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on his first-hand experience and observation 
as a media professional working in Australia 
and interacting with Chinese counterparts. 
He cautions against China’s campaigning 
efforts, describing them as a “forced smile of 
a rising giant.” In chapter 9, Chengju Huang 
revisits the Global Times, a Chinese daily 
which also appears in English language 
since 2009. The Global Times, also dubbed 
“China’s Fox News” by Foreign Policy, is 
seen as the most influential platform for 
China’s conservative elites. Huang states 
that the paper’s nationalistic and highly 
conservative outlook rendered its reputation 
as a typical example of bad public diploma-
cy. Nevertheless, the Global Times actively 
engages in debates on, among others, im-
portant issues on foreign policy and rela-
tions. Huang also carefully suggests that the 
paper’s conservative approach might enrich 
and vitalize the debate on a possible alterna-
tive Chinese modernity beyond the dominant 
Western model. 
Shuge Wei’s chapter (10) on the develop-
ment of China’s international propaganda 
from the Qing dynasty to the end of World 
War II is rooted in a larger study. She 
connects the earlier strategy of elites to 
rectify foreigners’ misinterpretations of 
Chinese affairs through the establishment of 
English language presses to a later, more 
offensive propaganda policy. The debate on 
information control within the Nanjing 
government plays a key role in her argu-
ment. Finally, Jianguo Deng and Shaode Qin 
leave the field of policy analyses in the last 
chapter (11) as they discuss the history of 
international communication between China 
and the West since the late twelfth century 
up to the present. While the contribution is 
somewhat different from the rest of the 
volume, they provide valuable and insightful 
additional perspectives on “China in the eyes 
of its beholders”. As Deng and Qin claim, it 
is often portrayed with a new bias ranging 
from flagrant insult to sycophantic flattery. 
While not extensive in length, the individual 
contributions of this volume cover a wide 

array of topics from various fields of re-
search, which all seem to have received 
increased scholarly attention in recent years. 
At the same time, the volume’s focus on 
both global media and public diplomacy 
leads to different, rapidly oscillating per-
spectives. As usual in volumes like this, 
overarching concluding remarks are missing. 
These would further enhance the intercon-
nectedness of the individual contributions 
and increase the already revealing insights of 
this work. 

Simon Preker 

 

Susanne Bregnbӕk (2016): Fragile 
Elites. The Dilemmas of China’s Top 
University Students 
Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2016. 
184 S., 24,95 EUR 
Susanne Bregnbӕk’s book Fragile Elites 
asks a series of highly pertinent questions 
about the role of China’s new elites: how 
elite students experience the pressure they 
are exposed to, and how they negotiate the 
tensions between their biographical expecta-
tions, their parents and the government. It 
tries to understand Chinese elite students’ 
struggles as an oedipal project on the “sepa-
ration from the will of the parents and, by 
extension, the will of the state” (p. 4). It 
therefore approaches a topic highly evident 
in Chinese student life that must urgently be 
debated in China studies to understand areas 
such as youth, family, middle class and 
political culture. 
In writing about her own feelings and 
thoughts, the author displays a very high 
level of methodological reflection. In this 
respect, the work clearly surpasses existing 
ethnographies on China. The book introduc-
es fascinating individuals and thick descrip-
tions of the author’s experiences in China. 
Rich in descriptive detail, the book however 
falls short of providing an analysis of the 
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described interactions and thus leaves its 
own key questions unanswered. 
The author asks how students experience 
their relations to parents and state in their 
daily life, and how they deal with the enor-
mous pressure or family obligations, up-
wards mobility aspirations, and state social 
engineering resting on their young shoul-
ders. To answer the question, she chooses an 
ethnographic approach that seems to be 
mainly focused on interviews with students 
and teachers in elite universities in Beijing, 
supported by ethnographic observations 
about the same city. On this basis, she 
describes the relationships between parents 
and students, students and peers, and stu-
dents and the state. 
The book touches on diverse topics such as 
self-development, filial piety, party-state, 
education for quality, one-child policy, 
student suicide and historical narratives of 
the Tiananmen incident. It does so in six 
chapters which are largely structured in a 
similar way: they start with ethnographic 
observations of events linked to a theoretical 
question, and are followed by a description 
of interview-interactions with elite students. 
Chapters then usually conclude with psycho-
analytical comments on the described 
persons. 
This could have been a promising work, 
providing a deep and encompassing picture 
on how things interconnect in everyday life 
that only long-term ethnography could 
provide. However, the descriptions are either 
left standing without any analytic part at all, 
or they are placed next to abstract psychoan-
alytical speculations with only superficial 
connection to the described cases. Notably 
absent from the study is a discussion of 
power-relations in the context of existing 
anthropological work on state-parent-student 
relations. Many parts of the book, therefore, 
read like a series of missed chances for 
deeper analysis. 
To pick out a random example for “missed 
chances” of this book: In her Chapter on 
“youth and the party-state”, Bregnbӕk 

writes about memories of the Tiananmen 
incident (pp. 72–74). She tells the story of a 
student who learned about it from her 
English boyfriend; then she tells another 
story of a student who researched on the 
internet because he found knowledge to be 
his “human right”; and yet another one about 
someone who did not know what happened 
in 1989. This obviously is a fascinating 
constellation of power and knowledge, 
involving a large variety of stances the 
Chinese state-discourse that tries to establish 
a certain knowledge on the incident; Europe-
an popular discourses and their knowledge 
on the events as spreading to China by 
Western migrants who enter (often asym-
metric) relationships with Chinese girls; 
Chinese youth counter-discourses on the 
internet; Bregnbaek’s own European version 
of this historical event that compels her to 
assume that knowing about the Tiananmen 
incident had enormous significance. All 
these are different versions of the Tiananmen 
incident, and the question of who has the 
power to establish truth about it are coming 
into one’s mind when reading about this 
fascinating situation. But the reader will not 
learn anything about their relation to each 
other, or about what it means to be an elite 
student standing in-between these contradict-
ing discourses. Bregnbӕk’s description ends 
with a short note on how embarrassed she 
was when hearing that some students didn’t 
know about the Tiananmen incident — and 
the book moves on to the next description. 
Considering all points, the book might be of 
interest for readers who have no access to 
experiences of Chinese campus life, who do 
not speak Chinese or do not cooperate with 
Chinese universities. For such readers the 
wide variety of stories offers deep insights 
into various problems of Chinese (elite) 
students, and the many different biographic 
stories told might help to get a glimpse at the 
plurality of ways used by Chinese students 
to cope with their biographical problems. 
But readers who are hoping for an analysis 
of the complex relations of power and 
belonging that evolve between students, 
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parents and the state will most likely be left 
disappointed. 

Marius Meinhof 

 

Yan Yuan: A Different Place in the 
Making – The Everyday Life Practices 
of Chinese Rural Migrants in Urban 
Villages 
Bern: Peter Lang, 2014. 359 S., 81,60 EUR 
Abseits der breiten Straßen chinesischer 
Großstädte liegen Stadteile, die wenig mit 
den Propagandabildern der „modernen und 
zivilisierten“ Stadt zu tun haben. Genau 
solche Orte hat Yan Yuan für ihr Buch „A 
Different Place in the Making – the Every-
day Life Practices of Chinese Rural Mi-
grants in Urban Villages“ besucht. Über 
sieben Monate hat sie 2007 die Alltagsprak-
tiken von ländlichen Migranten und Migran-
tinnen in zwei städtischen Dörfern, Gaowang 
and Wujiawan, im Herzen von Wuhan 
beforscht. Mit ihrer Forschung verfolgt Yan 
Yuan zwei Ziele: (1) die Wiederverankerung 
der ländlichen Migranten im urbanen Raum, 
und (2) die Neubewertung der Beziehung 
zwischen den Menschen und dem Raum in 
einer bestimmten Lokalität. Yan Yuan 
gelingt es, die Alltagspraktiken detailreich 
und für den Leser ansprechend zu dokumen-
tieren. Allerdings sind die Schlussfolgerun-
gen bezüglich des Handlungsraumes von 
ländlichen MigrantInnen und der Schaffung 
eines „anderen“ Ortes oder einer Alternative 
zur Modernität (S. 328) problematisch. 
Städtische Dörfer wie Gaowang and Wujia-
wan sind ein Produkt der in den 80er Jahren 
einsetzenden Transformation chinesischer 
Städte. Städtische Dörfer sind dicht besiedel-
te, ländliche Gebiete, die oft geografisch im 
Stadtgebiet liegen, aber nicht unter der 
Administration der Stadt stehen. Sie haben, 
wie Yan Yuan in ihrem Buch betont, eine 
spezielle Bedeutung für die zahlreichen 
ländlichen Migranten und Migrantinnen in 

chinesischen Großstädten. Anfang der 90er 
Jahre spezialisierten sich die gebürtigen 
EinwohnerInnen der städtischen Dörfer auf 
die Wohnraumbedürfnisse der ländlichen 
Migranten und Migrantinnen. Diese bevor-
zugten die städtischen Dörfer, weil sie 
günstigen Wohnraum und einen Zufluchtsort 
boten. Abseits des direkten Einflussbereichs 
der städtischen Regierungen konnten sich 
die ländlichen MigrantInnen in den kontinu-
ierlichen Prozess der Schaffung eines „ande-
ren“ Ortes einbringen (S. 33). 
Das Buch ist in neun Kapitel unterteilt. Die 
ersten drei Kapitel stellen eine Auseinander-
setzung mit theoretischen und methodischen 
Ansätzen zur Beziehung zwischen Migran-
tInnen, Orten und Räumen dar. In den fünf 
darauffolgenden Kapiteln werden ausge-
wählte Alltagspraktiken in den zwei städti-
schen Dörfern untersucht. Die Abgrenzung 
der städtischen Dörfer vom Rest der Stadt 
durch die Betonung ihrer Andersartigkeit ist 
dabei ein zentrales Narrativ. Dies wird schon 
in den einleitenden Formulierungen klar. 
Hier spricht Yan Yuan von der Entdeckung 
einer „unbekannten Insel“ (S. 17) in ihrer 
eigenen Heimatstadt. Wie in klassischen 
Ethnografien von kleinen Inselvölkern 
beschreibt sie die als anders wahrgenomme-
nen Alltagspraktiken der MigrantInnen, wie 
Wasserholen, Kochen, Telefonieren und 
Einrichten der Wohnstätte. Die Einbettung 
in den historischen Kontext verdeutlicht die 
dynamische Natur der Praktiken selbst. 
Meiner Ansicht nach unterstreichen sie Yan 
Yuans ursprüngliche Annahme, dass es sich 
um „zwei parallele Lebenswirklichkeiten 
und Landschaften in ein und derselben 
Stadt“ (S. 17) handelt. 
Mit ihrem Buch eröffnet Yan Yuan eine 
progressive Perspektive auf ländliche Mig-
rantInnen in China. Sie argumentiert, dass 
die MigrantInnen fest im urbanen Raum 
verankert sind und durch ihre Alltagsprakti-
ken neue Räume und Lebenswelten schaffen. 
Deshalb lehnt sie das Bild des marginalisier-
ten und entwurzelten ländlichen Migranten 
ab. Stattdessen sieht sie die MigrantInnen 
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