“Control” and “Liberalization”: Choices in County-Level Grain Administration in
the 1950s——An Investigation Centered on Chicheng County, Hebei Province
Qian Ren
The School of Health Humanities, Peking University,Beijing, China

2076875498@qg.com
ORCID:0009-0000-5268-3470

“B7 5 T BkEE: 1950 FRESREEENA
—— U b R B O BB
4
LK FEEAL SR

Received 22 June 2025 | Accepted 20 September 2025

Abstract: In the early years after the founding of the People’s Republic of China, the state
encouraged the opening of market trade in order to promote the exchange of goods between urban
and rural areas. With the implementation of the unified procurement and unified marketing policy, as
well as the advance of the socialist transformation of capitalist industry and commerce, the
government faced a dilemma in the sphere of grain administration. On the one hand, to curb
hoarding by private merchants, the state gradually replaced free rural markets with state-led markets,
strictly delimiting the categories of commodities and the spaces in which transactions could occur.
On the other hand, inadequate planned supply gave rise to a flourishing black market. This informal
economy was not a new phenomenon; rather, it was an inevitable concomitant of official market
control. This dilemma manifested itself in multiple aspects of grain circulation. The state regulated
the market through a dual-track pricing system and a quality grading system, while simultaneously
transforming grain-related industries; yet the disjunction between official posted prices and market
prices intensified informal transactions. In the transformation of grain shops, processing trades, and
the cooked-food sector, however, a certain space was retained in light of practical circumstances.
Comprehensive governance of grain sales—across the entire chain from markets and prices to
industries—reveals the inherent tension between “control” and “liberalization” under the planned

economy.
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