
Culture and Modernity in China (ANTH2420/UGEA2332/ANTH5420) 

The Chinese University of Hong Kong, Term 1, 2026 

 

Instructor: Dr. Miaomiao (Mira) QI (email: miaomiaoqi@cuhk.edu.hk) 

Office Hours: by appointment  

Meeting times/places: Mondays 10:30-1:15 / UCC C3  

Teaching Assistant: Wenzhao CHAN 

 

Course Description 

Since the transition to a market economy in the 1980s, China has risen rapidly on the global 

stage and undergone radical changes in social relations, cultural practices, and political 

subjectivities. While the Chinese experience and its distinct trajectory are often celebrated as a 

success story of “modern development” as it lifted millions out of poverty and improved life 

quality, it is also an uneven process marked by emerging tensions and contradictions.  

Rapid urbanization has become a defining symbol of Chinese modernity, yet rural areas face 

depopulation alongside the feminization and aging of agriculture. Modernization projects 

privilege and benefit certain groups, such as urban citizens and Han majorities, while 

marginalizing others, such as rural migrants, women, and ethnic minorities. Expansive growth 

has enabled China’s global prominence but also creates environmental crises that challenge 

sustainability. These social, spatial, and cultural divides make modernity in China a contested 

terrain.  

This course provides students opportunities to grapple with and reflect upon these 

transformations in everyday lives, culture, and society in China. Key themes include urban 

spaces, migration, rural transformation, popular culture and countercultural trends, gender and 

sexuality, work and leisure, social movements, and environmental degradation and sustainability. 

Through lectures, readings, and films, this course will introduce students the key anthropological 

concepts and debates in the study of modernity, while also equipping students with ethnographic 

approaches to researching contemporary Chinese society.   

Learning Objectives 

• Demonstrate an understanding of key theories and concepts surrounding modernity and 

culture in relation to China; 

• Analyze major themes and debates in the anthropological study of Chinese cultures, 

societies, and modernities using ethnographic perspectives; 

• Articulate nuanced arguments about contemporary Chinese cultures, identities, and 

societies; 

• Critically assess how historical, political, economic, and social transformations have 

shaped diverse experiences of culture and modernity in China, and reflect on how 

anthropological insights inform their everyday understandings and interactions. 

Course Assessment: 

1. Class Reflection (25%) 



You will complete a short class reflection during the final 15 minutes of most seminars. This 

reflection is not an exam or a summary of the readings; rather, it is an opportunity to reflect on 

your learning experience and engagement with the lectures and discussions. I expect you to 

handwrite at least half a page on an A4 sheet of paper. You will submit your reflection to me 

before leaving the seminar. You are expected to complete seven reflection assignments 

throughout the term. Each reflection will ask you to consider: 

1. What is the biggest takeaway from this seminar, and why? This could be a key concept, 

an argument from the lecture or readings, or an in-class discussion/response you found 

particularly interesting or thought-provoking.  

2. What questions remain unclear, or what topics would you like to explore further? 

Among the seven reflections, three will be on films we watch in the class. Each film response 

will include a set of guiding questions designed to encourage critical reflection. Some questions 

will also ask you to connect the film to the course readings, lectures, and class discussions. Film 

responses will be evaluated based on the thoughtfulness of your analysis, the effort demonstrated 

in your responses, and the extent to which you engage with and draw on course materials to 

support your reflections. You will complete a handwritten one-page film reflection during class 

(the other four reflections are expected to be half-page long).  

2. Take-home Midterm (30%) 

The midterm will cover the lectures, readings, and other course materials from the first seven 

weeks, and the questions will be provided after the lecture on October 12. Students will be 

required to answer 4 questions in approximately 1600 words total. Exam responses are to be 

double-spaced, in 12-point font, and submitted via the plagiarism detection engine VERIGUIDE 

and use any coherent academic style for citations. The due date is Thursday, October 22 at 12 

noon. 

3. In-class Final Assessment (45%) 

The final assessment will be held in class on November 30 (Week 13). It will focus primarily on 

course content after the midterm, although the exam may also include questions that require you 

to draw on key concepts and themes from earlier in the course. Students will be required to 

answer 5 questions (each answer should be 300-500 words). Your responses should demonstrate a 

clear understanding of the course themes and draw on evidence from the lectures, readings, films, 
and class discussions to support your arguments. The exam will take place during our regular class 

meeting in Week 13. You may bring one A4-sized sheet of notes (one side only) to the exam. No 

other reference materials or electronic devices may be used. Your notes will be checked before the 

exam begins, and you must submit them together with your exam paper at the end of the 

examination. 

For postgraduate students in this class, an additional 2,000–2,500-word research paper is 

required. Students will choose a topic related to one of the weekly themes covered in the course 

and develop an original research paper that connects the course theme with their own research 

interests. Detailed guidelines, suggested topics, length requirements, and the final submission 

deadline will be provided later in the semester.  

Recommended textbooks and resources: 



Jacka, T., Kipnis, A. B., & Sargeson, S. (2013). Contemporary China: Society and social change. 

Cambridge University Press. 

闯 Journal: https://chuangcn.org 

Six Tone: https://www.sixthtone.com 

Made in China Journal: https://madeinchinajournal.com 

Readings marked with * are required for postgraduate students. 

 

Course Schedule 

Week 1(Sep 7th) Introduction 

Introducing syllabus, assignments, expectations, AI policies, and answering students’ questions. 

• Why do we still need to read and write in the age of AI, and how do we do so? 

• Watch To Live by ZHANG Yimou (first half) 

 

Week 2 (Sep 14th): Culture and Modernity: basic concepts and critiques  

Required Readings:  

Engelke, M. (2019). How to think like an anthropologist. Princeton University Press. “Culture” 

(Chapter 1) 

Zhang, Xin Wei. 2021. How Boba Became a Symbol of ‘Asian Cool’. Six Tone 

• Discussion and critique of modernity 

• Concepts of culture and explore your own cultural identity 

• Watch To Live by ZHANG Yimou (the second half) 

 

Week 3 (Sep 21st): Transforming Society: migration and floating population 

Required Reading:  

Zhang, Li (2002). Strangers in the City: Reconfigurations of Space, Power, and Social Networks 

Within China’s Floating Population. Stanford UP. Introduction and Chapter 1.  

* Jacka, T., Kipnis, A. B., & Sargeson, S. (2013). Contemporary China: Society and social 

change. Cambridge University Press. Citizenship, Household Registration and Migration 

(Chapter 3). (Required for postgraduate students) 

 

https://chuangcn.org/
https://www.sixthtone.com/
https://madeinchinajournal.com/
https://www.sixthtone.com/news/1008960


• Rural-urban divide 

• Hukou 

• The production of migrant subjects 

• Watch a clip from the NHK documentary or 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=q1QBjpUuflY 

 

Week 4 (Sep 28th): Transforming Society: the new rich in post-socialist China  

Required Reading:  

Osburg, John (2013). Anxious Wealth: Money and Morality among China’s New Rich, Stanford 

UP, p.1-36. Chapter 1 and Chapter 2. 

• Guanxi and morality  

• Changing desires, pressures, and values in a market society 

• Film: Last Train Home by Lixin FAN (first half) 

 

Week 5 (Oct 5th): Transforming Society: labor and shifting identities 

Required Readings:  

Pun, Ngai. (1999). Becoming Dagongmei (Working girls): The Politics of Identity and 

Difference in Reform China. The China Journal (42):1-18.  

Zhang, Z, and J. Chan (2025). Gendered organisation of platform food delivery work in China. 

Made in China Journal.  

* Lee, Ching Kwan (2007). “Life After Danwei,” in Against the Law: Labor Protests in China’s 

Rustbelt and Sunbelt, U of California P, p.123-153. (Required for postgraduate students) 

• Film: Last Train Home by Lixin FAN (second half) 

Supplementary Readings: 

Jacka, T., Kipnis, A. B., & Sargeson, S. (2013). Contemporary China: Society and social 

change. Cambridge University Press. Work. 

Pun, Ngai. Made in China: Women Factory Workers in a Global Workplace. 

 

Week 6 (Oct 12th): Urban renewal and shifting class relations in Shenzhen (Guest lecture by 

Professor Anne-Christine Trémon) 

Required Readings:  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_ByiCZhKOO4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=q1QBjpUuflY
https://madeinchinajournal.com/2026/01/12/gendered-organisation-of-platform-food-delivery-work-in-china/


Anagnost, Ann. (2008). ‘From “Class” to “Social Strata”: Grasping the Social Totality in 

Reform-era China’. Third World Quarterly, 29(3), pp. 497-9. 

Trémon, Anne-Christine (2023) Segregated public space and the right to the city. In A-C Trémon, 

From Village Commons to Public goods, Graduated Governance in Urbanizing China. Berghahn 

173-207. Open access: https://www.berghahnbooks.com/title/TremonFrom 

Tomba, Luigi (2004) Creating an urban middle class: social engineering in Beijing. The China 

Journal, 51, 1-26 

• Midterm review and the midterm exam will be handed out after the lecture and 

discussion. 

 

Week 7 (Oct 19th): No in-person class 

• Please watch the film Small Happiness by Carma Hinton. The midterm will include a 

question related to this film.  

• Midterm due on Thursday (October 22) 

 

Week 8 (Oct 26th): Family Dynamics, Intimacy, and the State  

Required Readings:  

Yan, Yunxiang. 1997. The Triumph of Conjugality: Structural Transformation of Family 

Relations in a Chinese Village. Ethnology 36(3):191-209. 

Cai, Yiwen. 2021. The New-Style Family Values Underpinning the ‘China Dream’. Six Tone. 

Greenhalgh, Susan. 2024. The Biopolitics of the Three-Child Policy. Made in China Journal 

* Gaetano, A. (2014). “Leftover women”: Postponing marriage and renegotiating womanhood in 

urban China. Journal of Research in Gender Studies, 4(2), 124-149. 

• Kinship and family structure 

• Historical transformations and policies linked to familial change  

 

Week 9 (Nov 2): Gender, Sexuality, and Popular Culture 

Required Reading:  

Rofel, Lisa. (2007). Desiring China: Experiments in Neoliberalism, Sexuality, and Public 

Culture. Durham, NC: Duke University Press.  

 

https://www.sixthtone.com/news/1007965
https://madeinchinajournal.com/2024/06/06/the-biopolitics-of-the-three-child-policy/


Week 10 (Nov 9): Youth and Modernity 

Required Readings:  

Wendy Su. (2023). “Lie Flat”– Chinese youth subculture in the context of the pandemic and 

national rejuvenation, Continuum, 37:1, 127-139,  

Tangpingist Manifesto (by an anonymous Tanpingist, 2021). 

*Jacka, T., Kipnis, A. B., & Sargeson, S. (2013). Contemporary China: Society and social 

change. Cambridge University Press. Citizenship, Household Registration and Migration 

(Chapter 9). 

Supplementary Readings: 

Amélie Keyser-Verreault (2025) Lying Flat in Taiwan: Young People’s Alternative Life Choices 

in a Post-developmentalist Era, Critical Asian Studies, 57:2, 253-273.  

Tang, Siyu. 2025. Imagining the ‘Utopia of Homeownership’: Tracing the Online Virality of a 

Chinese Rust Belt City. Made in China Journal. 

Diego Gullotta and Lili Lin. "Beyond ‘Rising Tides’ and ‘Lying Flat’: Emergent Cultural 

Practices Among Youth in Urban China" CLCWeb: Comparative Literature and Culture 24.1. 

 

Brossard, Marine (2023). “Lying Flat: Profiling the Tangping Attitude” Made in China Journal. 

 

Wei, Casey (2024). “The involution of yabi subculture” Made in China Journal.  

 

Week 11 (Nov 16): Development and Environmental Justice 

Required Reading: 

Lora-Wainwright, Anna. (2017). "Resigned Activism: Living with Pollution in Rural China." 

* Yang, X. S., & Xu, H. (2022). Producing an ideal village: Imagined rurality, tourism and rural 

gentrification in China. Journal of Rural Studies, 96, 1-10. 

• Film: Plastic China, by Jiuliang WANG 

 

Week 12 (Nov 23) The Hidden Cost of Modernity: gender, labor, and rural gentrification.  

Required Readings: 

Qi, Miaomiao. (2026). The Rise of a Gendered and Generational Labor Regime in Rural China. 

 

https://chi.st/bugs/tangpingist-manifesto
https://madeinchinajournal.com/2024/08/06/the-involution-of-freedom-in-yabi-subculture/


Week 13 (Nov 30) In-class final assessment  

• The research paper will be due on Dec 5th.  

 

Appendix A: Grade Description 

Grade  Criteria for 1) the course and 2) for coursework  

 

A  1) Outstanding performance on all learning outcomes.  

2) The work has creatively synthesized course materials and key ideas in an 

original way. The argument is logical and cohesive, the discussion is well-

organized, and the writing is clear. Concrete evidence corresponds to 
statements and claims.  

A-  1) Generally outstanding performance on all (or almost all) learning outcomes.  

2) The work synthesizes course materials and key ideas in an original way, but 

there are areas for improvement.  

B-range  1) Substantial performance on all learning outcomes, OR high performance on 

some learning outcomes which compensates for less satisfactory performance 

on others, resulting in overall substantial performance.  

2) The work demonstrates a solid grasp of course materials and key ideas. 

There are areas for improvement with respect to building a cohesive argument, 

organizing the discussion, communicating clearly, and/or identifying relevant 
evidence.  

C-range  1) Satisfactory performance on the majority of learning outcomes, possibly with 

a few weaknesses.  

2) The work shows some effort, but course materials have not been sufficiently 

engaged. The argument and the writing is not clear, and/or there is no evidence 

for statements and claims made.  

D-range  1) Barely satisfactory performance on a number of learning outcomes.  

2) The work shows little effort to engage course materials. There are major 

problems with clarity of argument and writing.  

F  1) Unsatisfactory performance on a number of learning outcomes, OR failure to 

meet specified assessment requirements.  

2) The work has failed respond to the assignment prompt.  

 

Appendix B: AI Policy  

 

This course adopts CUHK’s “Approach 1,” detailed below. 

Prohibit all use of AI tools. Students are not allowed to use any AI tools in any kind of learning 

activity or assessment that will be counted towards students’ final grade of the course, or used for 

evaluating students’ attainment of the desired learning outcomes. Students are expected to 

produce their own work independently without any collaboration or use of AI tools. 

 

Appendix C: Academic honesty and plagiarism 



Please see CUHK’s policies and regulations on honesty in academic work, and the disciplinary 

guidelines and procedures applicable to breaches of such policy and regulations. Details may be 

found at https://www.cuhk.edu.hk/policy/academichonesty/. The final paper for this course will 

be submitted via VeriGuide, which will issue a statement that students must submit along with 

the final paper. 

https://www.cuhk.edu.hk/policy/academichonesty/
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