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Playing the ed ge ball
Th e politics of transgression in land development in southern China

Lan Wei and   Minh T.N. Nguyen

Abstract:  Th is article analyzes a particular form of everyday politics through the 
case of land development in a Chinese village. Commonly referred to as edge ball 
politics (cabianqiu), it implies the act of transgressing certain rules or laws and 
testing the limits of what is socially and legally possible. We found that the state, 
the village leadership, private developers, and villagers all vie to infl uence the out-
comes of land development in the village by engaging in this practice. We suggest 
that edge ball politics plays into the Chinese state’s governing strategies, which 
allow for a manageable space of negotiation to ward off  a collective sense of in-
justice in the face of rampant dispossession of the weak and accumulation by the 
powerful.
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In recent years, rapid urbanization and land 
development have turned land requisition into 
the most contentious social issue in  China. 
Th ousands of social confl icts arise from the 
unequal distribution of the benefi ts from land 
development, these have been extensively ana-
lyzed (Chia 2006; Ho and van Aartsen 2005; Li 
et al. 2011; Shukui 2008; Van Rooij 2007). While 
many authors have addressed the everyday pol-
itics surrounding such confl icts, the most well-
known analysis of which concerns the notion of 
“rightful resistance”—namely, the act of defying 
state power on its very terms (O’Brien and Li 
2006). In this article, we shall use the Chinese 
notion of cabianqiu, namely “playing the edge 
ball,” to underscore a diff erent, yet closely re-
lated kind of everyday politics, one that involves 

social actors with varied power standings and 
agendas in land development. Th e term “edge 
ball” originates from ping-pong terminology, 
referring to a shot of the ball at the edge of the 
table, a risky move that plays with the limit of 
what is possible. Chinese people of all walks 
frequently use the term to describe the actions 
of social actors involved in policy implementa-
tion, or more generally, any kinds of negotia-
tions with state rules and laws.      Edge ball politics 
is neither that which is practiced by those in 
weaker power position as a sort of “weapons 
of the weak” (Kerkvliet 2005; Scott 1985) nor 
“rightful resistance” (O’Brien and Li 2006). It 
is a fi eld of tacitly understood behavior codes 
partaken in by a variety of social actors of vary-
ing power positions, each seeking to maneuver 
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around the implementation of state policies to 
gain an advantage or to redress the perceived 
injustice of the policies for oneself.

Our in-depth study of a village in Southern 
China called Baikou1 and additional insights 
from a number of other Chinese villages suggest 
that edge ball politics is central to the everyday 
politics of land acquisition for rural renewal. 
Diff erent actors, including the state, the local 
government, the village community, private 
developers, and the villagers, partake in these 
politics with diverse strategies to infl uence the 
outcomes of land acquisition in their interests. 
Edge ball politics is a politic of transgression 
shaped by a particular form of cultural intimacy 
(  Herzfeld 1993, 2014), namely, a shared knowl-
edge of the discrepancy between offi  cial repre-
sentations of state policies and local realities of 
their implementation. Th e widespread violation 
of rules and laws around land development are 
tolerated by all involved to the extent that com-
monly accepted ideas of justice and decency are 
not too obviously violated, although the limit of 
the violation is defi ned by the power position of 
the penetrator.

Th is politic, we argue, plays into the Chi-
nese state’s governing strategies, which allow for 
manageable spaces of negotiation to ward off  the 
more fundamental critique or a collective sense 
of injustice that could have been invoked by 
the highly unequal outcomes of land develop-
ment. Along with other forms of social practice, 
such as guanxi, the cultural intimacy generated 
through edge ball politics helps to sustain the 
legitimacy of the state. Th e mutual implication 
of the state and the people in the fashioning 
of a popular notion that there are ways to take 
things into one’s own hands indeed disguises the 
authoritarianism of state governance. Our focus 
on everyday politics thus off ers a practice-based 
explanation of how the power of the party state 
remains largely unquestioned by the citizenry, 
despite rampant dispossession and inequality in 
China today (Vukowich 2019).

Th e article is based on 12 months of ethno-
graphic fi eldwork in Baikou in 2015, and further 
fi eldwork in two other villages in 2015 and 2018 

that the fi rst author conducted. It also draws on 
fi eldwork in a Zhejiang village that both authors 
carried out together in 2018 and 2019. Fol-
lowing standard ethnographic procedures, the 
main methods that we used include participant 
observation, semi-structured interviews, and 
document analysis.

Politics of transgression

Th e politics of transgression captured by edge 
ball politics represents a fi eld of boundary trans-
gressions in which actors with diff ering power 
positions take part to realize their agendas, 
with diff erent resources and outcomes. Th e 
transgression is tacitly tolerated by others to a 
certain extent; its limits, however, are defi ned 
by the power position of the penetrator and lo-
cal ideas of justice. Social actors thereby oft en 
realize their intentions without obviously vi-
olating rules, laws or social conventions (Zhai 
2013: 265), but more importantly, it gives even 
the less powerful the sense that they could do 
something to make things work in their favor. 
In contrast to the politics of “rightful resis-
tance,” which “rest on ethical claims legitimated 
by offi  cial ideologies” (O’Brien 1996: 32), claims 
people make when engaging in edge ball politics 
are oft en premised on the two following com-
mon sense logics:

(1)  Everyone else, especially those with 
more power than me, is transgressing 
the rules, and unless I do the same, I 
shall lose out.

(2)  Th e rules and policies are made to be 
unjust or illogical (from my perspective) 
because it does not take into account my 
actual situation, and I am forced to do 
something within my power to circum-
vent them in order to protect or advance 
my interests.

As such, edge ball politics is underscored by 
what Michael Herzfeld terms “cultural intimacy” 
between local and state actors (1993, 2014), a 
notion that Hans Steinmüller brings to his con-
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ception of a “community of complicity” in rural 
China (2013). In their analyses, there oft en ex-
ists a shared understanding of the disjuncture 
between offi  cial representations and local real-
ities that connect people with each other and 
with the state, at times through the very cyni-
cism or irony they express of it (see also Wilcox 
forthcoming). In this case, however, people do 
not just invoke the mentioned discrepancy but 
actively take part in transgressing what is pre-
scribed by the state by trying to take things into 
their own hand. Like the better known practice 
of guanxi (the fi eld of practice that revolves 
around cultivating relationships or connections, 
especially with those in power), which helps to 
both cultivate trust in social relations and fa-
cilitates bribery and corruption (  Smart and 
Hsu 2007), cabianqiu provides people with an 
approach to navigate the ever shift ing contours 
of state power in the market economy. Like 
guanxi, it gives common people a sense of be-
ing to do something to infl uence the outcomes 
of certain policies for them while allowing the 
powerful to get away with amassing dispropor-
tionate gains. Th e ensuing “cultural intimacy” 
binds the two together in the shared knowledge 
of its workings. Examining the dynamics of land 
development through the lens of edge ball pol-
itics thus helps to understand the local dynam-
ics of policy implementation from an analytical 
angle that has no less explanatory power than 
“rightful resistance.” Whereas the latter operates 
within the bounds of offi  cial codes of conduct 
and representations, here is another logic of le-
gitimation that dwells on the tacitly approved 
deviation from them. Th e emergence of such 
a “community of complicity” can be located in 
what Jiwei Ci terms broadly a “crisis of justice 
and order,” which according to him stems from 
the widespread violations of basic norms of liv-
ing together (Ci 2014: 206). Th is crisis, accord-
ing to Ci, comes about as a result of some people 
getting away with gaining unfair advantages 
from such violations, leading others to follow in 
their footsteps. In contrast to Ci, who attributes 
this moral crisis to the disintegration in the po-
litical authority of the party-state, we shall sug-

gest that edge ball politics, in fact, works in its 
favor, as much as “rightful resistance” does.

Since the 1990s, there have been hundreds 
of academic articles published in China on this 
dynamic in various fi elds, from journalism to 
nongovernmental organization activism and 
social relations (Wang 2020; Yang and Cheng 
1994; Yang and Gao 2007; Zhang and Bai 2010). 
In the context of rural land development, the 
term cabianqiu is widely used by villagers, local 
government, and developers alike to refer to a 
situation in which they and the others turn the 
ambivalence of a policy or a rule regarding land 
acquisition for local development projects to 
their advantage.

As we shall see, those in positions of power 
tend to be able to push the boundaries of what 
is legally or socially acceptable for more strate-
gic outcomes at lower social and economic costs 
than those who are not. As well, the powerful 
tend to be able to practice edge ball politics in 
a way that progressively accumulates their ad-
vantages over longer term, whereas the weak’s 
maneuvers oft en generate benefi ts of a short-
term and ad hoc nature. Th e former are able to 
concede short-term gains for the sake of their 
long-term agenda, be it land accumulation or 
the ability to pull off  large-scale land acquisition 
for rural development projects with minimum 
collective resistance. Th e latter are less able to 
do so, oft en having to resort to compromises 
and accept higher costs for their actions. Yet, 
rather than the latter resisting the former, it 
is a case of diff erent actors playing off  formal 
rules or accessing common resources for indi-
vidual or institutional gains without seeking to 
undermine the social order of which they are a 
part. Th e politics of transgression can be traced 
back to the recent history of land development 
in China—rather than an anomaly, it has been 
central to the creation of local spaces of nego-
tiation that facilitate the consolidation of state 
power rather than undermining it. Before go-
ing into specifi c cases of edge ball politics, we 
briefl y review the local and historical contexts 
of rural land development to contextualize the 
kinds of boundary transgression that it entails.
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Land development and 
rural regeneration

Baikou village is located in Chengnan Resident’s 
Community,2 Yingde city at the north of Guang-
dong province, a leader in economic develop-
ment and policy implementation in China. It 
is a multi-surname village with 373 people, 76 
households, and 11 lineages in 2015. Th e vil-
lage was selected by the county government as 
a “model village” in 1996 as a pilot of the New 
Village Construction project. In China, policy 
experimentation (zhengce shidian) in a selected 
number of localities commonly takes place be-
fore a national policy is introduced. Baikou was 
one of those experimental points (shidian) for 
the New Village program. It was the fi rst Chinese 
New Village in Yingde city and one of the earliest 
in China. As a model village, it was to become 
an example for the other villages in the region 
to follow in planning their own redevelopment.

Th ere are several reasons why Baikou was se-
lected for the program. First, the village is one 
of the nearest to the city with the largest land 
area in the region—approximately three thou-
sand mu,3 making it a good candidate as land 
provider for the future expansion of the city 
center. Second, Baikou was economically better 
off  than neighboring villages. From the mid-
1980s, its villagers had reclaimed a large area of 
wasteland and forestland for peanut cultivation; 
from the mid-1990s, they started growing giant 
Taiwa nese bamboos, both of which greatly im-
proved their income. Th ird, a Baikou villager 
was the former secretary of the Chengnan Res-
ident’s Community Committee. As elsewhere 
in China, the personal relationship (guanxi) 
between village leaders and the higher-ups 
plays infl uential signifi cant role. Th e main ac-
tivities of the pilot scheme include building new 
houses and public works. Contribution for the 
New Village construction is based on a principle 
called the “tripartite payment,” which involves 
equal contribution by the local government, the 
village (as a unit), and the individual family for 
the construction of houses. Th e local govern-
ment supports selected public infrastructural 

items, for example, the water pipe system, the 
sewage system, the roads, and waste collection 
system—the funding for these comes from the 
relevant government departments. Th e costs 
of building the foundation of new houses were 
paid out of the village’s collective income, which 
derives from the compensation of the land ex-
propriation in the 2000s. In other villages where 
land acquisition does not take place, the village 
committee could dispense with little fund for 
such purposes; the compensation for land ex-
propriation is the only collective income for 
the majority of villages in Chengnan. In 1997, 
the total cost of a 2.5-story house was approx-
imately 60,000 yuan.4 Th e county government 
promised to meet half of the cost, and the vil-
lagers who wished to build a new house were 
expected to pay the other half. Although they 
hardly had the fund themselves, 42 households 
joined the project and paid their share within 
a short time, with money borrowed from their 
relatives. Th e local government had initiated the 
project before the funding was confi rmed and 
later was not able to pay the promised 30,000 
yuan per house. In addition, the total cost per 
house amounted to 80,000 yuan, and both sides 
were unable to pay the additional amounts of 
about 1.6 million yuan for all the houses. Ac-
cording to a newspaper article (Zhou 2003), 
the local government eventually expropriated 
farmland from villagers and sold it for 1.8 mil-
lion yuan to pay back the debt. Much of the land 
acquisition taking place in rural areas, such as 
in this region, is due to similar instances of the 
local government expropriating and selling off  
farm land in order to generate revenues or to 
pay off  debts incurred through local develop-
ment projects that are part of the wider national 
program of rural regeneration (Zhou and Wang 
2015).

Land acquisition in historical context

As elsewhere in China, it was not the fi rst time 
that the land restructuring takes place in the 
village. Th ere had been three major land re-
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forms since the People’s Republic of China was 
established in 1949. In the fi rst land reform at 
the turn of the 1950s, land was taken from land-
lords and rich peasants to be redistributed to 
the poor and middle peasantry on egalitarian 
principles.   Th e second reform occurred in 1958 
when the People’s Commune system was ad-
opted throughout China, wherein all the means 
of production were collectivized; rural land was 
then put under collective ownership of the peo-
ple’s commune. Th e third reform occurred by 
the end of 1978 when the Reform and Opening 
Up started. Land then was again redistributed to 
households based on the Household Contract 
Responsibility System. Nevertheless, farmland 
tenure is still collectively organized. Under this 
system, the individual peasant or household 
only has the “right of use” and the “right of 
transfer” for 30 years, and the transferred land 
could not be used for non-agricultural projects. 
According to Article 63 of the   Law on Land 
Administration5: “No right to the use of land 
owned by peasant collectives may be assigned, 
transferred or leased for non-agricultural con-
struction, with the exception of enterprises that 
have lawfully obtained land for construction in 
conformity with the overall plan for land uti-
lization but have to transfer, according to law, 
their land-use right because of bankruptcy or 
merging or for other reasons”   (Law of Land Ad-
ministration, Article 63).

During the fi rst land reform, there were none 
of the violent confl icts commonly found in 
other rural places of China then in Baikou, since 
villagers were equally poor. Th e shared poverty 
likewise explains why Baikou’s collectivization 
took place smoothly during the second land re-
form (1955–1956), again without the common 
bloody struggles of the period. With the intro-
duction of the Household Contract Responsi-
bility System in 1979, land and other collective 
properties were distributed to members of the 
production teams. Approximately four mu per 
capita of farmland was allocated to each villager 
in 1981 in the village. Until then, the per cap-
ita ownership of land in Baikou was relatively 
equal. However, disparity started to increase in 

the following years as villagers began reclaim-
ing wasteland and forestland for cultivation. In 
1979, the total farmland area for a population 
of 188 persons was about 752 mu. By the time 
a road construction project was implemented 
in 2001, requiring land acquisition, the total 
farmland area stood at more than three thou-
sand mu.6 Much of the reclamation took place 
between 1984 to 1990, during which time the 
amount of farmland rose by more than two 
thousand mu.7 In 1982, since the village owed 
the local food bureau a large amount of grain, 
the local government harvested many trees 
from the village’s forest to repay the debt. Th e 
clearing of the forest made it possible for peo-
ple to reclaim land, mostly manually, with the 
exception of that reclaimed by four particular 
families with the use of a tractor.

Th ese four families together reclaimed more 
than 100 mu and became the fi rst “rich group” 
in the village following the reform; three of them 
are still considered the richest in the village to-
day. Th e reclaimed land was then oft en used for 
peanut cultivation, which works well even on 
dry land and, in turn, improved their economic 
position. In short, the spontaneous land recla-
mation by villagers in the early 1980s started to 
generate economic diff erentiation within the 
village and beyond. Th e use of a tractor for re-
claiming land indicates an active use of edge 
ball politics by the four families, who gained 
advantage over other villagers with the tractors, 
an option that was made possible by their con-
nections to the local leadership. Later on, this 
proved to be of strategic signifi cance for the ac-
cumulation of wealth by these families and for 
their advantage in the more recent land devel-
opment process.

In 1995, Baikou redistributed land again 
with minor adjustments for newborn children. 
Regardless of the changes in the number of 
household members, the amount of land owned 
by each family did not change much from then 
until the wave of land acquisition in the 2000s. 
Unlike the previous times of land restructuring, 
this time it entails de facto conversion of col-
lective-owned rural land to state-owned urban 
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land, along with the rapid urbanization that 
requires massive land for infrastructure and 
property developments. Th is turn of land re-
structuring again transforms the distribution of 
land along with the distribution of compensa-
tion in the village.

Th ere are three schemes of compensation 
distribution8 that are particular to Chengnan 
Resident’s Community. In the fi rst,   the collec-
tive or the village committee keeps the compen-
sation fee and the resettlement fee as collective 
incomes. Th e compensation fee for the attach-
ments and crops were directly distributed to the 
households. Th e second scheme for compen-
sation   involves directly distributing all types 
of compensation fees to the household accord-
ing to the expropriated area; only households 
whose land was expropriated gets the compen-
sation. Th e third scheme, practiced in Baikou 
and Liuqiao, villages with the highest area of 
land per capita in the region, features equal dis-
tribution of the compensation fees to villagers.   
In Baikou, every villager is entitled to the com-
pensation fee for the fi xed amount of fi ve mu, 
including those whose land is expropriated and 
those whose land has not been expropriated; the 
rest of the compensation fee will be paid into 
the collective account. Baikou only distributes 
the compensation fee among villagers whose 
hukou is registered as Baikounese; in contrast 
to the arrangement of neighboring Liuqiao vil-
lage, which distributes the fee also among vil-
lagers whose hukou had been transferred away 
from the village. Unlike multi-lineage Baikou, 
Liuqiao is a single-lineage village, whose mem-
bers all descend from the same ancestor. Th us, 
whereas Liuqiao adopts the kinship principle, 
Baikou relies on the legal premise of the house-
hold registration in the distribution. As such, 
the choice of a particular scheme of distribution 
was made according to each village’s idea of fair-
ness. Whereas the second scheme grants greater 
rights to the individual households, the fi rst and 
third schemes share a similar rationale that the 
village collective has greater rights in the redis-
tribution of compensation fees. Such local vari-
ation in the notion of fairness in the distribution 

methods has implications for the particular pol-
itics of transgressions in land acquisition.

Th e politics of transgression 
in land acquisition

Ambiguous rules and vested interests

By law, the village collective has the right to 
use ( jingying) and supervise (guanli) the use 
of land, but it has no right to transfer land for 
compensatory use. Th ere are two issues in the 
Land Administration Law (2004) that oft en 
lead to confl icts in rural society over the issue 
of land transfer (Lin and Ho 2005: 411–436; 
Zhou 2004: 193–210). First, the subject of own-
ership is ambiguous. Th e repurposing of rural 
land (or the right of contracting) can only be 
achieved through “requisition” by the state. Th e 
administrative village is the legal owner of the 
land, which enables the village committee to 
assume the collective ownership of rural land. 
Th e local government acts as the agent of the 
use transfer, and the profi t motive is high on its 
agenda. Second, the state rules for compensa-
tion are ambiguous. According to Article 2 of 
the   Land Administration Law (2004), “Th e state 
may make requisition or requisition on land 
according to law for public interests, but shall 
give compensations accordingly.” However, 
“public interest” is open to interpretation, and 
according to Qin, “can be subjectively defi ned” 
 ( Q i n 2009: 24–29). Th e ambiguity has resulted 
in social confl ict around and resistance to land 
requisition as it becomes clear that powerful ac-
tors with vested interests are the ones with the 
most to gain from land development (Huang 
and Wang 2002: 66–71; Li 2007; Liu and Yang 
2003; Zhang 2003; Zhao 2009: 93–129; Zhu 
2002: 41-57)    .

Meanwhile, the taxation reform in the mid-
1980s devolved responsibilities for local ex-
penditure to local governments  ( Z h ou 2007: 
49–82), which are assigned with property rights 
at the same time with having to generate in-
comes and pursue local development (Oi 1992: 
99–126). In 1994, the Chinese government in-
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troduced a fi scal system called the “tax-sharing 
system” ( fenshui zhi) according to which tax is 
categorized into three types—central, local, and 
shared taxes. Value-added tax, which yields the 
highest revenue, is categorized as shared tax, 
with 75 percent going to the central govern-
ment and 25 percent to the local government. 
Th e “tax-sharing system” results in a shortfall 
in the local budget and the demand for making 
extra-budgetary profi t, for example, through in-
formal fees and levies (Cheung 2012:  293–328)   . 
As a consequence, revenues from land acquisi-
tion became the main source of municipal and 
county fi nance  (Chen 2015)   . It is in this institu-
tional context that the power and interest of the 
diff erent actors come into play: the local gov-
ernment has the strongest position as the one 
invested with the power to take the land and 
repurpose it, be it in the public interest of the 
village or for the sake of private developers. In 
most cases, leaders of the local government and 
private developers have common rent-seeking 
interests in the repurposing of land use.

Edge ball politics as politics of transgression

Th e distribution scheme adopted by Baikou was 
determined by the village committee and village 
representatives, which pushed for the “equality” 
principle in distributing the benefi ts. Accord-
ing to a wealthy villager called Dingliang Liu, 
the justifi cation for this principle during the 
fi rst wave of acquisition was to maintain equal-
ity between families in terms of their share in 
the compensation benefi ts: “It would not be 
good if the diff erence between families were 
too large. So we thought it was reasonable that 
every person got the compensation for fi ve mu 
and the rest of the compensation became col-
lective property.” In practice, however, those 
with the largest land area turned out to be the 
greatest benefactor of the “equality” principle. 
Below, the eldest brother of the Ye family, Siren 
Ye, the biggest land owner in Baikou and whose 
wife has been in the village committee for many 
years, sought to cast his support for this princi-
ple in an altruistic light:

In the villages in the nearby townships, 
people collect all the compensation fees 
for their own land. As we (the Ye broth-
ers) have the most land in the village, we 
would defi nitely be the richest if we di-
rectly received all the land compensation 
fee for our land. But we do not have selfi sh 
motives. We want the village to be good. 
So we applied the principle of fi ve mu per 
person. At the beginning, some people 
who have more land disagreed. I did not 
agree, either. However, the majority won. 
We are not that selfi sh. I have more than 
200 mu land. We devoted our land (to the 
village).

Despite his emphasis on the equality mandate 
and the self-sacrifi ce of the large landowners for 
the sake of village solidarity, his and a number 
of other families continue to own large areas of 
land despite the appropriation, whereas many 
others have lost most of their land. Th eir insis-
tence on the principle of equality in distributing 
compensation disguises an ingenious maneuver 
of pushing for a compensation mechanism that 
does not take into account their disproportion-
ate property ownership, thus glossing over the 
insignifi cance of their loss of land compared to 
those with little land. A young man called Jiale 
Tong, an army veteran who returned to the vil-
lage in 2013, was not the only villager who real-
ized it: “Th e Ye brothers’ land in fact has hardly 
been touched at all. So for them, of course, fi ve 
mu per person is the best deal. Because anyway 
most of their land is not expropriated.” Indeed, 
the Ye brothers still hold nearly three hundred 
mu out of the village’s eight hundred mu that 
has not been expropriated. Meanwhile, they are 
trying to avoid having their land to be further 
expropriated via other edge ball tactics (see 
further in this article). By arguing for an equal 
distribution of compensation fees, which at fi rst 
sight seems just, the powerful villagers in fact 
pushed through their advantage. In what fol-
lows, we show that the peasant, the village, the 
government, and the land developer participate 
in the process with their own practices of edge 
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ball politics—they all push the boundaries of 
what is legally and socially acceptable in order 
to gain individual or institutional advantages, 
oft en making use of the ambiguity of the rules 
or social conventions.

Case 1: High-value objects and crops 
as deterrents of expropriation
Th e compensation for expropriated land in-
cludes land compensation fees, resettlement 
fees, and compensation for attachments (build-
ings, sheds, and so forth) or crops grown on the 
land. Th e land compensation and resettlement 
fees are largely fi xed by regulation, while the 
compensation for physical attachments or crops 
is subject to interpretation. Th is legal provision 
was taken advantage of by people like Dingli-
ang Liu. Anticipating the upcoming land ac-
quisition, he had leased out 50 mu to a factory 
with a 50-year contract; the factory had built a 
huge workshop occupying an area of 30 mu. His 
calculation was that if the government wants to 
expropriate his land, the compensation fees for 
the attachments to the land will be a signifi cant 
amount. In the more likely event that govern-
ment would not be willing to pay such compen-
sation sum, he could still keep the land. Th ere is 
nothing explicitly illegal in what he does, but it 
is a challenge to the intention of the local gov-
ernment, which is aware of the challenge to its 
authority yet would not be able to pin it down 
as such.

Green crops can be even more fl exibly in-
terpreted for compensation than buildings. Th e 
level of compensation for green crops in land 
requisition is determined by the local municipal 
government. For cash crops, the government 
should pay the market price in compensation. 
Consequently, many villagers planted highly 
priced trees such as Chinese or Japanese yews 
in order to avoid requisition, knowing that the 
government would not be willing to compensate 
for the expensive crops. In particular, Siren Ye, 
Side Ye, and Simin Ye, the three brothers who 
are the biggest landowners in Baikou, planted 
such trees on their three hundred mu of land 
and thereby protected their land from being 

expropriated, a strategy also widely practiced 
elsewhere in China. In Jinchu village, for ex-
ample, villagers planted large areas of expensive 
trees in their fi elds where there had been bam-
boos and vegetables. So did people in Langxi 
village in Zhejiang province. In these examples, 
people overturn the logics of value used by the 
government as a criterion for acquisition: what 
had been deemed low value (land used for agri-
cultural crops) and perhaps as the grounds for 
the repurposing become the very factors that 
prevent it. Th ese boundary transgressions are 
indeed eff ective—the land that remain under 
high-value trees can stay with them over a rel-
atively long term while accruing further value 
through revenues on the trees and increasing 
property prices. It is clear, however, that such 
strategies are more viable among those with 
greater resources and power, such as the Ye 
brothers.

Case 2: “Faking” divorce for higher compensation
Around 2010, the divorce rates of Lianhe village 
and Langxi villages, where the fi rst author did 
short-term fi eldwork suddenly increased, with 
around 10 cases in Lianhe and 30 Langxi. How-
ever, the divorced couples still lived together 
and shared their property—their divorce was 
just on paper. Th e reason for these “fake di-
vorces” was that every individual could count 
as a household according to the hukou system 
(household registration) that offi  cially identifi es 
a person as a legal resident of area locality. Fur-
ther, according to the local land management 
regulation, every household is entitled a plot 
of land for house construction from the village 
when the land restructuring takes place. Th e 
additional plot of land acquired through the 
on-paper divorce would help to enlarge the size 
of the family house or can be given to a daugh-
ter who is married out of the village. Th erefore, 
many couples fi led divorce in order to gain an 
additional plot.

In Baikou, some daughters of villagers who 
had been married out obtained a divorce and 
converted their hukou back to the village when 
the village received a large land requisition fee 
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in 2012. According to the rule of compensation 
distribution in the village, the fee should be 
equally distributed to each villager whose hukou 
is in the village, rather than to the one who has 
the use right of the expropriated land. Conse-
quently, these married-out women obtained a 
divorce in order to be able to move their hukou 
back to the village. On the contrary, the actual 
divorce of men in Baikou was oft en hidden, so 
that their “former wife” could still retain their 
hukou in Baikou, which guaranteed their rights 
to share the land compensation fee. According 
to the registration of the Chengnan Resident’s 
Community Committee, eight couples divorced 
between 2013 and 2015. However, only two of 
them were genuine divorces; the other couples 
still lived together and only very close relatives 
and friends knew of their legal separation. Com-
pared to the strategy of the more powerful vil-
lagers discussed before, who are able to deploy 
long-term land rental or tree plantations for the 
double goal of long-term investment and pre-
vention of acquisition, the “faking” of divorce is 
an edge ball maneuver that underscores a weaker 
position. It involves giving up on the judicial sta-
tus of marriage with its associated rights, and 
the gain of getting a share in the compensation 
benefi ts occurs at the cost of legal protection one 
has as partners in a legally recognized marriage. 
As Caren Freeman (2011) shows in her study of 
“counterfeit kinship” among Chinese cross-bor-
der migrants to South Korea, there is a thin line 
to cross before the “false papers” become genu-
ine and de facto family relations rendered bro-
ken by the “fake divorces” initially with the mere 
intention to circumvent the rules of immigra-
tion. Indeed, media reports suggest that it is not 
uncommon for the “fake divorces” to become 
real in the end (Sun 2020; Tao 2017).

Case 3: Covert use of violence by local government
Baikou villagers oft en said to Lan Wei that they 
could not resist the land acquisition because of 
threats of violence—these threats, however, are 
neither evident nor easy for them to pin down, 
and thus produce much anxiety for those who 
do not conform to the acquisition. At the peak 

of land acquisition around 2010, a drug dealer 
was known to be “secretly employed” by the vil-
lage committee to threaten villagers in order to 
compel the families who refused the land req-
uisition to change their position. According to 
Guihua Bo, a female villager,

I really do not want my land expropri-
ated. I do not know what I can do without 
land. We are already too old to fi nd a job. 
Nobody wants to employ us. When the 
village held a vote, in fact, many people 
(who agreed with the land requisition) 
are the relatives of the village leaders, so 
more than half people agreed. We did not 
agree at all. But we had no other choice. 
Th ey forcibly dismantled my hencoop 
and cut down my bamboo. Many people 
disagreed with it (the land requisition), 
but we had no choice, the upper people 
(government) forced us.

Th e petty and yet persistent harassments and 
psychological pressures are similarly experienced 
by Jiale Tong’s family, whose house, which they 
had built three years before the start of the New 
Village project, is marked down to be demol-
ished for infrastructural development. Jiale said,

at the beginning, they (the village leaders) 
said they will compensate us with sev-
eral tens of thousands, but we disagreed. 
Th en they kept coming to our home to 
persuade us and promised to compensate 
several hundreds of thousands. You see 
how big the diff erence can be! Th e village 
leaders would not come to my home, so 
they asked someone who had a bad rela-
tionship with us to threaten us.

Th e use of violence, be it physical or psycho-
logical, to enforce local development plans is 
common in rural China. Recent studies show 
that the villain or the local tyrant at times be-
come the village head or the member of the 
village committee (He 2011; Xu and Yeh 2009). 
Th e use of thugs for enforcing conformity and 
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allegiance is not uncommon in the historical 
records of the Chinese Communist Party, which 
recruited bandits into the revolutionary army 
before the New China (  Yang 1959; Zhang 2010: 
66–83). Th ere exists a local term, heibai tongchi 
(literally, “eats both the black and the white”), 
which refers to a person who has a good rela-
tionship with both the government and the gang 
world, a powerful person in a position to actu-
alize his (or her) intentions easily. Clearly, the 
use of criminals for enforcing government plans 
or rules is out of the question as a legitimate 
method for any local government, whether on 
legal or social grounds. Th e previous examples, 
however, suggest that threats of violence are of-
ten made in such a way that they are not an ob-
vious assertion by those in power, which would 
be unlawful or incite resistance. Diffi  cult to be 
pinpointed to a specifi c penetrator, the violence 
works more at the psychological level of creat-
ing threat points and negotiable give-and-takes, 
slowly increasing the threshold of the violence 
to test out the limits of what the “disagreeing” 
villagers could tolerate until they give in. In 
other words, the local government is playing the 
edge ball through the covert use of violence in 
dealing with those who do not conform in order 
to push ahead their plans for land clearance.

Case 4: Private developers and 
local governments, hand in hand
 Repurposing land use aft er the expropriation of 
land from the peasantry is a frequent strategy 
by local governments and developers. In Langxi 
village, for example, the local government en-
courages rural tourism, and some developers 
obtain long-term rental of land from the village 
(oft en for 50 years) on the pretense of developing 
tourism and then built villas for sale. Such re-
purposing of land use aft er expropriation would 
not have been possible without the local gov-
ernment’s collusion, since they have the power 
to determine if the implementation of a policy is 
according to the rule.  Another example further 
demonstrates how local leaders and private de-
velopers work together in the game of edge ball 
politics around land acquisition. Baikou built a 

Cultural Centre, a three-story building with an 
area of approximately 2,500 square meters in 
2013, equipped with air conditioners and multi-
media facilities. Th e total cost of more than 
seven million yuan9 was disproportional to the 
needs of a village with 338 villagers. Th e fund-
ing for this project had been generated by trans-
ferring 40 mu of land to a real estate company 
for 175,000 yuan per mu. Th e average local land 
would fetch 492,200 yuan per mu on the market 
then. Th e village leaders kept emphasizing that 
the “boss” (the director of the real estate com-
pany) helped the village to build this Cultural 
Centre without the latter having to pay anything 
for it. Th e villagers, in contrast, thought that the 
Cultural Centre is a showcase project intended 
as a source of corruption for the rich and pow-
erful, the kind oft en called mianzi gongcheng 
(face project) in China. Indeed, the huge build-
ing is rarely put to use; only twice during Lan 
Wei’s one year of fi eldwork did she see a large 
meeting held there. Th e building was other-
wise closed for most of the time—its facilities 
and the equipment are covered with thick dust. 
In addition to their critique of the uselessness 
of the face project, villagers submit a collective 
petition to the municipal bureau for complaints 
against what they saw as the “fake accounting” 
of the signifi cant costs of building the Cultural 
Center. Yet, apart from the fact that this accusa-
tion is diffi  cult to prove, the local leaders have 
a strategic advantage of being in a position to 
carry out the will of the state in developing the 
countryside with these “face projects,” which are 
an important part of the nationwide rural regen-
eration program (Steinmüller 2013;     Tan 2016). 
From the perspective of the central government, 
the village’s ability to build such a visible infra-
structure item would count as a success of the 
local government. Th erefore, the villagers’ com-
plaints did not result in signifi cant sanctions for 
the local offi  cials, especially because the latter’s 
boundary transgressions are never obvious vio-
lations of the law or formal rules.

Nevertheless, there are limits on these trans-
gressions and resentment to overly aggressive 
transgressions could easily spill over into “right-
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ful resistance.” In 2011, approximately one 
hundred mu of land in a neighboring village to 
Baikou was expropriated by the Yingde Supply 
and Marketing Cooperative, a member of the 
All China Federation Supply and Marketing 
Cooperative. Th e expropriated land was sup-
posed to be used for building an agricultural 
product exchange market, which would legally 
classify as being “in public interest.” Th e land 
was expropriated with a compensation fee of 
about 30,000 yuan per mu plus the compensa-
tion fee for the associated crops. Th e land req-
uisition went smoothly. However, villagers later 
found out that this project did not involve agri-
cultural production but the development of real 
estates, which they were unifi ed in protesting, 
leading to the suspension of the project. In this 
instance, the developers and local government 
not only went too far in distorting what “pub-
lic interest” was but also infringed upon a fun-
damental moral economic agreement with the 
villagers. Th e latter had been ready to give up 
on their land for the sake of a public project in-
tended to serve the betterment of livelihoods for 
the village as a whole. Th at it ended up being 
another real estate project crossed the accept-
able limits that otherwise are more carefully at-
tended to by those practicing edge ball tactics. 
Th e case indicates that edge ball politics and 
“rightful resistance” are closely related as forms 
of everyday politics.

Despite their resentment and indignation, 
which they are not hesitant to voice in daily in-
teractions, however, local people are well aware 
that edge ball behaviors are part of life in China. 
Th is comes through visibly when a female vil-
lager, while telling us of her grievances with the 
local authorities over these matters, suddenly 
became worried about whether she should be 
saying these things in presence of Minh Nguyen, 
a foreigner, less it causes embarrassment for the 
Chinese government. Th is internalized sense of 
embarrassment of a citizen with regard to the 
gap between the representation of the state and 
what happens on the ground is a clear indica-
tion of the cultural intimacy that Herzfeld talks 
about (2014).

        Conclusion

Edge ball politics is indeed a common fi eld of 
transgression for social actors of all spectra who 
actively calculate and pursue their interests with 
varying degrees of success, oft en transgressing 
the limits of what is legally permissible or so-
cially accepted based on their power position. 
As the local offi  cials push the limits of what is 
“respectable” or “decent,” they do it with the 
knowledge that the central government has to 
rely on them for the implementation of poli-
cies or that their transgressions are diffi  cult to 
pin down to a particular legal interpretation. 
Similarly, the private developers are able to 
turn around the rules of land development for 
public interest not only thanks to the local gov-
ernment’s mandate to generate revenue or their 
guanxi to local offi  cials but also on account of 
the fl uidity in the defi nition of what public in-
terest is. Th e average villagers, meanwhile, are 
aware that their acts of transgression, be it fak-
ing divorces or planting expensive cash crops on 
land soon to be expropriated, are protected to 
a certain extent by the ambiguity of the rules. 
Th eir transgressions, however, tend to incur 
greater costs for less strategic benefi ts than 
those in positions of power. While these actors 
operate from highly diff erent power positions 
and achieve highly varying outcomes, they are 
bound together by the intimate knowledge of 
how edge ball politics operates. In such “com-
munity of complicity” (Steinmüller 2013), there 
is mutual understanding of how things oft en 
work not exactly according to the rules and of 
the need to keep one’s own transgressions as dif-
fi cult to pinpoint as possible.

In the politics of transgression, the Chinese 
party state has the most to gain. In keeping rules 
and laws of land acquisition relatively open to 
interpretation and subject to local negotiations, 
the state has the double benefi t of getting its 
policies implemented and preempting the so-
cial upheaval caused by the consequences of 
these policies’ broader dispossessing eff ects. 
Likewise, it does not have to tackle the frus-
tration of those who lose out as a result of the 
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policy because the politics makes it possible to 
associate the source of their dispossession with 
the implementers’ actions rather than the pol-
icy. As a Baikou villager puts it, “Neither are 
the communists nor the policy bad. It is the 
implementers who are. Th ey collude with the 
businessman.” Although its intent and oper-
ative logics may not be too visible in the local 
politics of transgression, therefore, the Chinese 
party state is a central player of the politics of 
transgression. To the extent that the local games 
of cabianqiu do not spill over into high-profi le 
confl icts and by giving people a space to act and 
a sense of being able to take actions, it facilitates 
the consolidation of party state rule rather than 
undermining it. As such, edge ball politics is a 
mechanism with which the Chinese social and 
political order is reproduced, arguably on the 
same par with the other kinds of everyday poli-
tics such as “rightful resistance” (O’Brien and Li 
2006), while these diff erent politics are closely 
related.   Th e politics of transgression is not par-
ticular to rural China; it is common in many 
other authoritarian contexts, even in the most 
rigid systems, such as North Korea (Kim 2000). 
It helps to explain how an authoritarian state 
can sustain itself by facilitating localized spaces 
of negotiations with elastic boundaries, so that 
everybody feels they are able to transgress the 
boundaries without actually breaking them.
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Notes

 1. All locations and personal names are pseudonyms.

 2. A Resident’s Community is a self-governing mass 

organization that is similar to the administra-

tive village but in city.

 3. 1 mu = 666.67 square meters.

 4. Th e per capita annual net income was approxi-

mately 5,000 yuan, and a nuclear family would 

have at least a 10,000-yuan annual net income, 

which allows it to build a new house in around 

six years (without calculating the price infl ation 

and the unstable market price of the agricultural 

products.

 5. Th e amended Law of Land Administration of 

People’s Republic of China, adopted at the 11th 

Meeting of the Standing Committee of the Tenth 

National People’s Congress on August 28, 2004.

 6. Th ere are no offi  cial land statistics for Baikou, 

but villagers agreed that its area is about three 

thousand mu.

 7.   According to Article 9 of the Constitution of the 

People’s Republic of China (1982), the waste-

land should belong to the state. However, the 

reclaimed wasteland can be possessed by the 

household.

 8. According to Article 47 of the Land Admin-

istration Law (2004), the compensation for 

requisitioned agricultural land includes a land 

compensation fee, resettlement fee, and com-

pensation for attachments to (buildings, sheds, 

and so forth) and crops on land. Compensation 

for attachments to and crops grown on land, as 

private property, always belong to the household 

that has the use right of the land. Nevertheless, 

the land compensation fee and the resettlement 

fee are managed in diff erent ways by villages. In 

many cases, there is no resettlement fee if the 

expropriated land is farmland.
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9. Th e construction of a house in Baikou cost ap-

proximately 300,000 yuan in 2015 compared 

with 60,000 yuan in 1997.
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