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ABSTRACT. This study explores the local experience of a state-initiated campaign to improve the
grassland in Uxin Ju, a Mongolian community in northern China, from 1958 to 1966. The contrast
between the local experience and the official representation reveals great discrepancies and attests
to the ability of local people to utilize state policies to meet local needs, transforming socialist
ideologies into local rationales. Applying Michel de Certeau’s theory of everyday practice that
sees book reading as poaching and the use/consumption of political and cultural discourses as a
process of creative empowerment, I examine how the Mongols in Uxin Ju “poached” state poli-
tics to their own advantages and appropriated the grassland campaign in the making of the local
landscape. This poaching further elucidates James Scott’s concept of ideological resistance by
focusing on the creative use of nonoppositional nature, which is an important way in which local
people could express their agency in the oppressive regime of socialist China. This article calls
attention to how nonsubversive co-optation of state policies can function as an expression of
agency in the making of local human-environmental history, even on the part of individuals who
are actively accommodating to the ideology of the dominant regime. Keywords: China, grassland
campaign, Inner Mongolia, Mongols, state policies, Uxin Ju.

UXin Ju is no ordinary place, having once enjoyed national recognition in Mao
Zedong’s China. A Mongol-dominated pastoral community in western Inner Mongolia,
Uxin Ju was praised in 1965 by China’s state-run newspaper, the Renmin Ribao (People’s
Daily), for its active engagement in the campaign to transform its sandy grassland.
After China’s best-known model community at the time, Dazhai, a farming village in
northern China, Uxin Ju was named the “Pastoral Dazhai” and promoted as a model
for grassland improvement and socialist construction in China’s pastoral areas.

During Mao’s era, 1949-1976, China used the building of models as a means of
political control, much as the Soviet Union used its fake model villages. Not only
were these model communities typically sites of political manipulation, but their
alleged achievements were often falsified (Friedman 1978). Although Uxin Ju expe-
rienced a similar level of political control, the Mongols’ experience seems unique.
During my fieldwork on post-Mao land use in 1998, I frequently heard positive remi-
niscences of the 1958-1966 grassland campaign, even comments indicating its im-
portant contribution to current land management. Why did local people give the
Maoist campaign such an unusual vote of approval, when the Mao era has typically
been considered a dark age?' What happened on the grassland? With these ques-

* T am as grateful as ever for my intellectual mentors, Yi-Fu Tuan, Robert Sack, and Roger Kasperson, for their
support over the years and for their comments on earlier versions of this article. Thanks also go to Matt Turner
and Mona Domosh for helpful critiques, to George Johnson for introducing me to the theories of Michel de
Certeau, and to Richard Hennessey for editorial assistance and moral support. During fieldwork, kind Mongolian
informants offered their knowledge, time, and views/stories generously; they are too numerous to name here.
Thoughtful suggestions from Editors Douglas Johnson and Viola Haarmann and constructive comments from
anonymous reviewers have helped in important ways in sharpening the argument of this article.

%6 DR. JIANG is an assistant professor of geography at the University of Hawaii at Manoa, Honolulu,
Hawaii 96822.

The Geographical Review 96 (4): 633-656, October 2006
Copyright © 2007 by the American Geographical Society of New York



