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RH/EX

The Basic Unit of China’ s Economy, Past and Present :

the Family or the Individual?
Philip C. C. Huang

Abstract: In China’ s economic history, the family unit, not individuated hired laborers, was always the

basic economic unit; to a considerable extent, this is still true today. Looking back at Chinese economic his—

tory since the Ming and Qing, the family as an economic unit has in fact long been competing against large—

scale production based on hired labor. China’ s experience is different from England and Western Europe,

and also from India and the “East Asian model.” Neither neo—classical or Marxist economics, nor the “East

Asian model,” has faced up to the fundamental Chinese reality of the great persistence of its family economy.

Only if one grasps the special position the family unit has occupied in China’ s economy and society can one

imagine a past and future for China that is different from the West.

Key words: Peasant family farms, hired—labor based large farms, combining farming and handi—

crafts, combining farming and industrial employment, new institutional economics, Marxist political

economy
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