At that time, they were planning to 

relocate the community of AnotherLand from Lao Mountain to Minhou County, 

Fujian Province. They renamed the “Self-sufficient Laboratory” the “Southern Life,” 

and recruited volunteers and long-term members to join their community-building. 

After two months of communication with Tang and Jane, the AnotherLand’s core 

members finally allowed me to visit their place as a researcher. In June 2016, as a 

warm up for my long-term fieldwork, I bought a train ticket from Shenzhen to 

Fuzhou.  

According to my three-day visit, I learned that the place the Southern Life located was 

provided free of charge by a local foundation. They did not reveal too much 

information about the foundation, and only told me that the AnotherLand has always 

maintained a good relationship with it. I took a close look at their way of life and 

interviewed three core members (Tang, Jane and Rong). I learned that there was a 

total of twelve long-term participants in the Southern Life. In addition to Tang’s 

couple, the other ten members had very different backgrounds and experiences. Some 

of them grew up in the city and had never lived in the countryside. Some others used 

to be migrant workers in first- and second-tier cities in China. In comparison, they 

had more complicated migration experiences between urban and rural areas. To my 

surprise, nearly half of the members did not have the necessary knowledge and skills 

in farming. At this stage, they were still unable to achieve self-sufficiency, that they 

had to buy or exchange food with other individuals and groups. It meant that the 

members needed a specific economic source to sustain their daily expenses, such as 

savings, part-time jobs, or sponsorship. The realistic situation of the community 

showed a clear contrast to the romantic rural life portrayed by the social media. 

Although the community members shared a preference for the natural landscape and 

peaceful countryside, their interpretations of “good life” differed greatly. “Our 

ultimate goal,” Tang told me, “is to build a self-sufficient ecological community. We 

hope to find another possible way to emancipate urban people from the crowded and 
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stressful city life.” But for Rong, a rural participant, he held a different understanding 

of alternative lifestyles in the countryside. He believed a good rural life was to have a 

few acres of farmland at the doorstep and have free time to fish by the river. In 

addition, I found that the members had different motivations for leaving the city, 

which ultimately influenced how they interpreted this way of life. The personal stories 

of the three participants once again proved that it is not appropriate to use the term 

“Yinju” (seclusion) to describe and represent this group of people. Since all of them 

lived and worked in the city before joining the Southern Life, and they all expressed 

their desire for a good life, I decided to use urban-rural migrants to describe this 

group of people and adopted intentional communities as a conceptual framework for 

studying their experiments of alternative lifestyles.  

 

1.4 Conceptual Framework and Research Questions 

In China’s current society, the population flow is mainly composed of two directions: 

from rural areas to urban areas, and from secondary cities to first-tier cities (Wang, 

2010). Mainstream migration is often characterized by the pull factors of chasing 

educational resources, employment opportunities and economic benefits (Chen, 

2018). But in this research, my participants chose to relocate to the countryside after 

working and living in the city for many years. This “reverse flow” weakens the 

economic purpose and emphasizes the satisfaction of personal life, which cannot be 

generalized by the categories of traditional migration studies. Specifically, urban-rural 

migrants show various types of escape, such as “from monotony and routine, or from 

the individualism, materialism and consumerism of contemporary lifestyles” (Benson 

and O’Reilly, 2007). Sometimes they are fleeing real experiences, such as divorce, the 

burden of debt, lack of security, dead-end jobs or a lonely and isolated retirement 

(Nudrali and O’Reilly, 2009; Oliver, 2008). In addition, urban-rural migrants also 

show a preference for the rural idyll. It embodies the seeming intimacy and cohesion 

of farming families and communities; the relaxed, ‘slow paced’ lifestyle; picturesque, 

‘clean-green’ and agriculturally productive landscapes, which existed in a 

romanticized Golden Past (Howland, 2008b). 

In view of this, intentional communities have proven to be a possible conceptual 

framework to present my participants’ complex experience from the city to the 

countryside. Specifically, ICs are characterized by small scale, consensus, co-

construction, co-creation, and utopian preferences. Such communities usually 
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emphasize on human rights and environmental sustainability and are made up of 

people who share the same ideals and values. The lifestyles they pursue and the 

ideology they advocate are regarded as social experimental fields because they are 

different from the culture of mainstream society. According to the existing literature, 

intentional communities can be divided into different types based on a number of 

dichotomies, such as “secular and religious, urban and rural, communal and 

cooperative, charismatic leadership and democratic governance” (Kozeny, 2005). 

Therefore, the framework of intentional communities provides researchers with 

opportunity to explore the alternative lifestyles of urban-rural migrants theoretically 

and practically. In addition, given “lifestyle” is regarded as a “part of the reflexive 

project of the self” (Giddens, 1991), intentional communities become the embodiment 

of reflexive life choices — “people reflect on alternative modes of living, rejecting 

some over others” (Favell, 2001). By providing thick descriptions of individual’s 

experiences and feelings, this study explores their motivation for leaving the city, 

their practice of everyday life, and their interpretation of rural idylls. 

The aim of this dissertation has been on the one hand, to contextualize the 

participants’ experiments of alternative lifestyles advocated by this intentional 

community within their personal biographies. On the other hand, it aims to 

demonstrate the complexity and diversity of the participants’ membership in the 

intentional community. It is through an ethnographic approach that I intend to fill a 

gap in the undeveloped field of intentional communities and make my original 

contribution to the knowledge of practical theory. The main research questions that 

guide this PhD study are: 

1. How do urban-rural migrants’ habitus and their alternative lifestyles build each 

other? 

2. To what extent do their lifestyle experiments in this intentional community fulfill 

their pursuit of good life? 

Through the analysis of the participants’ narratives, I argue that urban-rural migrants’ 

experiments of alternative lifestyles and the construction of intentional communities 

should be contextualized within their personal biographies. By apply ethnographic 

approaches, the study highlights the complexity and diversity of the participants’ 

membership in the intentional community. It is considered as a result of the mutual 

construction between individual’s reflexive habitus and their experiment of alternative 
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lifestyles. It ultimately proves that the intentional communities constructed 

collectively in today’s China can only partially fulfill urban-rural migrants’ pursuit of 

a good life.  

 

1.5 Methodologies and Theoretical Framework 

This study adopts an ethnographic approach to explore the personal biography of my 

participants and their experiments in alternative lifestyles in China’s countryside. As a 

qualitative method, ethnography focuses on “the perspectives of participants, the 

nature and forms of their knowledge, their interactions, practices and discourses” 

(Flick, Kardorff, & Steinke, 2004). Creswell (1994) and Punch (2005) also point out 

that the purpose of ethnography is to portray the everyday experiences of individuals 

by actively participating in their activities, to immerse oneself in the context where 

the research takes place, and to understand how others live from their point of view. 

In view of the significant differences among my participants, it is necessary to 

provide them an opportunity to voice their own ideas and experiences. Therefore, the 

ethnographic approach is most suitable way to explore my participants’ motivations’ 

for leaving the city, their practice of everyday life, as well as their interpretation of 

rural idyll. In addition, given ethnography has not been described as a unified 

paradigm but rather as “a diversity of approaches claiming to be ethnographic” 

(Hammersley, 1990, p.1), in-depth interview and participant observation are chosen 

as the leading methods in data collection during my fieldwork. 

The ontological and epistemological assumptions of this study is grounded on two 

ideas. First, individual’s habitus is characterized by inherent reflexivity and 

flexibility, that they are able to “act or participate effectively in the different social 

fields in which they play a part” (Sweetman, 2009); and second, the reflexive habitus 

can be well formed and embodied in their lifestyle experiments in the intentional 

community. Bourdieu’s theory suggests that habitus is “our predisposed ways of 

thinking, acting and moving in and through the social environment that encompasses 

posture, demeanor, outlook, expectations and tastes” (Sweetman, 1990). Moreover, 

habitus “is not only a structuring structure, which organizes practices and perceptions 

of practices, but also a structured structure” (Bourdieu, 1984, p. 170). It has emerged 

as an optimal construct that reconciles structure and agency as mutually defined, in 

that structure “becomes something that is given meaning to the extent that it is 

embodied in individuals” (Park, 2009:4). On this basis, Sweetman (2003) argues that 
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“reflexivity and flexibility is itself deeply embedded, or rather that a capacity for – 

and predisposition towards – reflexive engagement is characteristic of certain forms 

of contemporary habitus... [which] renders it a more durable or stable characteristic” 

(2003: 537). Through this reflexive process, the mutual construction between my 

participants’ habitus and their alternative lifestyles can be presented and discussed. 

 

1.6 Outline of the Study  

In order to better contextualize this research, the next chapter of literature review will 

introduce the social background, main concepts and theoretical framework of this 

study. It will first present the urban problems arising from the rapid development of 

China’s economy and urbanization, which has seriously affected the well-being of 

urban people and caused urban-rural migrants’ escape from the city. The second 

section will discuss Western and Chinese literature on lifestyle studies. From “the 

styles of life” to “life-styles”, the evolution of this concept fully demonstrates the 

relationship between structure and agency. In the third section, self-reflexivity will be 

introduced to Pierre Bourdieu’s notion of habitus through a theoretical dialogue. 

Reflexive habitus is adopted as an ontological and epistemological perspective to 

analyze the participants’ experiment of alternative lifestyles in the countryside. The 

fourth section will introduce a new approach of urban-rural migration that highlights 

specific narratives such as the tourism-informed mobility, the rhetoric of counter-

urbanization, the preference for natural landscapes, and the pursuit of good life. The 

last section will review the history of population mobility in China after 1949. It can 

help to better understand the research object of this research by providing a necessary 

background. 

The methodology chapter will first explain my adoption of ethnography as the best 

way to carry out this research, that in-depth interview and participant observation 

were chosen as the leading methods in this ethnographic approach. It will then 

introduce the basic information of the eighteen participants and explain why I chose 

seven of them as the main interviewees. It will provide an introduction for 

participants who are not discussed in detail in the data chapters. In the third and fourth 

sections, I will discuss the methodological tools that I used in data collection and data 

analysis. I will show the rationale for taking narrative analysis as a valid approach in 

line with ethnography. In the sections of data collection and data analysis, I will 

discuss how the dialogic approach assists me to collect data, as well as the rationale 
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for taking narrative analysis as a valid approach that is consistent with data collection 

methods. In the section on reflexivity, I will engage in a discussion of who I am for 

my participants, as well as how my identity as a researcher from Hong Kong 

influenced my fieldwork. Finally, I will show the validity of this ethnographic 

research. 

The fourth chapter will introduce the background, definition and classification of 

intentional communities, which is taken as the conceptual framework of this study. It 

will also provide a detailed description of the basic information of the community 

where I conducted my fieldwork. In the section of “Intentional Communities,” it 

shows that ICs contain a greater diversity of forms and many of them try to 

distinguish their living group from the stereotype of “communes”. The second section 

introduces the structures, settings and rules of the AnotherLand’s community as a 

social organization. It will attempt to give readers a better understanding of the 

intentional community in this study by answering several questions. For example, 

how are the community and the individuals financed? What is the relationship of the 

community to the outside world? What is the role of the Foundation? In the third 

section, “ICs as ‘Successes’ or ‘Failures’,” discusses the criteria for measuring the 

success of intentional communities. It will argue that the success of communal groups 

can be self-defined as long as they have ability to serve the needs of their members.  

The fifth, sixth and seventh chapters contain the data analysis and findings generated 

by this research. The fifth chapter, “Searching for a Way Out,” will introduce the 

establishment and development of the AnotherLand and the personal biography of its 

main founder, Tang. The first three sections will show how Tang’s experience led to 

his critique of urban society, the escape from the city, and exploration of the 

sustainable lifestyle in the mountains. The latter two sections will show the 

transformation brought by Tang’s cooperation with the RR Foundation to their 

intentional community after it relocating to rural Fuzhou. It aims to demonstrate that 

Tang’s reflexive habitus and his experiments of alternative lifestyles in the 

countryside are mutually constructed. As a result, a mode of Half-Farmer and Half-X 

lifestyle has been formed during the negotiations. 

In the sixth chapter, “The Half-Farmer and Half-X,” the three participants’ (King, 

Tong, Jane) experiments of specific Half-Farmer and Half-X lifestyles in the 

community will be discussed in detail. Given the Half-Farmer and Half-X lifestyle 



 10 

was described as an ideal way for participants to develop self-reflexivity and form a 

new habitus, the chapter will try to answer to what extent it can fulfill the 

participants’ pursuit of a good life. It will demonstrate that the specific lifestyles 

developed by my participants have formed and maintained different relationship with 

the Southern Life. The chapter will argue that King, Tong, and Jane’s lifestyle 

experiments interacted with their reflexive habitus and brought changes to it. It once 

again proved that the two sides were mutually constructed by taking the mode of 

Half-Farmer and Half-X lifestyles. 

The seventh chapter, “One Size Fits All?” will continue to show the lifestyle 

experiments of one urban and two rural participants (Ceng, Sherry, Rong) who did not 

successfully develop the specific Half-Farmer and Half-X lifestyles and eventually 

left the Southern Life. It will discuss the tension and interaction embodied in the 

collective rural life and answer to what extent it fulfilled their pursuit of a good life. It 

will demonstrate that there was a gap between the mode of Half-Farmer and Half-X 

lifestyles and the real rural life, that a clash between urban habitus and rural habitus 

has been highlighted in the community. It will then reveal the modernity 

characteristics of Half-Farmer and Half-X lifestyles, as well as a forming hierarchy in 

the Southern Life. It will prove that this specific intentional community constructed 

collectively in the countryside could only partially fulfill my participants’ pursuit of 

good life. 

The main findings will be summarized and presented in the conclusion chapter. The 

chapter will provide answers to the main research questions and will highlight again 

the complexity and diversity of the participants’ lifestyle experiments, as well as their 

membership in the intentional community. I will argue that my participants’ reflexive 

habitus and their experiments of alternative lifestyles in the community are mutually 

constructed. Besides, the alternative lifestyles constructed collectively in China’s 

countryside can only partially fulfill urban-rural migrants’ pursuit of good life. It will 

then stress the importance of interrogating issues such as personal biographies and 

social networks in the intentional community, which will help to answer the questions 

of why people escape from the city and how they experiment with alternative 

lifestyles. Finally, it will discuss the study’s limitations and will provide suggestions 

for further research. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

 

This chapter consists of five parts. It introduces the background, main concepts and 

theoretical framework of this study. In the section on “Urban Diseases in China,” it 

reveals the urban problems arising from the rapid development of China’s economy, 

which has seriously affected the well-being of urban people and caused my 

participants’ escape from the city. The second section discusses Western and Chinese 

literature on lifestyle studies. From “the styles of life” to “life-styles”, the evolution of 

this concept fully demonstrates the relationship between structure and agency. 

Individual’s pursuit of specific lifestyles also leads the discussion to the theoretical 

focus of this research – reflexive habitus. In the third section, “Theoretical 

Orientation,” self-reflexivity is introduced to Pierre Bourdieu’s notion of habitus 

through a theoretical dialogue. The concept of reflexive habitus is adopted as an 

ontological and epistemological perspective to analyze my participants’ experiment of 

alternative lifestyles in the countryside. The fourth section introduces a new approach 

of urban-rural migration that highlights specific narratives such as the tourism-

informed mobility, the rhetoric of counter-urbanization, the preference for natural 

landscapes, the exploration of self-realization and the pursuit of good life. In order to 

contextualize the lives and circumstances of my participants from the perspective of 

Chinese Society, the last section reviews the history of population mobility in China 

after 1949. It can help to better understand the research object of this research by 

providing a necessary background. Based on the literature review, my aim is to 

propose a more individual and dialectical approach to study alternative lifestyles and 

to attach an inherent self-reflexivity to the unconscious “structuring structures” of 

habitus. 

 

2.1 “Urban Diseases” in China  

Urbanization is a universal path for social development on a global scale. According 

to the courses of urbanization in Western countries (Chen and Liu, 2012), the scale of 

urbanization in the UK has increased from 26% to 70% in 90 years; It took 120 years 

for France and the United States to increase from 25.5% to 71.7%, and from 25.7% to 

75.2%. China’s urbanization has only taken fifteen years to increase from 28% to 

45%, and it has increased by 1% annually. By 2010, China’s urbanization had reached 

47%. It will reach 75% by 2035. The same urbanization process in China took 
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one-quarter of the time compared to Britain’s and one-quarter of the time in France 

and the United States, showing characteristics of “compressed modernity” (Chang, 

2009). Against this background, China’s rapid urbanization has led to a concentrated 

outbreak of “urban diseases” (Wang, 2011; Wu, 2011; Chen, 2012 and 2013; Chai, 

2015; Chen, 2010 and 2016; Xiang, 2014). The emergence of these urban problems 

has seriously affected the well-being of urban people and caused my participants’ 

escape from the city. This section will provide an overview of the three typical types 

of “urban diseases” that Chinese cities are facing at present. These urbanization 

problems are not only experienced by Western countries, but also urgently need to be 

resolved in China’s social transformation. They are urban poverty, middle-class angst 

and environmental health. 

 

2.1.1 Urban Poverty   

The World Development Report issued by the World Bank in 1990 declared that 

urban poverty would be the most serious and politically explosive problem in the 21st 

Century. From the perspective of sociology, poverty is a sum of various factors 

related to society, economy and culture (O.Lewis, 1966). The Blue Paper of the 

British Government pointed out that poverty and inequality refer not only to 

economic shortages, but also how long you can live and how good your quality of life 

is (Zhou, 1988). Kincaid (1973) believes that poverty refers not only to the lowest 

level of income distribution, but also to a low status in society. Poverty is a special 

situation of no rights: when faced with pressure from powerful groups in society, a 

person is unable to control his living environment (Kincaid, 1973). 

In academia, the concepts of “underclass” and “social exclusion” are often used to 

analyze the urban poor, referring to the existence of a special poverty class excluded 

from the traditional social stratification (Mohan,2000; Woodward,1995). The Swedish 

scholar Myrdal (1962) first proposed this concept to describe those who fell victim to 

economic development. He pointed out that the wealthy American society was 

forming the lowest class of society, composed of the unemployed, the potentially 

unemployed and the hidden unemployed. To a large extent, they are hopelessly 

separated from their fellow citizens and unable to share their lives, aspirations and 

gains (Gans, 1993). Nathan (1987) pointed out in his broad definition of the lower 

class that poor urban residents lacking technical qualifications or education had only 

limited links with the labor market. 



 13 

With economic restructuring (the reconstruction of the welfare system) and social 

change (the transformation of economy and employment systems to post-Fordism), 

New Urban Poverty was born (Gans, 1993; Morris, 1993; Neef, 1993). In the past, 

wealthier people used to live in clean and quiet suburbs, while poor people could only 

stay in the slums of the city center because they were not able to afford expensive 

transportation and housing prices. Currently, neighborhoods that were mainly 

inhabited by the poor are being gentrified, with the poor being replaced by 

professionals (Popenoe, 1996). Over the past two decades, although gentrification has 

brought about the revival of urban centers, it has also resulted in the loss of their 

homes for the poor, even leading to homelessness. After urban renovation they could 

no longer afford the rent (MinGione, 1993). 

The emergence of an “underclass” and the expansion of urban poverty should be seen 

as a historical process. At present, urban poverty in China shows the following 

characteristics: the number and proportion of urban poor people are on the rise (China 

Population and Development Report issued by the National Population and Family 

Planning Commission). The emergence of a large number of rural surplus labor force 

and the rapid growth of urban populations, as well as the unfair distribution and the 

widening gap between the rich and the poor brought about by the development of 

private ownership and marketization, which made the social differentiation distinct 

(Li, 2002; Cai, 2003). In particular, the long-term urban-rural dichotomy system in 

China has resulted in social exclusion of migrant workers in terms of employment, 

housing, welfare and other social policy, making the rural population flowing into the 

city a major component of the urban poor (Hu, 2001; Meng, 2005; Wang, 2001). At 

the same time, China’s first- and second-tier cities have shown varying degrees of 

gentrification, forcing some people living in cities to face a crisis of survival – old 

neighborhoods have been replaced by emerging business districts, aggravating the 

formation of the lower class (Su and Lin, 2003). 

In some of the Chinese literature, Xiao’s research (1999) suggests that there is a 

relative sense of deprivation among the urban poor in China, mainly due to the sense 

of injustice, loss and crisis caused by the social system. Wang Ying’s research (2000) 

points out that the contradiction between migrant population and the original urban 

population, the rich and the poor, the “noble community” and the ordinary community 

will become increasingly tense in urban spaces. Zheng and Xu (1995) believe that the 
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gradual differentiation in social strata in urban society has further polarized people’s 

social status, lifestyle, consumption level and demand for living environment. Pan and 

Wang (1997) introduced the concept of urban spatial quality. Low-income residents 

are mainly concerned about the habitability of urban space, that they pursue the 

convenience and infrastructure of living communities. High-income and affluent 

residents are more concerned about the comfort of urban spaces, pursuing a safe and 

beautiful environment. The above urban poverty issues have a negative impact on the 

quality and happiness of people’s city life. 

 

2.1.2 Middle-class Angst 

According to the Global Wealth Report of 2015 released by the Credit Suisse 

Research Institute on October 13, 2015, the personal wealth of the Chinese middle 

class, with a total population of 109 million, has increased six times since 2000. 

However, the national sample survey data of the Institute of Sociology of the Chinese 

Academy of Social Sciences in 2006, 2008, 2011, 2013 and 2015 show that the 

proportion of Chinese people who identify themselves as middle and upper middle 

class is significantly lower than that of other countries (including developed countries 

such as the United States and Japan, as well as developing countries such as India and 

Brazil). The proportion of the lower middle class and the lower class is higher than 

that of those countries (Li, 2016). The comparison of the two sets of data shows that 

there is a bias in the subjective strata identification of the Chinese people, and the 

sense of belonging of the middle class is low (Bian and Lu, 2002; Dong, 2007; Gao, 

2013; Feng, 2011; Liu, 2001). Some studies have found that the indicators of 

objective socioeconomic status such as education, income and occupational status 

have very limited interpretation to the Chinese people’s subjective strata 

identification, which is contrary to the classic theory of “the status of determinism” 

(Lu and Zhang, 2006; Liu, 2002). 

Jackman (1973) once pointed out that as an integral part of class consciousness, the 

subjective strata identification reflects “the individual’s perception of his position in 

the social stratum structure,” which is closely related to a person’s lifestyle and social 

action (Kluegel, 1977). In China, although the middle class embedded in the social 

structure has advanced consumption ability in daily life and leads the direction of 

future consumption, the rising cost of living, such as housing, children’s education, 

medical care and pension in core consumption experience, suppresses the wealth 
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accumulation of the middle class and reduces their life satisfaction (Li, 2003). Taking 

public services as an example, the development speed of basic public services in 

China lags behind the overall economic growth rate, and the quantity and quality of 

public services lags behind the actual needs of the public (Li and Liu, 2008). Its main 

problems are: inadequate financial investment in education, science, health, social 

security and other aspects of public services; serious imbalance in the development of 

public services between the eastern, central and western regions; and the absence of a 

pluralistic social participation mechanism and an effective regulatory mechanism for 

public services (Wang, Yuan and Liu, 2003). The overall low level of social security 

and public services has caused a lack of security in the middle class. 

According to the national sample survey data of the Institute of Sociology of the 

Chinese Academy of Social Sciences in 2015, about 40% (39.4%) of the middle class 

claimed that “the burden of life is heavy and the pressure is high,” while about 60% 

(62.9%) of the middle class believed that “the level of social security is too low to 

play a role in security.” Changes and uncertainties brought about by social 

transformation have affected the strata identification of the Chinese middle class 

(Liang, 2018). China’s rapid economic growth and social changes in the past decades 

have led to a social mentality: the strong desire for material and the resulting sense of 

dissatisfaction (Gao, 2013; Wei, 2005). Li Chunling (2003) described the 

characteristics of China’s middle class as follows: 

The middle class, which has benefited from the rapid economic growth of the past 

three decades, often shows strong individualism and materialism. In particular, the 

lower middle class has a stronger material desire and the urge to pursue a higher 

status. For example, they want to make more money, buy bigger houses, and 

upgrade more luxurious cars. And this high expectation will bring anxiety and 

uneasiness, so that they always feel that they have not yet reached the ideal life of 

the middle class. 

For this reason, the lower middle class shows more concern about the security of 

social life. The same data sources in 2015 showed that 95% of the middle class 

believed there was a lack of “food safety”; 34% believed there was a lack of “traffic 

safety”; 29% believed there was a lack of “medical safety”; 23% believed there was a 

lack of “personal privacy security” and “personal safety”; 21% believed there was a 

lack of “property safety”; and 20% believed there was a lack of “labor safety.” In 
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addition, they are also sensitive to trust in government. They show more criticism of 

inefficiency and injustice in government departments, and corruption and abuse of 

authority by officials (Chen and Li, 2009). Deviation between China’s fast-growing 

economy and the relatively lagging social, cultural, moral, values and institutional 

development is the source of anxiety among the middle class (Li, 2003). 

 

2.1.3 Boredom of Modernity  

In order to maintain the middle class’s lifestyles and social status, urban people are 

caught in a mechanical cycle of hard work and hard play, which is also a 

manifestation of middle-class angst (Liang, 2018). It causes them a series of negative 

emotions, such as the senses of boredom, anxiety and confusion. According to the 

academic discussion, the urban sentiment represented by “boredom” and “emptiness” 

has been regarded as “an ethical and existential problem of great significance” (Dalle 

Pezze and Salzani, 2009; Svendsen, 2005). With the deepening of globalization, 

modernization and urbanization, scholars in the field of humanities and social 

sciences have begun to interpret this series of “nameless emotions” as products of the 

modern world. It is a broad emotional experience that is closely related to the 

consolidation of modernity itself, “a subjective malaise intrinsic to the social forces 

that suppress modernity” (Gardiner, 2012).  

In order to interpret the emotional experiences of urban people, it is necessary to have 

a deeper understanding of the condition of modernity. Benjamin pointed out the 

“epidemic of boredom” prevailing in Western society as an important group 

phenomenon since 1840s (1999a: 108). He believes that this is the the “atrophy of 

experience” of social life caused by mechanization and urbanization (Gardiner, 2012). 

According to Lefebvre’s description, in the pre-modern society, humans’ production 

activities were carried out on the basis of inherent time scales, such as the twenty-four 

solar terms3 used to guide farm work in the traditional Chinese calendar, which had 

 
3 The ancient Chinese divided the sun’s annual circular motion into twenty-four segments, calling each 
segment a specific ‘Solar Term’. The criteria for its formulation were developed through the 
observation of changes of seasons, astronomy and other natural phenomena. The element remains of 
particular importance to farmers for guiding their practices. Some rituals and festivities are associated 
with the terms, which have contributed to the community’s cultural identity. Twenty-four solar terms 
are a general term, consisting of twelve Zhongqi and twelve Jieqi. They are Spring Commences, Spring 
Showers, Insects Waken, Vernal Equinox, Bright and Clean, Corn Rain, Summer Commences, Corn 
Forms, Corn on Ear, Summer Solstice, Moderate Heat, Great Heat, Autumn Commences, End of Heat, 
White Dew, Autumnal Equinox, Cold Dew, Frost, Winter Commences, Light Snow, Heavy Snow, 
Winter Solstice, Moderate cold, Severe cold. 
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been formed in the Spring and Autumn Period and the Warring States Period (it is 

also an essential time element of the pastoral lifestyle). Through the understanding of 

time, people have formed an understanding of order. Daily life in the farming society 

was organized and a rich culture produced.  

The natural repetitive cycle is intertwined with human activities, fully embodying the 

rhythmic fusion of nature and the human body. There is “always something 

unexpected, always something which seems to be a fragment but is suddenly a whole” 

(Lefebvre, 1995; Gardiner, 2012). Things are created afresh. Nature is considered to 

represent a fecundity, a fundamental power for circular development and recreation. 

Similarly, this apparent periodicity or repetitiveness carried by everyday life is 

profoundly presented and embodied in a world in which poetry and matter coexist. 

Gardiner argues based on his research on Lefebvre’s theory of everyday life (1995) 

that “pre-capitalist communities embodies people’s richly complex and fully 

integrated ‘styles of life’, that in pre-modern societies people themselves were 

integrated into a more coherent way of life marked by customs, festivals, rituals and 

celebrations”. Correspondingly, the establishment of concrete “styles of life” in turn 

consolidates its connection with these elements, fragments and rhythms, which 

manifests the uniqueness and qualification of “non- accumulative societies” 

(Lefebvre, 1995). 

Gardiner (2012) traces a transformation in our experience of time, that the formation 

and nature of modern emotions depends on this: 

We witness a shift to a purely quantitative time favoring a formal, decontextualized 

knowledge, and which is experienced as abstract, linear, sequential, predictable and 

monotonous. This is an epochal transition from cyclical historical time to an 

abstract, linear form that might be termed ‘commodity time’. The time of 

modernity is determined by the logic of the commodity and its endless flows and 

homeostatic circuits, of exchange- rather than use-value...The economy becomes 

the central axis of society and the fulcrum of historical transformation, and all the 

diverse realms of society are subordinated to the project of capital accumulation 

and enhanced technological control, increasingly under the aegis of the state (p.7). 

In this case, human’s labor is quantified and homogenized, just like the character on 

the factory assembly lines that Chaplin shaped in his classic movie The Modern Age, 

the subject of the concept of “alienation” created by Marx in The Economic and 
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Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844. It reveals that “a fully quantified social time is 

indifferent to day and night, to the rhythms of impulses” (Lefebvre, 2005). The 

interaction between man and nature in pre-modern society is greatly weakened. For 

urbanites, the seasonal transformation represented by solar terms is hard to perceive. 

The human body lacks a reliable basis for its daily routine, and the human’s life 

rhythm gradually fades away. 

In order to meet the demands of “commodity time,” the human body has to be 

“trained to incorporate stereotypical actions and gestures into modes of bodily 

deployment to the point of near-automatism, what Lefebvre calls dressage” (Gardiner, 

2012). Gardiner summarizes the explanations of Benjamin and Lefebvre about the 

relationship between modernity and boredom: 

Although urbanization represents a spirit of stability, continuity and progress in all 

sectors of life under modernity, it masks a deeper homogenization and repetitive 

sameness (Benjamin, 1999). The sense of “lassitude, boredom and fatigue” 

undermines the assumption that the historical trajectory of modernity is one of 

boundless improvement and appropriately sunny optimism (Lefebvre, 2005). 

Urbanites’ emotions and feelings raise the “problem of style in life” (Lefebvre, 

1987). 

In A Philosophy of Boredom, Lars Svendsen (2005) notes that modernity measures 

the legitimacy of self-realization, that each keyword of experience and each stage of 

life must have quality, value and moral, which in turn implies both individuals’ lives 

and souls must always be “interesting.” This is consistent with Lefebvre’s argument 

that modern people’s worship of the interesting is related to the over-stimulation of 

modern culture, while the latter quickly reaches a saturation point, is merely the flip 

side of boredom (Gardiner, 2012). Consumer behavior pursued by leisure and interest 

not only fails to help people to escape the monotony and dullness of daily life, it 

instead produces a commoditized “lifestyle”- thence “replacing real unhappiness by 

fictions of happiness” (Lefebvre, 1991a). 

 

2.1.4 Environmental Health 

Despite the remarkable achievements of urbanization in China, some data show that 

Chinese subjective well-being or life satisfaction has not increased significantly with 

the rapid economic growth (Zhou, et al., 2015). One of the reasons for this result is 
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that residents’ well-being is not only related to individual characteristics such as the 

income and social status of themselves and their families, but also closely related to 

various external conditions that affect quality of life (Yang et al., 2014). Many studies 

in China and the West show that as income levels increase, people’s demand for a 

good ecological environment also increases, and the impact of eco-environmental 

quality on residents’ well-being is increasingly prominent. Levinson’s (2012) 

empirical analysis of American society shows that shows that air pollution can 

significantly reduce the well-being of residents; Ferreira et al. (2013), Rehdanz and 

Maddison (2008), MacKerron and Murato (2009) use social survey data from 

different countries and regions to draw a conclusion consistent with the above 

research. 

Zhai (2010) and Smyth et al. (2008) studied the environmental preferences of Chinese 

urban residents. The former found that the more satisfied the environment, the happier 

the urban residents felt. The latter believes that pollution has a significant adverse 

effect on the subjective well-being of urban residents. Empirical studies of Huang et 

al. (2013), Yang et al. (2014), Li et al. (2015), Wu et al. (2015) and Zheng et al. 

(2015) show that environmental pollution or deterioration of air quality has a negative 

impact on residents’ well-being in general. The impact of the environment on the 

well-being of Chinese residents has obvious heterogeneity. For example, Huang et al. 

(2013) found that environmental pollution has a greater impact on the subjective 

well-being of residents in the eastern region than in the western region; Zheng et al. 

(2015) found that the impact of air pollution on residents’ happiness differs between 

urban and rural areas; Li (2015) believes that the impact of environmental pollution 

on the well-being of different income groups is also different.  

The impact of the ecological environment on residents’ well-being is mainly caused 

by the following four aspects: First, the ecological environment affects residents’ 

health. Poor ecological conditions increase the likelihood of disease and concerns 

about health issues, thereby reducing people’s well-being (Yang et al., 2014). Second, 

a good ecological environment can effectively enhance the livability of a region, 

thereby enhancing the subjective well-being of residents (Huang et al., 2013; 

Li, 2015). Third, from the perspective of the sustainability of income growth, 

economic development in exchange for the destruction of the ecological environment 

can only be short-term. In the long run, sustainable income growth must be based on a 

harmonious relationship between man and nature (Wu et al., 2015). Residents’ 
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expectations for the sustainability of income growth and their actual gains under 

green development will enhance their well-being (Zheng et al., 2015). The fourth is 

psychological benefits and aesthetic perception. Mackerron et al. (2013) found that, 

compared to the urban environment, beautiful natural environments make people 

happier. Open space for social interaction, recreation and exercise can help reduce 

anxiety and depression levels and improve mental and physical health (Dolan, 

Peasgood and White, 2008). In addition, a high-quality natural environment can 

enhance subjective well-being through biophilia, which is the psychological benefit of 

people interacting with other living organism (Wilson, 1993).  

According to statistics compiled by Smyth, Mishra and Qian (2008), urban China has 

experienced substantial environmental degradation. In 2005, just 31% of Chinese 

cities met national air quality standards and more than 75% of water in rivers in 

China’s urban areas cannot be used for drinking or fishing (Economy 2007). In 2007, 

China had sixteen of the world’s twenty most polluted cities, that only 1% of China’s 

urban population of 560 million breathed air considered safe in the European Union 

(World Bank 2007). Levels of fine particulate matter in some Chinese cities reach 

forty times the recommended exposure limit set by the World Health Organization. It 

is estimated that the annual number of premature pollution-related deaths in China is 

as high as 750,000. Kahn and Yardley (2007) also pointed out the severe ecological 

crisis in China: 

Expanding car ownership, heavy traffic and low-grade gasoline have made autos 

the leading source of air pollution in major Chinese cities. Emissions of sulfur 

dioxide from coal and fuel oil, which can cause respiratory and cardiovascular 

diseases as well as acid rain, are increasing even faster than China’s economic 

growth. In 2005, China became the leading source of sulfur dioxide pollution 

globally, the State Environmental Protection Administration, or SEPA, reported 

last year. Other major air pollutants, including ozone, an important component of 

smog, and smaller particulate matter, called PM 2.5, emitted when gasoline is 

burned, are not widely monitored in China. Medical experts in China and in the 

West have argued that PM 2.5 causes more chronic diseases of the lung and heart 

than the more widely watched PM 10. 

Based on China’s environmental situation, the Lifestyle column of the New York 

Times has reported several stories of “environmental migrants” fleeing metropolitan 
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China (Huang, 2013). This has led to a new category of mobility studies: lifestyle 

migration. 

 

2.2 Lifestyle of Sociology  

In order to understand individual’s pursuit of alternative ways of life within “wider 

sociological, historical and material contexts” (Bauman, 2008), it is necessary to 

review the scholarship of the “life-styles” in particular — through which the 

relationship between agency and structure can be better presented (e.g. Marx, 1972; 

Weber, 1968; Veblen, 1899). 

 

2.2.1 From “Styles of Life” to “Life-styles” 

The development process of the term “lifestyle” can be transformed into social and 

economic studies as an auxiliary concept. From 1845 to 1846, “styles of life” 

(lifestyle) was mentioned for the first time as an academic term in “The German 

Ideology” (the foundation of historical materialism), by Marx and Engels. In this 

book, as a highly correlated concept, “styles of life” is used to help explain a central 

concept in historical materialism: modes of production. In the classical theory of 

Marxism, “styles of life” has not yet been treated as an independent concept. Instead, 

this economic term plays the role of weaving the core concepts of production mode 

and productivity together, then leads to a series of political economy arguments 

(Marx, 1972). For example, Marx believes the mode of production restricts people’s 

way of life; in turn, styles of life is the expression of the mode of production. At the 

same time, the development of productivity takes a decisive part in the evolution of 

styles of life. Marxist theory also regards styles of life as an important indicator to 

identify the social classes, such as was used to analyze the French peasant class (Marx 

and Engel, 1972).  

Based on this academic foundation, as a successor and critic of Marxism theory, 

Weber shows his interests in this potential topic. Above the layer of modes of 

production, he takes a step further to connect “styles of life” with status groups; “all 

‘stylization’ of life either originates in status groups or is at least conserved by them” 

(Weber, 1975). In his very important article “Status Groups and Classes,” Weber 

argues the status groups with certain consumption patterns can be reflected by the 

styles of life, and vice versa: 



 22 

One might thus say that “classes” are stratified according to their relations to the 

production and acquisition of goods; whereas “status groups” are stratified 

according to the principles of their consumption of goods as represented by special 

“styles of life.” …In content, status honor is normally expressed by the fact that 

above all else a specific style of life can be expected from all those who wish to 

belong to the circle (Weber, 1968, p.307). 

What’s more, Thorsten Veblen is also a representative of the study of styles of life in 

early stage. The outstanding contribution of his work is to use historical sociology to 

deeply and systematically discuss the relevance of a particular style of life to a 

particular social class. The argument has demonstrated the cognitive value and 

explanatory power of the concept of styles of life to the class situation and status 

situation (Veblen, 1899). In his masterpiece “The Theory of the Leisure Class,” 

conspicuous leisure is treated as an essential symbol to describe people’s social status 

and esteem, and holds the usual place of honor in their scheme of life. In an industrial 

society, the possession of property becomes the basis of popular esteem, which means 

the group whose good esteem is to be secured in this way grows larger, and therefore 

more conspicuous consumption is required to indicate the imputation of merit for the 

leisure performed (Veblen, 1899). Conspicuous leisure as the style of life not only 

represents the social structure, also provides an explanation for class differences. 

Veblen’s discussion of leisure-oriented lifestyle is also well reflected in bourgeois 

bohemians (BOBOs). They are a more economically privileged, wealthy, even 

aristocratic minority in pursuit of alternative lifestyles defined as bohemian ideals 

(Korpela, 2013; Trundle, 2014).  

Since the early 1980s, “styles of life” has undergone a transformation from a short 

phrase to a compound word— “lifestyle”—and been widely used in sociology studies. 

Compared with its auxiliary role of helping to explain the concept of production mode 

and social class from Marx to Weber, in contemporary consumer society, “lifestyle” 

obtains a more explicit sociological significance: to refer to the distinctive living style 

of specific status groups. It implies individuality, self-expression and stylistic 

self-consciousness, which means one’s body, clothes, leisure pastimes, eating and 

drinking preferences, choice of holiday, etc., are to be regarded as indicators of the 

taste and sense of lifestyle of the owner/consumer (Featherstone, 1987). In this 

respect, the high frequency usage of the word “lifestyle” should not be simply 

interpreted as a representation of class differentiation and economic privilege, but is 
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more specifically related to “a part of a life project for the individual, or further the 

reflexive project of the self in the post-late modernity” (Giddens, 1991).  

Rather than unreflexively adopting a lifestyle, through tradition or habit, the new 

heroes of consumer culture make lifestyle a life project and display their 

individuality and sense of style in the particularity of the assemblages of goods, 

clothes, practices, experiences, appearance and bodily dispositions they design 

together into a lifestyle. (Featherstone, 1991a: 86) 

As discussed above, alternative lifestyles conducted in various forms is a result of the 

trend of consumerization and modernization all over the world. Based on it, Giddens 

(1991) claims that such constructed places “give material form to a particular 

narrative of self-identity… all choices related to consumption and everyday life are 

not simply decisions about how to act, but also about who to be (199 1:82).” 

Consumption offers “far greater choice in consumer practices and greater diversity 

and variability in defining and creating one’s social identity” (Wagner, 1994). 

O’Reilly (2009) also points out that “consumption enables individuals to sustain 

coherent lifestyles that reflect their self-identity”. Individuals increasingly ‘consume 

in ways which articulate to themselves and to others a sense of identity which may be 

autonomous from [their membership of] traditional status groups’ (Bocock, 1992). 

Sweetman further argues that, “engaging in a particular lifestyle no longer reflects our 

already existing status as members of a particular class, for example, but says 

something about who we – as individuals – have decided we are in the future” (2003). 

The pervading criticism of this approach--emphasizing the individual--is that it fails 

to account for the persisting influence of social structures on the individual (Benson, 

2009). This is because that different choices people make in life-styles selection and 

construction are usually mediated by “particular material circumstances and 

individual’s habitus” (O’Reilly, 2009). A detailed theoretical discussion between the 

two sides will be shown in next section. 

 

2.2.2 Lifestyle Studies in China 

In China, the rise of lifestyle studies is almost as long as the history of sociology 

reconstruction. Before reform and opening up, the discipline of sociology had been 

forbidden for twenty-seven years. It was less likely to regard lifestyle as a scientific 

term in the academic field (Wang, 1995, p41). However, the term “lifestyle” was 

often mentioned in another context, referring to the bourgeois way of life, which was 
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not to be applied positively in the everyday life of socialism. Since sociology resumed 

in 1978, lifestyle studies have sprung up and become an important research field in 

sociology (Wang, 1995, p43). It has not only become an important topic in the study 

of sociology, but also has been established as a sub-discipline of “life sociology” 

(Wang, 1995, p42). Lifestyle studies in China can be divided roughly into four stages.  

The first stage was from 1981 to 1984, when a few famous scholars put forward this 

research topic, such as in articles published by Yu, Luo, et al., (1982) in the fourth 

issue of Chinese Social Science. Yu pointed out that “lifestyle, social values and 

personal growth are issues that must be taken into account when studying the 

development strategy of China’s socialist.” Fei Xiaotong (1984) also discussed the 

issue of lifestyle and social change in his book Introduction to Sociology. At the time, 

the main task of lifestyle studies was to rethink and criticize the previous “ultra-

leftist” ideologies that hindered people’s pursuit of a reasonable way of life (Wang, et 

al., 1982). To be specific, it broke the thinking set of ascribing good living conditions 

to a bourgeois way of life, while ascribing poverty and conservative thought to the 

proletariat way of life. 

The second stage was from 1984 to 1987, a prosperous stage of lifestyle studies in 

China. The direct driving factor was the economic system reform adopted by the 

Third Plenary Session of the Twelfth Central Committee of the Communist Party of 

China in October 1984. It highlights the main tasks to form a civilized, healthy and 

scientific way of life that meet the requirements of the development of modern 

productivity and social progress (Wang, 1995, p44). It was the first time that official 

national documents put forward the issue of lifestyle construction. Since then, many 

scholars in the theoretical and empirical fields have participated in the discussion and 

research of lifestyle issues. Since Sociology first appeared in 1986, it has published a 

number of research results on lifestyle, with main topics including: the meaning, 

structure and constituent elements of the concept of lifestyle; the basic theory of 

sociological lifestyle study; the lifestyles of consumption, leisure, family and daily 

life; the lifestyles of youth, women, intellectuals, the elderly and ethnic minorities; 

and the lifestyles of different communities in urban and rural areas. A large amount of 

applied research provided valuable advice to decision-making bodies (Wang, 1995, 

p44). 



 25 

In its third stage, 1988 to 1992, lifestyle studies turned into a steady phase of 

theoretical and empirical fields. Based on the research experience of a large number 

of social surveys in previous stages, scholars who continually engaged in lifestyle 

studies obtained more solid and much deeper research achievements. This involved 

many aspects of social groups and social life in China and established an indicator 

system for style of living standard and living quality (Gao, 1998). The main topics at 

this stage highlighted the comparative study between the socialist lifestyle with 

Chinese characteristics and the Western capitalist lifestyle from the perspective of 

sociological history (Gao, 1998). The last stage is since 1993. China has carried out 

economic system reform aimed at the socialist market economy. This has raised many 

practical problems for the construction of a modern lifestyle. The rhetoric of “modern 

lifestyle” emphasized the connection between lifestyle, economic system and modern 

productivity. Modernization and urbanization were further regarded as the conditions 

fundamental to organizing lifestyle in Chinese society. This led sociologists to focus 

on the study of the development mechanisms of lifestyle (Wang, 2003).  

Since the mid-1990s, the “consumption revolution” in Chinese urban society has had 

a huge impact on people’s everyday lives and public society (Li, 1998; Barme, 1999; 

Wu, 1999; Davis, 2005; Croll, 2006; Dai and Lu, 2003; Wang, 2005a). Similar to the 

law of development of internal migration in China, lifestyle studies have also 

experienced a transition from collectivism to individualism. Influenced by 

consumption demand, consumption structure and consumption patterns, the lifestyle 

of Chinese society has ushered in change. New forms and characteristics of urban 

lifestyles are constantly updated (Wu et al., 2012). Production-oriented value that 

aims to accumulate material wealth is being replaced by life-oriented value (Bao, 

2006). After ensuring the basic needs of daily life, people try to meet their cultural 

and spiritual needs through developing individualized lifestyles and pay more 

attention to the sense of happiness and meaning that specific lifestyles can bring them. 

 

2.3 Theoretical Orientation          

This section has tried to clarify the ontological and epistemological perspectives of 

this study with regard to the theoretical framework. In view of the awareness of 

“urban diseases” and the needs for alternative lifestyles, the framework that I have 

adopted in this study is reflexive habitus. This notion is developed from the habitus 

proposed by Bourdieu in practice theory — an individualized process of characters, 
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skills and habits based on their personal experiences. It integrates and balances 

Giddens’s idea of identity, who understands it as a self-reflexive process through 

which individuals try to make sense of their experiences and develop a sense of who 

they are. For my participants who escape from the city and have the aspiration of rural 

idyll, their migration decision is here regarded as the result of a negotiation of 

reflexive habitus whereby they reflect upon their own lived experiences and embody 

their pursuit of good life by experimenting with alternative lifestyle in the 

countryside. 

In order to strike a balance between the theoretical positions of Giddens and 

Bourdieu, it is important to “refer to a flexible or reflexive habitus — certain forms of 

habitus may be inherently reflexive, far from limiting contemporary projects of 

identity construction” (Sweetman, 2003). Given reflexivity suggested as “second 

nature” for some people due to various social and cultural shifts (Sweetman, 2003), 

the implications of this notion make allowance for Bourdieu’s habitus for further 

explanation. The flexible or reflexive habitus discussed in this section clarify the 

ontological and epistemological perspectives and theoretical framework that I have 

used for this research. 

 

2.3.1 Reflexivity and Identity 

In simple- or organized-modernity, identities were ‘comparatively stable’, because 

they were firmly bound into coherent and integrative social practices. You were 

German and a white-collar employee, or English and a worker, but whatever you 

were it was not by your own choice. Ambivalences had been eliminated by 

comprehensive classificatory orders and the enforcing of these orders in practice. 

(Wagner, 1994: 159)  

In the era of late modernity, social differentiation has become less dependent on a 

fixed social hierarchy and individuals are correspondingly less constrained by social 

structures and categories (Beck, 1992). The continued “decline of traditional ties” 

implies that “the monitoring by the other of traditional conventions has been 

gradually replaced by the necessary self-monitoring, or reflexivity of late- or high-

modernity” (Warde, 1994). Compared with the given or comparatively stable identity 

in pre-modern social contexts, the role of reflexivity in the construction of individual 

identities has been increasingly emphasized by recent sociological theory (Beck, 

1992; Giddens, 1994).   
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George Herbert Mead defines reflexivity as “the turning back of the experience of the 

individual upon [her- or himself]” (1934) and Sara Delamont defines it as “a social 

scientific variety of self-consciousness” (Delamont, 1991: 8). Archer points out that 

reflexivity relates to the concept of “internal conversation” (2003), which 

theoretically describes the individual’s continued self-confrontation and their 

“complex dialogical interaction with the (changing) social environment” – “the 

regular exercise of the mental ability, shared by all normal people, to consider 

themselves in relation to their (social) contexts and vice versa” (Archer, 2003, 2007). 

Sweetman (2003) highlights the increasingly ambiguous and “reflexive nature of 

contemporary identities” in newer sociology theories: 

Self-identity has become ‘a reflexively organized endeavor’ (Giddens, 1991) and 

‘individuals must [now] produce, stage and cobble together their biographies 

themselves’ (Beck, 1994). It can be actively constructed from a range of available 

options on offer. But modern subjects also need to face both the burden and the 

liberation of constructing a coherent and viable sense of self-identity (Torkington, 

2010). This is because contemporary individuals now ‘have no choice but to choose 

how to be and how to act’ (Giddens, 1994) ...It indicates that the body is regarded 

‘less and less [as] an extrinsic ‘given’’, but has itself become ‘reflexively 

mobilized . . . [through] the pursuit of specific bodily regimes’ (Giddens, 1991: 7). 

No longer ‘‘accepted’, fed and adorned according to traditional ritual’, the body has 

become ‘a core part of the reflexive project of self-identity’ (Giddens, 1991: 178; 

see also Shilling, 1993). Appearance, which once ‘designated’ one’s ‘social . . . 

rather than personal identity’ (Giddens, 1991: 99) now acts as ‘a means of symbolic 

display, a way of giving external form to narratives of self-identity’ (Giddens, 

1991: 62) 

According to the discussion of lifestyle and consumption in the previous section, it 

can be known that “although modes of deployment of the body have to be developed 

from a diversity of lifestyle options, deciding between alternatives is not itself an 

option but an inherent element of the construction of self-identity. The more post-

traditional the settings in which an individual move, the more lifestyle concerns the 

very core of self-identity, its making and remaking. Life-planning in respect of the 

body is…a normal part of post-traditional social environments” (Giddens, 1991). 
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However, this reflexive interpretation of self-identity is challenged by Bourdieu’s 

notion of habitus. 

…in pointing to the ‘embeddedness’ of our dispositions and tastes – and suggesting 

that these are closely related to our material circumstances or class – Pierre 

Bourdieu suggests that lifestyle and identity may continue to reflect such structural 

characteristics, and be less susceptible to reflexive intervention than those such as 

Anthony Giddens and others have implied (p.529).  

 

2.3.2 Practice Theory and Habitus 

Practice theory is a theory of how social beings, with their diverse motives and 

intentions, make and transform the world in which they live (Kobo, 2015) — “a 

general theory of the production of social subjects through practice in the world, and 

of the production of the world itself through practice” (Ortner, 2006). Social practice 

can be described as a dialectic between social structure (rules governing behavior) 

and human agency (acting freely without the structural constraints) working back and 

forth in a dynamic relationship (Martin, 2015). Practice theory is strongly associated 

with Pierre Bourdieu’s three core concepts of capital (economic capital, cultural 

capital, social capital, symbolic capital), habitus (internalized dispositions and 

unconscious performance) and fields (social areas of strategy and practice). Bourdieu 

believes that agency is limited to a range of possibilities generated by the structure, 

while lifestyles are sets of practice that generated from play between structure and 

agency. He analyzes practices through a graphic metaphor based on the relationships 

between habitus, capital and field:  

[(habitus) (capital)] + field = practice (Bourdieu 1984, 101).  

It represents an important formulation of the principles of practice theory and has 

been applied to empirical data gathered through ethnography (Lambert and Surhone, 

2010). In the broadest terms, habitus is “a predominant or pre-reflexive orientation 

that is both durable and largely unconscious” (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992).  

The habitus, like every ‘art of inventing,’ is what makes it possible to produce an 

infinite number of practices that are relatively unpredictable . . . but also limited in 

their diversity. (Bourdieu, 1990: 55) 

According to Sweetman’s (2003) paraphrase of Bourdieu’s theory, habitus refers to: 
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…our overall orientation to or way of being in the world; our predisposed ways of 

thinking, acting and moving in and through the social environment that 

encompasses posture, demeanour, outlook, expectations and tastes. Informing both 

the smallest and largest of actions and gestures, habitus also encompasses bodily 

hexis; the way we walk, talk, sit and blow our nose (Bourdieu, 1984: 466). Whilst it 

may appear natural, habitus is a product of our upbringing, and more particularly of 

our class. It is class-culture embodied; an adaptation to objective circumstances that 

makes a ‘virtue of necessity’ through encouraging our tastes, wants and desires to 

be broadly matched to what we are realistically able to achieve (Bourdieu, 

1984:175). Habitus at least partially reproduces social structure; as the embodiment 

of social arrangements and material circumstance it ensures – broadly speaking – 

that we fulfil our destiny as members of a particular class. That said, habitus is also 

intended to dissolve the structure/agency dichotomy: as the embodiment of social 

structure, habitus allows us to act, to participate effectively in the various social 

fields in which we play a part. As a ‘system of durable, transposable dispositions’ 

(Bourdieu, 1977: 72, original emphasis), and the ‘generative principle of regulated 

improvisations’ (Bourdieu, 1990a:57; cited by Sweetman, 2003, p.532). 

It thus grants us “the conditioned and conditional freedom” of mobility to move to 

particular fields to which we have strong emotional attachments, albeit subject to 

various limitations and constraints in each field that “more or less specific norms, 

values, rules and interests apply” (Sweetman, 2009).  

Compared with Giddens’s (1991) argument that “contemporary lifestyles should be 

seen as manifestations of reflexive projects of the self”, Bourdieu believes it is just 

“the synthetic unity of the habitus, the unifying, generative principle of all practices,” 

which has its “stylistic affinity . . . to the fact that they are the products of transfers of 

the same schemes of action from one field to another” (Bourdieu, 1984). He offers 

some hints to interpret the reflexivity in everyday life, which can be also reflected in 

his notion of habitus. 

Habitus is not necessarily adapted to its situation nor necessarily coherent. It has 

degrees of integration and helps to determine what transforms it. If it is accepted 

that the principle of the transformation of habitus lies in the gap, experienced as a 

positive or negative surprise, between expectations and experience, one must 
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suppose that the extent of this gap and the significance attributed to it depend on 

habitus (2000: 149).  

According to Jenkins (2000), Bourdieu’s model of field and habitus is a closed and 

deterministic loop: “Structures produce the habitus, which generates practice, which 

reproduces the structures, and so on.” He further argues that, “it is difficult to know 

where to place conscious deliberation and awareness in Bourdieu’s scheme of things” 

(1992). McNay (1999) also points out that “habitus engenders a potentially infinite 

number of patterns of behavior, thought and expression that are relatively 

unpredictable but also limited in their diversity”. 

In response to this, Bourdieu himself (1990) insists on the importance of a reflexive 

sociology — by stressing “the generative capacities of dispositions”, he argues that 

“habitus both allows for and demands invention and improvisation”. As Bourdieu 

suggested, “social analysis” can “awake consciousness”: 

A form of ‘self-work’ that enables the individual to get a handle on his or her 

dispositions . . . The possibility and efficacy of this kind of self-analysis [are] . . . 

determined in part by the original structures of the habitus in question [and] in part 

by the objective conditions under which the awakening . . . takes place. (Bourdieu 

and Wacquant, 1992: 133, n. 86). 

However, Archer (2007) pointed out that the “mundane or quotidian reflexivity” that 

she describes “was never a part of Bourdieu’s theoretical discussion”. This is because 

Bourdieu believes that “reflexivity is either achieved through expert deliberations or 

structural crisis – it is not something that ordinary people use to make their way 

through the world” (2001: 111). Wacquant also noted that “without further 

specification, his signature obsession with reflexivity is vague to the point of near 

vacuity” (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992). As suggested by Sweetman (2009), 

reflexivity is restricted by habitus in the following two ways: 

In the first place, the habitus itself is not amenable to reflexive intervention: ‘The 

principles embodied in this way are placed beyond the grasp of consciousness, and 

hence cannot be touched by voluntary, deliberate transformation, cannot even be 

made explicit’ (Bourdieu, 1977: 94; see also Bourdieu, 1984: 466). Second, whilst 

‘durable but not eternal’, there is, nonetheless, ‘a relative irreversibility to this 

process . . . an inevitable priority of originary experiences and consequently a 
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relative closure of the system of dispositions that constitute habitus’ (Bourdieu, in 

Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992: 133, original emphasis). Habitus thus guides our 

action and limits what is even considered – certain practices are automatically 

excluded ‘as unthinkable’ (Bourdieu, 1990a: 54) – and even actions which appear 

strategic may in fact be guided by the habitus, and thus should not properly be 

regarded as such (Bourdieu, 1977: 73; 1990a: 53; 1990b: 10–11; cited by 

Sweetman, 2003, p.535) 

It can be inferred that reflexivity based on “rational choice” is only acquired in certain 

social conditions, which means “consciousness and reflexivity are both cause and 

symptom of the failure of immediate adaptation to the situation,” and “engenders a 

temporary disjunction between habitus and field” (Sweetman, 2009; Bourdieu, 

1990b). In view of the difficulties and ambiguities of Bourdieu’s concept of habitus, 

several sociologists (Lois McNay, 1999; Paul Sweetman, 2003; Lisa Adkins, 2003; 

Löıc Wacquant, 2013) thus proposed another argument: “reflexivity and flexibility 

may actually characterize the habitus, and that for those who display a flexible or 

reflexive habitus, processes of refashioning may be second nature rather than difficult 

to achieve”. 

 

2.3.3 The Flexible or Reflexive Habitus 

Before introducing reflexivity as part of habitus, Wacquant emphasized the difference 

between primary and secondary habitus in Bourdieu’s theory. 

The primary habitus is the set of dispositions one acquires in early childhood, 

slowly and imperceptibly, through familial osmosis and familiar immersion . . . it 

constitutes our base-line social personality as well as the ‘basis for the ulterior 

constitution of any other habitus’. The secondary habitus is any system of 

transposable schemata that becomes grafted subsequently, through specialized 

pedagogical labor that is typically shortened in duration, accelerated in pace, and 

explicit in organization (2013: 193).  

McNay (1999) explains that “Bourdieu invokes a more praxeological notion of 

temporality as protention – time as involving a ‘practical reference to the future’ – 

and thereby opens up the act of reproduction to indeterminacy and the potential for 

change” (Decoteau, 2016). She suggests that it is “the temporal nature of habitus” that 

enables us to acquire reflexivity. Besides, in Bourdieu’s theory, he fails to “bring the 
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conceptual implications of the idea of the field to bear on habitus, or to account for 

multiple subjectivity”. In response, McNay points out that: 

…contemporary society is marked by crises that stem from movement between and 

across fields, which leads to reflexivity and change. In order to understand how a 

multiply-layered habitus may lead to greater reflexivity and even social change, we 

need to situate the habitus within an analysis of field effects…People’s identities 

are constituted precisely through their participation in more than one field. Each 

individual person is always situated at the intersection of multiple overlapping 

fields, with disparate valuations and distributions of capital, which can provide 

each of us with multiple (and quite often contradictory) ontological orientations and 

perspectives. 

In addition to the apparent growth of cross-fields movement, reflexivity can also be 

considered as “the result of rapid, pervasive and ongoing changes to the social fields 

themselves” (Sweetman, 2003). In view of this, Sweetman (2003) suggests that along 

with the economic, social, cultural and wider structural shifts, “for some individuals, 

reflexivity and flexibility is itself deeply embedded, or rather a capacity for reflexive 

engagement is characteristic of certain forms of contemporary habitus, that a reflexive 

stance may be unreflexively adopted” (p.537).  

Specifically, reflexive stance can be embodied in several aspects: in terms of the 

shifting patterns of work and employment, reflexivity is increasingly demanded by 

“emotional labor (the rise of service industries),” considering that flexibility has “led 

to a more contingent or flexible attitude on the part of employees towards their own 

definitions of work and career” (Dwyer and Wyn, 2001; Featherstone, 1991). Besides, 

a significant trend of the breakdown of traditional social ties and increasingly 

contingent relationships also imply the greater need for reflexivity. Giddens argues 

that “social bonds have effectively to be made, rather than inherited from the past” 

(1994). To support this idea, Hochschild (1994) added: 

Relationships have become increasingly contingent and subject to reflexive 

monitoring of the sort that the former identifies. Whether linked to the increasing 

contingency of intimate relationships or otherwise, it is also the case that young 

people’s movements in and out of different living arrangements have – like their 

transitions from school to work – become increasingly complex and unpredictable, 

again suggesting that a reflexive approach to such changes is required. 
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Tseëlon (1995) further points out that “these trends are coupled with the extension of 

consumerism into previously less commercialized arenas”, such as fashion, education, 

healthcare and so on. Individuals are encouraged by consumer culture to avoid an 

acute sense of “low self-esteem” and improve their self-consciousness in a variety of 

contexts – “individuals of all classes . . . harness their rising expectations to venture 

along the road to self-improvement” (Featherstone, 1991). In view of this, it may also 

be the case that: 

…consumers respond to a greater degree of choice and uncertainty by developing a 

taste for variety in and of itself, the implication being that we are currently 

witnessing a shift in emphasis from connoisseurship or refinement – knowing what 

is best – to having a wide knowledge of all the alternatives (Alan Warde, Lydia 

Martens and Wendy Olsen, 1999). 

In addition, the rise of globalization and mass media becomes another decisive factor 

that contributes to the increasing likelihood of habitual reflexivity. It ensures that 

“individuals now have access to experiences ranging in diversity and distance far 

beyond anything they could achieve” (Giddens, 1991; Sweetman, 2003). The various 

factors listed above reveal that a reflexive stance is needed embodied in every aspect 

of daily life, from career to relationship to self-improvement. Individuals can choose 

their own ways of life based on a basic and general understanding of other options, 

which seems that alternative lifestyles become more and more achievable.  

As Beck (1994) points out that “living and acting in uncertainty has become a kind of 

basic experience” that nothing can be taken for granted. Although Crossley (2001) 

argues that “contemporary conditions do not simply demand a heightened degree of 

reflexivity, but may contribute to the development of a particular type of habitus”, 

Sweetman still believes “adopting a particular lifestyle may just lend temporary 

stability to one’s everyday life, that one has chosen to adopt” (2003, p.540). His 

argument provides support for the theory of Giddens (1991), that is the “specific 

choices are themselves open to continual revision” and “the individual cannot but be 

conscious that any such option is only one among plural possibilities” (Sweetman, 

2003).  

Moreover, according to Featherstone’s (1991) discussion on “uneasy reflexivity,” 

people today is eager to be “more than he is” by adopting “an investment orientation 

and a learning mode to life, consciously educating himself in areas of style and taste”, 
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without a strict loyalty and commitment to a particular field and initial habitus. As 

Bauman (2001) noted that “it may even be that, for some, it makes more sense to 

avoid trying to construct a viable, coherent and sustained sense of identity at all”. In 

view of this, reflexivity ultimately becomes habitual—the form of the flexible or 

reflexive habitus, and the notion of it can help to explain the questions of why and 

how people are increasingly able to “pick and mix” their specific lifestyles in the 

“supermarket of style”, which is especially embodied in their need for specific 

lifestyles in a variety of social contexts (Polhemus, 1995; Sweetman, 2003).  

In this section, the discussion of reflexive habitus is introduced through a theoretical 

dialogue among several theorists. In view of this, urban people who migrate from the 

city to the countryside, living at the crossroads between urban and rural lifestyles 

raises their awareness of the reflexivity in forming their habitus, which makes it a 

conscious and reflexive product. Especially for the middle class who have been living 

in the metropolis, moving to a non-metropolitan place with significantly different 

circumstances and a totally new set of rules will require alternative ways of dealing 

with the issues in real life and similarly raise inquiry of what sort of lifestyles they are 

aiming for. With regard to the theoretical framework of reflexive habitus, this study 

tries to answer two research questions: (1) How did my participants’ habitus and their 

alternative lifestyle build each other? (2) To what extent did their experiment in the 

countryside fulfill their pursuit of good life? Since my participants have chosen to 

experiment with alternative lifestyles through urban-rural migration, two types of 

urban-rural migration related to this study will be introduced next, as well as its 

spatial production of rural idylls. 

 

2.4 Urban-rural Migration    

In the mid-1990s, amidst intensifying global flows of capital, goods and culture 

products, “migration studies” emerged as a research paradigm seeking to capture all 

forms of human movement: refugees, students, consultants, volunteers, tourists and 

laborers (Hannam et al., 2006; Urry, 2007). Migration studies involves the (more or 

less) permanent movement of individuals or groups across symbolic or political 

boundaries into new residential areas and communities, affected by both push and pull 

factors (O’Reilly, 2000). Traditional migration has been commonly seen as resulting 

from economic, political and religious causes. it can be concluded that, particularly 

among Asian migrants, migratory decisions are mainly concerned with economic or 
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social situations, citing economic hardship as push factors; or better social and 

economic opportunities for their next generation--in terms of educational and 

employment prospects--as pull factors (Nagatomo, 2014). 

Since entering the 21st century, an increase in the migration of relatively affluent 

individuals from metropolitan to non-metropolitan areas in pursuit of an enhanced 

quality of life (Croucher, 2015) has become a migratory trend which cannot be simply 

classified into the traditional migration with the category of economy, politics, race, 

religion and so on. A wide landscape of contemporary migrations has been involved 

in this new and growing migration pattern (cf. Khoo et al., 2011), such as retirement 

migration, leisure migration, (international) counterurbanisation, second-home 

ownership, amenity-seeking and seasonal migration (Buller and Hoggart, 1994; King 

et al., 2000; Rodríguez et al., 2005; Casado-Díaz, 2006). Up to now, a rich body of 

scholarship has emerged and examined migration from urban to rural areas within 

countries, across countries and across continents (Croucher, 2015). As O’Reilly and 

Benson pointed out, “it is a complex and nuanced phenomenon, varying from one 

migrant to another, from one location to the next” (2016).  

According to the existing literature, urban-rural migrants’ motivation for leaving the 

city consists of two aspects of push factors and pull factors. In terms of push factors, 

their migration involves various types of escape, such as “from monotony and routine, 

or from the individualism, materialism and consumerism of contemporary lifestyles” 

(Benson and O’Reilly, 2007). Nudrali and O’Reilly (2009) summarize that 

“sometimes the migrants are fleeing as a result of real experiences such as the burden 

of debt, lack of security, dead-end jobs or a lonely and isolated retirement, that in 

many cases these were only imagined futures.” Other researchers (Salvá Tomás, 

2005; Karisto, 2005; Helset et al., 2005) describe such mobility as “getting out of the 

trap,” “making a fresh start,” or “a new beginning”. In terms of pull factors, many 

migrants celebrated the seeming intimacy and cohesion of farming families and 

communities; the relaxed, “slow paced” lifestyle; picturesque, “clean-green” and 

agriculturally productive landscapes, which existed in a romanticized Golden Past 

(Howland, 2010).  

This section introduces two types of urban-rural migration, namely, counter-

urbanization and residential tourism. They are small groups in scale, which presents a 

new trend in migration studies. It further demonstrates how urban-rural migrants build 
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a good life represented by rural idylls through space production. It helps to understand 

my participants’ escape from the city and their narratives of specific alternative 

lifestyles. 

 

2.4.1 Counter-urbanization and Rural Idyll 

It is a concept first proposed by Brian, an American geographer, in 1976 to describe a 

new phenomenon of urbanization that occurred in developed countries after it reached 

a stable stage. Some scholars summarize it as “the physical movement of populations 

out of cities and metropolitan areas towards more rural or natural areas” (Halliday and 

Coombes, 1995). Specifically, in addition to the realistic problems that may drive 

people to take these anti-urban movements (such as unemployment, congestion, house 

prices, taxes and pollution), the rural idyll is the most recorded pull factor in the 

literature of counter-urbanization mobility. It is often interpreted, constructed or 

(mis)represented with the essential elements of a less hurried lifestyle, a more close-

knit community, as well as “a stress-free environment away from the excesses and 

constraints of the city” (Matthews et al, 2000). It is somewhere peaceful, safe, quiet 

and green (van Dam et al, 2002). It says that the countryside offers the counter-

urbanizing population an ideal destination for living compared with the one they left 

behind (Benson, 2007).  

Some scholars point out that this interpretation matters more to information receptors 

than “the actual qualities of the rural areas that can be objectively described” 

(O’Reilly, 2009). The rural idyll is a symbol endowed with special and concrete 

characteristics that “do not actually have to coincide with the countryside” (Benson, 

2013). Van Dam et al. (2002) also argue that “rurality can be constructed, sought, 

marketed or created elsewhere”. It covers many considerations of a desirable migrants 

would like to live in the countryside — natural beauty, no pollution or traffic, a 

pleasant climate, friendly people, community spirit and an idyllic image of 

peacefulness and a relaxing environment (Krivokapic-Skoko and Collins, 2016). The 

AnotherLand project in this study has been constructed and promoted in a similar 

way, that is an alternative lifestyle to escape from the “urban diseases.” For this 

reason, urban-rural migrants usually stress their “anti-modern and anti-urban 

sentiments” (Benson, 2013). In such discourse, the countryside is advocated as a 

destination that can provide or guarantee a better way of life, which ultimately 
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becomes a lifestyle that is highly recommended by the “Bourgeois Bohemians” 

(O’Reilly and Benson, 2009). 

The Production of Rural Idyll  

Changes of residential location provides individuals with a possibility to adjust their 

way of life and further to achieve self-realization. On the one hand, the distinct 

physical characteristics of certain destinations bring a refreshing feeling for migrants 

to regain the passion for life designing. On the other hand, the representations of 

particular places derived from both tourists’ impressions and wider cultural 

imaginings also make migrants produce a kind of psychological expectation to 

explore the meaning of life. Migrants’ pursuit of “good life” represented by the rural 

idyll can be embedded in a constructive nature of space (Shields, 1991). Its discussion 

of empirical data follows the theory of “the production of space.” This theory was 

originally initiated by Lefebvre, who outlines three dimensions of space that occur 

simultaneously and dialectally (Kordel, 2016). Those dimensions include 

representations of space (conceived space), spatial practices (perceived space) and 

spaces of representation (lived space). Watkins (2005) introduces Lefebvre’s theory 

of the spatial triad as following: 

Representations of space, Lefebvre (1991: 38–9) suggests is the dominant space in 

society and is a conceptualized space constructed out of symbols, codifications and 

abstract representations. Spatial practices embrace ‘production and reproduction, 

and the particular locations and spatial sets characteristic of each social formation’ 

(Lefebvre, 1991: 33) and as such come together with the other two elements of the 

triad to ensure the levels of cohesion and competence required for the everyday 

functions of society, the spatial events of life. The final aspect, which completes the 

triadic model, comprises spaces of representation, the spaces of lived experience; 

this is space ‘as directly lived through its associated images and symbols, and 

hence the space of “inhabitants” and “users” (Lefebvre, 1991: 39).  

Space therefore is not a fixed container but could be understood as a social product 

emerging from consistencies and contradictions in a triad of spatial practices 

(Lefebvre, 1974) — representations of space and spaces of representations — which 

is repeatedly produced and negotiated by human beings (Philo, 1991; Shields, 1991).  
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In this specific case, Lefebvre’s theory of the production of space is adopted to 

develop the construction of rural idylls. To be specific, it embodies the interaction 

between geographical destinations, migrants’ practice and narratives of the “good 

life” available in the destinations, that the process of production and reinforcement of 

the good life narratives in specific spaces can be posited and regarded as an 

organizational spatial triad (Figure 1).  

 

Source: Production and Contestations of spaces of “good life” (Kordel, 2016). 

This triangle cycle of “good life” begins with the representations of spaces, which 

have been divided into three categories, namely, “the rural idyll, the coastal retreat 

and the cultural/spiritual attraction” (Benson and O’Reilly, 2009). Among them, the 

rural idyll and coastal retreat are usually identified as mindscapes of the “good life” 

that are repeatedly re-shaped by media discourses and tourist adverts, as well as 

within intentional communities (Kordel, 2016). The next step is the conscious 

selections of appropriate sites of living to match migrants’ imaginings of specific 

places with the “lifestyle theme” they want to experience and present. It supports 

Shields’s argument that form a material dimension of space which is physically 

observable and “concretized in the built environment, sedimented in the landscape” 

(1991). In this case, migrants will not seriously regard rural areas as places where 

food grows and domestic animals graze, or where one needs to work from early 

morning until late afternoon in order to live independently (Benson, 2009). Rye points 

out that, “rurality” is a subjective and a socially constructed phenomenon located in 

people’s minds rather than a material, objective and historical reality (2006, p2). It 
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means the criteria of destinations selection of rural idyll are still derived from 

people’s imaginings and the interpretation of specific narratives.  

The third and last part of this triad is to manifest the significance of symbolscapes in 

everyday reality (Kordel, 2016) and the production of “lived space” based on “good 

life” narratives. Urban-rural migrants’ well-ordered and purposeful activities--such as 

building eco-friendly houses and growing organic vegetables in remote rural 

areas--can be interpreted as highly symbolic features of the lived space. Accordingly, 

migrants ascribe symbolic value to certain spaces and subsequently engender 

meaningful places (Kordel, 2016). Janoschka points out in her empirical study that 

landscape amenities are related to a “slow life” and a “quiet life” to help migrants 

start a new life project and live in mystical communion with nature (Janoschka et al, 

2013). Migrants engage in the practice of permaculture focused on creating 

consciously designed landscapes that mimic the patterns and relations found in nature 

(Janoschka et al, 2013). Through presenting migrants “as adhering to the moral 

principles of rural living and community involvement” (Sardinha, 2013), countryside 

or rurality is considered a more genuine and simplistic way of life, set apart from 

mass tourism and urbanization. As Benson and O’Reilly (2009) explain, compared to 

the post-migration life, the pre-migration imaginings “may not reflect objective 

reality; the presented advantages of life in the destination are often romanticized 

accounts.” They argue that “the persistence of an idealized and romantic rurality – the 

rural idyll – within the migrants’ renderings of the specific destinations” (2009). Such 

locations vice versa reproduce collectively acknowledged representations for living 

elsewhere and subsequently contribute to the production of spaces of the “good life” 

(Shields, 1991). Kordel (2016) summarizes that 

…all the dimensions mentioned above interact either in contradictory or consistent 

ways, and reciprocally influence each other. Focusing on the process of the 

production of cultural notions and practices of space, this approach unfolds that 

individuals refer to notions of localities, representations and practices that are 

inherently interlinked and are mutually dependent. 

 

2.4.2 Residential Tourism 

Another type of urban-rural migration is residential tourism. Specifically, urban-rural 

migration has been regarded as the “tourism-informed mobility” by Williams and Hall 

(2000), which suggests the transformation from tourist destinations to migration 
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destinations. The characteristics of this group of people are described by Benson 

(2007) as:  

…migrants who develop a taste for a particular way of life while on holiday and 

subsequently decide to migrate to the area, encouraged by their imaginings of the 

place as offering a better lifestyle… It is based on all the distinctions between 

leisure and work, home and away, every day and holiday… Migrants have chosen 

destinations in coastal resorts or islands in the sun (for example the Algarve, Malta 

and the Costa del Sol with the characteristic ‘Mediterranean lifestyle’), 

incorporating cuisine, wine, a slow pace of life and outdoor living (p. 4).  

Residential tourism is thus regarded as an important way to “facilitate this form of 

migration by constructing and marketing ideals, through this process turning the life 

ideals into feasible and attainable lifestyle choices” (Benson, 2007; O’Reilly, 2007). 

However, “holiday feel” should not be applied to the lives of all urban-rural migrants. 

On the contrary, some empirical research show that tourism migrants “actively strive 

to show that they are different from tourists who are often negatively stereotyped” 

(Benson and O’Reilly, 2009). This is because they have established a new identity 

through interaction with the place, the local, as well as the combination of personal 

history (Waldren, 1997). In this sense, the relationship between the tourism 

experience and migration decision at the individual level implies the complexities 

behind these processes. Therefore, it is important to interpret the residential tourism 

within the framework of urban-rural migration, which avoids “undermining the 

diverse motivations and experiences of the migrants” (Benson, 2007). 

In China, residential tourism is still in a primitive stage. It should be noted that 

although the related researches are positioned in the discipline of tourism, they still 

adopt a framework of migration studies and highlight interviewees’ pursuit of “good 

life” or characteristics of counter-urbanization. Tourism migration presents a trend of 

transformation, from vacation travel to consumer migration, leisure migration and 

retirement migration (Tang and Xu, 2015). In the existing literature, there are several 

representative studies on tourism migration that obtained a wealth of research results 

in the context of China, including the case study of Yangshuo Xijie (Xu and Ma, 

2012; Yang, 2012), Chinese tourists in Lhasa and Nepal (Li, 2009), tourism labor 

migrants in Jiuhua Mountain and the Tourism Lifestyle Entrepreneur in Dali (Ma and 

Xu, 2016). Long-term follow-up studies have been conducted to explore this new 
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migration area. Summarizing the existing Western literature, Yang, Li, Xu and other 

domestic scholars divide tourism migration into two sub-classes: tourism labor 

migration and tourism consumption migration (Yang, 2005). 

Representative Cases  

In Yang’s analysis of behavioral characteristics of tourism labor migrants in Jiuhua 

mountain, he explains that because the number of visitors has risen sharply in recent 

years, local travel service workers showed many obvious insufficiencies. Some 

well-developed tourist attractions in mainland China attract various levels of tourism 

labor migrants, including both visitors and entrepreneurs. According to Yang’s 

fieldwork in Jiuhua mountain, the life styles of those migrants were gradually divided 

into two main types: the local people’s way of life and their own way of life. Some 

people suggested that it is difficult to communicate and cooperate with the local 

people in many aspects, so that migrants cannot be integrated into the local culture 

and environment. Others believed that there is no essential difference in lifestyle 

before and after the migration. Compared with their original hustle and bustle of city 

life, the everyday life in Jiuhua mountain is quieter and more beautiful (Yang, 2007). 

Most tourism labor migrants have a strong sense that the meanings of “occupation” 

and “amateur life” change a lot after the migration. Due to the limited employment 

posts, all interviewees have indicated that they were not engaged in a second job 

during the off season. Instead, they can only keep themselves in a state of calm and 

relaxation. However, this state is not the kind of lifestyle they want to pursue, but is a 

kind of helplessness which stems from the lack of job opportunities (Yang, 2007). For 

this reason, it shows that the opportunity cost of tourism migration in mountain-type 

destinations is relatively high, which sets it apart from the tourism consumption 

migration in the next case.  

The other case is the tourism lifestyle entrepreneur in Dali, which stresses their 

inherent characteristics of middle-class in such kind of migration. This point is further 

explained through three aspects: tourism behavior, social interactions and self-

cognition. In order to maintain a certain lifestyle, entrepreneur migrants tended to 

consciously promote a management form of half-year of business and half-year of 

entertainment. They engaged in business activities in tourist rush season and left to 

travel in the tourist off-season (more like seasonal migrants). Usually, they were 

satisfied with the maintenance of the small scale of their enterprises, rather than the 

pursuit of business expansion. They focused more on the enrichment of life and 
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enjoyed the unpopularity, high added value and knowledge intensiveness of the 

alternative tourism products (Zhang, 2011; Ma, 2015), which tally well with personal 

taste. In terms of social interactions and self-cognition, Zhang (2011) suggested that 

the homogeneous groups with the core members of tourism migrants have been 

established for gaining a sense of security. Ma’s research (2015) further confirmed 

that entrepreneur migrants were regarded as sub-groups by local society. Because the 

high-end tourism industry has good economic returns, the social status of those 

migrants is relatively higher than that of local people. Thus, it is difficult for them to 

develop a local identity or merge into local community. 

On the contrary, they formed their own social circle based on shared interests, values 

and attitudes. Their limited range of daily activities and social interactions was casual, 

non-utilitarian and mainly held in their local residences and studios, usually including 

drinking, chatting, eating, gathering and short traveling (Ma, 2015). More 

importantly, such activities provided migrants with information and resources, 

emotional support and a sense of belonging. However, their unusual lifestyle without 

much identity fusion may bring some social problems to the destination. For example, 

although tourism consumption migrants and local people shared the same geographic 

space, their understanding and opinions on community construction, environmental 

conservation, sustainable development and other issues were always independent. An 

alternative society has been created parallel to the original society, in which most of 

the migrants’ social relations are with people of similar value orientation. Their 

relations with the local population are very limited: “You meet them, you see them in 

the street, they are very nice and kind, but you don’t come into their houses” 

(RodrõÂguez, FernaÂndez-Mayoralas, and Rojo, 1998). 

According to the literature in Western countries, the main target of this type of 

migration are the middle- and upper-middle class. The outstanding characteristic of 

these people is “3R”: rich, retired and resourceful (O’Reilly, 2000), which means the 

outcome of relative economic privilege makes it possible to achieve a better life by 

moving to the countryside. However, the above literature review reveals the 

complexity and diversity of urban-rural migration in the context of China. As Salazar 

(2010) argues, the guiding values behind mobility must include heritage and cultural 

basis, which highlight the importance of different cultural contexts in this research 

field. In this sense, before introducing the description of the communities, it is 

necessary to review the history of population mobility in Chinese society. From the 
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mainstream rural-urban migration to the urban-rural migration in this study, it can 

clearly show the characteristics of social context and its development process. 

 

2.5 Internal Migration in China After 1949        

The period of early industrialization (1949 to 1950s)  

The People’s Republic of China was founded in 1949, and the victorious Communist 

Party began to implement its recovery and construction plan to strengthen national 

defense and awaken the nation’s economy from its post-war predicament. Economic 

planning was enacted to maximally mobilize and control the limited resources 

available for laying the primary foundations of China’s socialist industrialization. The 

abundant labor resources have turned into one of the biggest advantages and most 

important capitals in the process of achieving economic growth. Effective integration 

of labor resources on a national scale became central to organizing domestic 

migration. Population flow in this stage was completely driven by the national 

interest. 

From 1953 to 1957, in order to quickly get rid of its image of extreme poverty and 

backwardness, the new Chinese government launched its first “Five-Year Plan.” It 

highlighted the key tasks necessary to concentrate efforts on a series of industrial 

projects. The goal was to realize an intensive program of industrial growth and 

socialization (Hu, 2013). Through the promulgation of political slogans, the 

enthusiasm of the majority of people was fully mobilized to participate in production 

tasks in both the agricultural and industrial sectors. However, public struggle sessions 

and social pressure mobilized a large amount of cheap labor (Mirsky, 2009). 

Significant construction-oriented migration became the main theme of the population 

mobility in 1950s. It should be recognized that internal migration is not only the 

output of human resources, but also the output of production technology and cultural 

capital. This has had a huge impact on Chinese society.  

With the arrival of large numbers of labor migrants from other parts of China, the 

population of many western provinces rose dramatically in the early days of the PRC. 

From 1950 to 1957, in order to support the economic construction in other provinces, 

Shanghai, the largest old industrial base in China, saw more than 43 million people 

head northwest to Liaoning, Jilin, Heilongjiang and Xinjiang provinces (Hu, 1987). In 

1958, the Communist Party of China completed its first “Five-Year Plan” and started 
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the “Great Leap Forward (Dà yuè jìn)4” campaign, including the “Steel Production” 

and “People’s Commune” movements. The Great Leap Forward caused migration 

rates in the late 1950s to leap as well. It generated more than 800 thousand migrants 

within four years. The push to populate backward frontier provinces made the 1950s 

the decade of greatest migration (Liang and White, 1996).  

The period of cultural revolution (1966 to 1976) 

In the early 1960s, China experienced the “Three Years of Great Famine.” This 

disaster forced the central government to adjust their unreasonable migration policies 

and improve the situation of migrants. In order to relieve the government burden of 

suppling commodity grain and allocating financial funding to meet the needs of 

imbalanced city-dwellers (Luo, 2003), an important mobility type of urban-rural 

migration was encouraged for the purpose of reducing urban populations. Mao also 

proposed a series of construction planning (i.e., three lines program: coastal line, 

central line, northwest and southwest line) to strengthen construction in sparsely 

populated areas. According to government statistics, from 1961 to 1967, there were 

more than one million out-migrants from cities and towns (Wang, 1988). A large 

number of them were cadres, technical personnel, skilled workers and their families 

from Eastern provinces. 

The 1960s showed ups and downs in migration probability. Internal migration began 

to increase again in 1966, with the start of the Cultural Revolution, and reached its 

second peak during 1969-1971 (Liang and White, 1996). In that period, a large 

segment of the population was forcibly displaced, most notably the transfer of some 

seventeen million urban youth to rural regions during the “Down to the Countryside 

Movement” (Donald and Wang, 2005). Individuals who had been identified as 

Educated Youth5 in their teens and twenties were involved in this flow for short or 

long periods (months or years) of labor reform. For those who had been politically 

disgraced, their exile would be permanent, and most were deprived of their urban 

household registration (Davin, 1999). Another well-known group among these 

 
4 The Great Leap Forward (pinyin: Dà yuè jìn) of PRC was an economic and social campaign by the 
CPC from 1958 to 1961. The campaign was led by Mao Zedong and aimed to rapidly transform the 
country from an agrarian economy into a socialist society through rapid industrialization and 
collectivization. However, it is widely considered to have caused the Great Chinese Famine. 
5 Educated Youth also known as the Zhiqing, were the young people who, beginning in the 1950s until 
the end of the Cultural Revolution, willingly or under coercion left the urban districts to live and work 
in rural areas. 
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movements was the Red Guards6, who were directed to go to the villages for re-

education by the peasants in 1970 (Bernstein 1977; Whyte and Parish 1978). 

According to incomplete statistics, from 1968 to 1976, the quantity of Educated 

Youth migration among western, northern and eastern provinces was very large. As 

an example, more than 400 thousand people moved out of Beijing (Li, 1987). As 

many as 600 thousand migrated out of Shanghai (Hu, 1987). After Mao’s death in 

1976, the Send-down Youth who were no longer young began to take advantage of 

personal relations to leave the countryside. 

The period of economic reform and opening-up       

By the late 1970s, most educated youth were heading back to the cities (their parents’ 

home districts), a migration trend characterized by distinct features of the times. The 

large returning population caused a huge impact on food supplies and production. The 

security of migrants’ employment and grain circulation had become so deficient that 

government officials were warning that China was about to repeat the famines which 

killed tens of millions during the Great Leap Forward (Brandt, 2007). In the face of 

such difficulties and challenges, in 1978 Deng responded by decollectivizing 

agriculture and emphasizing household responsibility and industrial productivity 

(Peng, 1987), known as the Economic Reform and Open Door Policy. 

The main purpose of the reform and opening up was to develop the economy and 

improve the quality of people’s lives. The country was opened to foreign investment 

that was relatively free of the bureaucratic regulations and interventions that had 

hampered economic growth (Brandt, 2007). In addition to breaking through the old 

rigid planned economic system, such as state-owned industry, a labor force was 

needed to realize the process of urbanization and modernization. Because Deng 

created a series of special economic zones for attracting investment, and because rural 

production was inefficient, many in the agricultural population moved to the cities to 

throw themselves into the booming market-oriented economy. Since 1987, rural-

urban migration and migrant workers (Nongmingong) have become a heated 

conversation topic and a characteristic phenomenon of the era. These migrant workers 

turn into engines of growth for the national economy (Brandt, 2007), demonstrating 

the complex social impact produced by domestic mobility.  

 
6 Red Guards were a fanaticized student mass paramilitary social movement mobilized by Mao Zedong  
  in 1966 and 1967, during the Cultural Revolution. 
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At the same time, along with the trend of labor migration, the implementation of the 

opening up policy made it possible for mainland Chinese to go abroad to study, work 

and settle down. These population flows turned into the most popular migration styles 

of the 1980s. According to the analysis of inter-provincial migration, from 1985 to 

1990 there were five centers of in-migration and six of out-migration (Wang, 2003). 

Sichuan, Jiangsu and Hebei provinces had the strongest driving and pulling forces in 

internal migration. The opposite directions of population flow were interwoven. This 

was closely related to and seriously affected by the spatial pattern of modern 

economic development (Yan, 1999). Some academic studies have point out: three 

metropolitan areas—the Beijing-Tianjin-Tangshan area, the Yangtze River Delta and 

the Pearl River Delta--were China’s economic, cultural and transportation centers, 

occupying a pivotal position in Chin’s post-reform period. In the past thirty years, the 

main population flow of internal migration has always taken these three metropolitan 

areas as destinations, accounting for more than 40% of migration in the whole country 

(Yu, 2008). From 1995 to 2000, inter-provincial migration in mainland China 

expanded rapidly, reaching 33.9812 million people. The annual average size was 

about 6.796 million people. Researchers called this the “piping” phenomenon 

(Wang, 2003). 

The period of household registration system reform    

From 1958 to the early 1980s, the system of traditional household registration7 

(hukou or huji system) embodied a significant binary opposition between agricultural 

and non-agricultural populations. Hukou system became an instrument of controlling 

population movements, especially for rural-urban migration, through the distribution 

of everyday supplies in the planned economy era (Knight and Song, 1999). However, 

in order to meet the demand for a labor force in the emerging market economy, the 

hukou control and policy restrictions on migration were relaxed by the Chinese 

government in 1985. One major policy was to issue temporary resident permits to 

rural-urban migrants, even though they were not granted a local hukou status (Shen, 

2013). This meant that migrant workers could move to and be hired in another locality 

without changing their original records of household registration. According to the 

Department of Population and Employment Statistics of NBS (2006), the number of 

inter-provincial migrants rose 11 million between 1985 and 1990, and 10.3 million 
 

7 A hukou is a record in a government system of household registration required by law in mainland 
China and Taiwan. It determines where citizens are allowed to live. The system itself is more properly 
called “huji,” and has origins in ancient China. 
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between 1990 and 1995. It jumped by three times to 33.9 million in 1995 to 2000, and 

38.2 million in 2000 to 2005 (Liu, 2013). 

As Davin (1999) says, “the household registration system has not only served to 

inhibit and shape the internal migration in modern China, it profoundly affects the 

way migrants are viewed, and thus the terminology used to discuss them.” In fact, 

migrants are commonly categorized by society according to their registration status. 

This type of temporary population is also called “floating population,” as they are 

away from their places of hukou registration and are considered as different from the 

local hukou population (Shen, 2005; Shen, Wong and Feng, 2002). Possessing a non-

local hukou still means that an individual cannot access social welfare, social security, 

social benefits and other policy advantages from the local governments of the 

destination or host cities of migrants (Liu, 2013). Registration status becomes a 

marker of social status and social class. Compared with temporary rural labor 

migrants, people whose hukou has been transferred into the local system of household 

registration as “permanent migrations” are usually regarded as more likely to be at a 

higher stratum of society. 

Experienced forty years of historical and economic changes, the pursuit of private 

interests in China’s internal migration have become increasingly prominent and 

gradually become its main body. In contrast to the unconditional acceptance of the 

organization arrangements, people began to take advantage of the migration policy 

and household registration system for personal gain. The migrated examinees for the 

National College Entrance Examination (NCEE migrants for short) are a good 

example. NCEE migration is a special phenomenon produced by the higher education 

system in China. Because textbook versions and the admission criteria of the college 

entrance examination are totally different between most provinces, through the means 

of residence migration, some examinees from powerful or wealthy families will be 

transferred to attend school in another province with relatively lower admission scores 

and relatively higher admission rates before the final year of high school 

(Jiang, 2008). This migration appeared in the 1980s, gradually took shape in the 

1990s, and has become a trend in recent years. There is no doubt that the disparity in 

NCEE’s admission criteria (i.e., dozens or even hundreds of the admission score gap) 

between the major provinces in education and the western provinces is the driving 

force of NCEE migration. The system of household registration also plays an essential 

role in making those examinees into vested interests. Relevant materials (Liu and Fan, 



 48 

2004) show that the main flow of NCEE migration is consistent with the distribution 

of the NCEE’s admission rate throughout the country. 

Since the beginning of the Twenty-first Century, especially in the last ten years, the 

types of internal migration in China have been increasingly more complicated and 

diversified. Compared to traditional moving directions, such as from rural areas to 

urban areas, from the western inland to the eastern coastal regions, as well as from 

small towns to big cities, migration from urban areas to rural areas, is still a new 

phenomenon in China. It can no longer be explained by the categories of traditional 

migration. Instead, it is necessary to reassess individual’s desire for an alternative way 

of life. It ultimately forges a new option for migration based on “lifestyle” choices. 

The lifestyle experiments of urban-rural migrants in this study are eventually 

presented in the form of intentional communities after their relocation into the 

countryside. A detailed introduction and discussion will be given in the next chapter. 
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DESCRIPTION OF THE COMMUNITIES  

 

 

This chapter introduces the background, definition and classification of intentional 

communities, which is taken as the conceptual framework of this study. It also 

provides a detailed description of the basic information of the community where I 

conducted my fieldwork. In the section of “Intentional Communities,” it shows that 

ICs contain a greater diversity of forms and many of them try to distinguish their 

living group from the stereotype of “communes.” The second section introduces the 

structures, settings and rules of the AnotherLand’s community as a social 

organization. It attempts to give readers a better understanding of this intentional 

community in this study by answering several questions. For example, how are the 

community and the individuals financed? What is the relationship of the community 

to the outside world? What is the role of the Foundation? In the third section, “ICs as 

‘Successes’ or ‘Failures’,” discusses the criteria for measuring the success of 

intentional communities. It aims to propose that the success of communal groups can 

be self-defined as long as they have the ability to serve the needs of their members. 

 

3.1 Intentional Communities 

The history of intentional communities can be traced back more than 2,000 years ago, 

with the most typical groups pursuing freedom of spiritual practice (Metcalf and 

Christian, 2003). Homakoeion is considered to be the first intentional community 

established in southern Italy around 525 BC – “several hundred individuals sought to 

create the ideal society through communal ownership and mystical, intellectual 

practices” (Metcalf, 2004). The intentional communities spread throughout Europe in 

the 12th and 13th centuries, as well as the 16th and 17th centuries. Some of them still 

exist today as the Anabaptist Amish, the Hartist and the Mennonites (ibid.). From the 

17th to the 19th century, the Americas provided “a particularly fertile ground for 

Europeans seeking to be free from religious persecution and oppression” (Lockyer, 

2007). Communal studies scholars recognize that the construction of intentional 

communities in the United States has mitigated the social impact of early industrial 

capitalism and provided a variety of utopian designs to improve social life following 
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the Enlightenment. Apart from Europe and America, the construction of intentional 

communities in Australia and New Zealand has continued since the 19th century 

(Sargisson and Sargent, 2004). Kibbutzim became an essential part of Israel’s national 

construction project in the early 20th century. Based on its initial agricultural focus (it 

later branched into manufacturing and services), it was used to reclaim deserts and 

swamps on a large scale, as well as to deal with a massive influx of people into this 

emerging country. Although Moshav is a more individualized cooperative agricultural 

settlement, it and Kibbutz have become two primary, less strictly communal forms in 

Israel (Spiro, 2004). The unique history of intentional community building has also 

been recognized by Canada, Japan, India and many Latin American countries 

(Metcalf, 2004). 

Since the mid-20th century, a large number of “intentional communities” have been 

established in urban suburbs of developed countries in Europe and North America 

with an emphasis on human rights and environmental sustainability. Such 

communities are made up of people who share the same ideals and values. The 

lifestyles they pursue and the ideology they advocate are regarded as experimental 

social fields because they are different from the culture of mainstream society. 

Intentional communities are usually characterized by small scale, consensus, co-

construction, co-creation, and utopian preferences. According to the existing 

literature, intentional communities can be divided into different types based on a 

number of dichotomies — “secular and religious, urban and rural, communal and 

cooperative, charismatic leadership and democratic governance” (Kozeny, 2005), 

including ecological villages, co-housing, land trust residences, communes, student 

cooperatives, urban residential cooperatives, and so on. Given that American scholars 

mostly study the literature on modern intentional communities, this section is based 

primarily on the history of the communal movement in the United States since the 

20th century. It details two primary forms of intentional communities, as well as their 

representative cases. 

 

3.1.1 Historical context and Definitions 

In the 19th century, along with the outbreak of “commune movement” around the 

world, Utopian communes emerged as an early form of intentional communities in the 

United States. In order to cope with the class contradictions of unfair distribution of 

interests, hundreds of Utopian socialist communes with the core ideal of communism 
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have been established throughout the United States. Members joined the communes 

voluntarily based on common value-direction, in order to solve social problems from 

bottom to top through the movement. In the 1960s, with the entry into the post-

industrial society, problems such as environmental pollution, resource shortages, and 

interpersonal barriers emerged. Ecological protection has replaced institutional 

innovation as the main appeal of the “commune movement.” Influenced by the Green 

Movement, Hippie Commune, with the core idea of harmonious coexistence between 

human and nature, has sprung up in the United States. Intentional communities have 

thus gradually shifted to establishing ecological and sustainable-oriented communes 

that against technocracy and adheres to a minimum standard of living, such as the 

Agricultural Self-Sufficiency Commune. The Natural Commune emphasizes the 

protection of ecosystems to reduce the ecological impact of commune construction, 

and to pursue the harmony between architecture and environment. In the 1970s, the 

United States set off a wave of “back-to-the-land movement.” As representatives, 

Helen Nearing and Scott Nearing put forward an innovative perspective on organic 

farming and family unit, which has an essential impact on the ecological sustainability 

of intentional communities. Besides, in the context of “counterculture,” the 

communes fled the city at both geographic and psychological level, which separated 

from the mainstream society and expressed its criticism in a confrontational way. 

Such Utopian attributes caused most communes to decline in the late 1970s gradually. 

However, a few communes (such as Good Life Center and Twin Oaks) have initially 

achieved a sustainable transformation in the ecological dimension. 

In 1987, the World Commission on Environment and Development officially 

proposed the concept of sustainable development — “development that meets the 

needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet 

their own needs” (WCED, 1987). The development of sustainability has led to the 

emergence of new forms of eco-village and co-housing in intentional communities. 

Through cooperation with CSA and adopting a neighborhood-oriented living mode, 

ICs form the overall design principles that integrate ecology, economy and society. 

Besides, in order to get rid of the radical Utopia attributes, the intentional 

communities are no longer limited to remote villages on a geographical level but 

attempt to expand to cities and suburbs. In this way, ICs have shortened the physical 

distance from mainstream society and actively integrated modern comfort life. On the 

psychological level, intentional communities abandon the extreme opposition to 
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mainstream society. Instead, based on the current system and social foundation, ICs 

have extensively united with various entities such as the government, social 

organizations, and mainstream media to expand publicity. At this stage, the 

intentional communities are defined by the Fellowship for Intentional Community as: 

An “intentional community” is a group of people who have deliberately and 

voluntarily chosen to live together in adjoining geographic proximity in order to 

achieve some common purpose or goal that arises in response to critical 

assessments of the dominant culture. Most, though not all, share land or housing. 

Intentional communities come in all shapes and sizes and display fantastic diversity 

in their shared values, which may be social, economic, spiritual, political and/or 

ecological. Some are rural; some are urban. Some live all in a single residence; 

some are in separate households. Some raise children; some do not. Some are 

secular, and some are spiritually based and others both. For all their variety though, 

these communities ... hold a common commitment to living cooperatively, to 

solving problems nonviolently and to sharing their experiences with others. (FIC, 

2004:7) 

Some scholars provide similar definitions, while others summarize ICs from different 

perspectives. The most frequently cited ones are Miller and Christian’s work: 

Most often, members of an intentional community approach their attempt to 

ameliorate perceived social problems with consciously devised socio-cultural, 

political, economic, or spiritual alternatives in mind. Such a group is invariably 

characterized by self-awareness as a group, a sense of separation from the dominant 

culture and the sharing of cultural norms and values. Within the group, there is a 

high degree of personal interaction, some amount of economic sharing and some 

level of altruism or suppression of individual choice in favor of the good of the 

group. Finally, the group must include five or more individuals, not all of whom are 

related by blood. Setting the lower limit at five individuals is necessarily arbitrary 

(Miller, 1999). 

What most communities have in common is idealism: they are founded on a vision 

of living a better way, whether community members literally live together or live 

near each other as neighbors. The ideals of a community usually arise from 

something the members see as lacking or missing on the broader culture. 

Intentional communities impact the planet with a smaller ecological footprint, 
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feeling safer, being healthier, saving money, growing as a person, experience 

connectivity, and share support with like-minded friends, and have more fun. Also 

identified were some fears about joining a community: living out in boonies, living 

with a bunch of hippies, poverty consciousness lifestyle with limited resources, 

living with counter-cultural types who are trying to avoid responsibility, joining a 

religion, taking up some spiritual practice one does not believe in, living in a 

hierarchical system, and following a charismatic leader (Christian, 2003, 2007). 

The definition of Intentional communities usually involves four issues. First of all, 

does the term “work” here refer to paid employment in the general sense or unpaid 

volunteer labor? It involves whether a community operates as a non-profit 

organization or not. Second, there is no upper limit for the community population in 

the definition. The issue of scale is important because “once beyond a certain upper 

population limit, intentional communities may lose the intimacy, the familiarity, 

which we see as essential ingredients of ‘living together’ and ‘sharing core values’” 

(Kozeny, 1996). Third, the above definitions lack the temporal dimension, that is 

community duration. According to some scholars’ research (Begos, 1986; Bierbaum, 

1986; Kark, 1995), IC is easier to fall apart than other types of communes because it 

relies mainly on its participants’ will. 

At challenge intentionality, community existence itself may be called into question. 

Communities, which are more oriented towards religion and other sorts of tradition, 

tend to be more durable as the glue of ritual, a mythic past, or an unalterable group 

identity holds them together. Religious groups (or, as Bestor (1950) proposed to 

name them, sectarian communities) tended to last much longer, as did those groups 

which were immigrant communitarians. (Kark, 1995)  

The fourth is the neglect of the intentional communities as a social organization — 

“ICs are characterized by more or less rigid internal and external rules governing 

members’ lives” (Cnaan & Breyman, 2007). For example, the famous practice of 

polygamy in the Oneida community suffered both legal and physical blows from the 

surrounding society (ibid.). 

From the above discussion, it can be known that ICs contains “a greater diversity of 

forms than the absolute communalism often associated with the image of the Hippie 

Commune that is such a prevalent American stereotype” (Lockyer, 2007). Miller 

(1998) further points out that the definition of communitarianism is “not so much in 
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terms of form as in terms of impulse, of motivation. The scope of their primary values 

is equally broad, including ecology, equality, appropriate technology, self-sufficiency, 

right livelihood, humanist psychology, creativity, spirituality, meditation, yoga, and 

the pursuit of global peace.” Because of this, “many communitarians desire to 

distinguish their living group from the stereotype, insisted that they were not really a 

‘commune,’ that terms such as ‘collective’ or ‘community’ were preferred” (Aidala, 

1991). This is because communes are assumed to provide basic needs to members, 

such as food, housing, income, asset ownership, stipends and so on. At the same time, 

members need to work in “one or more community businesses.” Considering the 

characteristics of a high degree of sharing, most alternative communities cannot 

accurately be described as communes (Metcalf & Christian, 2003). In light of the 

differences in the definition of “communal,” Freisen and Freisen (2004) emphasize 

that: 

Intentional communities are characterized by face-to-face relations, and while they 

frequently embrace communalism as an ethical end in itself, apart from its 

instrumental value, they are not necessarily communal (p. 15). 

In addition, Butcher further points out the differences and connections between 

intentional community and circumstantial communities. He argues that “both 

intentional and circumstantial communities can at times function as the other 

depending on their degree of common agreement and common action” (1996). It 

means that there is “a tendency for long-term members to move from a highly 

committed intentionality where they actively engage in shared goals, to a more self-

interested circumstantial position” (ibid.). In other words, members will remain 

“motivated by either a commitment to shared goals or opportunistic or self-interested 

reasons over the long-term, particularly as some people leave and newer people join 

and the emphasis shifts” (Lockyer, 2007). In view of this, Metcalf and Christian write 

that: 

Intentional communities are disparate, unpredictable and constantly changing, 

along with their participants, reflects a lack of consensus about what intentional 

communities actually are (or are not). It is difficult for researchers to agree on 

definitions and boundaries, and to classify them precisely, but in general they can 

be categorized by their cultural orientation, as exemplified by their vision, values 

and practice (2003: 670-675). 
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3.1.2 Approaches and Classification  

Compared to the commune movement during the 1960s era, the current intentional 

communities are considered to be more accessible than the previous hippie communes 

that “they are neither constantly besieged by the curious nor generally regarded as 

freakish aberrations” (Miller, 1999). This is because most literature shows that many 

aspects of that movement have had wide-ranging and lasting influences in the broader 

society (Boal and Watts, 2004), such as “the legacy of organic food, environmental 

awareness, protocols for meeting and decision-making, sexual politics and child-

rearing practices that were developed in alternative communal settings, being 

incorporated into mainstream practices” (ibid.). It demonstrates that the boundaries 

between alternative communities and mainstream society are becoming increasingly 

blurred. Regarding this tendency, Hugh Gardner credits that  

…long-lived communities are becoming more mainstream, mainstream culture also 

adopts and assimilates more alternative elements. More by what they represented 

than by what they actually did, the communes dramatically illustrated the lack of 

community, personal fate control, and political efficacy in modern society. The 

commune movement for setting a “ripple” in motion in society through its revolt 

against specialization and careerism in the interests of greater self-sufficiency and 

personal growth…Many secular communes have become somewhat decentralized, 

giving members a good sustainable mix of freedom and togetherness (1978). 

Miller and Gardner make a similar observation that one generalization seems to be 

made about intentional communities are that “those who populated them were 

overwhelmingly young, white and predominantly middle class in the background” 

(1999). However, many established communities in New Zealand have shown their 

rejection of “the validity of using a middle class to describe their participants” 

(Zablocki, 1980). 

At Renaissance, and Wilderland for instance, young people with minimal 

educational qualifications or skills, who might be more accurately described as 

opportunists belonging to an urban underclass, were attracted to the cheap and 

unregulated environment those communities provided (Jones, 2006). 

In addition to class or socio-economic status, Butcher (1996) further suggested that 

many secular communes “are similar to nations, cities, towns or neighborhoods where 

individuals live in proximity by chance, and may or may not actively choose to be 
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part of the association imposed upon them.” As Gardner emphasized, the most crucial 

issue of the cultural changes of the contemporary communes is “the imbalance 

between the way we aspire to live and the way we actually live” (1978). In view of 

this, some scholars (Abrams and McCulloch, 1976) claim that “it is not possible to 

develop overarching theories about communes because they are constantly changing 

and dependent on the relationships that exist between the particular people who are 

resident in them at any one time. Thus, the nature of the design of contemporary 

communities is not necessarily caught in fantastic meanings imputed to communes by 

outsiders” (p. ix). It means that researchers’ own experience of intentional 

communities should be regarded as a critical factor in the field of ICs studies. In this 

case, ethnography becomes a highly valid approach to tell the story of specific 

intentional communities — “the ethnographic accounts written by outsiders who 

spend an extended period of time living within a community as a member, have the 

potential to provide an in-depth historical overview and rich detail of life in a 

particular community” (Holzach, 1993).  

In addition, Sargisson and Sargent also take an academic approach by “visiting and 

participating in a range of communal groups in the years” (2004). They grouped more 

than 50 intentional communities into three categories, namely “religious, cooperative 

and environmentalist and within these are sub-categories that group them further” 

(ibid.). Their explanation of such classification is as follows: 

Existing categories for organizing communities were not going to be useful in this 

case... it did not help us to explain the similarities and differences that cross these 

divides. We opted then for an approach that was based on the communities’ 

understandings of their aims. Why do they exist? What do they aim to achieve? 

(Sargisson and Sargent, 2004) 

Miller also points out that “once the prime impulse has proceeded to be embodied in a 

particular outward form, we are talking details” (1998: xix). In view of this, the 

following part introduces two main types of intentional communities, namely, eco-

village and co-housing. 

Eco-village and Co-housing 

Since the last decades of the 20th century, there have been numerous intentional 

communities represented by eco-village and co-housing around the world, most of 

which are interconnected through economic cooperation, green organizations, 
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communal activities and communication networks. More importantly, such 

communities are “finding ways to balance privacy, individualism and diversity with 

community involvement, social cohesion and unity of purpose that has made them a 

fairly attractive option to the mainstream” (Meltzer, 2001). The intentionality 

advocated by the eco-village and co-housing movements focuses more on recent 

concerns with “ecological sustainability and social justice” (ibid.). 

Supported by McCamant and Durrett’s ethnographic research in multiple countries, 

cohousing may be “the fastest growing and most accessible sector of the intentional 

community movement”, and its characteristic is mainly concentrated in six aspects, 

that is “participatory process, intentional neighborhood design, extensive common 

facilities, complete resident management, non-hierarchical structure and separate 

income sources” (McCamant and Durrett, 1994). It means that members are 

encouraged to participate in the design of co-housing communities and to involve in 

democratic governance directly (ibid.).  

Cohousing has developed in direct response to perceived social problems of the late 

twentieth century – personal alienation and the breakdown of community, in 

particular. Therefore, cohousing offers an opportunity to investigate what we now 

understand to be the ecological interconnectivity of the social and environmental 

dimensions of sustainability at the local level (Meltzer, 2005).  

Christian provides a more detailed description of co-housing from the perspectives of 

both production and consumption, as well as thinking and behaving. 

Co-housing offers technical, social, and environmental advantages. The approach 

uses resources and energy more efficiently, especially by sharing equipment that is 

only used a few times a month and making more economical use of living space. 

Cohousing encourages human interaction and lends support to disadvantaged 

members of society. It provides physical and social milieus that mature awareness 

of the consequences of individual actions for others and the environment. 

Cohousing suggests a way of rethinking the structure and fabric of urban life, 

which prompts a vision of a civilized and environmentally sustainable future. Co-

housing has distinctive architectural and site planning features. Typically, 

autonomous private dwellings are integrated with shared utilities and recreational 

facilities. Residents own relatively small housing units and share ownership of the 

whole property and their extensive community building with kitchen, dining room, 
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meeting space, usually play area for children, laundry facilities, and guest rooms. 

They conduct community business through consensus-based meetings and enjoy 

shared meals three or four nights a week. Those living in cohousing believe that it 

is possible to live lighter with others and if living is economical, more interesting, 

and more (2003, xvii). 

Sunrise Place is a grassroot, cohousing group that has been underway for nine years in 

Texas, a major U.S. city. It aims to offer both “an alternative model of residential life 

and space where is collectively planned and managed by all community members 

through a consensus decision-making process” (Sullivan, 2016). Members of Sunrise 

Place mainly work in a field of land development. It means that most participants 

have a wealth of expertise in related areas that require a high level of technical 

proficiency. However, as Skocpol (2003) points out that movement groups have 

become more professionalized and bureaucratized, an oligarchic organizational 

structure has been formed in Sunrise Place. As a result, Sunrise Place decided to 

“move from a resident-led to a developer-led cohousing model, concentrating their 

decision-making powers in the hands of two pioneer members” (ibid.). Sullivan 

(2016) argues that this shift reveals the difficulties encountered by grassroots co-

housing organizations.  

The inherent paradox of building a community such as Sunrise Place is that 

technical expertise, and the power imputed to it become indispensable requirements 

of operating within a building culture that also relies on expert knowledge. The 

process of planning Sunrise Place demonstrated to members that without expertise 

the group would be rendered ineffectual in actually breaking ground on their new 

home. Group members openly acknowledged the necessity of experts and 

expertise. Instead of challenging power dynamics as anathema to group values, 

members of Sunrise Place allowed these power relations to come to the fore so that 

they were acknowledged and normalized, as demonstrated in their self-

identification as “pioneers” and “settlers.” ... However, members of Sunrise Place 

also refused to abandon their democratic ethos even when they adopted centralized, 

bureaucratic, oligarchic decision making. This in turn helped them to retain their 

counter-culture identity, their notion of who they are as a community. 

The ecovillage is another increasingly popular type of intentional communities that 

“aspires to create a more humane and sustainable way of life — consuming less, 
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recycling more wastes, and generally living with much less impact on the 

environment” (Meltzer, 2005). Influenced by cohousing movements, Global 

Ecovillage Network (GEN) was established in 1995. It defines eco-villages broadly as 

“human scale, full-featured settlements in which human activities are harmlessly 

integrated into the natural world in a way that is supportive of healthy human 

development and can successfully continue into the indefinite future.” Since it is 

difficult to predict whether these settlements will be sustainable in the future, most 

eco-village members reached a consensus that “no true ecovillage exists yet, so they 

often call these communities ‘aspiring ecovillage’” (Choi, 2008). According to the 

literature, eco-villages show both similarities and differences in Europe, America, 

Africa, Australia and New Zealand. 

Ecovillages in the North are often characterized by a desire to repudiate the 

alienation and materialism of an industrialized society in favor of a more humane, 

heart-centered, and connected feeling of community. Ecovillages in the South are 

often also characterized by the desire to throw off the influence of industrialized 

nations and return to the value and practices of traditional cultures. However, it was 

observed in both the South or North that ecovillages could be identified by five 

characteristics. 1) Ecovillages are not projects started by governments or 

corporations, but the grassroots initiatives of private citizens. 2) Ecovillage 

residents value community living. 3) Ecovillages residents seek to regain a measure 

of control over community resources: they are not overly dependent on 

government, corporate, or other centralized sources of water, food, shelter, power, 

and other necessities. 4) Ecovillage residents have a strong sense of shared values, 

which they often characterize in spiritual terms. 5) Ecovillages serve as research 

and demonstration sites and many offer educational experiences to others 

(Christian, 2003)  

Christian (2007) further provides a brief review of the prevalence of these newly 

forming communities or ecovillages. 

Although the term originated in the early 1990s, increasing numbers of intentional 

communities are attracted to the ecovillage-concept. Some older communities have 

retrofitted various aspects of sustainability such as building with natural materials 

or adding off-grid power and now call themselves “ecovillages,” while others 
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including some cohousing communities are attempting to create full- scale 

ecovillages from scratch.  

Ecovillage at Ithaca (EVI) is the first intentional community to transform from co-

housing to eco-village in 1991, by “creating a village with more than one 

neighborhood in the context of a larger vision that includes an education center to 

teach the general public about its model of sustainability, create viable work 

opportunities for the village residents through cottage industries, as well as being self-

sustaining by growing and consuming their own food and recycling waste water” 

(Ecovillage, 1992). As suburban sprawl identified by its founders, EVI intends to 

build a community of up to 500 people as a response to the growing environmental 

and social problem. 

The purpose of Ecovillage at Ithaca is to redesign the human habitat by building a 

model village that will carefully integrate design for human needs (shelter, food 

production, social interaction, energy, work) with land and water conservation and 

ecosystem preservation. As a living laboratory associated with an internationally 

prestigious university, Ecovillage will become a teaching center with a global 

audience. As a national and international model, it will showcase systems and 

methods that are sustainable, practical, and replicable. (Ecovillage 1992; cited by 

Chitewere, 2017) 

However, based on the previous ethnographic research on ecovillages (Holleman, 

2011; Liftin, 2009; Gesota, 2008), such aspiration at the national level does not seem 

to be a priority for eco-villagers. Instead, they mainly “focus on individual 

achievement of a sustainable lifestyle or, at most, the pursuit of sustainability at the 

community level” (Garden, 2006). The analyses suggest that this contradiction stems 

from “ecovillages’ detachment from the mainstream and promotion of green lifestyle 

as an elitist movement (e.g., unaffordable housing and lack of diversity), insufficient 

educational efforts to convey sustainable living in their communes, and lack of media 

networking due to the their ambiguous, utopian vision of sustainable life in 

ecovillages” (Humphreys, 2014; Press & Arnould, 2011; Cummins, Reilly & Carlson, 

2014). 

After reviewing the background, definitions, and classification of intentional 

communities, the next section will provide a detailed introduction and description of 

the research object of this study — the AnotherLand, an intentional community 
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established in 2010. It attempts to explain the “realities” and modalities of the 

community I studied in mainland China. Several questions are involved, for example, 

how is the community governed? How are the community and the individuals 

financed? How can one join or leave the community? What rules exist in the 

community? What is the relationship of the community with other social 

organizations? The last section of this chapter will compare the community in this 

case with the general definition of ICs and discuss how to make a judgment on the 

success or failure of an intentional community.  

 

3.2 Description of the AnotherLand  

3.2.1 General Information 

The AnotherLand was founded in 2010 by Tang and several young artists. They 

rented a piece of land in the Lao Mountains to experiment with a self-sufficient 

lifestyle. Their experiment in Lao Mountain had successfully attracted the attention of 

various individuals, groups and social organizations. In 2015, the RR Public Interest 

Foundation invited Tang and his friends to relocate the AnotherLand project to the 

Holy Land in Minhou County, Fuzhou – a space sponsored by the foundation that was 

more suitable for project development. In 2015, in order to obtain sufficient resources 

for community development, Tang accepted a cooperation invitation from public 

welfare and relocated the community to a village in Minhou County around Fuzhou 

(this part of the information will be introduced in Tang’s personal biography). Since 

my fieldwork was conducted after they moved to Fuzhou, the discussion about the 

AnotherLand in this study mainly focuses on its intentional community in Minhou 

County, which is called the Southern Life. The land where the community is located 

is provided free of charge by the RR Foundation with a land contract valid for 20 

years. In 2012, the RR Foundation contracted 500 acres of land with the village and 

launched a “sustainable living community.” It includes social organizations with 

themes of handicrafts, natural education, old house renovation, organic agriculture, 

and alternative communities. The AnotherLand was the latest one of the four member 

organizations that joined the RR Foundation’s project. The partnership with the RR 

Foundation has brought many benefits and conveniences to the Southern Life. For 

example, it significantly reduced the cost and risk of long-term land lease for the 

community during its early stages of development – members only needed to deal 

with the contracts and costs of renting a home. 
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Layout 

Since 2015, the community has been continuously constructing and transforming. 

First, they rented and refurbished a five-story building in the residential area of the 

village. It was regarded as a public space for its members to live together, which made 

this place suitable for both living and working. They divided the first floor into three 

areas, each of which was set up as a multi-purpose meeting room, a centralized 

accommodation area for visitors, and a dining area. The second to fourth floors were 

the bedrooms for core members, which were allowed to be designed according to 

personal preferences. There was a storage room on the fifth floor, those daily 

necessities, changing sheets and bedding, outdoor tools and tents, and some building 

materials were stored there. This five-story building also had a spacious backyard 

attached. An open kitchen placed on the east side of the yard, while the laundry, 

bathroom and toilet were located in the northwest corner of the yard. A small road 

paved with cobblestones ran through the east and west. In the middle of the yard was 

a small vegetable garden where five or six typical table food was planted, such as 

small tomatoes, mint, onions and peppers. It allowed community members to get the 

ingredients they needed for everyday cooking and shortened the distance between the 

soil to the table. 

Over time, the community has further expanded the non-agricultural space available 

on the mountain. The members first built a dome-style ecological building on the 

hillside near the residential area (an ecological toilet has been added later). In order to 

achieve more functions of the building, they dug a reservoir hundreds of meters near 

the building and installed a water purification device. Besides, they also placed 

several solar panels and batteries nearby according to their electricity consumption. In 

early 2018, they pulled wires to the mountains, which provided electricity for several 

ecological buildings in the community. The completion of the Dome building 

provided experience and confidence to community members. Since then, members 

have successively renovated old houses abandoned by the former villagers, or built 

ecological houses belonging to their own families.  

All kinds of construction costs were borne by individuals, and the required labor was 

usually shared by community members. With the gradual putting into use of private 

ecological housing, many core members who formerly lived in public building moved 

to the mountains. The use of community’s five-story buildings has therefore 

undergone a corresponding transformation. It became a public space for community 
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collective activities and everyday life. For example, the first floor has become a 

community exhibition hall, so that visitors can understand its development concept 

more intuitively. The second to the fourth floor replaced the first floor as a group of 

dormitories for visitors and some members. The berth number and accommodation 

conditions have been improved. 

 

3.2.2 Ownership and Finances 

The RR Foundation project that the AnotherLand joined was called The Holy Land. It 

was initially one of the experimental sites for the CSA (Community Supported 

Agriculture) model in southern China, which was co-managed by the RR Foundation 

and the Rural Construction Center. It had received a donation of 900,000 RMB at the 

start of the project, and the start-up funds allowed them to rent 500 acres of land in 

Wang Village for 20 years. However, due to the immature market environment and 

inexperienced running team, the project had been unable to make ends meet for two 

years and eventually terminated. 

At the end of 2014, we began to transform the Holy Land into a rural sustainable 

living community. Instead of investing a large amount of money, we built an open 

platform to bring together cross-border partners. This platform allows them to 

leverage their initiative and resources to build an eco-friendly lifestyle. At that 

time, we were very interested in Tang’s concept of ‘intentional community.’ So we 

contacted him in Qingdao and invited them to join the Holy Land. In addition to the 

Southern Life, the Holy Land currently has another three organizations, the Habitat 

Nature School, the Eco-Agriculture Entrepreneurship, and the Guinong College 

B&B. Although they are mutually independent, they share resources and support 

each other. They bring different possibilities to this area and the Holy Land 

provides them free space for their development. We take a tolerant attitude towards 

their ideas, methods and plans. In return, they must follow the three principles of 

“being good for the land, good for the village, and good for the partners.” (Zheng, 

the project officer of RR Public Interest Foundation) 
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Figure 1 The Gate of the Holy Land 

From the above interview, the Southern Life and other three member organizations in 

the Holy Land needed to comply with the three principles formulated by the RR 

Foundation and to take eco-environment protection and sustainability as shared 

themes. The RR Foundation regularly planned some cultural activities and 

crowdfunding projects related to these concepts, which provided excellent 

development opportunities and business platforms for members of the Holy Land. 

Although the RR Foundation did not interfere with their internal affairs, it had the 

right to collect information from the organizations about their project progress. In this 

case, the losses and liabilities incurred by all organizations have nothing to do with 

the RR Foundation. In addition, the materials, books, videos and other promotional 

materials produced by the project must be indicated as funded by the RR Foundation 

(using its logo). If the community applied for specific funding from the RR 

Foundation, it should sign an exclusive cooperation agreement with the RR 

Foundation and report the progress of the project to them every quarter, as well as 

submit financial statements. 

Since the Southern Life was the only non-profit organization, the community needed 

to find a stable source of income for its normal operations. How to maintain the self-

sufficiency of the community and individuals in their daily lives has always been an 

enormous challenge for the Southern Life. Over the past few years, they have 

continued to explore and adjust the self-financed approach. At the organizational 
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level, the community regularly planned and hosted cultural events and experience 

projects. For example, they hosted the annual Southern Life Festival that they would 

sell tickets publicly and charge participants for related activities. Second, the 

community provided rental services for its public space and ecological buildings, such 

as lending to some commercial organizations as event venues for team building or 

course training. Moreover, the community would charge short-term visitors for 

20RMB of one-day meals and 50RMB for one-night accommodation (the area could 

accommodate up to sixteen visitors). Organizational income was included in 

community’s public funds, which was mainly used for the operation and maintenance 

of public space, such as payment of rent, network fees, water and electricity fees, 

materials procurement, etc. The cost of farming tools was initially covered in this 

public expense, but given public property was often not correctly protected by users, 

each family unit now needs to purchase their tools. 

At the individual level, the Half-farming and Half-X lifestyle was considered as the 

development model for community members (see Chapter 6 for details). In addition to 

participating in the necessary labor of the community, they could be employed by 

other organizations or develop careers that they were good at. For example, Tang, the 

main founder of the AnotherLand, has been employed by the council of the RR 

Foundation since 2017. Tang’s wife, Jane, developed her textile business. She sold 

fabrics that she designed and made and offered weaving courses. Another core 

member, King, became a natural education teacher at the Habitat Nature School next 

door to the Southern Life. Most of the income earned by community members 

through Half-X was privately owned that they only needed to pay the community a 

maintenance fee of 50 yuan per month. In addition, when the community public fund 

was less than 10,000 yuan, residents needed to take out 50% of the profits of the sold 

products and courses to sponsor it. When the community public fund exceeded 10,000 

yuan, residents were required to pay 20% of personal profits. When the community 

public fund exceeded 100,000 yuan, the members only needed to pay 10% of personal 

profits. 

For other public expenses, the only public transport in the community was a second-

hand car purchased by Tang. It was often used to go out for meetings and transport 

building materials. The fuel and repair costs were deducted from the community 

public funds. The community had 2-3 communal dinners a week (the frequency and 

date were not fixed). There were usually two forms for communal dinners, that is, 
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each family unit provided one or two dishes, or everyone shared a meal fee. Since 

green and recycling were two main concepts of the community, daily cleaning 

supplies such as toothpaste, soap, shampoo, were made of natural materials by 

themselves. Some tools that were difficult to DIY could be purchased through 

community public funds. In addition, the organic seeds needed for the Half-farming 

part were also purchased by the community. Such consumption would decrease as the 

community developed because members could get new seeds through farming, and 

the new seeds would be retained for replanting or exchange with others. 

 

3.2.3 People and Membership  

Since moving to Fuzhou, the formal members of the Southern Life have remained at 

around ten people (my eighteen participants include current members, former 

members, as well as temporary members who were still in the evaluation period). 

Most of the people I met during the fieldwork were visitors who stayed in the 

community for weeks or even only a few days. Like most intentional communities, 

these visitors learned about the Southern Life through different channels.  

They may have a friend or significant other at the community, and they may have 

visited for a specific event, have seen a flyer, heard about them through activist 

circles or may have found the community online. (Rivera, 2013)  

Members have visitor experience before they formally joined the community—they 

need to assess whether they are willing or able to live in the community after 

experiencing the specific lifestyle offered by the community. 

Most visitors and members came from the city and belonged to the lower-middle-

class. Their gender ratio is the same, and most of them are between the ages of 25 and 

35 (the next chapter provides detailed information on eighteen participants). The 

Southern Life required the prospective members to recognize and share community 

values such as ecological protection, sustainability, and consumption downgrades. 

Their evaluation period for prospective members was three months. During this 

period, the applicants could offset the accommodation fee by assisting with 

community labor, such as cooking dinner or renovating the house. At the same time, 

the current community members needed to analyze whether the applicants were 

passionate about the concept of alternative lifestyles, whether they were excellent 

communicators, whether their personalities were suitable for the community, whether 
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they were responsible for collective life, and whether they had any skill to support 

their choice. If the applicant had the willingness to pursuing membership after the 

evaluation period, all of the current residents would need to conduct a democratic 

vote. Full-ticket passers can become a formal resident of the community. In addition, 

if the applicant was recommended by current residents, the community would hold a 

temporary meeting to vote. It means that the evaluation period can be appropriately 

shortened according to the specific circumstances. 

The process of finding a new member was a challenge for both the applicant and the 

current members because they needed to spend a lot of time and effort to understand 

each other and find out who was suitable to join the community after a series of 

running-in. For applicants, they had to bear higher time costs and risk of failure. 

During the three-month evaluation period, they should adapt to the labor intensity as 

soon as possible. They need to learn the rules of community meetings and integrate 

into the rural living environment. This meant that they often needed to live on 

savings, and it was difficult for them to find other jobs. After becoming a formal 

member, they would be required to sign a contract with the RR Foundation. The 

contract introduced the background, content and objectives of the Holy Land project, 

and illustrated the basic principles that new members needed to follow, as well as 

their rights and obligations in the community. It clarified that residents, on the one 

hand, needed to participate in community work and public deliberation actively. On 

the other hand, they also had the right to apply for public land, resources, funds, and 

to vote on public affairs. The points of the contract are summarized as follows: 

1. Personal information registration and privacy policy 

2. Visitor policy for the Holy Land 

3. Rules for the use of space (public spaces, farmland and forests, private spaces) 

4. Rights and obligations in the The Holy Land 

5. Caution money and other charges 

6. Rental and construction assistance for private houses 

7. Project application process and copyright statement  

In addition, residents could withdraw from the community at any time and their 

contract would be automatically terminated. In terms of the administrative structure, 

the Southern Life implemented a rotation system. The community provided residents 

with training in financial accounting, IT, tool maintenance, etc. All residents are 
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welcome to attend. Members could apply for specific management positions based on 

their expertise. The information on their division of labor in the community would be 

updated synchronously in the internal WeChat group. 

 

3.2.4 Decision Making 

In collective life, frictions between different attitudes and values are not uncommon. 

When there is a disagreement between members, a reasonable method of deliberation 

becomes particularly important. The Southern Life held a weekly resident meeting. Its 

main content included summarizing the past week’s work and life, sharing recent 

plans and feelings, discussing various public affairs and voting on proposals and 

applications (such as the use of public space and project funds). The proceedings of 

resident meetings were to follow the principle of the “six steps” summarized from 

Robert’s Rules of Order. These included a member making a motion; another member 

seconding the motion; the Chair stating the motion; debate and amendment; the Chair 

putting the motion to a vote and; the Chair announcing the outcome. The experience 

of consensus decision making and participation in communal work projects make 

community members feel empowered to start new ideas as an activist or fix problems 

within the community. 

 
Figure 2 The Information Column and Robert’s Rules of Order 

The agenda of the meeting would be formed on the bulletin board on the first floor 

before the meeting, and agenda items could also be presented at the beginning of the 

meeting. In the specific operation, the meeting would arrange a host to guide the 
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proceedings, and a recorder to make a written record of the meeting focus. The entire 

meeting would be recorded and archived for future inquiry and verification. Taking 

large-scale events as an example, in May 2017, the Southern Life planned a tourism 

workshop that spanned several provinces in China from south to north. The 

preparation involved the discussions on the theme and form of each stop, site 

reservations in different cities, contacts with partners, online and offline promotional 

activities, travel and meal budgets for participating members, etc. After the planning 

team has reported the general process, many discussions, adjustments and votes are 

needed for each of the above parts. The biggest or longest lived decisions in the 

community were discussions around remodeling the house, community visioning (in 

terms of what the future community should be and may do), and the principles or 

values of alternative lifestyles.  

Theoretically, each member was eligible to participate in the deliberation and voting 

of residents meeting, but they may also be removed from the residents meeting 

committee. If the committee received a motion from a resident that he or she asks a 

resident to withdraw, the committee members would make a decision by voting - 

based on democracy and majority rule. During my fieldwork, some members offered 

to withdraw from the residents meeting committee. The withdrawal of the members in 

the committee meant that he or she loses the right to vote in the community, which 

severely affected a member’s autonomy. Members who were excluded by the 

residents meeting committee, whether active or passive, usually ended up leaving the 

community (refer to Sherry and Rong’s stories in Chapter 7).   

 

3.2.5 Food and Division of Labor  

The food source of the Southern Life was divided into two parts. The first part was 

that residents grew their agricultural products in the farmland allocated by the 

community. Each family unit could obtain cultivated land ranging from one to three 

acres depending on their productivity level. In order to ensure the diversity of food, 

residents would cooperate to produce different types of food. For example, Tang and 

Jane were responsible for growing bean crops, such as green beans, edamame, 

soybeans and peanuts. King grew a variety of green leafy vegetables and fruit trees, 

such as water spinaches, oily wheat, fig trees and peach trees. The community also 

had a large area of public arable land for collective composting and planting common 

table foods such as pumpkins, potatoes, watermelons, and tomatoes. All community 
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members must abide by the production guidelines for organic farming, namely the 

refusal to use chemical fertilizers and pesticides. The ingredients harvested by each 

family unit were encouraged to be shared with other residents, which not only created 

economies of scale but also enhanced residents’ knowledge of farming and organic 

food.  

Since most of the members of the Southern Life came from cities and generally 

lacked rural life experience, it was far from enough to rely solely on internal food 

supply (especially meat) in the early days. Therefore, the second part of the food 

source was collective food buying. In order to ensure the quality of the food, 

community members usually purchased from nearby organic farms or environmental 

organizations shared common ideas, such as one of their neighbors in Wang Village – 

Eco-Agriculture Entrepreneurship. External procurement of food was carried out two 

to three times per month, depending on demand. Each family wrote down the name 

and quantity of the food they needed into a shopping list (individuals would purchase 

food with their own money) and handed it over to the members responsible for the 

purchase on that day. The food shopping of the community would not specify the date 

or person in charge.  

The division of labor in the Southern Life showed a clear gender difference. In 

addition to the farming activities that each member was obliged to participate in, most 

of the outdoor high-intensity work was undertaken by male members. For example, 

male residents took engineering tasks such as laying foundations, pulling wires, 

renovating old houses, transporting building materials, etc. Female members were 

mainly responsible for housework. They washed and replaced the bedding in 

collective accommodation areas, and cleaned public spaces, including sweeping, 

mopping, and wiping tables. Although the community would set a monthly duty 

schedule, female members still took most of the housework. In this regard, Members 

of different genders expressed their views:  

Some male members have terrible habits. They do not pay attention to personal 

hygiene, so their bedsheets are particularly dirty. Their inappropriate behavior often 

made me feel sad and angry…The arrangement of housework has been discussed 

many times in community meetings. But given male members are usually not good 

at doing this type of work, I am still in charge of cleaning quilt cover, bedspread, 

and pillowcase, even though I am very reluctant to do this. (Jane, 34) 
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Gender difference is objective. Human society has endowed men and women with 

different social responsibilities since ancient times. Men are more energetic than 

women, so they should take on more physical required work and high-risk outdoor 

work. Women are more careful than men, so they are more suitable for handling 

domestic affairs. If the community is a big family, then a reasonable division of 

labor based on gender is necessary. (King, 32) 

 
Figure 3 Community Duty Roster 

As Peter Cock points out (1985), “feminists have tended to view alternative lifestyles 

as an escalation of the suppression of women by locking them into the hardships and 

drudgery of the traditional gender division of labor, reinforced because of the seekers’ 

rejection of labor-saving devices.” It seems that non-mechanized and labor-intensive 

lifestyles exacerbate gender roles.  

Even though we had complete freedom to determine the division of labour for 

ourselves, a well-known pattern emerged immediately. Women did most of the 

cooking, all of the cleaning up, and of course, the washing. They also worked in the 

fields all day – so that after the farm work was finished, the men could be found 

sitting around talking and taking naps while the women prepared supper...Of 

course, the women were excused from some of the tasks; for example, none of us 

ever drove a tractor. That was considered too complicated for a woman (Miller, 

1999: 213).  

Although the division of labor in the community presented a gender bias, different 

kinds of labors were given equal value. It is worth mentioning that participation in 

community work is one of the obligations of members, not in the criteria of Half-X. In 
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addition, cooking was not considered part of the labor system. In other words, 

cooking belonged to voluntary work and did not fulfill a community obligation. More 

often, members would cook dinners in pairs or small groups. It made members felt 

stressed to have communal meals and even caused some contradictions in collective 

life (see Chapter 7 for details). 

 

3.2.6 Social Networks  

The AnotherLand had a very active social network. It networked with other ecological 

communities, activists of organic agriculture, experiments of alternative lifestyles, as 

well as the broader cultural organizations in a number of areas. Most members of the 

Southern Life were part of more extensive networks of social organizations of related 

values through part-time work or volunteering participation. The multiple identities of 

community members were also a significant component of Half-X, which contributed 

a lot to maintaining the community and their self-sufficiency. Since the AnotherLand 

was a non-profit organization, one of its goals was to provide a platform for the same 

type of communities to exchange experiences and share resources. Therefore, the 

relationship between the Southern Life and the other three organizations in the Holy 

Land was cooperative rather than competitive. 

 

Figure 4. Farmers Market Sponsored by RR Public Interest Foundation 

This situation is particularly evident in the business context, such as the Farmers 

Market, an urban cultural innovation project initiated by the RR Public Interest 



 73 

Foundation. It provides a space and platform for different agricultural organizations 

and ecological communities to gather together to provide consumers with a wide 

range of products and services in relevant industries. It allows them to form a scale 

effect in the Farmers Market, so as to gain more commercial profits and competitive 

advantages. For example, given that the products and services offered by these 

organizations of the Holy Land were concentrated in the same geographic area, guests 

who signed up for parent-child courses at the Habitat Nature School would be eligible 

to participate in the Southern Life Festival free of charge. Consumers who book a 

room at the Guinong College B&B could enjoy the discounts and delivery services of 

the Eco-Agriculture Entrepreneurship. 

As one of the wealthiest counties in Fujian Province, most of the residents of Minhou 

County moved from the village to the urban periphery areas. Therefore, much local 

farmland was idle, and there was a crisis of becoming an empty village. In order to 

improve this situation, some former villagers rented out their farmland to migrant 

farmers, while others sold it to the local government. A large amount of cultivated 

land in Wang Village was acquired by the local government and then sublet to the RR 

Foundation. Given that the land contract was signed by both the foundation and the 

government, the local government had the right to supervise and govern the 

organizations in the village. Taking the Southern Life as an example, the ecological 

restaurant built by the community at the end of 2017 was classified as an illegal 

building because it was not reported to the Urban and Rural Planning Bureau. It was 

demolished in May of the following year (see chapter 5 for details). It meant that the 

RR Foundation and the local government jointly play a role in regulating the 

organizations and communities in the Holy Land. 

As mentioned above, since most of the local residents had moved out of Wang 

Village, the population in the village now consisted of three main components: 

migrant farmers, participants of the Holy Land, and a very small number of local 

villagers (they were no longer relying on agriculture for a living, but doing small 

business in the town). Therefore, the community members and the local villagers 

were not involved in the interests, and thus they have less interaction. However, the 

agricultural production of migrant farmers in the village had some negative influence 

on the organic farming of the community. This was because community residents 

believed that the use of pesticides by migrant farmers would destroy the local 

ecological environment, which was contrary to their ecological concept. In view of 
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this, the community often invited migrant farmers to attend the courses about organic 

farming and encouraged them to reduce the use of industrial fertilizers. Although the 

impact was small, community members still believed that it was a way to increase 

mutual understanding and prevent conflicts between them. 

 

3.3 Discussion: ICs as “Successes” or “Failures”     

At the 1993 meeting, the International Communal Studies Association (ICSA) 

suggested that:  

In the process of considering what constitutes success, it was essential to consider 

the extent to which communities are capable of changing over time to adjust to the 

changed needs of the community, its members, and the wider society (Sargisson & 

Sargent, 2004). 

Henry Lloyd, an American sociologist, also believed that communities that “managed 

to overcome social and physical problems deserved to be called the only successful, 

‘society,’ regardless of how long they had achieved this for” (Krishan Kumar,1991). 

Their interpretation of the success of intentional communities challenges the 

“longevity as just one of a main criterion for success” (Kanter, 1972; Pitzer, 1989). 

Metcalf (2003) further emphasizes that: 

There can be many measures of success for intentional communities, including the 

personal growth experienced by members, the moral example set by a group that 

rejects the corruption of the surrounding world, and the cultural creativity of people 

who share a remarkable spiritual or aesthetic sensitivity. Perhaps the most 

compelling measure is the sheer ability of the community to survive (p. 703). 

However, the concept of survival, as well as success and failure are also vague and 

problematic. This is apparent in discussions about the transformation of the 

AnotherLand after its relocation from Lao Mountains to Minhou County later in this 

thesis. The Southern Life can be able to survive in terms of the ongoing existence of a 

particular group of people who share a specific lifestyle and a shared philosophy. It 

thus raises a question as to what extent we can say a community has survived if it has 

changed radically that it no longer resembles the original one, or if the founder team 

and resident group has changed completely? If the land would remain secure and 

settled for a long time, just as the twenty years of land use contract between the 

AnotherLand and the RR Foundation, can this be considered as the minimum standard 
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for defining survival? Theory of developmental communalism proposed by Donald 

Pitzer provides an answer to the above questions that success is self-defining. 

Communal living and ownership of property as part of an extended developmental 

process, including a tendency to move through various forms of organization and 

emphasis including conversion to more private forms of ownership if this is 

deemed to work better for its participants than communal ownership. 

Developmental communalism takes into account that people create or join 

communities to achieve particular goals and that they might leave, and 

communities may disband when those values or goals are realized. From this 

perspective, the success of communal groups lies in their ability to serve the needs 

of their members rather than fulfill any overarching criteria of success or failure 

(1989, p140).  

Metcalf (2003) further points out that, when a piece of land is long-term owned by a 

community group, the continued habitation does not necessarily mean that such 

places can be described as communities in the sense that intentional community is 

described here, particularly when “the people in them must carry out a shared lifestyle 

with a common purpose” (Christian, 2003). Over the past two decades, many 

intentional communities have undergone planning reforms. For example, earlier 

generations were often profoundly anti-materialists, which sometimes led to a refusal 

or neglect to consider material issues. It caused many groups to fail to survive. The 

newer eco-village and co-housing groups have learned from “the experiences of those 

pioneers and have attempted to build economic and social sustainability into their 

community design” (Sargisson, 2009). In the case of the Valley Farm Eco-Village, the 

community founders retain an “anti-materialist ethos,” but they do seriously consider 

how to maintain themselves in material terms. In addition, in my study of the 

Southern Life, ideological divisions have emerged between urban middle class 

represented by the core founding group, rural members, and a group of short-term 

participants (see Chapter 7 for details). “Intense relations between a few members of a 

community can produce a subgroup that is the basis of a schism splitting the larger 

community” (Bainbridge, 2003). For this reason, there is no clear criterion to measure 

and determine the success of an intentional community. This is also one of the 

essential reasons why it is challenging to discuss ICs at the level of social 

organization. The next chapter will discuss the methodology of this study –



 76 

ethnography, the basic information of my eighteen participants, as well as my specific 

experience in the fieldwork. 
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METHODOLOGY 

 

 

In this chapter, I present and discuss the research methodologies chosen to implement 

my PhD project at different stages. In the first section, I introduce my theoretical 

framework of ethnography and explain why it can comply with the goals and 

epistemological assumptions of this research. In order to better implement the 

ethnographic approach, in-depth interview and participant observations are further 

chosen as the primary data collection technique for ethnographers. Through these 

individual-oriented methods, I can provide thick descriptions of my participants’ 

experiments in alternative lifestyles. The second section introduces the ways I 

selected my participants. It provides the basic information on the eighteen participants 

and explains why I chose seven of them as the main interviewees. I will explain why I 

chose seven of them as the main interviewees. It will provide an introduction for 

participants who are not discussed in detail in the data chapters. In the sections of data 

collection and data analysis, I discuss how the dialogic approach assists me to collect 

data, as well as the rationale for taking narrative analysis as a valid approach that is 

consistent with data collection methods. In the section on reflexivity, I engage in a 

discussion of who I am for my participants, as well as how my identity as a researcher 

from Hong Kong influences my fieldwork. Finally, I show the validity of this 

ethnographic research. 

 

4.1 Epistemological Stance: Ethnography  

Every time I introduce my research interest in alternative lifestyles, it arouses the 

strong curiosity of the audience. Some people speculate that urban-rural migrants are 

rich, and that such migration is a way of leisure for the middle and upper classes. 

Some others thought they were the losers in life. They hid themselves in remote rural 

areas because they could not adapt to the competitive urban society. More people told 

me that they were essentially speculators. They sold the natural scenery and rural life 

experience as a commodity to urban people, which was a new commercial trend in 

China’s tertiary industry. Some people even advised me to join them and invest in 

their projects, as they believed urban-rural migration was profitable. The various 

reactions of the audience prove that, on one hand, society is not familiar with the 

alternative lifestyle advocated by the intentional communities; on the other hand, it 

reflects the complexity and diversity of urban-rural migrants’ lifestyle experiments. 
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Like my audience, I had my own assumptions about my participants before the first 

field visit. My assumptions consisted mainly of two aspects. One was the media’s 

description of this group. In many reports, they have been shaped into middle-class 

“rebels” with a clear self-awareness. They yearn for a high-quality life (especially in 

terms of culture and humanity) and pay attention to the realization of self-worth and 

the exploration of the meaning of life. At the same time, their attitude towards fame 

and fortune is indifferent. The second aspect is the influence of the Chinese traditional 

“seclusion culture,” which contains the cultural characteristics of cynicism. Taking 

Tao Yuan-ming--considered the most representative idyllic poet in China--as an 

example, his famous poem “Guiqu Lai Xi speech” portrays leisure, peaceful, inspiring 

and intelligent everyday life in the countryside. “Yinshi” usually refer to marginalized 

elite intellectuals who carry a reflection on society and a critique of authority. This 

seclusion culture has formed a special emotional bond and romantic imagination of 

the middle class towards “rural idyll.”  

Combined with the media reports mentioned earlier, their migration from the city to 

the countryside meets my vision of an ideal lifestyle beyond urban space. But as I 

learned during my first visit, many of them show a negative attitude towards the 

identity of “recluses” or “hermits” that the masses imposed on them. It is not 

appropriate to generalize and label them as the middle class with a fantasy of 

seclusion culture. It is necessary to understand who they are, why they left the city, 

what they intend to do, how they live in the countryside and how they interpret their 

migration decision. In order to answer these questions, the motivation for this 

research has been to give individuals who experiment with alternative lifestyles in 

rural China an opportunity to voice their ideas and experiences.  

Considering the highly heterogeneous nature of this study, ethnography is chosen as 

the most appropriate methodology framework to achieve my goal of raising the voice 

of my participants and presenting their migration experience and lifestyle 

experiments. Hammersley and Atkinson (1995) have highlighted that the 

ethnographic approach is characterized by “a strong emphasis on exploring the nature 

of a particular social phenomenon, rather than setting out to test hypotheses about 

them.” To be specific, ethnography focuses on “the perspectives of participants, the 

nature and forms of their knowledge, their interactions, practices and discourses” 

(Flick, Kardorff, and Steinke, 2004). It seeks in-depth understanding of individuals 
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and “small life-worlds” (Luders, 2004, p. 224). Ethnography has been described by 

Hammersley and Atkinson (1995): 

...in its most characteristic form it involves the ethnographer participating, overtly 

or covertly, in people’s daily lives for an extended period of time, watching what 

happens, listening to what is said, asking questions - in fact, collecting whatever 

data are available to throw light on the issues that are the focus of the research (p. 

2). 

Creswell (1994) and Punch (2005) also point out that the purpose of ethnography is to 

portray the everyday experiences of individuals by actively participating in their 

activities, to immerse oneself in the context where the research takes place and to 

understand how others live from their point of view. It is from this perspective that I 

chose the ethnographic approach to explore my participants’ motivation for leaving 

the city, their practice of everyday life and their interpretation of rural idyll. I also 

hope that this research can uncover the mystery of “rural idyll” and provide a 

comprehensive understanding for those who want to lead an alternative lifestyle in the 

countryside in the future. 

In order to better implement the ethnographic approach, this study adopts the methods 

of in-depth interview and participant observations in data collection. It is because that 

ethnography has not been described as a unified paradigm but rather as “a diversity of 

approaches claiming to be ethnographic” (Hammersley, 1990, p. 1). According to 

Willis and Trondman (2000), ethnography refers to: 

...a family of methods involving direct and sustained social contact with agents and 

of richly writing up the encounter, respecting, recording, representing at least partly 

in its own terms the irreducibility of human experience (p. 394). 

By applying the multiple methods of in-depth interview and participant observations, 

the ethnographic approach allows readers to better understand how the habitus of 

urban-rural migrants and their alternative lifestyles built each other, as well as to what 

extent their experiment in the countryside fulfilled their pursuit of a good life. 

In-depth interview 

In-depth interview usually involves conducting intensive individual interviews with a 

small number of respondents to explore their perspectives on a particular idea, 

program or situation (Fryer, 2012). This means participants are given a choice 
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between being interviewed individually or together as a couple, through which to 

address research questions more targeted. For my fieldwork, the participants lived in 

the same space and knew each other. They worked together in the field and often had 

a chat after dinner. In this condition, in-depth interview can be well applied in my 

fieldwork and very helpful for me to collect data. In addition to the most important 

individual interviews, I also interviewed families and groups on specific topics. The 

method of in-depth interview provides me with multiple types of data for the next 

analysis. 

Differing from a survey interview, an in-depth interview is less structured, more 

flexible and continuous, which requires the interviewer to have a general plan of 

inquiry (Babbie, 2001). The in-depth interviews with the main participants in this 

study are divided into several phases. In the first phase, my questions focused on 

specific aspects of their lifestyle experiments, such as their division of labor, their 

goals and plans, their thoughts and attitudes. In the second phase, more personal 

questions were raised, such as their background and experience, their identity and 

values. Interviews at this stage are based on a growing mutual trust. In the third stage, 

they were encouraged to express their opinions and criticisms on the AnotherLand, 

such as what problems it had and how it should be improved. Interviews in these three 

stages are a process of gradual deepening: the smooth progress of the latter stage is 

based on the premise of the former stage. This strategy can “help respondents deliver 

up their truth or, rather ... be delivered of it” (Bourdieu, 1999: 621). 

The interviews in question relied upon a careful matching of respondents and 

interviewers, such that the researchers’ questions were “objectively attuned to those 

of the respondent,” and proceeded via a form of “active and methodical listening” 

(Bourdieu, 1999; Sweetman, 2009). It requires touching upon things of which the 

informants were simultaneously “unaware” but also knew “better than anyone” 

(Bourdieu, 1999: 621). Of my eighteen participants, I selected seven for in-depth 

interviews (see the next section for details). They differ in age, gender and class, that 

there is no clear criterion for choosing them, but it can still be explained. The first 

reason is that I interact with them most in daily life. I know more about their 

behaviors and personalities than I do about the other participants’. Secondly, they not 

only reflect a wide variety of individual experiences and backgrounds, but also 

represent similarities with the other eleven participants. The assessment I made is 

based on my participant-observations for the AnotherLand. 
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Participant-observations  

As the primary data collection technique of the ethnographer, participant observation 

is another method adopted in this research. In ethnography, the lengthy participatory 

fieldwork requires researchers to spend significant periods of time with their 

interviewees in order to make it more likely for researchers to gain trust and start a 

dialogue (Spradley, 1980). In this case, the relationship between in-depth interview 

and participant observation is mutually supportive and mutually reinforcing. One 

embodiment is that participant observation increases the reliability in the process of 

data collection: interaction and communication between researchers and participants 

potentially offers deeper insights than “simple” observations. As Spradley (1980, p. 

51) points out, “participation allows you to experience activities directly, to get a feel 

of what events are like, and to record your own perceptions.”  

During a six-month period of fieldwork, I was treated as an ordinary member of the 

AnotherLand in everyday life. I worked with them in the field and learned from rural 

members how to use hoes and shovels. In March, the bamboo shoots ripened on the 

mountain. We cut them one by one with a sickle and put them into the bamboo cage 

behind us. In April and May, the mountains were covered with raspberries. 

Mulberries were scattered on the ground. We collected them and made them into jam, 

which is the perfect match for breakfast. In June, we built a foundation for the 

wilderness restaurant on the gentle slope. At noon, we took a break in temporary 

canvas tents. In July, we planned and organized a small music and film festival. We 

played some new century music and screened several old movies. The deep 

participation in these activities not only made me experience their specific way of life, 

but also allowed me to share the identity and memory with them. Eventually, they 

showed acceptance and approval of me, and that was the proof of my entry into the 

field. 

 

4.2 Recruitment of Participants  

4.2.1 Get in Touch 

According to Berg’s statement of “developing research bargains” (2007), qualitative 

researchers should develop their research through studying someone who is well 

known or some cases which are well represented in the certain fields. In my case, the 

AnotherLand project has been reported by several magazines and TV programs. It 

was a well-represented case of alternative lifestyle in China. Through this platform, I 



 82 

could be very proactive in reaching a wide range of potential participants. Since 2015, 

I have kept in touch with the core members of the AnotherLand project via WeChat. 

The first person I added as a WeChat friend is Tang’s wife, Jane. I took the initiative 

to introduce my doctoral research to her and explained how ethnography works. Since 

they had received a few researchers before, the field of academics was not strange or 

mysterious to them. Because of this, they did not question my role as a researcher 

from beginning to end. My first conversation with Jane was like an interview. She 

asked me about some “employer type” questions and I answered her as much as 

possible. She asked me how I got to know them, how much I knew about them, what I 

expected from them, and so on. At the end of the conversation, she gave me the 

contact of the member who was responsible for the reception work of the 

AnotherLand. She told me that my “research application” was to be discussed and 

voted at the weekly resident meeting. About ten days later, she told me to inform 

them in advance before I started my fieldwork. The effective and smooth 

communication between us became a guarantee of my access to the field.  

My first visit to the AnotherLand was in the summer of 2016. I encountered several 

members who would be very important to the whole study, such as Rong, King, Tang 

and Jane. Even though some of them left shortly after I officially started the field 

investigation, their experiences provided me with a better understanding of the history 

of the AnotherLand. Based on these contacts, I was further introduced to their trusted 

friends who shared similar values and interests. They came from different ecological 

organizations and actively participated in various activities, which made me aware of 

the existence of relevant circles. The AnotherLand is not an “island” in the 

countryside. It maintains a good relationship with various individuals and groups. The 

interaction and cooperation between them were an irreducible part of my research on 

the AnotherLand. In my eight-month fieldwork, I lived with them in the countryside 

most of the time. Because their location was not too remote and could be reached by 

public transportation, the AnotherLand needed to receive visitors from different 

places from time to time. Especially during holidays, there were up to two or three 

groups of visitors a day. Given the diversity and complexity of visitors I met in the 

AnotherLand, it was difficult to set a clear criterion for selecting participants. Their 

ages spanned from young people in their twenties to retirees. Some of them were 

middle-class and had decent careers, such as lawyers, artists and entrepreneurs. Some 
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others’ income and savings levels remained very low, such as the unemployed and 

young people who had graduated from university.  

Since the AnotherLand was relocated to Fuzhou at the end of 2015, most members 

have not been involved for a long time, ranging from weeks to months. Most visitors 

only stayed at the AnotherLand for a few days to satisfy their curiosity. In view of 

this, the selection criteria I initially set of “joining for at least one year” proved to be 

unreasonable. The personal character of the members has also affected my 

ethnographic research. Although some members had joined the AnotherLand when it 

was at Lao Mountains, they refused to communicate and were difficult to access. In 

contrast, some short-term members were more willing to express themselves and their 

attitudes were sincerer. This proved once again that the lengths of their migrations did 

not determine the quality of my field interviews. This study considers different factors 

(age, gender, class, marital status, etc.) for the recruitment of participants, with the 

goal of “collecting the heterogeneity in the field and towards allowing as much 

comparison as possible” (Maxwell, 2006; Flick, 2007).  

 

4.2.2 Participants 

I finally selected eighteen participants who showed both similarities and differences. 

Based on the depth and detail of their conversations with me, seven of the eighteen 

were chosen as the main informants of this research. Their narratives about personal 

biography will be introduced in detail in the next three data chapters. Although I did 

not quote the narratives of all eighteen participants in my doctoral dissertation, they 

all contributed to this ethnographic research (in-depth interview data and participatory 

observation data). They were important references and bases for my analysis of field 

data. The basic information of the eighteen participants is presented in the table 

below. 

Pseudonym Gender Age Marital Status Hukou Duration of  

Migration 

Tang* Male 29 Married Urban 6 years  

Jane Female 34 Married Urban 5 years 

King Male 32 Single Urban 3 years 

Tong Female 39 Married  

with a child 

Urban 3 years 



 84 

Ceng Male 42 Divorced  Urban** 8 months 

Sherry Female 29 Single Rural 11 months 

Rong Male 28 Single Rural 2 years 

Park* Male 34 Single Urban 2.5 years  

Gold* Male 27 Single Urban 4 years  

Kuan Male 38 Married  

with a child 

Urban** 2 years  

Spring Female 37 Married  

with a child 

Urban** 2 years 

Ice Female 26 Single Rural** 4 months 

Dou Female 40 Divorced  

with a child 

Urban 1.5 months 

Tiger Male 30 Single Rural 6 months 

Zen Female 43 Married  

with a child 

Urban** 5 years 

Fan Female 27 Single Rural** 4 years 

Yu* Male 57 Divorced Urban 3 years  

Kobe Male 25 Single Rural** 3 months 

Table 1. Characteristics of the Participants 

* The artists in the AnotherLand project and the main members of its core team 

**Some of them abandoned their former agricultural hukou for various reasons 

(Ceng, Kuan, Spring, Zen), while others also retained temporary or collective non-

agricultural hukou (Fan, Kobe, Ice)  

Participants were eight females and ten males, including two couples (Tang and Jane, 

Kuan and Spring). In total, four children were taken to the countryside by the nine 

participants who were not single. Tong’s nine-year-old son transferred to a local 

elementary school; the other children were not old enough to attend school. Their 

decisions to move did not involve the issue of children’s education. They usually 

home-schooled their children. At the same time, they also believed that the natural 

living environment itself was a school, making up for what children could not learn in 

the city. 

Most participants were between twenty-five and thirty-five years old. Nine of the 

eleven young people were single (six males and three females). They did not develop 
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romantic relationships. This meant they could enjoy higher personal freedom and 

their migration choices were less disrupted by others. All seven participants over the 

age of thirty-five were experiencing or had been through a marriage relationship. 

Tong and Zen’s husbands worked in the city and were thus not parts of this study, 

even though I had some limited contact with them in the fieldwork. Only Yu was over 

fifty years old. He had no children.  

In terms of hukou, twelve participants were non-agricultural hukou holders. Four of 

them (Ceng, Kuan, Spring, Zen) were converted from rural hukou to urban hukou for 

reasons such as education, employment and family changes. Since they had lived in 

the city for decades, they had formed the identity of urbanites, and their memories of 

rural life had been broken. As for the other six rural participants, all received higher 

education in the city except Sherry. Sherry also worked in a first-tier city for six 

years. For this reason, Ice, Fan, Tiger and Kobe still kept the temporary hukou of the 

city. Considering that China’s hukou policy has been adjusted and revised in recent 

years, this study does not delve into the issues of participants’ hukou history. But it 

should be emphasized that all my participants studied, worked and lived in urban 

areas before joining the AnotherLand. Compared with the identity of peasants, their 

understanding of who they were was more complicated and diverse, which directly 

affected the way they interpreted the rural idyll (see Chapter 6 for details). 

Like Tang, Gold, Park and Yu positioned themselves as artists. They often designed 

and organized various cultural activities at the AnotherLand. As the main founder, 

Tang and his artist team have defined and promoted the AnotherLand project 

according to their own ideas. In most cases, their plans have greatly influenced the 

development of the AnotherLand. Given their artist roles, they often needed to share 

and promote the alternative lifestyle of the AnotherLand project in different places. 

Their experiments in the rural idyll were not continuous, as they lived outside the 

AnotherLand for several months each year. 

The top seven participants in this table were my main interviewees. I took their 

personal biographies as the main body of the three data chapters because they 

reflected a wide variety of experiences and backgrounds. Tang recorded the 

establishment and development of the AnotherLand; King, Tong and Jane showed the 

long-term experiments of specific alternative lifestyles conducted by urban 

participants in the countryside; Ceng represented many visitors’ imaginations of rural 
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idyll and their short-term experience of the rural life; Sherry and Rong revealed rural 

participants’ interpretations of a better life and their situations in the AnotherLand. 

Their motives for escaping from the city were different, and some of them eventually 

quit the AnotherLand. These seven participants reflected very well the diversity and 

complexity of individual’s alternative lifestyles in the context of China. 

 

4.2.3 Another Eleven Participants 

There were eleven participants whose personal biographies are not introduced in 

detail. In this section, I provide basic information about their migration from urban 

areas to rural areas, such as why they escaped the city, how they knew of the 

AnotherLand, what their division of labor was and why they were not selected as 

main participants. 

Park and Gold were both from middle class nuclear families. Because of their passion 

for artistic creation, they only had a few short-term work experiences after graduating 

from university. They were friends of Tang in the circle of avant-garde art and had 

cooperated many times. In 2010, in response to Tang’s idea, they set up the 

AnotherLand project with several artist friends to experiment with a self-sufficient 

lifestyle in the countryside. At the end of 2015, the AnotherLand was relocated to 

Fuzhou. Some founders quit the project, but Park and Gold chose to stay. Because 

they were not good at farming, in the daily division of labor they and Tang 

participated mainly in the construction of infrastructure. They built Dome Studio, 

Wilderness Restaurant and Forest Theatre in two years. In addition, they often spent 

weeks or even months away from the AnotherLand because of their frequent 

participation in various art activities. This is why I did not choose them as the main 

respondents. 

Yu was a minority artist from Inner Mongolia. He met the main founder of the 

AnotherLand at an art exhibition. The theme of Yu’s artistic creation is also related to 

a diverse lifestyle. Through communication, they have resonated in each other’s 

artistic concept. Yu was invited to join the AnotherLand to practice and promote the 

alternative lifestyle. He participated in repair and renovation of old rural houses, 

transforming one of them into a studio for him and Tang. In addition to the division of 

labor, Yu was also responsible for planning the cultural activities of the AnotherLand. 

For example, I was involved in a part of the “Mobile Camp” plan that he and Tang 
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co-sponsored. The plan lasted for one month, from Fuzhou to Inner Mongolia, to 

promote the alternative lifestyle advocated by the AnotherLand. 

Dou was a single mother of a five-year-old boy from Qingdao. She learned about the 

AnotherLand through local media reports that aroused her interest. Dou is an art 

teacher in an elementary school. Every summer holiday, she takes her son to the 

AnotherLand to experience rural life. She is a seasonal member. Dou believed that 

adults and children faced a lot of competitive pressure in the city. One or two months 

of rural life could help her and her son release pressure. Her work at the AnotherLand 

was no different from other long-term members’, and included farming, cleaning and 

cooking. The AnotherLand held small music festivals and film festivals every year in 

June and July. Dou and her son participated in the performances. 

Tiger came from a village in the north. He worked as a utility man for four years at 

China’s largest film and television base. This special work experience allowed him to 

experience different types of careers and roles, which gave him the idea of exploring 

alternative lifestyles. In addition, Tiger was very interested in the “I-Ching,” an 

ancient Chinese philosophy that he spends most of his spare time studying on his 

own. He believed that joining the AnotherLand would give him more time and 

freedom to study I-Ching. When my fieldwork went to the third month, he left the 

AnotherLand. He felt that most of the members did not know the Book of Changes, 

and he could not find anyone who shared the same interest. He said that he would 

follow his interest to develop a unique lifestyle. 

Zen came from a working-class family in Fujian. She had worked in the IT industry. 

With her mother’s influence, Christianity had been her religion since middle school. 

During the university, the atheistic social environment made her very confused. She 

felt that God had abandoned her. The professional courses in computer science also 

made her unable to gain a sense of meaning. Her negative feelings had continued after 

she got a job. Occasionally, she strayed into a special church. People there promoted 

vegetarianism and organic farming and offered a lot of related books. From this 

church, she found the theoretical basis and spiritual destination of her identity. She 

quit her job and joined the AnotherLand. In the winter of 2016, at age 45, she gave 

birth to a child and planned to devote herself to children’s natural education. 

Fan was born in a small county in Yunnan. Given tourism was a local pillar industry 

in her hometown, she had long been in contact with urban-rural migrants from all 
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over the world. This had stimulated her interest in exploring different lifestyles. She 

joined the AnotherLand during the Lao Mountain stage and had a great interest in 

spirituality. In the AnotherLand’s collective life, she barely participated in manual 

labor such as farming and construction. Her daily life focused on exploring 

perceptions and studying the spirituality of people. The focus of her daily life was to 

explore and perceive spirituality. Her language expression was very abstract, which 

made it difficult for her to communicate with other members. For this reason, I did 

not choose her as one of the main participants. 

Kuan and Spring came from a second-tier city in Guangdong Province and had a 

four-year-old daughter. Their family income was moderate, and they bought real 

estate and cars before the child was born. They left the city not because of economic 

concerns, but because their daughter had an intellectual disturbance. Kuan believed 

that the urban environment was not friendly enough for her daughter’s growth. They 

visited several areas of China, such as Yunnan, Sichuan and Hainan, and heard about 

the AnotherLand during their search. They thought that the AnotherLand’s 

philosophy was similar to what they needed, that it could provide a relatively 

harmonious and stable collective living environment. At present, Kuan has developed 

his expertise in making handmade musical instruments, while Spring planned to teach 

the elementary school in the village from the new semester. 

Ice grew up in Minhou County and was the only native among the participants. It took 

only twenty minutes to drive to the AnotherLand from her home in the county. She 

majored in tourism management at a university in a neighboring province. She 

worked as a tour guide for several months after graduation. Later, she joined a natural 

education organization located in the same area as the AnotherLand. In the course of 

time she got to know that she was more interested in alternative lifestyles than in 

natural education. She turned her full-time job in the nature school into a part-time job 

and became a member of the AnotherLand. Her situation in the AnotherLand was 

similar to King’s. 

Kobe grew up in a small county of Zhejiang Province and studied at a junior college 

in Hangzhou City. He majored in mechanical engineering and worked in the car 

assembly department of a well-known company for one year. He believed that the 

low-paying jobs and high cost of living in the city put him in a lower class. He also 

felt that the sense of meaning and sense of accomplishment brought by this job were 
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very low, leaving him unable to achieve personal value. He learned about the 

AnotherLand through a magazine. After consulting his parents, he gave himself a year 

to experiment with alternative lifestyles. After a year, he would decide whether to 

continue this rural life. When I started my field work, Kobe had been in the 

AnotherLand for three months. 

Among the eleven participants, Zen, Fan and Tiger had different beliefs, which played 

an essential role in their mobility experience. Since most of my participants had no 

religious beliefs, Zen, Fan and Tiger were not selected as the main interviewees. In 

the case of Kuan and Spring, they avoided talking about their daughter, which was not 

conducive to the validity of the field data. Dou and her son were seasonal migrants, 

making them not ideal candidates. Compared to the experience of Sherry and Rong, 

the cases of Ice and Kobe appeared not to be dense enough. This was because they 

had not been out of university for a long time and shared relatively few life 

experiences. For the other three artists (Park, Gold, Yu), their characteristics could be 

well represented by the experience of the AnotherLand’s main founder, Tang. These 

are the reasons I did not choose them as main participants. 

 

4.3 Dialogue and Observation     

Timing, circumstances and mood cannot be controlled as if they were laboratory 

science, and everyday activity is the space through which one can understand and 

grasp realities that might remain undisclosed in a formal interview (Masdeu 

Torruella, 2014, p. 13).  

Participant observation is an essential method for ethnographers to get closer to their 

participants’ everyday life at different times of the day, week and year, and to know 

the concrete details (Lassiter, 2005). In the six-month fieldwork, I lived with my 

participants almost every day. I spent most of my time at the AnotherLand, 

occasionally going out with the artist team to do activities. They assigned me a bed in 

the collective accommodation area. I offset the accommodation and management fees 

by participating in farming and taking on other divisions of labor. Interactions and 

conversations between my participants usually occurred in the scenes of everyday 

life. Participant observations of daily practices gave me a good understanding of their 

identity, disposition and values. For example, they often exchanged views and 

feelings in the public space after dinner. They were automatically grouped according 

to different interests and concerns. That is to say, the “focus groups” they 
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spontaneously formed replaced my coding and categorization to some extent. This 

reduced my subjective impact on the participants as a researcher.  

At the same time, my active involvement brought me into contact with affairs at the 

management level. I participated many times in the cultural activities of the 

AnotherLand sponsored by the RR Foundation. I also visited the Foundation’s office 

in Fuzhou City, interviewed the staff responsible for the funding of the AnotherLand 

project, and attended an internal meeting of Tang and a few core members. By 

organizing and participating in these activities, I was able to better understand their 

intentions for the AnotherLand, including how they interpreted the rural idyll, how 

they planned its development path, and how they dealt with the relationship with the 

RR Foundation. Since this type of information involved the tensions in interests and 

power between organizations, participant observation was a very effective way to 

obtain the data I need.  

In this process, the relationship between me and the informants was well developed. It 

allowed both sides to trust each other and express their thinking and even doubts 

freely, which is the prerequisite and foundation of an in-depth dialogue (Flick, 1989). 

Because I was both an insider and an outsider, several participants tended to talk to 

me about their personal thoughts and concerns about the AnotherLand. For example, 

Sherry (one of the rural participants) repeatedly asked me why some previous 

members had left. She thought I should know the real causes for their withdrawals, 

and she tried to make sure she was eligible to stay. She volunteered to share with me 

miserable experiences in an ecological community in Guangzhou that had left her 

with a psychological shadow. 

A few participants poured out their difficulties to me, such as the crisis of meaning in 

life, emotional setbacks, marriage pressure, inferiority and being unrecognized. This 

kind of dialogue is what I didn’t expect before I started the fieldwork. I was asked to 

respond to their “confessions.” My response should not only have provided analysis 

and advice for the difficulties they encountered, but I should also share my own 

experiences and situations with them. Members of the AnotherLand showed a strong 

desire to know each other’s life stories. According to Goffman (1989): 

Getting data, it seems to me, by subjecting yourself, your own body and your own 

personality, and your own social situation, to the set of contingencies that play 

upon a set of individuals, so that you can physically and ecologically penetrate their 
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circle of response to their social situation, or their work situation or their ethnic 

situation, or whatever (p. 125). 

When I played back an average of three hours of interviews with the main 

participants, they sometimes asked me the same questions after they had finished 

answering them. For example, in response to questions about their mobility 

experience (e.g., as migrant workers), they also showed great interest in the details of 

my education experience from the Mainland to Hong Kong. In the face of their 

questions, it was necessary for me to give them a satisfactory answer in a sincere 

manner. It meant that I need to be both a listener and a teller. 

In the dialogue, I was placed on even ground with my participants. They did not treat 

me as a researcher who aimed to observe and study their private lives. Instead, the 

mutual responses generated a variety of interactions between us, ensuring that my 

request for in-depth interviews was accepted by them smoothly. As Phillips (2011) 

points out, dialogic activities between the researcher and participants can precisely 

meet both sides’ needs on exchanging and creating the thinking and meaning of 

participants’ daily life and practice, through a dynamic, multi-dimensional and 

context-dependent process. Mark Hobart (1996) also stresses that “much social life 

consists in people thinking and talking about thinking and talking.” A frank, deep and 

serious conversation allowed my participants to conduct a self-analysis of their past 

experiences. It is something they had never done before. As a qualitative researcher, 

this was also the process by which I returned the voice to the participants. Bakhtin 

(1986) points out that “the unique speech experience of each individual is shaped and 

developed in continuous and constant interaction with other individual utterances.” 

On the basis of dialogical exchange, a complete picture of my participants’ personal 

biographies has been formed. 

Although the fieldwork should not be discontinued until the ethnographer believes he 

or she has enough data to infer claims or to draw a conclusion about the research 

object (Marcus, 1995; Hammar, 1991), my field investigation officially ended in 

August 2017 due to time constraints. Since the AnotherLand was an ongoing project, 

I paid a return visit to my participants in January 2018. It allowed me to add the 

missing and subsequent data in my first stay. I continue to pay attention to the update 

of their WeChat platform and have had follow-up communication with some of my 

participants. Hammersley and Atkinson (1995) write that field notes “have the power 
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to evoke the times and places of the ‘field’, and call to mind the sights, sound, and 

smells of ‘elsewhere’, when read and reread ‘at home’” (p. 176). During the field 

work, I recorded my observations, thoughts, reflections and questions in a field diary. 

After reading it many times, I could find some information that I had previously 

ignored. I also participated in the editing of Tang’s book about independent ways of 

life, and in the filming of a documentary about their everyday life in the countryside. 

These multiple sources of data provided rich material for my post-field analysis.  

 

4.4 Data Analysis        

As mentioned earlier, there are seven main participants. The interview recordings for 

each of them have accumulated more than two hundred hours. It usually took me a 

few days to complete the conversion of each person’s interview data from audio to 

text. Fortunately, their Mandarin was relatively standard and there was no 

incomprehensible expression. The second step of transcription was to streamline the 

original Chinese text, such as removing repetitive sentences and meaningless modal 

particles. The most challenging step was the translation from Chinese to English. My 

participants used idioms and slang very frequently, which led me to spend a lot of 

time understanding what they meant in context and finding suitable alternatives.  

After the transcription was completed, I coded and categorized the interview data. 

However, in view of the strong complexity and diversity of my participants, I finally 

chose a narrative approach to present the personal biographies of my participants. In 

addition to the interview data, I insisted on writing the field diary every day. It not 

only recorded my observations, thoughts and reflections at the time, but also provided 

a lot of detailed descriptions of characters and activities in the AnotherLand. It 

provided an important reference for my interpretation and analysis of interview data. 

Finally, the research data includes texts and images written and recorded by my 

participants about their lifestyle experiments in the countryside. These multiple 

sources of data formed an important basis for the writing of this thesis. 

 

4.4.1 Documentary Analysis  

In addition to the data obtained through in-depth interviews and participant 

observation, another source of data in this research was documentary evidence. Based 

on the widest understanding of documentary evidence — the writings on paper (e.g. 

newspapers, novels, reports)— it actually includes many other media by which 
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information can be preserved (Bohnsack, 2009). My participants’ experiment in 

alternative lifestyles is recorded and presented via a variety of materials, which 

mainly include, a) the personal diaries written by themselves, b) information included 

in the AnotherLand’s official website and its WeChat account, c) feature stories 

reported by magazines and social media, and d) documentaries filmed by the 

AnotherLand and national television. The first category has been used in the analysis 

of seven main participants’ narratives about personal biography, as well as their 

specific lifestyle experiments. The second category has been used to demonstrate the 

values advocated by the AnotherLand and its founder’s aspiration to rural idyll. The 

third and fourth categories have been used to gather data related to the establishment 

of the AnotherLand before its relocation to Fuzhou. 

 

Since the AnotherLand was established in Qingdao in 2012 and moved to Fuzhou at 

the end of 2015, I can only learn its history at the Qingdao stage through relevant text 

and video materials. One of the sources I have often consulted is the official the 

AnotherLand website (www.anotherland.org), and the updates to its WeChat public 

account. Tang’s book, Independence Life Way, published in 2017, is another source I 

have used. It includes Tang’s essays and diaries from 2009 to 2016. I also restored the 

previous picture of the AnotherLand through the WeChat records of my participants 

and other members (including those who had left). The collection and analysis of 

these types of data guarantees the consistency of my analysis of the field texts later, 

and the data analysis consisting of these two parts constitutes a triangulation for this 

research. 

 

4.4.2 Narrative Approach 

This study aims to understand urban-rural migrants’ experiment in alternative 

lifestyles in the countryside. By taking as a starting point their escape from the city, 

data collected by in-depth interview and participant observation presents a complete 

picture of their lived experience, such as the impression of urban life, the practice of 

everyday life, the imagination of rural life and the exploration of good life. By 

combing their own life stories, they have developed a coherent narrative to connect 

their lived experience at different stages. As Clandinin and Connelly (1994) have 

defined it, narrative relates to both a phenomenon and a method:  
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People shape their daily lives by stories of who they and others are and as they 

interpret their past in terms of these stories. Story, in the current idiom, is a portal 

through which a person enters the world and by which their experience of the world 

is interpreted and made personally meaningful. Narrative inquiry, the study of 

experience as story, then, is first and foremost a way of thinking about experience. 

Narrative inquiry as a methodology entails a view of the phenomenon. To use 

narrative inquiry methodology is to adopt a particular view of experience as 

phenomenon under study. (Connelly and Clandinin, 2006, p. 479)  

For urban-rural migrants, their experiences can be roughly divided into two stages: 

pre-migration life and post-migration life. Many of them regard their movement as an 

escape from their pre-migrant lives that they intend to get rid of the past and have “a 

new beginning” (Salvá Tomás, 2005). However, many empirical studies have pointed 

out that their lives in a new destination have close connections with their lives before 

migration (Oliver, 2008; O’Reilly, 2007; Castles, 2008). Through storytelling, 

differences and connections of their experiences before and after the migration are 

well reflected in their narratives of everyday life: 

…experiences grow out of other experiences, and experiences lead to further 

experiences. Wherever one positions oneself in that continuum - the imagined now, 

some imagined past, or some imagined future – each point has a past experiential 

base and leads to an experiential future. (Clandinin and Connelly, 2000, p. 2) 

Life narrative “allows people to describe processes of how things happened and came 

into being, how a subject was formed or influenced by a multiplicity of places and 

positioning, and how they dealt with experiences and developed a sense of self” 

(Lutz, 2011, p. 350).  

Moreover, as people’s experience changes, their “motivations, goals, personal 

concerns and social positions change” as well (McAdams, 2008, p. 246). Clandinin 

(2006) indicates that “these lived and told stories and talk about those stories are ways 

we create meaning in our lives as well as ways we enlist each other’s help in building 

our lives and communities.” King (2003) also emphasizes that “we live stories that 

either give our lives meaning or negate it with meaninglessness. If we change the 

stories we live by, quite possibly we change our lives” (p. 153). The narrative about 

urban-rural migration involves a process of sense making. According to the data from 

in-depth interviews, my participants usually showed a reflexive or critical attitude 
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towards the meaning of life before migration in terms of environment, values, system 

and so on. At the same time, their narratives also showed a continuous passion for 

pursuing a good life. Some of them portrayed rural idyll as a natural, healthy and 

peaceful lifestyle and generated alternative values to guide their lifestyle experiments. 

McAdams argues that “life stories are always about both the reconstructed past and 

the imagined future” (p. 245) … “who we imagine we were, are and might be in our 

heads and bodies with who we were, are, and might be in the contexts of family, 

community, the workplace, ethnicity, religion, gender, social class, and culture” 

(p. 243).  

The narrative approach is an effective way to illuminate the relationship between 

meaning and action (Clandinin, 2006). In this case, it is embodied in a mutual 

construction between the long-standing dispositions of urban-rural migrants and their 

experiments in alternative lifestyles in the countryside. To conduct this, it is important 

to be attentive to situating field texts within the three-dimensional narrative space, 

that is, positioning field texts with attention to the temporal, the personal and social, 

and place (Clandinin, 2006). When inquirers leave the field and return to their 

research texts, the transitions from field and field texts to authoring research texts are 

tension-filled, that the tensions emerge and re-emerge as narrative inquirers attend to 

their experiences of moving from the close relational work with participants to 

beginning to represent their inquiries for a larger audience (Clandinin, 2006; 

Clandinin and Connelly, 2000). Therefore, narrative approach raises several ethical 

concerns from one’s own narrative beginnings through negotiations of relationships to 

writing and sharing research texts (Huber and Clandinin, 2002).  

 

4.5 Reflexivity: The Researcher from Hong Kong   

I took a three-day “warm up” visit to the AnotherLand before I officially launched my 

field investigation. It was the second day after my arrival in Fuzhou. I transferred 

three buses from the city center to the village entrance. It took me almost five hours 

and the last leg was very bumpy. After fifteen minutes’ walk from the bus station, I 

arrived at the main building of the AnotherLand. It looked the same as in the photo, 

with a blue painted door. Instead of knocking at the door immediately, I observed the 

inside through a half-open door. It was a very spacious space with only two tables, a 

bookshelf and two looms. A short-haired woman was sitting at the table and typing 

something with a computer. I recognized her as Jane, the founder’s wife. I took a deep 
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breath and knocked on the door. She looked up at me and continued typing. When I 

was about to walk in front of her, she looked at the screen and suddenly said, “You 

are the researcher from Hong Kong, right?” Before I could answer, she added, “Are 

you looking for Tang? He’s out and will come back tomorrow.” I hurried to tell her it 

was okay, that the purpose of my trip this time was to get a general idea of their way 

of life. After nearly ten minutes of silence, she said, “There is a magazine report on 

the shelf, you can read it.” Her words made me clearly feel the distance between a 

researcher and a participant.  

I think her sense of distance might have been caused by my “curiosity” as a 

researcher. The feeling of being researched caused psychological discomfort to her. In 

fact, in my six-month fieldwork, Jane’s attitude towards me was changeable. 

Sometimes she showed enthusiasm for me. She would take the initiative to chat and 

share food. She told me about the quarrel between her and her husband and asked me 

to help her find a solution. She also complained to me about the behavior of other 

participants that made her feel unsatisfied. At other times, she publicly showed her 

unfriendliness to me. She believed that as a researcher from Hong Kong, I should pay 

a portion of my research funding to them. She once bluntly questioned Tong: “Why 

should we be studied by her for free?” The contradictory character she showed made 

me want to know how she understood my role. With the dissuasion of Tang and other 

members, she stopped asking me to pay them part of my research fee. Instead, she 

asked me to take part in her work as the price for my stay and data collection. Her 

resistance made me reflect on who I was to my participants. 

I believe that the first impression I gave to most people I met during the field work 

was as a researcher from Hong Kong. This is the first sentence that Tang usually said 

when he introduced me to other participants and visitors. In fact, this identity has 

brought great convenience to my field work. It allows my participants to distinguish 

me from ordinary Chinese mainlanders. They showed great interest in me and my life 

in Hong Kong. Sometimes my relationship with my participants was reversed: I 

became their interviewee and needed to answer their questions. As Taylor (2006, 

p. 85) suggests “a pair of essentially inseparable things – ‘two sides of the same coin’ 

perhaps,” or even multiple possible dualities, such as observer-member (participant). 

This reversal often took place in the scenes they were familiar with, which endowed 

them with a kind of subjectivity. Jauncey (1999, p. 194) has described a certain 

fluidity of fieldwork that “involves a constant and often unintended movement 
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between” different types of participation. The transformation of roles brought more 

space and possibilities to the dialogue between me and the participants. It was 

conducive to the formation of a friendly, equal and trusting relationship. More 

importantly, this positive interaction helped the participants accept me smoothly. 

From their perspective, I gradually changed from a strange outsider to a reliable 

friend or work partner. 

Secondly, my identity as a Hong Kong researcher was endowed with a “right of 

interpretation” by my participants. Most of my participants believed that I had a high 

level of knowledge, as well as the ability to understand and analyze things. Every few 

days, one or two participants would come to me privately to ask for a conversation. In 

a way, I played the role of a “psychologist” in collective life. Their opening remarks 

were usually, “Shall we talk? I think you should be able to understand me.” This 

sentence handed the power to interpret them to my side. Even the founder of the 

AnotherLand hoped that I could provide a persuasive interpretation for their lifestyle 

experiments. Atkinson (1990) has noted that: 

The voices in the text enter into relationships of echo and anaphora, dialogue and 

development. Sometimes the voices are those of the sociologist–as author of the 

text and observer/describer of the social scene. Sometimes the voices are those of 

the sociologist and the actors (p. 92).  

As a researcher, I tried not to influence my participants’ views on the AnotherLand. I 

also avoided giving my opinion of a member in front of others. Hammersley and 

Atkinson (1983) point out that the only aspect that differentiates ethnographic 

research from everyday life is perhaps the self-reflexivity that accompanies our 

actions and that ultimately becomes the ethnographer’s “decisive competence” (cited 

in Luders, 2004, p. 227). Even so, I have to admit that I have to face an ambivalence. 

On the one hand, in-depth conversations on specific topics are prerequisites for 

building trust. Only when my participants are convinced that I fully understand and 

care about them will they be willing to tell me more about their private stories. On the 

other hand, the topics they proposed were closely related to their experiment in 

alternative lifestyles. Any response from me might have caused them to re-think their 

life choices. This required me to maintain a high degree of reflexivity. In this case, 

my participants saw me as both an insider who understood their way of life and an 
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outsider who maintained an objective distance from them because of the “intellectual 

discourse” (Bourdieu, 1990). As Merton (1972) has said,  

…sociologically speaking there is nothing fixed about the boundaries separating 

Insiders from Outsiders. As situations involving different values arise, different 

statuses are activated and the lines of separation shift (p. 28).  

 

4.6 Validity: Living in the Countryside  

In a six-month fieldwork, living in the countryside with my participants was a 

challenge. This was because I grew up in a provincial capital city in China. When I 

was a child, I only went to visit my grandparents in a fishing village for one or two 

weeks during the summer holiday. Under this circumstance, although I had warm 

memories with my family members, I was still not familiar with rural life. When I 

started the fieldwork, the biggest challenge for me was the simple and crude living 

facilities of the AnotherLand. Take the ecological toilet as an example: its usage 

principle was the “separation of dry and wet.” This design not only prevents the 

generation of biogas, but also ensures the drying of excreta for composting. Although 

the application of eco-toilet had been popularized in many ecological farms and 

communities, it still brought a lot of inconvenience to my daily life. It took me a few 

weeks to get used to it. In addition, their soaps, detergents, shampoos and other daily 

necessities were all handmade. It made me doubt their cleaning effect and the 

AnotherLand’s hygienic conditions. It also highlighted my dependence on industrial 

products. 

My fieldwork began in the late spring and early summer, during the plum-rain season 

in South China. The continuous thunderstorms made the farmland muddy. The 

ten-meter mountain road had already wrapped my sneakers in mud and soaked my 

socks. I began wearing rain boots to work in the field. I remember the first time I went 

to farm with Rong, he told me that almost all visitors who came from the city reacted 

the same way I did. “It is called natural deficiency, the same as the lack of vitamins,” 

said Rong. He went on to say, “the distance between urbanites and nature is too far 

away. You know what? If people live too long in the vacuum of the city, they will 

lose their ability to survive in a natural environment. That would be a big trouble.” At 

that moment, I clearly felt that I lived in the countryside and understood how arduous 

rural life is. It demonstrated that migration from urban to rural areas was not a simple 

change in office and leisure space. 
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The description of my experience in this section is not to prove how many difficulties 

I encountered during the fieldwork, but to show that the methodology of ethnography 

itself provides validity for this study. Some scholars (Schwandt, 1997; Creswell and 

Miller, 2000) pointed out that validity refers to the accuracy of the inferences in 

representing our participants’ realities, as well as to the credibility they have for our 

participants and audiences. As Rong said, as an urbanite, I experienced an adaptation 

process similar to that of other participants. The shared living experience allowed me 

to interpret their narratives more credibly. Alcoff points out that academics are “those 

authorized to develop theories that are based on others’ thoughts, and through these 

ideas, to speak on behalf of them” (1991). I provided “thick descriptions” of my 

participants’ experiences, dispositions and identities and located them in concrete 

situations, in order to make sure their voices were well represented (Geertz, 1973). In 

terms of triangulation, I ensured validity by applying it in data collection and data 

analysis. The multiple data sources include in-depth interviews, participant 

observation and the review of documents, such as my field notes, my participants’ 

diaries and publications, WeChat messages and Moments, and media articles. I paid a 

return visit to the AnotherLand to update their life experiments. I have kept in touch 

with my participants online, which shows my long-term engagement in the field. 

Because the AnotherLand is an on-going project, it requires a high awareness of 

reflexivity, which Altheide and Johnson (1994) term “validity-as-reflexive-

accounting” (p. 489). Employing ethnography and narrative approaches make my 

research.  
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SEARCHING FOR A WAY OUT 

 

 

This chapter introduces the establishment and development of the AnotherLand 

project, and the personal biography of its main founder, Tang. The discussion of these 

two parts answers a major research question, that is, how my participants’ habitus and 

their experiments of alternative lifestyle build each other. In the order of the timeline, 

this chapter consists of five sections. The first three sections show the influence of 

Tang’s and his friends’ reflexive habitus on their escape from the city and exploration 

of a sustainable lifestyle. The latter two sections show the transformation brought by 

Tang’s cooperation with the RR Foundation to the AnotherLand’s intentional 

community after it relocating to rural Fuzhou. 

In the first section, Tang’s personal biography reveals the different social problems 

caused by urbanization and how his experience led him to form a critique of urban 

society. In the second section, Tang and friends established the AnotherLand project 

to protest the urban habitus shaped by materialism and consumerism. They believed it 

is a reflexive process to develop a new set of dispositions. The third and fourth 

section show the disagreement between Tang and other founders caused by the 

cooperation with the foundation. It also introduces a ten-year plan for community 

building which portrayed a rich daily life in the countryside. In order to implement the 

plan, Tang joined the foundation’s board of directors and cooperated with other 

organizations. Tang introduced his idea of exploring alternative lifestyles and building 

intentional community to the new field. In the last section, the Southern Life 

encountered a demolition in the Wang Village, which reminded Tang of the current 

dilemma of community development. In view of this, Tang proposed to transform the 

AnotherLand project into a public interest foundation. 

In summary, this chapter demonstrates that Tang’s reflexive habitus and his 

experiments of alternative lifestyles in the countryside are mutually constructed. 

Specifically, Tang’s self-reflexivity made him form a critique of urban habitus, which 

further generated the idea and practice of building an intentional community. In turn, 

after joining the Holy Land, the Southern Life has been involved in many economic 

activities and has established networks in a wide variety of arenas. This dynamic 

process of mutual construction has allowed the community to develop a Half-Farmer 

and Half-X lifestyle. Tang believed the experiments of Half-Farmer and Half-X 
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lifestyle was a reflexive process that could help community members to develop a 

new set of dispositions (see Chapters 5 for details). 

 

5.1 The Story of a Founder 

Tang, the founder of the AnotherLand, was born in Qingdao, Shandong Province, in 

1989. His father is a graphic designer and has his own company. When Tang was in 

high school, his father took him to Hong Kong and Macau. It was the first time he had 

been exposed to the “city of desire”, and it had a tremendous impact on his 

worldview. “People can discard their dignity for money,” he said. This experience 

made him begin to doubt and reflect on the money worship of this society. Before the 

Gaokao, he dropped out of high school because he believed university was a place to 

produce cheap labor for a competitive society. For him, spending four years in a 

college was meaningless. He first worked as an assistant in his father’s studio and 

later set up his own studio. In this process, Tang gradually discovered his interest in 

artistic creation and concern for social reality. Like most young creators, Tang hopes 

to use his works to express his position on certain social phenomena and even bring a 

certain degree of change to society. Driven by this desire, he devoted himself to 

avant-garde art and tried to intervene in social events with action art. 

In 2009, 20-year-old Tang conducted his first action in a demolition event. The 

incident occurred in a residential area of Qingdao Old City. This residential area faced 

a demolition crisis due to the government’s urban renovation project. Tang borrowed 

a small DV and mobilized several friends to record the details of the whole incident 

with no prejudice. After learning that the district governor did not conduct any public 

opinion polls on the implementation of this urban renovation project, Tang and his 

friends designed and distributed a questionnaire on relocation so that local residents 

could fully express their opinions and feelings. They spent a year recording the 

demolition events in other areas of Qingdao and making them into a documentary. 

Tang and friends saw the demolition as a microcosm of the implementation of 

urbanization in China. Not long after the demolition came to an end, rents in the 

eastern district of Qingdao, where Tang’s studio was located, rose sharply due to the 

renovation projects. In the face of skyrocketing rents, Tang had to close his studio. 
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Figure 5 Joint Signature of Community Residents Against Demolition 

This encounter had a tremendous impact on Tang. As an urbanite, it was the first time 

he became strongly aware of the deep connection between himself and the external 

social environment. For most people, the city is made up of a group of interrelated 

functional areas: people work in office areas, live in residential areas, shop in malls, 

study at schools and see doctors at hospitals. My eighteen participants unanimously 

chose the word “convenience” to describe the dominant characteristics and 

advantages of urban life. But with the development of large-scale urbanization, they 

were increasingly paying attention to the social problems it brings.  

In the literature review, domestic scholars have summarized various urban issues into 

the term “urban disease” (Wang, 2011; Wu, 2011; Chen, 2012 and 2013; Chai, 2015; 

Chen, 2010 and 2016; Xiang, 2014). According to their research, “urban diseases” in 

Chinese society are prominently embodied in eight aspects: population expansion, 

traffic congestion, environmental pollution, poverty and unemployment, resource 

competition, housing tension, health hazards, integrity and moral crisis. Taking the 

issues of unemployment and resource competition as examples, from 1997 to 2011, 

the registered unemployment rate rose from 3.1% to 4.1%, which showed a 1.32 times 

increase (Chen, 2009). The main body of the urban unemployment group is the 

marginalized migrant workers who bear the low income and the poor living condition 

in the city (Gui, Berry, & Zheng, 2012). In addition, the rapid growth of migrant 

workers made education, medical and other social resources extremely tight in 

China’s cities (Ma, 2010). One crisis of confidence occurred when a scandal erupted 

over the production and extensive use of illegal food additives and illegal cooking oil, 

as well as toxic animals and plants. The scandal showed that China faced grave food 
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safety hazards (Lam, Remais, Fung, M, 2013; Wu and Chen, 2013). As for 

environmental pollution, wide-ranging regional haze has been one of the most 

disastrous weather events in recent years, triggering both public anxiety and official 

concerns (Steinhardt and Wu, 2016). In addition, urban domestic waste in China 

grows at a rate of about 10% per year (Bao, 2010). As a price of rapid development, 

people’s well-being of urban society has shown negative growth. In my interviews, all 

of the above “urban diseases” were mentioned by different participants to varying 

degrees. These urban issues became their motivations to escape from the city.  

In the case of Tang, his travel experience in Hong Kong and his investigation of the 

demolition event formed his critique of urban society. His self-reflexivity is presented 

at two levels: structure and agency. In terms of structure, he found that urban 

renovation projects forced him and many local residents to move to the periphery of 

the city. Their familiar living environment was replaced by high-end commercial 

property and shopping malls. The result has been a general upward trend in property 

value and rental costs, and more capital attracted from neighboring cities formed a 

circle expanding from the center to the periphery (Hamnett, 1997; Spates, 1998; 

Swapnil, 2017). Tang believed they were all victims of China’s urbanization, that they 

had to suffer its consequences with almost no room for negotiation. On the surface, it 

seemed that everyone had “the right to the city” (Lefebvre, 1991), but the city did not 

provide its residents with a space that could help them develop their well-being. In 

addition, as Bourdieu points out that agency is limited to a range of possibilities 

generated by the structure, which means habitus is a set of internalized dispositions 

and unconscious performance. In view of this, Tang believed that the urban 

environment magnified people’s desires and encourages them to pursue fame and 

wealth. It shapes the urban habitus characterized by materialism and consumerism. 

What was reflected in practice was “the abandonment of human dignity for the sake 

of benefit” and the monotonous definition of success and progress. In protest, Tang 

refused to go to college, instead pursuing social justice. Although Tang’s self-

reflexivity made him aware of the formation mechanism of this urban habitus, it was 

difficult to modify it under the urban structure. Therefore, Tang germinated the idea 

of “going up the mountains and rural areas.” 
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5.2 Going Up the Mountains 

With Tang’s studio closed by the sharp rent increase, Tang needed to solve the 

immediate crisis of having no place to live. On the outskirts of Qingdao, Tang and his 

friends found a three-story building that had been abandoned for many years. They 

took it as a warm-up before they left the city and initiated an attempt to transform it 

into a youth space for daily living and exchanging ideas. Tang recalled the situation at 

the time: 

We cleaned up the garbage-filled rooms, placed beds and bookshelves indoors, and 

planted fruits and vegetables on the open-air platform. However, just a few weeks 

later, we received an expulsion order from the city planning department that asked 

us to leave this place. I was not surprised by this ending and began to prepare for 

the move to Lao Mountains.  

During this period, Tang and his friends established the AnotherLand project (家園計

劃), and named their action on Lao Mountains “Self-sufficient Lab.” In order to 

ensure the project’s smooth implementation, they made preparations detailed in three 

aspects: learning from successful ecological communities worldwide the experiences 

and methods of building a self-sufficient lifestyle; convening their contacts in various 

fields of culture, art, media and academia to consult, guide and participate in their 

practices; establishing their own crowdfunding website (http://lab.anotherland.org) to 

raise funds for the various construction activities.  

 
Figure 6 Details List of the AnotherLand Crowdfunding Project 



 105 

Tang and his friends formally kicked off the Self-sufficient Lab in 2011. It had been 

in preparation for two years. They chose a relatively independent and open location 

near the hiking route on the southwest of Lao Mountain. As a cost, the living 

conditions there were more difficult. The main task of Self-sufficient Lab was to 

produce daily necessities independently and to build infrastructure such as eco-

architecture, energy facilities, road traffic. Tang and his friends designed and made 

the wind-driven generator, condensate pump shower and water recycling washing 

machine. They deliberately put themselves in the most rudimentary environment to 

verify that they could solve challenging problems in every aspect of their daily lives. 

 
Figure 7 The Location of Self-sufficient Lab in Lao Mountain 

Their experiments in alternative lifestyle had attracted many media organizations to 

visit and report. In several interviews, Tang expressed his critique of the ideology 

prevailing in the city, which was included in his 2017 book: 

The competitive relationship of today’s society exists in every industry. The 

essence of most competition is shameless exploitation. Society allows privileged 

people to unscrupulous plunder what they want. They occupy the resources that 

others use to sustain their lives and turn it to luxury items. This abominable law of 

survival has become an educational system that encourages urban capital to be 

accumulated in the upper class and leads to a serious polarization between the rich 

and the poor. This inequality directly causes the loss of humanity and morality. 

And the ultimate victims are all human beings...When I first came up with this 



 106 

project, I hope people can reduce the material dependence and wealth desires of the 

city, and thus regain the equality and dignity of life. I hope it would be a solution to 

the social problems that I and others have been paying attention to.” (Tang, 2013) 

The social problems mentioned by Tang in his “declaration” referred directly to the 

capital hegemony represented by neo-liberalism in the urban areas (Giddens, Beck, 

Harvey). As Tang recalled in the last section, his journey to Hong Kong and Macau 

made him feel the power of capital for the first time. He was shocked by the social 

injustice caused by money and formed a resistance to capitalism. He refused to go to 

college and chose to express his position and attitude in artistic creation. In the 

process of tracking down the demolition events in Qingdao, the contradiction between 

Tang’s personal values and urban habitus broke out again. Elder-Vass (2007) 

concludes that, ‘as reflexive beings, we are sometimes able to critically evaluate and 

thus modify our dispositions in the light of our experience, our reasoning capacities, 

and our value commitments’. Tang’s personal biography reveals that his self-

reflexivity has made him formed a critical perspective of anti-materialism and anti-

consumerism on urban society. It prompted him to consciously modify his 

dispositions through moving out of the city. 

In this section, Tang and friends first occupied an abandoned building on the outskirts 

of Qingdao city. They transformed the building into a youth space to express their 

protests against materialism and consumerism in contemporary urban lifestyles. Then 

they launched an experiment on a self-sufficient lifestyle in Lao Mountain. They 

regarded the areas outside the city as an alternative space to develop a new set of 

dispositions. In other words, rural environment was perceived by them as a natural 

and simple place that people could get rid of the control of urban habitus and reduce 

their excessive desires for money and material. As for the production of necessities 

and the construction of infrastructure, they aimed to restore “the use value of goods 

created through human’s specific labor” (Lefebvre, 1971), and to maintain 

sustainability as far as possible. Tang and his friends regarded the experiment of 

alternative lifestyles in the countryside as a self-reflexive process that allowed people 

to modify their urbanized dispositions by taking up the logic of the rural field and 

using that logic to look at their lives in the city (Decoteau, 2016). Their pursuit of 

self-sufficient lifestyles was their strategy to the unhappiness caused by “urban 

diseases.” 
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5.3 Working with the Foundation 

Tang and his friends’ experiments in Lao Mountain had successfully attracted the 

attention of various individuals, groups and social organizations. In 2015, the RR 

Public Interest Foundation invited Tang and his friends to relocate the AnotherLand 

project to the Holy Land in Minhou County, Fuzhou. The invitation of the RR 

Foundation was a turning point for the AnotherLand’s team. As a group of people 

most familiar with this project, some founders disapproved of accepting sponsorship 

from the RR Foundation. They thought this move was contrary to the idea of their 

establishment of the AnotherLand and would cause damage to their values. They 

believed that the AnotherLand project represented their separation from capital power 

in the city. While the foundation’s investment represented capital hegemony, which 

was precisely the reason for their escape from the city. Although they still did not 

know how the RR Foundation would affect the AnotherLand project, they insisted 

that their exploration of alternative lifestyles should not involve any investor. 

But for Tang, he believed that the foundation had shown its recognition and respect 

for the idea of their intentional community. More importantly, he pointed out that 

their residence in Lao Mountain was insecure and not suitable for long-term 

development. For example, the geographical location of Lao Mountain was remote, 

that was not conducive to others to join. The poor environmental conditions might 

prevent it from becoming a sustainable living community. Moreover, given they did 

not sign a formal land contract in Lao Mountain, the efforts they invested in there 

might be in vain due to many factors, such as policy changes or government’s 

intervention. If the AnotherLand continued to be trapped in such a space, an 

intentional community they intended to build would be difficult to implement. Tang 

believed the problems he worried could be solved as long as they join the Holy Land. 

The RR Foundation promised to provide them with twenty years of land usage rights, 

which was essential to the AnotherLand’s experiment in the long run. Since Tang was 

the originator of the AnotherLand project, the team members who disagreed with him 

chose to quit. In the end, Tang accepted the invitation of the RR Foundation and 

renamed the Self-sufficient Lab as the Southern Life.  

As a new beginning, Tang proposed a specific planning for the development of the 

Southern Life in the next decade. In terms of farming, there would be ten acres of 

land for planting food crops, two acres of land for growing vegetables, and one acre 

of land for planting fruit trees; in terms of ecological architecture, they planned to 
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build five private dwellings every year. All required labor would be shared by 

members, volunteers and visitors. The ecological buildings planned to be built 

included children’s libraries, forest theater, mobile college and creation centers. As 

for cultural and entertainment activities, there would be Southern Life Festival, 

Natural Education Summer Camp, and many special courses for visitors to learn DIY 

skills and to experience rural life. In terms of social benefits, the Southern Life 

planned to shoot a documentary and a series of short videos every year. They would 

upload all of these media files to their official website, so that viewers could get the 

knowledge and information they needed for free. In addition, in order to encourage 

the spirit of sharing, the Southern Life intended to build a credit system where 

members could exchange their labor and services for credits. According to Tang’s 

explanation, this ten-year plan was not only a future outlook for the Southern Life, but 

also a concrete guidance for community members’ everyday practice. Tang believed 

that their construction of this intentional community would eventually enhance the 

well-being of two generations. 

 

Figure 8 Ten-Year Plan for the Southern Life 

It can be known from the ten-year plan of the Southern Life that it was a continuation 

of the Self-sufficient Lab – an on-going intentional community that advocated 

sustainable lifestyles in the countryside. Compared to the AnotherLand’s rhetoric of 
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anti-materialism and anti-consumerism during the Lao Mountain period, the Southern 

Life presented a more complete picture of the richness of community building. As 

Shucksmith (2016) argues, rural idylls are something which rural inhabitants and 

urban residents aspire to, perhaps as a vision of a good place to live or as a repository 

of values – it has been portrayed for centuries as simple, innocent and virtuous as part 

of a pastoral myth of a lost Eden, divorced from harsher realities of rural life 

(Williams, 1973; Marx, 1956; Short, 2006). The Southern Life portrayed the 

countryside as an ideal destination that promised a more natural, eco-friendly, creative 

and meaningful lifestyle. However, compared to traditional rural life with farming as 

the main focus, Tang’s ten-year plan involved the construction of culture, 

architecture, technology, and art. It means that its development imposed clear 

requirements on different types of capital that can only be obtained in the city. It 

made the Southern Life significantly different from many communes in the 

countryside - “they focused a great deal of their scorn on technology, which was 

frequently seen as the villain, and in many cases attempted to step backward from 

modernity into a primitive past” (Miller, 1999).  

From the decision of relocation, on the one hand, Tang criticized the specific habitus 

shaped by the urban society and further formed a self-reflexivity. On the other hand, 

he tried to build an alternative way of life with the help of advantageous capital 

closely related to his urban habitus. The ten-year plan seemed to be contradictory in 

the values and means of intentional community building. However, as Bourdieu and 

Wacquant (1992) argue, the discourses or practices produced by habitus is in the 

relation to certain structures. 

We must think of it as sort of a spring that needs a trigger and, depending upon the 

stimuli and structure of the field, the very same habitus will generate different, even 

opposite, outcomes (p. 135). 

It meant that Tang’s cooperation with the RR Foundation should not be equated with 

the copying or reinforcing of the rules and structures of “evil society”. The new field 

could inspire different discourses and practices of community members. In other 

words, the AnotherLand’s participation in the Holy Land was important in 

understanding the relationship between the change of habitus and the experiment of 

alternative lifestyles. 
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5.4 Blurring the Boundaries 

After relocating to the Holy Land, the Southern Life has gradually developed a good 

relationship with other three organizations supported by the RR Foundation. The 

interaction and cooperation between them not only allowed many activities to be 

carried out smoothly (e.g., the Southern Living Festival and the Farmers Market), but 

also drove Tang and his AnotherLand to make different attempts. Because the 

AnotherLand was the only non-profit organization in the Holy Land which was 

consistent with the commonweal nature of the RR Foundation, Tang was selected by 

its board of directors to take charge of the various affairs of the Holy Land. 

This new title gave Tang and his AnotherLand multiple identities and functions in this 

field. Inside the Holy Land, in addition to taking charge of the Southern Life, Tang 

also needed to supervise the management of three other organizations on behalf of the 

RR Foundation. Outside the Holy Land, Tang was responsible for receiving 

inspections by government officials and foundation leaders, and visits by celebrities 

from different fields. This work gave him access to various roles, resources and forces 

in the rural areas of South China. He also gained more opportunities to expose and 

promote the Southern Life to the public. From 2017 to 2018, the Southern Life had 

received in-depth research and extensive coverage from four international scholars, 

three well-known magazines and three national television stations (CCTV10, BBC 

and NHK). Among the hundreds of visitors were domestic tri-agricultural experts like 

Tiejun Wen8, who regarded urbanites returning to the countryside as important talents 

for rural revival.  

Concerns from different sectors of society have made the AnotherLand’s intentional 

community be associated with more diverse and sustainability-oriented narratives. As 

Bourdieu (1992, 97-106p) pointed out, “fields are systems of relations, to think in 

terms of field is to think relationally…In analytic terms, a field may be defined as a 

network, or a configuration of objective relations between positions.” The Southern 

Life, an experiment in the alternative lifestyles thus has been involved in a wide scale 

of economic activities and networking in the countryside, including alternative energy 

production, organic agriculture, ecological communities, natural education, natural 

 
8 Tiejun WEN is a renowned expert on social-economic sustainable development and rural issues, 
especially in policy studies, macro-economic, geo-strategy of south-south cooperatives, and long-term 
inclusive growth. He is executive dean of China’s Institute of Rural Reconstruction of China, Southwest 
University, focuses particularly on policy studies, macro-economic, geo-strategy of south-south 
cooperatives, and long-term inclusive growth. 
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building, permaculture design, voluntary simplicity and decreased consumption. The 

community development has benefited from the networks that had formed in the Holy 

Land. In addition, Bourdieu (1992) also argues that “different players in the field 

jointly develop and maintain the forms and stakes of a game that is worth playing”. 

Given the themes and interests of these organizations are interrelated, the Southern 

Life and other three organizations promoted their own positions by drawing resources 

and capital from each other, which blurred the boundaries of fields and formed a win-

win situation (Leander, 2010). 

Ultimately, these independent and interrelated organizations merged into a larger 

whole, that the values and rules unique to this integrated field are generated (Bi, 

2004). Since the Southern Life showed a strong appeal to academic researchers, rural 

experts, social activists and government officials, it had a great influence on shaping 

the values in the Holy Land. To be specific, Tang introduced his aspiration of 

exploring alternative lifestyles and building intentional communities to other 

organizations — it played an essential role in connecting resources and attracting 

investment from the related fields. By organizing various commercial activities, the 

concept of alternative lifestyles and intentional communities has been strongly 

conveyed to the public both in the rural areas and urban areas. At the same time, 

given Tang’s dual role in the Holy Land, some discourses and practices produced by 

the Southern Life has been incorporated into the revision of the RR Foundation’s 

cooperation documents. In view of this, Tang and his AnotherLand contributed to 

“constituting the field as a meaningful world, a world endowed with sense and value, 

in which it is worth investing one’s energy.” (Bourdieu, 1992: 127p).  

At this stage, the AnotherLand’s community showed a significant transformation 

from its initial design in Lao Mountain. As Bourdieu (1992) describes, the practice 

must consider both the internalization of externality and the externalization of 

internality, that is, “it exists in things and in minds, in fields and in habitus, outside 

and inside of agents” (127p). The establishment and development of the 

AnotherLand’s community has been precisely supported by this argument. At the 

very beginning, the urban renovation project caused a train of demolition events and 

led to a sharp rise in rents. It not only directly led to the collapse of Tang’s studio, but 

also made him form a critical perspective on urban society — he developed self-

reflexivity in the face of capital hegemony. In this case, Tang and his friends decided 
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to explore an alternative lifestyle outside the city. In order to modify the habitus 

shaped by urban system, they established the AnotherLand project.  

During the Lao Mountain period, they used the AnotherLand project to express and 

emphasize their values of anti-consumerism and anti-materialism. They believed that 

the experiment of alternative lifestyles was a self-reflexive process, that allowed 

participants to develop a new set of dispositions in the countryside. However, the 

objective conditions of Lao Mountain, such as the natural environment, the quality of 

the land, and the formality of land contract, cannot satisfy the long-term construction 

of a self-sufficient community. Therefore, Tang accepted the cooperation with the RR 

Foundation and relocated the community to the Holy Land. In this new field, on the 

one hand, the Southern Life promoted the concepts of alternative lifestyles and 

intentional communities to other organizations and the wider public. On the other 

hand, the Southern Life has been involved in many economic activities and has 

established networks in a wide variety of arenas. It both extended the community’s 

exploration of self-sufficiency and brought more possibilities for the change of 

habitus.  

 

5.5 A Possible Transformation   

In May 2018, a program of Fuzhou TV reported on the Southern Life. This TV report 

caught the attention of the Central Inspection Team stationed in Fuzhou. The party 

secretary of Minhou County was appointed to inspect the Holy Land. As a result of 

the investigation, he defined the simple facilities of the Southern Life as illegal 

buildings and ordered the project leader to dismantle them before the end of May. It 

was the first time since the 2015 relocation the Southern Life had experienced friction 

with local governments. The WeChat account of the AnotherLand had continued to 

update the progress of the demolition event for one month. Although my ethnographic 

research was completed in early 2018, in order to follow up this serious incident, 

through WeChat I interviewed two participants who were in charge of it. 
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Figure 9 Government Demolition Documents of Minhou County 

We all felt a little surprised when this happened. Because when we first came to 

this village three years ago, we learned about the regulations for building a private 

residence from the village government. The answer at the time was that permanent 

buildings could not be built in the village, which refers to those houses made of 

reinforced concrete. The brick houses, earthen kiln houses, prefab houses common 

in rural areas are all allowed. Moreover, the Southern Life is an asset under the 

name of the RR Foundation, given they own the land usage right. So the house we 

built will be fine as long as we report it to them. DOME Studio is the first 

ecological building in our community. It has been there for three years and has 

been reported by many media. No one has ever taken it as an illegal building. 

The two interviewees expressed their doubts and expanded on their interpretations of 

this incident. 

The popularity of the Southern Life has increased in recent years. We are also 

trying to work on some official projects with the local governments and cultural 

institutions in Fuzhou. Perhaps the Southern Life has more or less represented 

something of them. In fact, the order of the Minhou County Committee this time is 

not to drive us away, but to ask us to submit formal written materials according to 

government regulations. It is an important lesson for us. In the future, every one of 
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us must have awareness of standardizations. We are now preparing the documents 

requested by the Urban and Rural Planning Bureau. These ecological buildings 

should be reported with the CAD drawings and qualification seals from a formal 

designing institute. Our current coping strategy is to temporarily move away the 

wilderness restaurant and the natural public toilet. After completing these 

bureaucratic procedures, we will place them back (principals A and B, May 2018) 

 

Figure 10 Demolition Site of the Southern Life 

Three months after the demolition document was issued, those ecological buildings 

were relocated to their original location on the mountains. After this incident, the 

Southern Life invited a young architect who graduated from Tsinghua University to 

join the core team. He soon became a leader in the group of ecological architecture 

and developed a long-term construction plan. At the same time, Tang also rethought 

the social orientation and development direction of the AnotherLand in the future. 

The AnotherLand program was initially positioned as a platform to promote 

alternative lifestyles in the countryside, and to provide service to the similar 

experiments conducted by both individuals and groups, such as resource sharing 

and problem solving. So the significance of the Self-sufficient Lab and the 

Southern Life is to make a pioneering exploration. Because only when we have the 

knowledge and experience to build such a way of life, can we help others. But the 

problem that has been bothering us is that those who understand this concept and 

also have a passion for it are often not good at doing business. Or you can say that 
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they don’t like commercial things. However, the development of the AnotherLand 

requires planning team and financial support. So, this is a bottleneck for us all the 

time. The ability distribution of us members are uneven. We lack talents who are 

good at business planning and negotiation.  

It was the first time in our conversation that Tang had used the phrases “doing 

business” and “commercial things.” He attributed the obstacles to the sustainable 

development of the AnotherLand to the lack of business talents. It was not difficult to 

find that Tang’s current concern was more about commercial cooperation. 

Since I joined the RR Foundation, I have felt that the foundation model may be a 

good fit for us. This is because many of our core members are interested in culture 

and art. We are good at doing projects and activities. And the foundation model 

can help us turn what we are good at into a form of capital that attracts investment 

and cooperation. So next step we might try to transform the AnotherLand program 

into a public interest foundation. It’s just a change in form, that its idea remains the 

same. I think this path can solve the crisis of sustainability. 

Since the idea of transformation came into being, Tang has been more active in the 

affairs and projects of the RR Foundation. He told me that in the past year, he spent 

almost the same amount of time in the internal activities of the Southern Life and the 

external business of the RR Foundation. Tang sometimes had to attend various forums 

held in different cities to promote their projects for several months. This year, in the 

name of the AnotherLand project, Tang took over a cultural conservation project of 

another village in Minhou County. It was the first step in transforming the 

AnotherLand into a public interest foundation. This transformation means that Tang 

and his project may need to be deeper involved in the issues of new rural construction 

led by social enterprises and government agencies. 

Compared with the previous urban renovation projects in Qingdao, Tang regarded this 

demolition incident as a “recruitment” initiated by the local government. According to 

the narrative of two principals, they believed that the real intention of the local 

government was not to ban the Southern life. Instead, they required its existence to be 

consistent with the current rural development policies, which was the premise of their 

cooperation with the local government. After the incident, the Southern Life 

immediately took remedial measures. A professional architect was included in 

community’s membership. At the same time, Tang pointed out that their current 
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development dilemma was the uneven distribution of members’ ability, which was 

especially embodied in their lack of commercial awareness. He explained that people 

who accepted the idea of alternative lifestyles (with the character of anti-materialism 

and anti-consumerism) tended to be less interested in business. Because of this, Tang 

proposed to transform the AnotherLand project into a public interest foundation. He 

believed that this model could effectively convert their cultural, social and symbolic 

capital into economic capital — the investment that it attracted can be used for further 

development of the Southern Life. For this purpose, he was actively involved in the 

affairs of the RR Foundation.  

Looking back at Tang’s experience in this chapter, he criticized the habitus shape by 

capital hegemony and formed a self-reflexivity in urban society. He saw the 

countryside as a place that encouraged people to reduce their dependence on material 

and consumption. Through reflexive practice, he believed a new set of dispositions 

could be developed that was distinguished from the one formed in the city. In this 

process, the network of the Holy Land brought a transformation to the Southern Life, 

and the dual role he played gave the community more resources and advantages. 

Ultimately, the mutual construction between the reflexive habitus of my participants 

and the intentional community in the Holy Land presented a unique alternative 

lifestyle, namely, Half-Farmer and Half-X. It combined community members’ 

aspiration of rural idyll and their participation in sustainable economy. In the next two 

data chapters, through introducing the personal biography, the study analyzes my 

participants’ experiment in Half-Farmer and Half-X lifestyle in the countryside. 

 

5.6 Conclusion  

By tracing the personal biography of Tang, as well as the establishment and 

development of the AnotherLand’s community, this chapter has demonstrated a 

dynamic process of mutual construction between the reflexive habitus and alternative 

lifestyles. According to it, this chapter can be divided into two parts. The first part is 

from the first section to the third section, including “The Story of a Founder,” “Going 

Up the Mountains” and “Working with the Foundation.” It showed how the reflexive 

habitus of of Tang and his friends led to their escape from the city and exploration of 

a sustainable lifestyle. The second part is the fourth and fifth sections, including the 

“Blurring the Boundaries” and “A Possible Transformation.” It showed the changes 



 117 

brought by the cooperation between Tang and the RR Foundation to the construction 

of this intentional community after its relocation to rural Fuzhou.  

In the first section, Tang’s experience reveals many problems caused by urbanization. 

These “urban diseases” became the motivation for my participants to escape from the 

city. In the case of Tang, he found that the rapid urbanization forced him and many 

local residents to move to the periphery of the city. This passive situation greatly 

damaged his well-being and made him form a critical perspective on urban society. 

Tang’s self-reflexivity allowed him to modify the urban habitus and prompted him to 

build intentional community in the countryside. In the second section, Tang and 

friends established the AnotherLand project to protest the materialism and 

consumerism of contemporary urban lifestyles. They perceived the countryside is a 

natural and simple place that people could reduce their excessive desire for material 

and gain a relative independence. Through this reflexive process, Tang and friends 

believed a new set of dispositions could be developed to get rid of the control of 

capital hegemony.  

In the third and fourth sections, Tang accepted the cooperation with the RR 

Foundation and drew up a ten-year plan for the community development at the 

beginning of its relocation to Minhou County. This plan portrayed a rich daily life in 

the countryside and showed an aspiration to build an intentional community. In order 

to implement the plan, Tang joined the RR Foundation’s board of directors and 

cooperated with other organizations. The dual role developed by Tang in the new 

field brought resources and advantages to the community. Tang introduced his idea of 

exploring alternative lifestyles and building intentional community to other 

organizations. As a result, this concept played an essential role in connecting 

resources and attracting investment. In the last section, the Southern Life encountered 

a demolition in the Wang Village, which reminded Tang of the current dilemma of 

community development. He pointed out that, due to their concept of anti-materialism 

and anti-consumerism, the community members generally lacked business awareness. 

However, they needed to convert their culture and social capital into economic capital 

by attracting investment and cooperation. In view of this, Tang proposed to transform 

the AnotherLand project into a public interest foundation.  

Overall, this chapter demonstrates that Tang’s reflexive habitus and his experiments 

of alternative lifestyles in the countryside are mutually constructed. Specifically, 
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Tang’s self-reflexivity made him form a critique of urban habitus, which further 

generated the idea and practice of building an intentional community. In turn, after 

joining the Holy Land, the Southern Life has been involved in many economic 

activities and has established networks in a wide variety of arenas. Ultimately, this 

dynamic process of mutual construction has allowed the community to develop a 

special mode of alternative lifestyles, that is, the Half-Farmer and Half-X lifestyles. It 

combined my participants’ aspiration of rural idyll and their participation in economic 

activities. Tang believed the experiments of this lifestyle mode was a reflexive 

process that could develop a new set of dispositions to reduce participants’ 

dependence on material. Through the narratives of personal biography, the next two 

ethnographic chapters will discuss other six participants’ lifestyle experiments of 

Half-Farmer and Half-X in this intentional community. 
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THE HALF-FARMER AND HALF-X 

 

 

The previous chapter introduced Tang’s escape from the city, the establishment of the 

AnotherLand project and its development at different stages in the countryside. It 

demonstrated that Tang’s reflexive habitus and his experiments in alternative lifestyle 

were mutually constructed. Through continuous interaction, a mode of Half-Farmer 

and Half-X has been formed in order to respond to the construction of intentional 

communities. In this chapter, the experiments of Half-Farmer and Half-X lifestyle 

will be discussed in detail. To be specific, the first section introduces my participants’ 

narratives about the rural idyll from different perspectives. It generated the values 

unique to the alternative lifestyles advocated by the AnotherLand. In this case, the 

Half-Farmer and Half-X lifestyle is described as an ideal way for participants to 

develop self-reflexivity and form a new habitus. 

In order to answer to what extend their pursuit of a good life can be fulfilled in the 

intentional community, next three sections will illustrate the three participants’ (King, 

Tong, Jane) experiments of specific Half-Farmer and Half-X lifestyles. Among 

eighteen participants, King, Tong and Jane joined the Southern Life at a very early 

stage and have never returned to the city. Based on their personal biography, the 

second section introduces King’s “half-farmer and half-teacher” lifestyle, through 

which his habitus has been modified. He gained a sense of fulfillment by developing 

natural education and form a relationship of mutual assistance and promotion with the 

Southern Life. In the third section, Tong’s experiment with alternative lifestyle was to 

provide a good living environment for her family. She showed a willingness to 

construct “a multiply-layered habitus” by exploring organic farming with community 

members. By taking a co-housing mode, the private sphere has been divided from the 

public sphere in her rural life. In the fourth section, Jane has undergone a habitus 

transformation in her post-migrant experience. Her experiments of “half-farmer and 

half-weaver” lifestyle not only alleviated her emotional problems, but also brought 

her a sense of meaning. In this process, her agency and self-reflexivity have been 

developed. 

This chapter demonstrates the complexity and diversity of my participants’ alternative 

lifestyles developed in the Southern Life, which formed different relationship between 

members and the community. It argues that King, Tong, and Jane’s lifestyle 
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experiments interacted with their reflexive habitus and brought changes to it. It once 

again proved that the two sides were mutually constructed by taking the mode of 

Half-Farmer and Half-X lifestyles. 

 

6.1 Find Your Direction 

The previous chapter showed that the mutual construction between Tang’s reflexive 

habitus and the lifestyle experiments had developed a mode of Half-Farmer and 

Half-X in the Southern Life. This special life-work pattern was established and 

advocated by a Japanese activist9 to solve contemporary social problems by utilizing 

sustainable agriculture and individuals’ natural abilities. People now make their own 

interpretations of this concept in different context. For example, the first part of the 

Half-Farmer has been implemented on different scales, from small to large, including 

balcony gardens, weekend farms, ecological communities. In most cases, the mode of 

Half-Farmer and Half-X is adopted by ecological communities to maintain an 

eco-friendly lifestyle. In the Southern Life, the unique Half-X developed by its 

members’ interests and expertise has become the main source of income for their 

sustainable development. It was also an important way to make them keep positive 

connections with the outside world. In addition, since the pursuit of specific Half-X 

usually gives my participants a sense of satisfaction and meaning, it is considered by 

them to be one of the main reasons for their stay in the countryside. 

 
Figure 11 Half-X in the Holy Land 

 
9 Naoki Shiomi established the Half-Farmer and Half-X Institute in April 2000. He advocates a concept 
of “Half-Farmer and Half-X (=calling)” as a way of life or a lifestyle of the 21st Century.  
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In my conversation with the eighteen participants, they expressed a rich narrative 

about Half-Farmer and Half-X. It not only represented their interpretation and 

expectation of rural idyll, but also guided their practice of everyday life in the 

countryside. Through the production of various narratives, a concrete description of 

the rural idyll has been constructed by the community and has been conveyed to the 

public. According to the coding of the original interview materials, I divided the 

eighteen participants’ narratives about their Half-Farmer and Half-X lifestyle into five 

categories: ecology, organic food, handcraft, education and spirituality. These 

categories reflect how my participants were influenced in different ways. As 

mentioned in the previous chapter, Tang regarded individuals’ experiments on 

alternative lifestyles as a self-reflexive process through which a new habitus with its 

corresponding discourses and practices began to take shape. In order to demonstrate 

this point, several quotations are selected from the above five categories. 

Ecology  

In the past, people planted land, things grew from the ground and rotten in the 

ground. The cycle of material and life became a philosophy, teaching people how 

to treat food, land and nature. Farming activities make people highly revere land, 

cherish labor, and treasure food. They understand that things around them are 

hard-won and thus won’t be easily discarded. However, people nowadays do not 

know the ‘past, present and future’ of things. Everything in front of them is a 

finished product. So people take them for granted. They no longer respect the 

goods. It means that if something goes wrong, it will be directly thrown away and 

replaced by the new. It is precisely because of this that we need to shorten the 

distance between man and nature. The ecology community is a place where people 

can meet their needs of being close to nature. (Ice, 26) 

In the category of ecology, Ice pointed out the negative impact of modern society on 

people’s perceptions of what is a natural environment. She believed that there was a 

gap between humans and ecology, which led to people’s ignorance of the growth 

process of crops and the circulation law of nature. It is people’s cognitive defects that 

further cause serious waste of resources and environmental damage. Ice believed that 

this break can be glued by adopting a rural way of life. It can motivate people to 

modify their past dispositions and to form new values in their daily lives. 
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Organic Food 

My recipes are loyal to only one simple concept, that is to eat naturally and healthy. 

Because the food we eat every day has a huge impact on our health, work 

efficiency and overall well-being. To achieve this goal, first of all, the food itself 

should not be contaminated by chemical fertilizers and pesticides. And secondly, 

food additives should not be used during cooking. However, we (urban people) 

only have access to food in supermarkets and restaurants. Although it appears to be 

hygienic and safe on the surface, most of food in China is contaminated during the 

production process. Therefore, we need to shorten the “food miles” (the distance 

from the field to the table). We need a piece of land. Even if it is just a balcony 

garden, we still hope we can personally supervise the growth of vegetables and 

ensure that family members can eat safe food at our own table. (Dou, 40; Tiger, 30)  

In the narrative of Dou and Tiger, they expressed a strong desire for healthy diet. 

They had doubts about China’s food safety. Their attitude toward food was closely 

related to the frequent food scandals of recent years, which triggered the 

“consumption food anxieties” of the whole society (Jackson, 2014). In this case, their 

preference for organic food represents a request for the civil rights symbolized by 

“food justice.” While their pursuit of rural idyll represents a protest against distorted 

social values, it also confirms that the participant’s lifestyle experiment is a 

development of self-reflexivity. 

Education  

Natural education can help people who are separated from nature to re-enter the 

nature of life and avoid becoming a “hollow person” who has no enthusiasm and 

motivation for life. For example, adolescents are addicted to video games because 

they are not deeply related to the living environment around them. The idea of 

natural education is actually like that I took care of this land; this potato was 

planted by me; this house was built by the wood I saw; these daily necessities were 

made by my hand. I have been linked to my surroundings, so that myself is also 

constructed in these interactions. The essence of education is to emphasize 

humanity on the premise of conforming to the laws of nature. After that, it is 

possible to discuss the value created by education. (Zen, 43) 

In the category of education, Zen pointed out that people can gain a sense of meaning 

by enhancing interaction with the environment. She believed that people’s current 
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spiritual crises were caused by the alienation of modern society, that there is no close 

connection between their work, leisure and daily lives. In this case, it is important to 

emphasize the educational concept of interacting with nature, because it is a means of 

weakening or even eliminating modern alienation. By accepting natural education, 

Zen believed that people could retrieve and protect humanity.  

Spirituality 

Nature is an extension of our body and mind. Life in the countryside can help us 

relieve stress, improve health, and feel love and pleasure. It transforms the fears 

and jealousy that prevail in people’s relationships into understanding and empathy. 

We are willing to respect individual differences and support one’s belief. By 

sharing the positive energy in collective life, we can heal the pain in each other’s 

feelings, thoughts and emotions. It helps us truly understand ourselves and accept 

ourselves. In this process, I can better answer the questions of who I am, where I 

am going, what I am eager to achieve, and how to do something calmly. The goal 

of my next stage is to pursue internal and external peace. I hope I can understand 

free love and share my love with others. (Fan, 27) 

In terms of spirituality, Fan expressed her longing for positive energy. She believed 

that the connection to nature could help her solve physical and psychological 

problems. At the same time, the rural idyll could develop and promote a positive 

relationship between individuals, which made their collective life more inclusive, 

friendly and pluralistic. In such an environment she was encouraged to better 

understand herself. Fan’s narrative reveals that my participants’ alternative lifestyle is 

characterized by values of peace and equality, which is the opposite of excessive 

competition and comparison in the urban areas.  

The narratives of my participants from different perspectives have generated the 

values unique to the alternative lifestyle of this intentional community. What the 

values advocated included improving cognition of the natural environment, enhancing 

civil rights in food safety, eliminating the alienation of everyday life and promoting 

equal and harmonious interpersonal relationships. These improvements can be 

targeted to help my participants cope with the unhappiness generated by their 

previous urban life. Supported by these narratives, the Half-Farmer and Half-X 

lifestyle was described as an ideal way for its participants to develop self-reflexivity 

and form a new habitus by transforming ideological progress into their lived 
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experience. In order to answer to what extent my participants’ pursuit of good life can 

be fulfilled in the countryside, the next three sections illustrate my three participants’ 

(King, Tong, Jane) experiments in the specific Half-Farmer and Half-X lifestyle in 

different directions.   

 

6.2 King and Natural Education 

Due to the departure of other co-founders, the group of formal members (those who 

understood the idea of the AnotherLand’s concept and were willing to engage in a 

long-term experiment) were reorganized in the fall of 2015. King was one of the 

earliest members of the Southern Life. Prior to this, he worked in a public welfare 

primary school in Beijing. At that time, he was responsible for a nature course, which 

inspired his interest in natural education. Six years of work experience made him 

reflect that social ethos in first-tier cities, such as encouraging competition and 

comparing substances, have had a very negative impact on both children and teachers. 

The curriculum of the school could not satisfy his interest in teaching. He felt that 

under these circumstances he could not change anything. He decided to resign from 

the school and visit more places to learn about alternative education.  

With a deep understanding of alternative education in China, King found that natural 

education was deeply associated with several areas such as handcrafts, construction, 

organic agriculture and ecological communities. These intertwined themes form an 

integrated ideology that made him more willing to accept and practice. At the same 

time, he realized that if he really planned to devote himself into this field, he needed 

to make a choice between consumer-oriented urban life and life-oriented rural life, 

which meant a huge change for him. Since he had often heard the name of the 

Southern Life on many occasions, he ultimately decided to join this “famous” 

community.  

During the interview, King used the term “half-farmer and half-teacher” several times 

to summarize his work-life balance in the Southern Life. He said that he was a very 

pragmatic person, that he had spent more than half of his time studying and practicing 

organic farming in the first two years of the establishment of the Southern Life. 

“Farming is a very important part of natural education”, he pointed out that his 

experiences of farming and teaching complemented each other, and his rural life 

provided him with a practical context to obtain rich materials for natural education. 
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I think farming is very similar to education. They all need a waiting process, but 

not a result that you can get immediately. Many impacts and changes brought by 

this waiting process are even imperceptible, just like my step by step growth here. 

My personal five-year plan is to plant 1000 trees in the Southern Life. 

King also expressed his understanding of organic agriculture based on his practice in 

the countryside.  

I think the role of farming in this lifestyle should not be regarded as agriculture. 

First, it cannot reach a common scale of agricultural production, that each of us 

only took care of a few acres of farmland. Secondly, people here did not farm for 

sale. The output can only meet our own daily diet. Therefore, the concept of 

organic farming is more suitable for people’s small-scale living needs, or to meet 

their experience of rural life. 

According to King’s narrative, he made a relatively initiative and positive decision to 

conduct urban-rural migration because the countryside was a place personally 

meaningful for him. Sweetman (2009) points out that reflexive habitus grants us “the 

conditioned and conditional freedom” of mobility to move to particular fields to 

which we have strong emotional attachments. King’s motivation was based on his 

interest in natural education, that he believed it had a positive impact on children’s 

growth. But his educational idea was not supported by the mainstream education 

system that encouraged competition and comparison. Considering the importance of 

farming in natural education, he decided to leave the city and get closer to nature.  

Compared to many urbanites’ imaginings about rural idyll, King knew clearly what he 

wanted to do in the countryside. Before he moved, he conducted a research into the 

field in which natural education belonged. In this process, he learned that natural 

education was not only a practical education method that was different than 

mainstream education. It also represented a lifestyle with specific ideology. If King 

intended to pursue natural education, he had to accept its corresponding alternative 

way of life. As Bourdieu argues, lifestyle is “the synthetic unity of the habitus, the 

unifying, generative principle of all practices” (1984). By taking a specific lifestyle, 

King showed his changes in habitus. His habitus modification was embodied in his 

recognition of the idea and practice of the Half-Farmer and Half-X lifestyles 

advocated by the Southern Life. In his post-migrant life planning, King regarded 
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farming and planting as the practice focus of his everyday life, through which his 

future teaching goals can be supported adequately.  

 
Figure 12 Children are Visiting the Public Space of the Southern Life 

In 2017, King believed that his two years of preparation had taken shape. He therefore 

accepted the invitation of Habitat Nature School in the Holy Land and became a 

part-time teacher. His new job in natural education has greatly enriched his life. 

Almost every weekend, I need to take children from the city to explore the 

mountains and teach them how to identify different kinds of plants and birds. 

Children are also encouraged to bring their own saplings to the mountains for 

planting. Children can gain a lot of happiness and knowledge in the process of 

getting close to nature, which makes me very satisfied…In addition to teach the 

courses offered by the school, they also provide me a personal development space. 

I am allowed to independently design and organize different activities on the theme 

of natural education. Now I have a natural class named after me. It is my personal 

signboard in the Southern Life. It sometimes makes me feel fulfilled. 

Over time, King’s name became well known to people in the field of natural 

education. Some conferences and workshops even invited him to give speeches. 

Correspondingly, his active participation has brought a lot of people to the Holy Land. 

King proudly told me that many parents took their children to the Habitat Nature 
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School just because they trusted his teaching ability and recognized his lifestyle-based 

educational philosophy.  

Looking back on King’s experience in the countryside, he developed a specific 

lifestyle of “half-farmer and half-teacher.” King’s practice of a specific mode of 

alternative lifestyle has caused a number of changes in habitus, which was clearly 

embodied in “the patterns of behavior, thought and expression” (McNay, 1999). It 

confirmed “the possibility and efficacy of self-analysis” (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 

1992). In terms of the Half-Farmer, he took the initiative to participate in farming and 

infrastructure construction, and he planned to plant 1,000 trees in five years. He 

believed that the labor input of the Half-Farmer part was the prerequisite for the 

development of the Half-X part. For this reason, in the first two years of his 

community life, King devoted most of his time and effort to physical activities. As for 

the Half-X part, King became a part-time teacher at the Habitat Nature School. Based 

on his interaction with the land and plants, he acquired many ideas and materials that 

could be used for teaching. At the same time, support from the Habitat Nature School 

allowed King to receive professional training and to set up a course independently. In 

this process, he gained a great sense of meaning and satisfaction, which became the 

driving force for his stay in the Southern Life.  

In addition, as mentioned in the previous chapter, the Southern Life has developed 

cooperation with other organizations in the Holy Land. For example, guests who 

signed up for parents-child courses at the Habitat Nature School would be eligible to 

participate in the Southern Life Festival free of charge. Because King’s name is well 

known in the field of natural education, he has attracted many visitors to participate in 

the activities of the Southern Life, which has contributed greatly to its development. 

In turn, the Southern Life has also provided a good platform for King’s experiments 

of “half-farmer and half-teacher.” It has given him access to many resources in related 

fields and helped him to further develop his influence in natural education. In my 

conversation with King, the most important thing to his rural life was to implement 

this alternative mode of “half-farmer and half-teacher” step by step. As one of the 

earliest members, to some extent, his lifestyle experiments represented how the 

community has been built. In view of this, a mutual assistance and promotion 

relationship has been built between King and the Southern Life. 
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6.3 Tong and Organic Farming 

In the study of the Chinese middle class, a number of anxieties in China’s big cities 

were caused by pollution, traffic, sub-health, daily stress and other factors (Hua and 

Weng, 2013; Li, 2016; Liang, 2018). Take air pollution as an example: the 

concentration of fine particles in some cities in China has reached forty times the 

exposure limit recommended by the World Health Organization (Chen, 2018). These 

modern environmental crises have compromised the well-being or secure livelihood 

of my participants. Among my eighteen participants, some of them used to have 

respiratory diseases caused by air pollution. While some others’ children showed 

abnormal behaviors, which were suspected to be affected by harmful substances. In 

order to prevent themselves and their families from suffering the serious 

consequences brought by chemical pollutants in the air, water and food, they chose to 

leave the city.  

Tong (38) and her family relocated to Minhou County from a second-tier city in 

Fujian Province. She and her husband raised a nine-year-old boy, who was now 

studying in a rural primary school while accepting Tong’s family courses. As a 

lawyer, she has traveled to many places in China. But at the time, she had not paid 

much attention to the problems of air pollution and food safety in many Chinese 

cities. During pregnancy, Tong often had cold symptoms and gastrointestinal 

problems, which made her suspect that poor air quality and excessive food additives 

might be important predisposing factors. She decided to move to the countryside so 

that her soon-to-be-born child would live in a better natural environment. She needed 

a piece of farmland that could grow fruits and vegetables independently, so that her 

child and she could have pollution-free food. Tong believed that it was the best gift 

for her son to come to this world. 

In the past few years, I have visited many rural areas in Fujian Province in order to 

find a clean and fertile land. But this search process was much more difficult than I 

expected. I have encountered various problems in my negotiations with the 

peasants, such as poor productivity, unclear use rights, illegal lease contracts. After 

many twists and turns, I finally found here (Minhou County). I felt satisfied after 

balancing all the factors. So, I persuaded my husband to move over. 

In my interviews with married participants, many of them (Kung and Spring, Tong 

and her family, Huang and his wife) highlighted two main reasons for joining the 
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Southern Life: to avoid the risks involved with renting land and to take advantage of 

the collective life. Since many urban participants lack farming experience and their 

workforce is limited, they cannot achieve self-sufficiency relying on their own 

strength. Joining such eco-organizations can provide them with a lot of convenience.  

Tong admitted that, like many others, she has spent a lot of time and effort studying 

and practicing organic farming.  

At first, I found a lot of learning videos about organic agriculture on the Internet. 

Gradually, I added several WeChat groups and met some people who have similar 

interests. We signed up for some training courses together and became friends. 

Now I often ask them for advices when I have problems. 

She added her current daily routine in the countryside. 

I quit my full-time job when I moved here. It gives me the freedom to arrange my 

rural life. I usually pick fresh vegetables every morning to make breakfast for my 

family. After my son goes to school, I sometimes work with other members in the 

mountains and sometimes take some courses. I do some farm work in my small 

vegetable garden every afternoon. I’m used to play and chat with my son after 

dinner… Compared with children of the same age, my son rarely takes junk food 

and carbonated beverage. He has always been in good health. I’m very proud that I 

can provide healthy and safe food for my family. 

In order to ensure a balanced diet for their families, Tong and her friends have 

developed a cooperative production strategy. To be specific, they first assigned two to 

four different types of vegetables to be planted by each family. When it came to 

harvest, they exchanged different ingredients with each other. As for those foods that 

were difficult to grow, such as cereals and nuts, Tong would buy them from other 

trusted friends in this circle. In this way, they formed a private production and 

distribution network that guaranteed variety in their diets. 

According to Tong’s description of healthy life, like many parents of urban-rural 

migrants, she emphasized a desire to provide a better way of life for the next 

generation, who to protect it from the pollution, excessive consumption and insecurity 

of urban lifestyles (Benson, 2009; O’Reilly, 2009; Matthews et al., 2000). Compared 

with many push factors in urban-rural migration, such as capital hegemony, social 

injustice and vicious competition, environmental crisis and food safety hazards, 
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Tong’s case also showed the important pull factors in migration motivation. To be 

specific, Tong believed that rural life is the opposite of urban life — if the city 

represented pollution and additives, the countryside then represented nature, health 

and safety. As Halfacree (1993) has argued, the rural idyll is a visioning of rural areas 

by a hegemonic middle-class culture. It seemed that as long as moving to the rural 

areas, Tong and her family could have an organic life symbolizing happiness.  

However, with in-depth practice in organic farming, Tong and her friends discovered 

that the concept of organic farming could only be achieved relatively given the 

current soil conditions in many rural areas, that the food they grew was no exception. 

According to the POA10 (Principles of Organic Agriculture), there is no 

internationally accepted standard for the judgment of organic foods. Even the word 

“organic” does not necessarily mean that agricultural products are produced in a strict 

“pesticide free” or “chemical free” environment. I asked Tong about the situation of 

organic farming in nearby areas. She answered in a disappointed tone: 

The use of chemical fertilizers in organic farming is no longer a big news in this 

circle. I have also heard that some ecological farms mix organic fertilizers and 

industrial fertilizers together. So it is difficult to judge the quality of organic food 

on the market. Only the foods grown by your own hands can be reassured. But 

even in this way, food is still more or less contaminated by pesticide residues and 

other pollutants in the soil. Farmland conservation is a long and difficult process. 

Even for those very experienced farmers, the practice of organic farming is a huge 

challenge. So we have to accept the fact that there is no “absolute organic.” 

After learning the “truth” behind the “organic myth,” Tong said she did not regret her 

decision to leave the city. She believed the environmental pollution and food safety 

hazards did exist in the city. She still regarded her family’s current rural life as the 

best way to avoid these problems. Tong pointed out that the most important task at 

present was to improve the conditions of cultivated land and transform the concept 

and method of farming. One of the attempts has been to promote organic and natural 

agriculture in rural areas with the South Life and other ecological organizations.  

In the case of Tong, her motivation for leaving the city was to provide a good living 

environment for her family, which was also the source of her interest in organic 

 
10 It was created in 2005 by IFOAM (International Federal of Organic Agriculture Movements).  
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farming. Behind her good will, it was urbanites’ romantic imagination of rural idyll. 

Like many urban-rural migrants, she connected this intentional community to an ideal 

destination characterized by a natural, healthy, eco-friendly way of life. It meant that 

Tong’s choices and decisions about alternative lifestyles in the countryside were still 

based on her dispositions and taste that were closely related to “one’s material 

circumstances or class…as well as the identity of such structural characteristics” 

(Sweetman, 2003). In view of this, a specific mode of Half Farmer and Half X has 

been built based on the interaction between Tong’s habitus and lifestyle experiments. 

Given modern communes have become “somewhat decentralized, giving members a 

good sustainable mix of freedom and togetherness” (Gardner, 1978), the Southern 

Life was more like a neighborhood to Tong’s family. By taking this co-housing mode, 

on the one hand, Tong’s lifestyle experiments showed a recognition for the Half 

Farmer advocated by the Southern Life. She supported the values of organic farming 

and ecological sustainability and regarded it as the main focus of her rural life. On the 

other hand, Tong did not develop a specific Half-X closely related to the sustainable 

concepts of the community. Her family’s source of income was mainly from her 

husband’s work in the city and her part-time job as a legal adviser. Compared with the 

mutual assistance and promotion relationship between King and the community, Tong 

clearly distinguished the private sphere from the public sphere in her post-migrant 

rural life.  

Although Tong’s Half-Farmer and Half-X lifestyle had obvious middle-class 

characteristics, she was eager to be “more than she is” and tried to construct “a 

multiply-layered habitus” by consciously “participating in more than one field and 

cultivating greater reflexivity” (McNay, 1999). By studying and practicing organic 

farming, Tong found that the concept of “organic food” was not as perfect as the mass 

media advertised. On the contrary, the implementation of organic farming was largely 

limited by the conditions of cultivated land, which were difficult to improve in a short 

period of time. Considering their low productivity and inadequate experience, Tong 

and other members developed a production strategy of a small-scale cooperative. It 

allowed them to obtain a variety of organic food and maintain a balanced diet by 

growing and exchanging different types of foods. Instead of giving up her pursuit of 

healthy life in the countryside, she chose to explore ecological farming with the 

community.   
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6.4 Jane and Transformation 

Jane is the only person of all my respondents who passively moved to the countryside. 

She grew up in a middle-class family in Qingdao. Her father is a famous local artist 

and her mother is a housewife. She majored in finance at the university and worked in 

a bank after graduation. Jane said she had always been a well-behaved girl. She had 

no critical thinking and was more accustomed to living by the standards of the 

majority. In 2008, at an exhibition held by Tang’s father, she met Tang, a fledgling 

avant-garde artist. Tang had great respect for Jane’s father and consulted him about 

his idea of the establishment of the AnotherLand project. Tang’s plan was recognized 

and encouraged by his future father-in-law. Tang and Jane married in 2010. In the 

same year, Tang moved to Lao Mountain and persuaded Jane to go with him. Jane felt 

confused and dissatisfied with her husband’s decision. They had been arguing over 

the issue for a long time. Jane thought her performance at the bank was good and her 

income was high. With their ability, they could have a good material life in the city. 

However, Tang did not support her suggestion. He thought that Jane’s job in the bank 

had always made her feel anxious and unhappy. It might not be what she really 

wanted to do. Jane’s father also agreed that the current urban society was too 

materialistic and corrupted, causing serious negative effects on people. He believed 

that, in the long run, Tang’s decision was beneficial to his daughter’s emotions and 

psychology. In view of her husband’s and father’s suggestion, as well as Jane’s 

traditional marriage concept, she ultimately agreed to try this “primitive lifestyle.” 

It was not difficult to find that, at this stage, Jane did not have enough agency. Her 

interpretation of her identity was as a good daughter and good wife in the traditional 

sense. She always followed the mainstream lifestyle and seldom questioned the 

environment around her. Even if she had an abnormal emotion at work, she would not 

think about what went wrong and how to solve it. Her husband and father have been 

worried about her emotional health. In my conversations with other interviewees, they 

said that Jane had an obvious emotional problem at the beginning of the establishment 

of the AnotherLand. She often got out of control because of some trifle, which made 

herself feel troubled as well. In response to this, she once said: 

The education system in China has nurtured me into a person who was very harsh 

on myself. I used to be a very serious, emotional and sensitive person. Other 

people’s a look or a word could make me worried if I did anything wrong again. At 

work, no matter how hard I tried to complete the indicators, there was always a 
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higher demand waiting for me. But my husband’s life attitude is very real and he 

never cares much about other people’s views. I really envy him. 

In the absence of agency, Jane accepted the advice of her husband and father. She 

chose to trust her family’s judgment and hoped this choice would make a positive 

change in her personal emotions and family relationships. Jane confessed that she had 

undergone a difficult adaptation process after moving to the countryside. The biggest 

challenge had been the living conditions on the mountains, which was far less than the 

city. For example, they rarely had a chance to cook meat and they tented a few 

months before the stone house was built. Jane recalled: 

The temperature difference between day and night is very large in the mountains. I 

remembered that there was a weekend on the mountain. It rained all day. In the 

evening, I felt so cold and hungry. I had been shaking, but I can’t take a hot bath.  

At that stage, Jane sometimes went to the supermarket to buy some food and daily 

necessities and took them up the mountains. Jane said that when she lived in city she 

often went shopping with her friends and they would buy many things each time. She 

told me that she knew she used to over-consume and waste a lot. She believed this 

bad spending habit had led to her high material needs and dependence. She explained 

her previous contradictory situation: 

I actually didn’t like spending and wasting with them, but I had to join them in that 

environment. If I showed that I was reluctant to be a member of them, I would be 

treated as an alien. I was afraid not to be accepted by the people around me at that 

time. Now I think it was caused by a lack of security.  

Although Jane’s “consumption downgrade” process took a long time, she thought she 

had changed a lot during the years she lived in the countryside. She learned what she 

really needed for her daily life, which relieved her dependence on consumption. Now 

she preferred to get food and supplies as much as possible through her own labor. 

I usually to go to weed and squat in the field between 7 am to 9 am, and between 4 

pm to 6 pm. Because in this time interval, the sunshine is mild, the temperature is 

not very high, which allows me to work more comfortable. Although I am not as 

professional as farmers, the cabbage grown by me can meet our daily needs. It’s a 

pleasant thing to be able to eat the food grown by yourself…The rest of the time I 

mainly focus on weaving. This is an interest I have developed in the countryside. 
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Why I chose weaving? The first reason is that it is a necessity. From beddings to 

clothing, if we don’t want to rely on ready-made clothes on the market, someone 

must know how to weave. The scarves, clothes and bags that I and Tang use now 

are made from the cloth woven by me. My friends and other members also like it 

very much, they all come to me. So I have accumulated a lot of “orders.” The 

second reason is that my husband has resources in this field. He helped me contact 

a teacher in Hong Kong. I have been studying with her for few years. My next step 

is to raise the silkworms independently, so that I can control the quality of the silk 

thread at the source. 

 
Figure 13 Jane’s Half-X of Textile 

Conversations with Jane showed that her rural life had undergone a transformation. 

Her material dependence and excessive consumption were all formed by her previous 

urban life. When she went up the mountain with her husband, many contradictions 

had emerged between her long-standing dispositions and the rural material 

environment. For example, she had a hard time adjusting to the eating and living 

conditions in the mountain, and habitually went shopping in the supermarket. But as 

Bourdieu stresses (1990), the constructed habitus has the possibility of transforming 

and reinventing itself, particularly when individual encounter an unfamiliar field. Jane 

has established a unique Half-Farmer and Half-X lifestyle, her work with textiles 

becoming one of the important reasons for her stay in the countryside. More 

importantly, the difficulties she encountered in the mountains made her reflect on the 

ambivalence in spending with her friends, as well as the necessity of her high material 

demands and desires. It was her dilemma in the mountains to “help to transform the 
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‘taken-for-granted’ into a reflexive, self-critical practice” (Bourdieu, 1984: 114). A 

reflexive habitus has begun to form based on her practice of rural life. 

Jane told me that when she returned to her parents’ home in town, she found that she 

no longer needed to gain life satisfaction and social integration by spending in 

high-end restaurants and shopping malls. 

My husband and I stayed downtown for a month last Lunar New Year. Although 

the city life was as convenient as usual, I felt very anxious and annoyed. You may 

not believe that after a few days of returning to the city, I began to miss my life 

here. Because life in the countryside is very peaceful, and the way people get along 

with each other is also very comfortable. My heart flew back before my body.  

I continued to ask her whether this returning anxiety meant she had lost her ability to 

survive in the city, and whether she worried about her rural life’s lack of 

competitiveness. Her answer was that rural life had not only weakened her ability to 

make a living but had brought her more confidence and security when she faced 

uncertainty. 

I think people care about work and consumption so much in the city because they 

fear that once they lose them, they will not be able to maintain a normal life. It is a 

lack of security. But when I really let go of my previous job, I found that it didn’t 

cause serious consequences as I imagined. My exploration of Half-X has always 

been supported and encouraged by my husband and other partners. So now I know 

very well what I want to do and what is my value here. Weaving is an inheritance 

of traditional handicrafts that I think it’s very meaningful. I want to weave more 

beautiful and useful cloth. 

As the dialogue progressed, Jane took the initiative to say that the outside world 

always thought that retreating to the countryside was an escape from the competition 

and pressure of the city. But after all this, she can now reflect on her own experience: 

I don’t think that being at ease is a lazy. In fact, as a girl grown up in the city, I 

have encountered more difficulties and challenges here than my previous life. I 

used to care most about my appearance. Since I lived in the countryside, my hands, 

my face, my skin color and body shape have changed dramatically. If I want to 

escape the pressure, I don’t have to work so hard to be a “rural woman.” But I 

think that’s all worth paying for. My anxiety is cured by this peaceful place. Even 
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if farming often made me feel tired, I’m still in a good mood. I’m enjoying this 

lifestyle more and more. This is my thinking and feelings over the past few years. I 

didn’t expect this lifestyle could bring me so much.  

Looking back at Jane’s experience, her migration from the city to the countryside can 

be divided into three phases. In the first phase, Jane lived a “typical mainstream life,” 

that she tried to be a good wife and good daughter in the traditional sense. However, 

her work stress at the bank caused her serious emotional problems. She believed the 

education system made her a very anxious person and led to her unhappiness. But she 

never thought about how to relieve her emotional stress. In view of this, Jane accepted 

her family’s suggestion to try an alternative way of life in the countryside.  

In the second phase, Jane has formed a unique Half-Farmer and Half-X lifestyle and 

undergone a habitus transformation. In the early stages of her migration, there was “a 

temporary disjunction between habitus and field” (Bourdieu, 1990b), that her body 

and mind were greatly challenged by the material conditions of the countryside. 

However, the contradiction in her everyday life allowed Jane to re-recognize herself. 

As Sweetman (2009) argues, “consciousness and reflexivity are both cause and 

symptom of the failure of immediate adaptation to the situation.” She pointed out that 

her habit of over-consumption and extravagance was influenced by the urban 

consumerism environment. Through her practice of rural life, such as farming and 

weaving, she answered questions about who she was and what she wanted. As a 

result, Jane’s agency has been improved, and her habitus has also been changed.  

In the last stage, Jane described the positive impact that rural life had had on her and 

expressed her interpretation and passion for current lifestyle. She believed that the 

peaceful rural environment alleviated her emotional problems – “the most important 

thing was that I can treat myself better and respect my own feelings.” In addition, she 

believed her research and practice on textiles was very meaningful, that she not only 

contributed to the self-sufficiency of the community but also inherited a traditional 

craft. One of the important reasons for her stay in the countryside was her passion for 

textiles, not her identity as Tang’s wife. She pointed out that her unhappiness caused 

by emotional problems had been alleviated by a peaceful country life. She also 

expressed her recognition for the concepts of the Southern Life. As emphasized 

Castles (2008) points out, 
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the wider lifestyle choices that individuals make in their daily lives both before and 

after migration enables migration to be seen as a part of the individual’s trajectory 

through life, avoiding a narrow focus on the decision to migrate (which is often 

reconstructed after the event), and concentrating instead on the entire migratory 

process as it develops across space and over time. 

Jane’s experiment in “half-farmer and half-weaver” not only brought her a sense of 

meaning and fullness, but also allowed her to develop a new set of dispositions. For 

Jane, the alternative lifestyles promoted by the Southern Life guided her to create 

happiness.  

 

6.5 Conclusion  

According to the findings in the previous chapter, the alternative lifestyle of 

Half-Farmer and Half-X was a result of interaction between my participants’ 

aspiration of rural idyll and their participation in economic activities. As shown in the 

first section of this chapter, the specific Half-Farmer and Half-X developed by my 

participants based on their interest and expertise has become one of the main reasons 

for their stay in the countryside. It not only represented their interpretation of rural 

idyll, but also guided their practice of everyday life. In my participants’ narratives 

from different perspectives, the Half-Farmer and Half-X lifestyle was described as an 

ideal way for them to develop self-reflexivity and modify their initial habitus. This 

was because they believed the experiments in alternative lifestyle could transform and 

integrate the values they admired into their lived experiences. To answer to what 

extend my participants’ pursuit of good life could be fulfilled through their lifestyle 

experiments, next sections discussed my three participants’ specific Half-Farmer and 

Half-X lifestyles in the Southern Life. 

In the second section, King has developed a specific lifestyle of “half-farmer and 

half-teacher.” His motivation to move from the city to the countryside was his pursuit 

of natural education. Since he believed that farming and planting were inseparable 

parts of natural education, a number of changes have been made to his habitus by 

experimenting with this alternative lifestyle. His participation in this intentional 

community brought him a sense of meaning and satisfaction. His Half-X not only 

contributed to the development of the Southern Life, but also allowed him to obtain 

resources to expand his influence in the relevant fields. In view of this, his 

relationship with the Southern Life was mutual assistance and mutual promotion.  
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In the third section, Tong’ focus on alternative lifestyles was her exploration of 

organic farming. Her motivation to leave the city was to prevent her family’s next 

generation from being exposed to environmental pollution and food contamination. 

Tong believed rural idyll represented a natural, healthy and eco-friendly way of life, 

which was a vision of a hegemonic middle-class culture (Halfacree, 1993). She also 

clearly distinguished the private sphere from the public sphere in her rural life. 

However, she was willing to be “more than she is” and to construct “a multiply 

layered habitus” (McNay, 1999). By taking a co-housing mode, Tong not only 

showed a recognition for the Half-Farmer advocated by the Southern Life, but also 

developed a small-scale food cooperative with other residents.  

In the fourth section, Jane went through a habitus transformation by experimenting 

with a “half-farmer and half-weaver” lifestyle. The contradictions she encountered in 

the countryside allowed her to reflect on consumerism and to form a self-reflexivity. 

She engaged in farming and developed her interest in textiles, which brought her a 

sense of meaning and fullness. In this process, Jane realized the positive impact of 

rural life on her, that her emotional issues had been alleviated and her agency had 

been improved. She also expressed her recognition and passion for it. Her lifestyle 

experiments proved that the changes of habitus continued long after the initial act of 

migration, and should be examined within the context of wider lifestyle choices 

(Matthews, 2000). For Jane, the alternative lifestyle of the Southern Life guided her to 

resolve unhappiness and to modify her dispositions.  

In this chapter, the three participants developed specific Half-Farmer and Half-X 

lifestyles based on their personal experience, which further formed different 

relationships with the Southern Life. It demonstrated that their experiments on 

alternative lifestyles interacted with their reflexive habitus and brought changes to it. 

It once again proved that alternative lifestyles and reflexive habitus were mutually 
constructed — it was well represented by the mode of Half-Farmer and Half-X in this 

case. In addition, the three participants mentioned that their lifestyle experiments gave 

them a sense of meaning and fulfillment. The next chapter will continue to show other 

three participants who failed to develop specific Half-Farmer and Half-X lifestyles in 

the community, and eventually left the Southern Life. It will further reveal the 

complexity and diversity of my participants’ experiments of alternative lifestyles in 

the countryside. 
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ONE SIZE FITS ALL? 

 

 

In the previous chapter, the mode of Half-Farmer and Half-X was regarded as an ideal 

way for the participants to develop self-reflexivity and modify their initial habitus. In 

order to answer to what extent it could fulfill their pursuit of good life in the 

countryside, King, Tong and Jane’s experiments of specific Half-Farmer and Half-X 

lifestyles were introduced in detail. Given the complexity and diversity of the 

membership of the intentional communities, this chapter continues to introduce 

individuals’ courses of lifestyles experiments in the Southern Life. As a comparison, 

it demonstrates three participants (one urban participant and two rural participants) 

who did not successfully develop a specific Half-Farmer and Half-X lifestyle and 

eventually left the community. It also discusses the tension in their collective life and 

answers to what extent it satisfied their pursuit of a good life. 

The first section introduces the personal biography of Ceng. His motivation for 

moving to the countryside was to escape from his personal dilemma in the city. He 

represented some urban participants who regarded the rural idyll as a temporary 

shelter for taking a break and brought them a “holiday feel”. The second section 

introduced the two rural participants’ (Sherry and Rong) experience in the Southern 

Life. It shows how their rural identity and habitus influenced their interpretation of a 

good life. Sherry took alternative agriculture as a breakthrough to improve the passive 

situation of traditional farmers. Rong regarded the simple life supported by an 

alternative small business as a means to get rid of the stereotype that mainstream 

society imposed on the countryside. Neither of their lifestyle experiments met the 

requirements of the mode of Half-Farmer and Half-X, which eventually led to their 

departure. The third section discusses the predicament that Sherry and Rong fell into 

in their collective life. They pointed out that they did not get enough respect from 

other residents and lost their voice in the residents meeting.  

This chapter therefore reveals that there was a clash between urban habitus and rural 

habitus in the Southern Life. The habitus and capital of urban participants had 

privilege in developing the Half-Farmer and Half-X lifestyles advocated by the 

community. In view of this, a hierarchy has been formed among the participants with 

different background. It further proves that the alternative lifestyles constructed 
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collectively in the countryside could only partially fulfill my participants’ pursuit of 

good life.  

 

7.1 Ceng and Temporary Shelters 

Ceng was one of the few participants over forty years old. He spent his childhood in a 

small village in Anhui Province with his grandparents. After graduating from primary 

school, he was taken to the city by his parents. He used to be a businessman selling 

building materials. He did not talk too much about his business experience, only said 

that his company did not keep up with the market transformation and was eliminated. 

He was divorced a few years ago and had a son who attended a boarding school. 

“Middle-age crisis” was the term he used many times to describe his situation, as he 

lost both his company and family at the age of forty. The successive blows made him 

doubtful about his life. For the past twenty years, he had spent all his time and effort 

in making money. He pursued maximization of benefits and aimed to be a successful 

man on the commercial battlefield. He believed that the value of a person could be 

measured by the wealth he or she had created. However, Ceng’s experience made him 

gradually disgusted with the money-oriented values admired by the business world. 

He cast doubt on “the rules of the game” (Bourdieu, 1977), and showed his intention 

to escape the city. In this case, he recalled the happy childhood he had spent in the 

countryside and craved a simple, peaceful and non-fame-seeking rural life. The 

nostalgia generated by his childhood experience still made him take it as a new 

beginning. It seemed that was an ideal destination that the countryside could change 

his present situation.  

He learned from the Internet that some entrepreneurs who had similar experiences 

chose to live in seclusion in the Zhongnan Mountains. These reports made him more 

convinced that rural idyll could be a solution for him to “get out of the trap.” In the 

winter of 2016, he found a post on Baidu Tieba released by Rong, which recorded the 

daily life of the Southern Life. Ceng quickly contacted Rong and expressed his 

willingness to join them. In the first few weeks after his migration, Ceng recalled that 

he was still controlled by a business mindset, that he set several short-term goals and 

long-term plans. Even in the field, he was still extremely focused on his labor 

performance. However, his detailed arrangements were always interrupted by 

unpredictable factors.  
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I planted a season of soybeans this year. Before I sowed the seeds, I got a clear idea 

of what should be done in each step. Although I had never done farm work before, 

I believed in my practical ability. I thought that as long as I adopt the right way, 

farming should not be difficult. Actually, the course of the implement was smooth, 

that I felt I was already a good farmer. But at the most important stage of harvest, 

there was a week of heavy rain in the mountains. Because of my self-conceit, I was 

not aware of the serious consequences of bad weather. It caused several acres of 

soybeans to be soaked and rotted in the ground. It really hit me hard. It seemed that 

the experience I have accumulated over the past few decades has proven to be 

useless. I failed in both business and farming. 

Ceng told me that other participants gave him a lot of help when he was most 

frustrated. Residents often gathered together after dinner to share experiences, tips 

and feelings about farming. Rural participants answered the questions other members 

found in practice. Ceng learned a lot at those gatherings. 

I can’t accept my failure, so I planted lettuce again. This time, everything went 

well. Those seedlings grow very fast, that they changed almost every day. I don’t 

know why. I felt so touched to see them grow out of the ground. Some people say 

that this is the power of life. It brings vitality and hope to the cultivator. I also agree 

that this is a spiritual comfort. If I water it today, it will grow taller tomorrow. My 

dedication can get their response.  

Ceng’s narrative seemed to be a review of farming experience, but it was actually a 

reflection on past life. In his first planting attempt, he believed that his accumulated 

experience in business could help him become a good grower, but it directly led to his 

ignorance of the risks of bad weather. As Bourdieu points out, the habitus can change 

only slowly, that being “yesterday’s man” (sic) predominates, is unconscious and 

long-term (1977: 79). Ceng’s failure in the farmland reminded him that he still played 

a role of a businessman and was constrained by his initial habitus. The “simple life” 

was proved to be incompatible with his embodied capital – the “external wealth 

converted into an integral part of the person” (Bourdieu, 1986).  

Although Ceng’s urban habitus imposed constraints on his “new beginning” in the 

countryside, a “practical sense”— a feel for the field has been generated in this 

process (Bourdieu, 1980). According to his narrative, he received a positive feedback 

from the vegetables he planted. He used the term “spiritual comfort” to describe the 
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harmonious atmosphere in the community, which freed him from the anxiety of 

previous failures. Based on it, Ceng expressed his interpretation of the rural idyll: 

I won’t conclude that the rural life is better than the urban life, or vice versa. I think 

people are easily affected by the external environment. So it is important to learn to 

jump out of it from time to time. I think I can’t live in the countryside for a long 

time. After all, I’m used to the living environment of the city and I’m really not 

good at farming. I think the countryside is a kind of life adjustment for urban 

people. In the Southern Life, I was healed by nature. It encourages me to continue 

my life. 

Two months after participating in my interview, Ceng left the Southern Life. Before 

going back, he sent me a WeChat message and told me that in the past several months 

he had thought something through and had the courage to face the unsolved problems. 

Ceng said that although he did not take the alternative lifestyles as a long-term choice 

for self-development, he would continue to pay close attention to the update of the 

Southern Life. It would be an indispensable part in his future life.  

In the case of Ceng, his longing for the rural idyll stemmed from the difficulties he 

encountered in the city. It made him doubt about the business values and request for a 

fresh start in the countryside. Compared to King, Tong, and Jane’s experiments of 

Half-farmer and Half-X lifestyles, Ceng’s interests in this intentional community was 

more about “getting out of the trap” in the city, rather than exploring alternative 

lifestyles promoted by the Southern Life. The failure of his first farming attempt 

proved that urban habitus represented by his business mindset did not give him any 

privilege of leading a good rural life. It meant that the habitus transformation was not 

easy to implement if a person’s capital did not match the field he or she was in 

(Bourdieu, 1990). For Ceng, the purpose of experiencing rural life was to better adapt 

to mainstream society. Even though he learned some farming knowledge and gained a 

“practical sense” in the second attempt, he still did not develop a specific lifestyle of 

Half-farmer and Half-X. 

As Ceng pointed out, the alternative lifestyles in the countryside was a temporary 

shelter. It allowed him and other urbanites to escape from the dilemma of their urban 

life and take a break before re-entering it. During my fieldwork, many visitors and 

few members of the community expressed similar interpretation of rural idyll to 

Ceng’s. Their experience in the countryside failed to generate a new set of 



 143 

dispositions required for a given practice (Coles, 2009) because they were not actively 

involved in the experiments of Half-farmer and Half-X lifestyles. Their stay in the 

Southern Life only lasted a short time, usually ranging from a few weeks to a few 

months. They showed similarities with the characteristics of tourism migrants, that 

some of them applied a “holiday feel” to their temporary rural lives (O’Reilly, 2003 

and 2007b). Although they developed a self-reflexivity based on their experiences in 

the city, the incompatibility between capital and field hindered their modification of 

habitus. In the following section, the personal biographies of two rural participants 

further confirm this argument. 

 

7.2 Home in the Countryside 

Since relocating to Fuzhou in 2015, the AnotherLand has attracted many participants 

from different backgrounds. In addition to the urban middle class represented by 

Tong, Ceng, Tang and his wife, some rural participants complicated the identity and 

position of the Southern Life. They also reflected the complexity and diversity of the 

membership of the intentional communities — commune membership is generally 

considered to be relatively affluent and privileged (Zablocki, 1980). This section 

gives voice to the two rural participants (Sherry and Rong) to unravel their lifestyle 

experiments in the Southern Life.   

Sherry 

Sherry joined the Southern Life when I was starting my fieldwork. This allowed me to 

witness the whole process, from her joining to leaving. She grew up in a small village 

of Guangxi Province. After graduating from high school, she worked in a community 

library in Beijing for six years. She loved reading but rarely spoke. She felt that the 

elite society in the first-tier cities was not suitable for her, that she often had a sense 

of alienation when she lived in Beijing. As a librarian, she took the opportunity to 

read a lot of books she was interested in. She said that the good side of this job was 

that its working environment was very simple, but the bad side was that there was no 

development prospect. Her six years of life in Beijing had not changed much. Like 

many “drifters in Beijing11,” Sherry’s living conditions used to be very poor – she had 

lived in a rented basement for a long time. But in her mind, there had always been an 

idea about the countryside. 

 
11 People who live and work in Beijing without a Beijing registered residence, who change their 
houses from time to time. 
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In 2016, she discovered an online enrollment plan for an ecological community. The 

ecological community was located in the suburbs of Guangzhou and had dozens of 

long-term members. This information made her very excited. She thought it was a 

place where she could practice her ideas. She applied for a position in cooking group 

and soon received the offer. Sherry was very grateful for their acceptance of her 

because she had always felt inferior.  

I’m not good at anything other than cooking. So I was responsible for preparing 

two meals a day, as well as cleaning the kitchen. Soon they discovered that I didn’t 

have any resources they wanted, like skills and connections. To put it bluntly, I 

can’t help them make money. Given the rules of the community, they were 

embarrassed to drive me away. So, they forced me to leave in many ways. For 

example, they disliked the food I made and complained that the dishes I washed 

were not clean enough. I was very stupid and naive at the time. I really thought it 

was my fault, and I was constantly apologizing to them. They voted every month 

to decide whether the new volunteers can stay or leave. Until then they showed 

their true face. 

This experience cast a shadow on Sherry, but she soon found the Southern Life and 

decided to give another try. In order to avoid repeating the same mistake, she made a 

clear request that she needed to participate in farming activities and to experiment 

with her idea of Permaculture. This time, her demands were met by the Southern Life.  

Sherry’s personal background showed a secondary education level and little work 

experience. During her six years in Beijing, she had been a librarian and had made 

only a few connections. She learned about the concept of Permaculture through 

reading, which gave her great interest in alternative agriculture and motivation to 

return to the countryside. In view of her resistance to the elite society in the first-tier 

cities, she quit her job and left Beijing to explore this new agricultural model. 

However, her aspiration did not receive the support of the ecological community in 

which she had participated. She was voted out because she lacked the ability to assist 

them in seeking economic benefits. Sherry’s willingness to integrate had been 

welcomed by neither the first-tier city nor the ecological community. There was a 

huge gap between the rural capital Sherry had and the urban capital the community 

required. For Sherry, her competitive rural capital was embodied in her knowledge, 

experience and skills in farming. In order to ensure that her rural habitus could be 
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valued by the Southern Life, she made a clear request to participate in their farming 

activities. 

As a born-and-bred rural girl, Sherry had a deep understanding of the farmland. One 

time, Spring’s father sent dozens of fig saplings from her hometown in Hunan. 

Several of us went up the mountain to weed and plant. Along the way, Sherry told me 

that the land at the entrance to the village had become very saline, that only some 

legumes could survive. The soil conditions in the mountains were much better, as 

there was a wetland in the middle of mountains. She told me this when she had only 

been at Southern Life three days. This fully demonstrated that Sherry knew how to 

read the information transmitted by the farmland. Correspondingly, her practical 

ability in the field was also outstanding. In just two or three hours, she removed the 

weeds on one side of the hillside and inserted the reeds into the pit for marking, which 

made it convenient for the subsequent planting of the saplings. In contrast, Jane and I 

only cleaned up a few stinging shrubs along the roadside.  

 
Figure 14 Sherry reviews the information on Permaculture online 

The rich farming experience made Sherry very popular in the Southern Life. She 

answered the questions raised by other members in the field and helped the Southern 

Life optimize its farming schedule. Sherry’s personal plan was to use the resources of 

the Holy Land as much as possible to learn and practice the Permaculture ecosystem. 

She explained why she was interested in this alternative agriculture.  
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I come from the countryside and my parents are farmers. So I know very well the 

difficulties of living as a farmer. Even though the state has issued several policies 

to improve the lives of farmers in the past few years, the income of farmers is still 

decided by sales agents and dealers of agricultural products. Traditional 

agricultural products can’t be sold at a good price in the market. So I think since 

I’m not good at doing business, I have to grow something different. Something 

could attract the customers to directly come to me and buy my products. In my 

opinion, Permaculture is the different thing.   

She continued to introduce her interest in Permaculture and her plan in the future: 

I have been paying attention to Permaculture for a long time, but I never had a 

chance to exchange my idea with others. This system not only guarantees the 

sustainability of the natural environment, but also meets the needs of high-end 

consumers for food. Besides, it is usually operated in the form of ecological 

communities, which also makes me yearn. If Permaculture can really be 

implemented here, I will then go back to my hometown to do the same thing with 

my parents and siblings. The land and climate conditions in my hometown are 

much better than here. 

 

Figure 15 Sherry’s Notes of Permaculture 

According to Sherry’s narrative, alternative agriculture was her motivation to join the 

intentional community. As a person who grew up in the countryside, she deeply 
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understood the plight of traditional farmers. Her rural background prohibited her from 

interpreting the countryside as a peaceful and simple place to live. Instead, the 

meaning and happiness she pursued was to solve the thorny living conditions of her 

family in the countryside. And the Permaculture represented a possibility that she 

could make full use of her rural capital to make a change. In Sherry’s plan, the 

Southern Life was not the terminal of her pursuit of good life. Her ultimate goal was 

to bring the concept and applications of Permaculture to her hometown. Her lifestyle 

experiments in the Southern Life focused only on the Half-Farmer part but ignoring 

the Half-X part. Her unbalanced development led to criticism from other participants 

in the later period (see the next section for details). 

Rong 

Rong (29) was the first person to hold an in-depth dialogue with me. He used to study 

at a college in Changsha and drifted down to Shenzhen after graduation. He had 

changed jobs four times. All of them were grassroots positions, such as a milk tea sale 

and deliveryman. His five-year experience as a migrant worker made him very 

unhappy. He explained that city life put him under tremendous pressure. His low-

paying job consumed a lot of energy and brought him very little satisfaction. He said 

that he worked hard for a month but could only earn a few thousand dollars. There 

was not much money left after deducting rent, food and transportation expenses. The 

money was quickly spent on a few dates with his ex-girlfriend. It made him feel 

unworthy that his poor life consumed his passion every day. He got neither material 

satisfaction nor spiritual pleasure, but only fatigue. He did not understand why urban 

people were so keen on spending, which only made him feel meaningless. He felt that 

he could not integrate into the mainstream life of Shenzhen, which mainly referred to 

the consumption level and habits of urban people. Eventually, his girlfriend broke up 

with him because he could not find a well-paying job. 

In 2015, Rong returned to his hometown. His decision to “go home” was not as easy 

and smooth as he had expected. His family could not understand him and treated him 

as a loser. In the minds of the older generation, the countryside represented dirt, 
poverty and backwardness. They often used the words “good for nothing” (沒出息) or 

“loafer or sponger” (吃閒飯) to describe the younger generation who came back from 

the city (Xu and Ou, 2009). At the same time, the younger generation of returning 

youth had to face a crisis of re-integrating into rural society after their long-term 

urban lives (Wang, 2001; Pan, 2004; Chen, 2005; Zhang, 2008). Most of them had 
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been unable to accept the lifestyle of traditional farmers. In order to avoid pressure 

from their family and reconnect with rural society, the returning youth like Sherry and 

Rong needed to find another village to re-construct their identity and everyday life. 

Therefore, joining an ecological organization became a good way to allow them to 

live in the countryside.  

In the autumn of the same year, Rong heard about the Southern Life from a friend. He 

believed that it would be a good choice that not only allowed him to stay in the 

countryside but also brought him a chance to explore other development possibilities. 

Rong was not the only person who thought this way. Several participants with rural 

hukou also hoped that such ecological organizations could bring them some new idea 

to develop an alternative rural life. Compared to the middle-class participants, these 

rural members had more complex mobility experiences (Li, 2003; Liu, 2006). They 

not only had a working experience in the city, but also had a rural background. Their 

participation in the community was mixed with complex personal feelings. On the one 

hand, they showed their recognition of rural identity to varying degrees, but on the 

other hand they expressed concern about their self-development in the countryside. 

This ambivalence was well reflected in Rong’s experience: 

I like the natural environment very much. It must have something to do with my 

rural background. But nowadays too many young people are rushing to the city. In 

contrast, my love for the countryside looks very strange. Many people despise the 

countryside, but in fact, farmers can do a lot more than just farming. My 

grandfather is a craftsman. The bamboo products he made are both beautiful and 

strong. No one in our village can do better than him. But my father did not inherit 

this craft. He is an electrician and works in another province. It is a common 

phenomenon that traditional handicraft techniques are dying in the villages of 

Hunan. It makes me feel a pity. I often ask myself why rural people must go to the 

city. But at the same time, I also want to know how farmers can live a better life.  

Like Sherry, Rong was a young rural man who sought personal development in 

first-tier cities. He changed jobs a few times, but none satisfied him. He felt that as a 

migrant worker he had always lived at the bottom of urban society. Various policy 

networks based on the urban-rural hukou registration system form a strong social 

exclusion for young urban migrant workers (Hu, 2001; Meng, 2005). They were 

excluded from employment, housing, and other social welfare policies in the city, 
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which led to their unclear social identity and marginalized social status (Wang, 2001). 

Rong’s low-quality, low-happiness life in the city became the main driving force for 

his return to the countryside. Given the embarrassing status of returning youth, the 

most urgent issue those rural participants needed to deal with was how to develop in 

the countryside. Rong was very passionate about rural life and disapproved of urban 

society’s stigma on the countryside. For him, the intentional communities lay between 

the city and the countryside, which met the needs of the returning youth who were in 

a dilemma.  

After careful consideration, Rong joined the Southern Life and became one of the its 

first members. Although Rong’s personality was introverted, given his identity as a 

countryman, he maintained a good interaction with other eco-organizations in the 

Holy Land, including new farmers, returning youths, NGO members and private 

homeowners. Members who later joined the Southern Life were willing to share their 

feelings and resources with him. 

Since the summer of 2016, Rong had taken over the important role of receptionist. He 

was mainly responsible for updating the dynamics of community life on the social 

media, introducing the basic information of the Southern Life to visitors and guiding 

them to visit the “landscapes” (such as public farmland, ecological buildings and 

activity space) on the mountains. In the busiest time, he received three or four groups 

of visitors a day. Rong enjoyed the work very much because it allowed him to know 

different people and to understand their experiences and ideas.  

Some people come with ideas. They know what they want to do in the countryside. 

For example, a while ago, I received a couple. They were very concerned about the 

disposal of rural garbage. They encourage farmers to classify their organic and 

inorganic wastes, and then concentrate organic waste for making compost. I know 

that some people sell compost. Because the cost of composting is very low, as the 

garbage is free and the equipment is simple. And there are many ways to sell 

compost. Its consumers spread from urban families to ecological farms. So it can 

be one of my backup options. Maybe I will try it later. 

In Rong’s understanding, rural life did not have to be complex. He pursued running a 

small business to support his family, to have a few acres of farmland at his doorstep 

and to have free time to fish in the river. However, he felt his thoughts were not taken 

seriously by other members. 
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It is disappointing that Tang looks down on my idea of a happy life. But I also 

disagree with Tang’s propaganda of the AnotherLand, his lousy preaching of 

protecting the ecological environment and saving human civilization. So I refuse to 

attend their resident meeting. I really don’t think those slogans have any practical 

meaning for the moment. I prefer to go fishing rather than to waste time with them. 

Rong’s negative attitude kept him on the edge of the Southern Life’s collective life. 

He gave up the right to participate in the residents’ meeting (such as voting and 

decision-making), which ultimately became a major reason for his departure.  

In this case, Rong’s reflexivity was reflected in his challenge of the social stereotype 

of small farmers – poor and backward physical workers. His rural identity and habitus 

brought him a different interpretation of alternative lifestyles in the countryside. 

Compared with the Half-Farmer and Half-X lifestyles encouraged by the Southern 

Life, Rong regarded a simple life supported by an alternative business as a better way 

of life for rural people. Since the first interview, he had been trying to answer the 

question of what rural people can do besides farming. He gave the example of his 

grandfather, an outstanding traditional craftsman, as well as two visitors who 

proposed a project of organic compost. His role as a receptionist was also to learn 

more possibilities for rural life. Therefore, there was a clash between Rong’s rural 

habitus and Tang’s urban habitus. It was reflected in their different understanding of a 

good life. As a result, Rong gradually alienated himself from the collective activities 

of the Southern Life. 

As a young rural generation with urban life experiences, Rong and Sherry showed 

different strategies for developing a better rural life. Sherry took alternative 

agriculture as a breakthrough to improve the passive situation of traditional farmers. 

Rong focused on the exploration of Half-X and took a simple life supported by an 

alternative business as a means to get rid of the rural stereotype. However, neither of 

them fully implemented the Half-Farmer and Half-X lifestyles in the Southern Life. 

Unlike some urban participants, both Rong and Sherry did not modify their initial 

habitus or develop other skills through this lifestyle mode. In this case, they also 

failed to contribute to the sustainable development of the Southern Life. It ultimately 

brought a tension to their collective life.  
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7.3 Living Together 

As Lefebvre (1961) argues, everyday life is an associative level of social reality rather 

than an independent field. Individuals from different backgrounds demonstrate 

different feelings and relationships with everyday life. The problems they need to deal 

with are not the same. The tension between members with different motivations, plans 

and goals was presented in the collective life of the Southern Life.  

Kitchen Affairs 

Both Sherry and Rong had served as cooks in the Southern Life. One of the reasons 

was that they gave an important meaning to “eating” in their daily lives. Sherry used 

the Chinese saying “food is the paramount necessity of the people” to emphasize the 

status of eating in her mind. Rong also expressed his passion for fishing and cooking. 

Rong was in charge of the community kitchen before Sherry. During his tenure the 

Southern Life had implemented five or six schemes of how to have a meal. 

Cooking was not a part of the labor divisions at the beginning of its establishment. 

There is a public kitchen in the yard that offers a variety of kitchen utensils, and 

we can use it freely. In late 2016, they just moved here from Qingdao, that there 

were many things remained to be solved. So we didn’t have many opportunities to 

have a meal together. After the community was settled properly, for better use of 

the kitchen, we decided to eat together every day. But when we made the cooking 

plan, I found that many of them didn’t know how to cook. So I took on the task of 

cooking for everyone.  

However, Rong thought his pay had not been respected by other members. 

In fact, it takes a lot of energy to cook for so many people, and I still need to work 

in the fields during the day. After a while, I decided to be responsible for their 

dinner only. They took care of the lunch on their own. But even like this, no one 

was willing to help me to wash vegetables and set up the table and chairs. Not 

many people even took the initiative to clean their used dishes and chopsticks. I 

think it’s everyone’s duty to keep the kitchen clean. I’d like to cook for them, but I 

don’t want to be their servant…I once proposed a kitchen hygiene schedule at the 

residents meeting. After a few weeks of implementation, no one cared again. This 

situation has not been improved at all. So I simply quit it. In the end, my friend and 

I bought a pot and induction cooker in partnership and dine on the second floor 

independently. (Rong, 29) 
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Figure 16 The Public Kitchen of the Southern Life 

Sherry’s arrival changed this situation. After Rong left the Southern Life Sherry 

volunteered to take over the cooking. I had worked with her in the kitchen several 

times. In contrast to Rong’s attitude, Sherry had played the role of a caregiver since 

she was a child. She regarded women’s work in the kitchen as a reasonable 

arrangement. 

When I was a child, I had to prepare meals for my parents and take care of my 

younger siblings. Because my parents had to work in the fields all day. Most of the 

housework in the family was my responsibility. When I got a little older, I needed 

to work with my parents in the field. In my family, the most important thing is to 

have a good meal. This notion has been maintained until now.  

The indifferent attitude of many participants toward eating made her very dissatisfied.  

To be honest, I can’t accept people who don’t respect food. It is a matter of 

principle for me. But when I came here, I found that they didn’t pay much 

attention to dining. Some members only wanted to save trouble on it. They cooked 

the vegetables and mushrooms with only boiling water. It was tasteless at all and 

hard to swallow. Instead of starving together, I would rather take care of them... 

Sometimes I ask myself if my pay seems to have deliberately pleased them. But 

thinking in this way only makes myself feel sad and uneasy. (Sherry, 30) 



 153 

 
Figure 17 A Casual Meal Mentioned by Sherry 

According to the narratives of two rural participants, there was a clash between rural 

habitus and urban habitus in the community. Specifically, they felt that their pay did 

not receive the respect they deserved. Initially, they did not mind cooking for most 

urban participants. However, some of them gradually took their “service” for granted, 

even neglecting to clean up their own dishes. Rong thought that some urban members 

lacked the basic ability to live independently, which made him feel like a servant in 

the Southern Life. This feeling was further deepened after his idea of a good life was 

ignored by the same group of urban participants.  

When Rong joined the Southern Life, he was trapped in the cracks between the city 

and the countryside. On the one hand, he could not accept living at the bottom of 

urban society. On the other hand, he had to face the misunderstanding and criticism 

from his rural family. He regarded the Southern Life as a valuable platform that could 

provide returning youth with many opportunities to develop in the rural areas. 

However, the Half-Farmer and Half-X lifestyle was not in line with his understanding 

of living in the countryside based on his rural habitus. He pointed out that Tang’s 

“great narrative” was the idealism of the middle class, which transcended everyday 

life. Through the chaos of kitchen affairs, the contradiction between the two sides was 

proved to be caused by their different identities and habitus. 

Compared to King, Tong and Jane’s optimism about Half-farmer, Rong and Sherry’s 

rural background made it difficult for them to regard farming as a delight of daily life. 
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In fact, the Half-Farmer part was something they needed to change or even avoid in 

their exploration of alternative lifestyles — they intended to alleviate urban society’s 

stereotypes on the countryside, such as poverty, backwardness and unsanitary 

conditions. Combined with their rural capital and rural habitus, the lifestyle 

experiments they implemented did not match the specific lifestyle mode advocated by 

the Southern Life. That was to say, although the Southern Life welcomed participants 

from different backgrounds, Tang and other urban participants’ capital was still 

privileged to develop a Half-Farmer and Half-X lifestyle. In my interviews with 

Sherry, she always said she did not have any expertise that could make a contribution 

to the community. It made her feel inferior and pushed her to make up for other 

members by cooking meals. In view of this, the Southern Life failed to help Rong and 

Sherry solve their problems by promoting its concepts. On the contrary, a clash 

between urban habitus and rural habitus was aggravated during the process. 

Rules of Order  

In collective life, friction between different viewpoints was common. When there was 

a disagreement between members, a reasonable method of deliberation became 

particularly important. The Southern Life held a weekly residents meeting. Its main 

content included summarizing the past week’s work and life, sharing recent plans and 

feelings, discussing various public affairs and voting on proposals and applications 

(such as the use of public space and project funds). The proceedings of residents 

meeting followed the principle of the “six steps” summarized from the Robert’s Rules 

of Order. These included a member making a motion; another member seconding the 

motion; the Chair stating the motion; debate and amendment; the Chair putting the 

motion to a vote and; the Chair announcing the outcome. 

In addition to frequently discussed topics such as farming, building, cooking and 

other divisions of labor, meetings focused on issues of how to develop the Southern 

Life and what role it should play. According to its official website, the AnotherLand 

project was an exploration of a natural, eco-friendly, healthy, equal and self-sufficient 

lifestyle. It was promoted by its original founders as an alternative to current urban 

life. However, this “official” definition had been challenged by participants with 

different identities and habitus. Based on my participants’ narrative, that challenge 

was mainly reflected in their personal interpretation of good life, their experiments in 

Half-Farmer and Half-X lifestyles, as well as their relationships with the Southern 

Life. 
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As shown in the previous section, a clash between rural habitus and urban habitus has 

been formed in the community. The rural members, represented by Sherry and Rong, 

needed the community to help them find an alternative way to improve their quality 

of life and change mainstream society’s negative impressions of the countryside. But 

their requests were not taken seriously by some urban participants. The focus of their 

experiments of Half-Farmer and Half-X lifestyles stemmed from their urban capital 

and disposition, such as artistic creation and alternative education. Sherry, as a young 

rural woman who had received only nine years of compulsory education in China, 

was often seen as the target of preaching by other members in resident meetings. 

The mission of the Southern Life is to explore alternative lifestyles, not copying 

the rural life of farmers. If you (Sherry) take it as a rural cooperative, you just 

move from one village to another, and escape from your family and hometown. 

You don’t break through anything. The Southern Life’s self-sufficiency cannot rely 

solely on agriculture. Because we are not professional enough and not experienced 

enough. Hundreds of acres of farmland here cannot be simply coped with by our 

hands. Frankly speaking, we are not qualified to be farmers. So we need to develop 

our own abilities and expertise to make more flexible and creative use of this 

space. The Half-X is what makes the Southern Life special. We have a quest for 

culture and art, and even a room for philosophical discussion. If you don’t agree 

with this part or refuse to try something else other than agriculture, then my 

suggestion is don’t waste your time and others’. (Park, 33) 

In the face of criticism, Sherry’s reaction was silence, as usual. Her character was 

very introverted and often trapped in her own world. It made other residents believe 

that she refused to make more attempts toward the good of the community. When I 

paid a return visit to the Southern Life in early 2018, Sherry still had not found her 

Half-X. As Park said, she could not support herself on a few acres of farmland. At the 

same time, she did not have conditions and resources to experiment with 

Permaculture system. To cover daily personal expenses, Sherry provided 

housekeeping services for two artists who joined the Southern Life later than her. 

Because of the lack of capital, Sherry failed to become an organic grower and left the 

Southern Life.  

The successive departures of Sherry and Rong made the Southern Life suspected of 

unfriendliness. Although there were restrictions on the background of membership 
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applicants, and the rules of procedure also aimed to provide an equal and liberal 

environment for internal discussion, middle-class participants still had the initiative in 

making decisions on many issues. It was shown in Sherry and Rong’s defensive 

narratives and Tang and Park’s infective narratives about their interpretation of good 

life. The reason for this situation was that the urban participants had an obvious 

capital advantage. As shown in the previous chapters, Sherry had not been able to find 

a Half-X for herself, but King’s career of natural education and Jane’s interest in 

textiles had been supported by their urban capital. In addition, the community has 

established a win-win relationship with other organizations after relocating to Minhou 

County. According to Bourdieu, on a social field, economic, social and cultural 

capital is exchanged and converted between fields to symbolic capital (Bourdieu, 

1977). In the Southern Life, Tang and several artist members (Gold, Park and Yu) 

accumulated more competitive cultural and social capital than others. For example, 

Tang had maintained in-depth contacts with many journalists, editors, artists and 

scholars throughout his career. By organizing various cultural activities inside and 

outside the community, their social resources have been integrated and transformed 

into symbolic capital. It not only promoted the sustainability of the Southern Life, but 

also directly decided how the outside world saw them.  

As Bourdieu (1984) argues, the symbolic forms of capital play a central role in 

societal power relations, because they “provide the means for a non-economic form of 

domination and hierarchy, as classes distinguish themselves through taste” (Gaventa 

2003: 6). In the last chapter, the mode of Half-Farmer and Half-X lifestyles was 

proved by some urban participants as an appropriate and effective way to modify 

residents’ initial habitus and to maintain the community’s sustainability. They tried to 

portray this specific alternative lifestyle as a social experiment that was “worthy of 

being pursued and preserved” (Bourdieu, 1977). Therefore, when the rural 

participants in this chapter failed to develop this mode well, they were in a passive 

situation. Their lack of urban capital on the one hand left their voices undervalued in 

resident meetings. On the other hand, they had difficulty in integrating into Tang’s 

narratives of good life. However, even if rural members were “aware of the 

ideological content and hegemonic meaning” (Handler and Linnekin, 276) of Half-

Farmer and Half-X lifestyles, they could choose only whether or not to join: there was 

not much room for negotiation. As a result, a hierarchy had been created in the 

Southern Life. 
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Finally, Park’s narrative showed that the alternative lifestyle advocated by the 

Southern Life had a characteristic of modernity. It highlighted the “urban disease” 

caused by urbanization and criticized the materialism and consumerism values of 

modern society. It was the result of my participants’ escape from the city and their 

development of self-reflexivity. Participants took it as an alternative way to relieve 

the tension between themselves and urban life. In this case, the mode of Half-Farmer 

and Half-X lifestyles has been formed in the construction of the Southern Life. It was 

a combination of my participants’ desire for rural idylls and participation in economic 

activities. The Half-Farmer part mainly referred to the small-scale organic farming, 

which represented a natural and healthy everyday life. While the Half-X part referred 

to the exploration of personal interests and expertise based on certain types of capital. 

In order to maintain the sustainability of themselves and the community, the 

participants’ cultural, social and symbolic capital were often converted to each other.  

The above description demonstrated that there was a significant gap between the 

Half-Farmer and Half-X lifestyles and the real rural life, which was also a clash 

between urban habitus and rural habitus. It was characterized mainly by the identity 

and habitus of urban participants. To be specific, the Half-Farmer part of this mode 

was subsidiary, that its symbolic value played a more important role than its use 

value. It thus could not meet the needs of Sherry and other rural participants who 

focused on experimenting with alternative agriculture. The Half-X part made a 

relatively high demand on participants’ cultural and social capital. It needed to be an 

alternative economy that could be incorporated into various activities in related fields, 

such as culturally innovative products or services. Therefore, Rong’s small business 

plan was inconsistent with this requirement. In view of this, the participants from 

different backgrounds have formed a hierarchy in the Southern Life, which was 

mainly based on their rural or urban habitus. That was to say, the alternative lifestyle 

constructed collectively in the countryside could only partially fulfill my participants’ 

pursuit of good life. 

 

7.4 Conclusion  

According to the findings in the previous chapter, the three participants experimented 

with specific Half-Farmer and Half-X lifestyles in the Southern Life, which improved 

their happiness and modified their habitus to varying degrees. As a comparison, this 

chapter introduced three other participants (one urban participant and two rural 
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participants) who failed to develop a specific Half-Farmer and Half-X lifestyle in the 

Southern Life and eventually left. It also discussed the tension in the collective life of 

the community. It answered to what extent their pursuit of a good life was satisfied by 

experimenting with alternative lifestyles in the intentional community. 

In the first section, Ceng suffered a double blow to his career and family, that he 

described as a “middle-aged crisis.” Ceng’s experience made him disgust with the 

money-oriented values admired by the business world. He cast doubt on “the rules of 

the game” (Bourdieu, 1977), and showed his intention to escape the city. Based on his 

nostalgia, he regarded the rural idyll as a way to deal with the difficulties and “get out 

of the trap,” (Helset et al., 2005; Karisto, 2005). However, his first farming attempt 

revealed that the “simple life” was not compatible with his embodied capital, that he 

was constrained by his urban habitus. Even though Ceng learned some farming 

knowledge and gained a “practical sense” in the second attempt, he still did not 

develop a Half-farmer and Half-X lifestyle. It meant that the habitus transformation 

was not easy to implement if a person’s capital did not match the field he or she was 

in (Bourdieu, 1990). In view of this, Ceng pointed out that the rural idyll was just a 

temporary shelter that allowed urbanites to escape the dilemma of their city life and 

brought them a “holiday feel”. 

The second section introduced the two rural participants’ experience in the Southern 

Life. It showed that their rural identity and habitus influenced their interpretation of 

alternative lifestyles in the countryside. Sherry’s resistance to the elite society in big 

cities and her interest in alternative agriculture made her return to the countryside. 

She intended to take Permaculture system as a breakthrough to improve the passive 

situation of traditional farmers. However, her rural capital and rural habitus prohibited 

her from finding a Half-X to support herself in the community. Her lifestyle 

experiments in the Southern Life focused only on the Half-Farmer part, but ignoring 

Half-X. In Rong’s case, his low-quality and low-happiness life in the city was the 

main driving force in his return to the countryside. He joined the Southern Life to 

explore an alternative rural life and get rid of the stereotype that mainstream society 

imposed on the countryside. Rong regarded a simple life supported by an alternative 

business as a better way of life for rural people. However, his interpretation was not 

supported by Tang and some urban participants, which eventually led to his departure. 
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The third section discussed the predicament that Sherry and Rong fell into in the 

Southern Life. Both of them believed that they did not get enough respect from other 

residents, that their “service” in the kitchen was taken for granted by others. Given 

their experiments of alternative lifestyle were not in line with the mode of Half-

Farmer and Half-X, their voices were ignored in resident meetings. Rong pointed out 

that Tang’s “great narrative” was the idealism of the urban middle class, which 

transcended the real rural life. The tension in their collective life demonstrated that 

the habitus and capital of urban participants had privilege in developing the Half-

Farmer and Half-X lifestyles promoted by the community. A hierarchy had been 

formed among the participants with different background. In summary, this chapter 

demonstrated that there was a significant gap between the Half-Farmer and Half-X 

lifestyles and the real rural life, which was caused by a clash between urban habitus 

and rural habitus. Given the complexity and diversity of the membership of the 

intentional communities, the alternative lifestyle constructed collectively in the 

countryside could only partially fulfill my participants’ pursuit of good life. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

 

8.1 Overview  

This Ph.D. thesis has explored urban-rural migrants’ experiments of alternative 

lifestyles in an intentional community in today’s China. The research is positioned in 

the discipline of Chinese studies and takes intentional communities as a conceptual 

framework. Compared to traditional communes, intentional communities are 

“somewhat decentralized, giving members a good sustainable mix of freedom and 

togetherness” (Gardner, 1978). That is to say, it is difficult to develop overarching 

theories about intentional communities because “they are constantly changing and 

dependent on the relationships that exist between the particular people who are 

resident in them at any one time” (Abrams and McCulloch, 1976). In view of this, this 

study contextualizes the development of a specific intentional community (the 

AnotherLand) into the personal biographies of seven participants who escape from the 

city for various reasons and intend to experiment with alternative lifestyles in China’s 

countryside. It provides thorough descriptions of individuals’ experiences and 

feelings before and after migration. By taking the participants’ narrative about escape 

as a starting point, it explores their motivation for leaving the city, practice of 

everyday life, interpretation of rural idyll, and so on.  

The ontological and epistemological assumption of this study is individual’s habitus 

characterized by inherent reflexivity and flexibility. It is well embodied in my 

participants’ migration experiences and their experiments of alternative lifestyles. In 

order to be consistent with its epistemology, ethnography was chosen as the 

methodology of this qualitative study. Considering that the main research object was 

my participants’ lifestyle experiments in the intentional community, the ethnographic 

approach primarily relied on the in-depth interview and participatory observation. The 

methodological tools I used in data collection and data analysis allowed me to explore 

the personal biographies of the participants and to present their own voices in this 

research. Based on my six-month fieldwork in the countryside, I aim to demonstrate 

the complexity and diversity of the participants’ lifestyle experiments, as well as their 

membership in the intentional community. Through the analysis of the field data, I 

argue that my participants’ reflexive habitus and their experiments of alternative 

lifestyles in the countryside are mutually constructed. Besides, the alternative lifestyle 
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constructed collectively in China’s countryside could only partially fulfill urban-rural 

migrants’ pursuit of good life.  

To support my findings, the first data chapter traced the history of the establishment 

and development of the AnotherLand project, as well as the personal biography of its 

main founder, Tang. It showed that Tang and some urbanites criticized urban habitus 

characterized by materialism and consumerism, that they gave their initial habitus a 

self-reflexivity. In addition, it demonstrated the interactions between Tang’s reflexive 

habitus and community building. As a result, a mode of Half-Farmer and Half-X 

lifestyles has been formed in this intentional community. The second data chapter 

illustrated the three participants’ (King, Tong, Jane) experiments of the Half-Farmer 

and Half-X lifestyles in the Southern Life. They recognized the concepts of the 

community and explored specific Half-X based on their own interest and expertise. 

According to the alternative lifestyles they developed, different relationships have 

been formed and maintained between them and the Southern Life. It demonstrated 

that a number of changes have been made to their habitus by experimenting with the 

Half-Farmer and Half-X lifestyles, that they were willing to be “more than she is” and 

to construct “a multiply layered habitus”. In addition, their participation in this 

intentional community brought them a sense of meaning and satisfaction to varying 

degrees. The third data chapter continued to show the lifestyle experiments of one 

urban and two rural participants (Ceng, Sherry, Rong) in the Southern Life. They 

failed to develop a specific Half-Farmer and Half-X lifestyle and eventually left the 

community. It showed that the participants’ capital and habitus had an impact on their 

interpretation of rural idylls and pursuit of good life. The tension between members 

with different background demonstrated that the middle-class might have a privilege 

in developing the Half-Farmer and Half-X lifestyles. It further revealed a clash 

between urban habitus and rural habitus, as well as a forming hierarchy in this 

intentional community. 

In the following sections, I first answer the research questions based on the findings 

of the three data chapters. It then specifies the implications this study has provided in 

the context of today’s China. Finally, I will discuss the limitations of this study and 

put forward suggestions for further research. 
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8.2 Answer to Research Questions 

The main research questions that guide my analysis in this thesis are: How do urban 

rural migrants’ reflexive habitus and their alternative lifestyles build each other? To 

what extent do their lifestyle experiments in the countryside fulfill their pursuit of 

good life? The first question tried to highlight that the changes in my participants’ 

habitus should be discussed within a context of their specific lifestyle experiments, 

and be understood “as a part of the individual’s trajectory through life” (Castles, 

2008). The follow up question further emphasized the impact of the entire migratory 

process on the results of my participants’ pursuit of good life. Given the idea of “the 

better way of life” has been criticized as a ready-made explanation that is rarely 

problematized by researchers (Inglis, 2014), I connected my participants’ experiments 

of alternative lifestyles to their interpretation of “good life” in the second question. 

The narratives of my participants revealed that they were a heterogeneous group of 

people that there was no single or clear way to generalize their lifestyle experiments 

in the intentional community. It is thus difficult to categorize the findings of three 

data chapters to answer the above research questions. More importantly, the two 

research questions were internally coherent that cannot be answered separately. 

Therefore, I will provide the research findings based on the narrative analysis of the 

seven main participants’ personal biographies. 

The Half-Farmer and Half-X lifestyle was the result of mutual construction 

between the participants’ reflexive habitus and their lifestyle experiments. 

a. The negotiation of roles and positioning (Tang). During the Lao Mountain 

period, Tang established the AnotherLand to express his critique of urban society 

and the aspiration of the rural idyll. He believed the sustainable lifestyle of 

intentional communities could encourage people to reduce their dependence on 

material and consumption. Since the community was relocated to Fuzhou, he has 

built strong networks in relevant areas. Tang has introduced his idea of the 

intentional communities to other organizations, the exchange of resources and 

advantages had a great impact on the roles he played in the new field. Ultimately, 

Tang proposed to transform the AnotherLand project into a public interest 

foundation. He believed that it would be an effective way to convert their cultural, 

social and symbolic capital into promising investment and cooperation to better 

develop the community. As a result, a mode of Half-Farmer and Half-X lifestyle 
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has been developed to balance members’ aspiration of the rural idyll and their 

economic activities of the Southern Life. 

The participants’ experiments of alternative lifestyles in this intentional community 

developed their self-reflexivity and brought changes in their habitus.  

b. The exploration of different relationships with the community (King and Tong). 

King developed a specific lifestyle of “half-farmer and half-teacher.” In terms of 

the Half-Farmer, he took the initiative to participate in farming and planting. In 

terms of the Half-Farmer, he became a part-time teacher in the area of natural 

education. He believed the labor input of the Half-Farmer part was the prerequisite 

for the development of the Half-X part. Through his interaction with land and 

nature, he acquired many ideas and materials for teaching. His lifestyle experiments 

in the countryside allowed him to gain a great sense of meaning and satisfaction. 

His specific Half-X also contributed to the sustainable development of the Southern 

Life. In view of this, a relationship of mutual assistance and promotion was formed 

between King and the Southern Life. 

In Tong’s case, her focus on lifestyle experiments was her interest in organic 

farming. Tong believed rural idyll represented a natural, healthy and eco-friendly 

way of life, and clearly distinguished the private sphere from the public sphere in 

her daily life. Although her interpretation of the rural idyll showed a visioning of 

rural areas by a hegemonic middle-class culture (Halfacree, 1993), she was willing 

to be “more than she is” and to construct “a multiply layered habitus” (McNay, 

1999). By taking a co-housing mode, Tong not only showed a recognition for the 

Half-Farmer advocated by the Southern Life, but also developed a small-scale food 

cooperative with other residents. 

c. The transformation of dispositions (Jane). Jane’s migration experience can be 

divided into three phases. In the first phase, Jane lived a “typical mainstream life” 

and seldom questioned the social environment around her. In the early days, her 

body and mind were greatly challenged by the material conditions in the 

countryside. But the dilemmas she encountered in her rural life “help[ed] to 

transform the ‘taken-for-granted’ into a reflexive, self-critical practice” (Bourdieu, 

1984: 114). In the second phase, Jane developed a specific lifestyle of “half-farmer 

and half-weaver” in the community. She believed the peaceful rural environment 

alleviated her emotional problems. Her exploration of Half-X also made her feel 
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fulfilled and meaningful. In the last stage, Jane showed a recognition and passion 

for current rural life. Her self-reflexivity has been improved by her lifestyle 

experiments in the intentional community. 

The participants’ lifestyle experiments in this intentional community revealed a 

clash between urban habitus and rural habitus, as well as the difficulties in 

implementing reflexive habitus.  

d. The interpretation of rural idylls (Ceng, Sherry, Rong). Ceng’s nostalgia, 

generated by his rural childhood, made him believe rural idyll could help him “get 

out of the trap.” However, his first farming attempt proved that the “simple life” in 

the countryside was not compatible with his embodied capital, that he was 

constrained by the urban habitus. Even though Ceng learned some farming 

knowledge and gained a “practical sense” in the second attempt, he still did not 

develop a Half-farmer and Half-X lifestyle. He pointed out that the rural idyll was a 

temporary shelter that allowed urbanites to escape the dilemma of their city life and 

brought them a “spiritual comfort” or “holiday feel”.  

Sherry and Rong’s rural identity influenced their lifestyle experiments in the 

community. Specifically, Sherry’s resistance to the elite society in big cities and 

her interest in alternative agriculture made her return to the countryside. She 

intended to take Permaculture system as a breakthrough to improve the passive 

situation of traditional farmers. However, her rural capital prohibited her from 

finding a Half-X to support herself in the Southern Life. Her alternative lifestyle 

thus only focused on the Half-Farmer, but ignoring the Half-X. In Rong’s case, his 

low-quality and low-happiness life in the city formed the main driving force for his 

return to the countryside. He joined the Southern Life to explore an alternative rural 

life and get rid of the stereotype that mainstream society imposed on the rural areas. 

Rong regarded a simple life supported by alternative business as a better way of life 

for rural people. However, his plan based on rural capital did not fit the 

community’s vision of Half-X and was therefore not supported by Tang.  

e. The challenge of collective life. The mode of Half-Farmer and Half-X lifestyles 

showed characteristics of modernity and a gap with the real rural life. Specifically, 

the Half-Farmer part referred to small-scale organic farming, which represented the 

participants’ aspiration of the rural idyll. Its symbolic value played a more 

important role than its use value. The Half-X part had a relatively high demand for 
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participants’ cultural, social and symbolic capital in order to maintain economic 

sustainability of themselves and the community. It thus led to a tension between 

participants with different identity and habitus. Rural members pointed out that 

they were not treated equally. Given their lifestyle experiments were not in line 

with the Half-Farmer and Half-X lifestyles advocated by the community, their 

voices were ignored in resident meetings and a hierarchy had been formed among 

the participants. In view of this, the alternative lifestyles constructed collectively in 

the countryside could only partially fulfill my participants’ pursuit of good life. 

 

8.3 Implications  

This study is positioned in the discipline of Chinese studies and adopts a conceptual 

framework of intentional communities that ensures “a good sustainable mix of 

freedom and togetherness” (Gardner, 1978). It contributes to the study of intentional 

communities at both methodological and theoretical levels. First, given the intentional 

communities are “disparate, unpredictable and constantly changing” and they are 

susceptible to “the relationships that exist between the particular people who are 

resident in them at any one time” (Abrams and McCulloch, 1976), it is difficult for 

researchers to agree on definitions and boundaries, to classify them precisely, and to 

develop overarching theories about them. In view of this, it is important to 

contextualize my participants’ experiments of alternative lifestyles and the 

construction of this intentional community within their personal biographies. 

According to the findings, this study highlighted the complexity and diversity of my 

participants’ membership in the intentional community. It was well presented by the 

in-depth descriptions of the participants’ experiences and feelings before and after 

migration based on their personal narratives. Therefore, ethnographic approaches 

privilege individual’s voice and allow a researcher to concentrate on an individual’s 

“entire migratory process as it develops across space and over time” (Castles, 2008), 

which should be given an important role in the study of intentional communities. 

In addition, the reflexivity as “the second nature” of habitus was fully embodied by 

my participants’ experiments of alternative lifestyles in the intentional community. 

The academic discussions of reflexive habitus in this study consists of three results: 

the Half-Farmer and Half-X lifestyle was the result of mutual construction between 

the participants’ reflexive habitus and their lifestyle experiments; The participants’ 

experiments of alternative lifestyles in this intentional community developed their 
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self-reflexivity and brought changes in their habitus; The participants’ lifestyle 

experiments in this intentional community revealed a clash between urban habitus and 

rural habitus, as well as the difficulties in implementing reflexive habitus. As a result, 

this study showed that people today is eager to be “more than he is” by adopting “an 

investment orientation and a learning mode to life, consciously educating himself in 

areas of style and taste”, without a strict loyalty and commitment to a particular field 

and initial habitus (Featherstone, 1991). It therefore fills a gap in practical theory with 

reflexive habitus, by providing an ethnographic study in today’s China. 

 

8.4 Limitations and Further Research Directions  

The limitations and further directions of this study are in two ways. First of all, the 

Southern Life was established less than three years when I was doing my fieldwork in 

this community. It was still in an exploratory stage that its infrastructure was not well 

developed, and its community system needed to be formed. These factors have made 

it difficult for its members to develop an alternative lifestyle that could be 

generalized. It imposed restrictions on my selection of research participants and the 

collection of field data. For this reason, a long term study should be conducted to 

follow up the development and changes of my participants’ alternative lifestyles in 

the intentional community. In particular, it is necessary to explore what will happen to 

the community members once the founding generation gets older and their children 

grow up.  

Second, the ambiguous definition of intentional communities leads to a lack of a clear 

paradigm to analyze it. Therefore, a comparative study is needed to discuss the 

differences and similarities between the Southern Life and intentional communities in 

other social contexts, for example in terms of organizational rules, shared concepts, 

and everyday life practice. Through comparative study, a research framework for 

intentional communities may be constructed. It means that in addition to relying on 

individual experience and feelings, the tension and interaction between community 

members, local residents, social organizations, and government agencies should be 

given more attention in future research. 
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