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Agricultural Commodity Broker and the Trade of Cash Crops: A Study on
the Embeddedness of the Local Market

Chen Yiyuan

Abstract: By using a theoretical framework of embeddedness, this article focuses on the operation of the local market for cash
crops, and explores how rural social relations are involved in local trade, with an aim to interpret the formation of market order.
Based on fieldwork in two cash crop-producing counties, it finds that various obstructions exist that prevent the middlemen
from trading directly with small producers. The “skill barriers” in sales, a wide gap of trading volume between small producers
and middlemen, as well as information asymmetry created intentionally by middlemen, all could result in failure of trade
between middlemen and direct producers. As a result, agricultural commodity brokers, whose rural social resources could well
help with the trade, serve as intermediary agents. The rural social networks of these brokers enable them to find proper
suppliers in the shortest time, whereas their trust relationships with fellow villagers allow them to guarantee whenever
necessary. Moreover, their face (mianzi) and favor (renging) in rural community could not only help resolve the contradictions
between middlemen and small producers, but also help the former as “outsiders” of the village to avoid being “discriminated”.
As a matter of fact, the brokers’ rural social resources function as lubricant, which helps the middlemen to trade with small
producers at a low cost, and help transform the conflicts between these two subjects into social relationships between brokers
and their fellow villagers. This contributes to the formation of a good market order.

Key Words: Broker; Middlemen; Cash Crop; Local Market; Embeddedness
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