
xi

Acknowledgments

The decade I spent researching and writing this book was made especially 
happy by friends, colleagues, and family. They offered company, guidance, 
and influence; these things made the fieldwork for this book possible. 
Conversations with them produced a shared lexicon of meaning that 
transformed the hardships of research and writing into exercises of great 
pleasure.

As a graduate student at the University of California, Berkeley, I bene-
fited immensely from the support of Michael Burawoy. Through pages of 
written feedback on countless drafts, meticulous reading of field notes, 
and well-timed encouragement during moments of flagging faith, he 
imparted a sense of intellectual life as moral endeavor. John Lie was an 
especially supportive mentor. Thomas Gold and Cedric DeLeon provided 
useful advice during the last years of my training.

Many senior scholars invested time in guiding this project along the 
way. Ho-fung Hung, Martin Whyte, Wendy Wolford, and Cedric DeLeon 
offered generous comments on an early draft of the manuscript during a 
book conference funded by the Boston College Institute for the Liberal 
Arts. Patrick Heller, Sarah Babb, and Julie Schor read the manuscript and 
offered invaluable comments. Joel Andreas, Michael Kennedy, Peter 



xii a c k n o w l e d g m e n t s

Gourevitch, Amy Hanser, Dorothy Solinger, Nitsan Chorev, Ching Kwan 
Lee, and Ezra Vogel offered support in various ways.

I owe a special thanks to my informants in China, particularly Little 
Deng and his elder sister Deng Liwen, who extended their trust and 
opened their homes to a burdensome outsider. They offered up their inti-
mate lives as fodder for a piece of research whose impact will certainly 
never reach them. My friend, fellow sociologist Qi Xin, helped me main-
tain relationships with the informants of this study from 2007 to 2012.

A very early iteration of this project took the form of an undergraduate 
thesis at Harvard College. There, Cameron Macdonald provided careful 
thesis supervision, and friends such as Victoria Shannon, Eva Shi, and 
Courtney Bass provided good company and helped shape the person I 
became. As a graduate student, I learned alongside a cohort of friends 
who made my time especially enjoyable: Jimmy Tran, Jennifer Choo, 
Richard Jean So, Malgorzata Kurjanska, Gordon Shen, Christopher 
Chambers-Ju, Freeden Oeur, Michael Levien, Zach Levenson, Rongbin 
Han, Naomi Hsu, Jon Norman, Michelle Kuo, Albert Wu, John Yasuda, 
Jeffrey Weng, Jessica Cobb, Kimberly Kay Hoang, Eli Friedman, Sarah 
Macdonald, and Gretchen Purser. As a postdoc at Brown University,  
I found a community among Jonas Nahm, Elena Shih, Hilary Levey 
Friedman, and Janice Gallagher. Finally, in Boston, conversations with 
Gowri Vijayakumar, Philip Thai, Yajun Mo, Arunabh Ghosh, Ana Villareal, 
and Nguyen Le eased the transition into faculty life.

Several people in particular have been fellow travelers, brightening the 
journey along the way. Lively and ever-evolving conversations with 
Richard Jean So helped me through the lengthy period of lonely field-
work. Michelle Kuo and Albert Wu showed me their expansive vision of 
the function that writing could fulfill in the world. Jonas Nahm provided 
lightness in the last stretch of the road, and Malgorzata Kurjanska offered 
a sense of perspective on work and life.

Research and writing were funded by the Wenner-Gren Foundation, 
the Social Science Research Council, the Bucerius Foundation at the 
ZEIT-Stiftung, and the Institute for International Studies and Center for 
Chinese Studies at the University of California at Berkeley. The Watson 
Institute for International Studies at Brown University provided an intel-
lectual home during the interim years I spent between being a graduate 



 a c k n o w l e d g m e n t s  xiii

student and a faculty member. Talented undergraduate students in my 
China’s Rise seminar at Brown in fall 2015 helped me clarify my thinking 
as I wrote the first draft of the book manuscript.

Peter Rosenbaum copyedited the final version of the manuscript, and 
Jenny Gavacs provided early feedback. Abigail Walters at Boston College 
helped assemble the reference list.

Finally, over and above the realm of ideas there is familial love. My late 
mother Ming-Hsia Chuang, to whom this book is dedicated, showed me 
how openness and vulnerability could sustain relationships; with these 
she learned how to make a home in an unfamiliar place. My father I-Min 
Chuang taught by example the twin values of grit and sacrifice. Lively rep-
artee via Skype with Olivia Chuang-Smith and Kelley Chuang eased the 
loneliness of the years I spent living alone in strange villages. Patricia 
Cristofaro and Martin Gardiner welcomed me into their home and plied 
me with delicious meals while I revised the manuscript. Finally, Dan 
Cristofaro-Gardiner, my partner in all things, brought a happiness and an 
understanding I hadn’t yet known to the last years of the project, and the 
arrival of our daughter Emily Ming forced the book to fruition.




