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Abstract

R;ch entrepreneurs have been canonized in Deng Xiaoping’s grand historical
arrative: they would serve as a role model for others, while the public is obliged
to study their stories for guidance. This essay ventures the term “paradigmatic
entrepreneurialism” to describe China’s neoliberal economic subject manifested in
modern-day biographies of the rich—the new rich are invested with the authority
to guide the public into a free market society. We argue that rich merchant stories
constitute a core strategy informing biopolitical governance in China, pushing
individuals to become actively engaged in market exchanges. The three types of
merchant legends discussed in this essay (Merchant guild narratives, the Wenzhou
narrative and the Commentary Series ) not only exhibit an uneasy transition away
from older collective identities towards the assertion of individual decision making,
but strongly call for identification with the emerging collective of the rich subjects.

Keywords: neoliberalism, homo economicus, biographies of new rich, cultural
governance, Chinese entrepreneurialism
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