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Abstract 
More than 1000 Chinese rural banks’ asset size exceeded trillion in 2015, but 
they have problems in low operating efficiency, information asymmetry be-
tween rural banks and villagers, poor public trust, insufficient absorption ca-
pacity and low social awareness. Should rural banks still stick to the rural 
areas? What’s the way to develop the rural financial market at present? With 
Bourdieu’s practice theory, this paper analyses the transformation practice of 
“the Bank-Government miaxture” model of the Wuwei Rural Bank in China. 
The Wuwei Rural Bank plants habitus, field and capital (mainly symbolic cap-
ital and social capital) into the transformation practice. This paper benefits 
from a particular ethnography enriched by the oral reviews and engaged ob-
servations in two years of fieldwork. Thirty-four depth interviews were con-
ducted, involving the Wuwei Rural Bank’s staffs, the mayors of 21 towns, 
convenience stores staffs, school principals, clinic employees and many villag-
ers. Analysing the capital and changing the habitus of the villagers makes the 
transformation successful. It gives a new perspective for the path of rural 
bank’s transformation. 
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*Bourdieu, August 1, 1930-January 23, 2002, is one of the most international thought masters of 
Contemporary France, the famous philosopher and sociologist. He had failed to get rid of the sha-
dow of structuralism in his early years, and he tried to develop a common cultural theory based on 
Saussure. After rethinking the theoretical proposition of Saussure critically, he gave up the plan, and 
began to explore a cultural practice theory, and conclude that: only when the analysis goes beyond 
the traditional dichotomy, beyond the limitations of the resulting view, theory development will be-
come possible. Books: “the logic of practice”, “practice and reflection”, “cultural capital and social 
alchemy” etc. 
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1. Introduction 

Aimed at the problems that the economic subjects (farmers, small and micro 
enterprises) have difficulties in financing, the reform of rural finance in China 
has never stopped [1]. There are also a large number of financial services blank, 
so the rural banks emerge as a new type of rural financial institutions. The estab-
lishment of rural banks must be approved by the Chinese Banking Regulatory 
Commission in accordance with the law. The rural banks have independent 
management under the principle of security, liquidity and profitability, self fi-
nancing and self binding, and can carry out business in accordance with the law, 
not by any unit and individual interference. They can do the business of deposits 
and loans, settlement, bills, lending and other general commercial banking 
business, and also can agent policy banks, securities companies, insurance com-
panies and other financial institutions do all kinds of other business [2]. In re-
cent years, rural banks developed rapidly (see the Table 1 and the Figure 1). The 
rapid development of rural banks alleviates the problems of the current rural fi-
nancial institutions, such as too few outlets, too low service efficiency, relative 
single business, improves the status of financial services in rural areas, and they 
play an important role for rural economic development in China. But they are 
also faced with a variety of problems and defects, low operating efficiency [3], 
information asymmetry between rural banks and villagers [4], poor public trust 
[5], insufficient absorption capacity, low social awareness [6]. 
 

 
Figure 1. The number and growth of rural banks. 
 
Table 1. The number and growth of rural banks during the years of 2007 to 2015. 

Year 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 

the total number  
of rural banks 

19 91 148 349 726 876 1071 1233 1327 

the increment  
of rural banks 

19 72 57 201 377 150 195 162 94 
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So the rural banks need to transform to change the present situation. Howev-
er, the traditional research is only limited to the financial sector or the field of 
management, without considering the interaction between the rural society and 
the rural banks, so the transformation of the proposed strategy is “treat the head 
when the headaches, treat the foot when the foot hurts”, it cannot solve the fun-
damental problem. These studies are based on the philosophical thinking of the 
dichotomy, seeing the rural banks and other actors as independent, so that they 
cannot get to the root of the problems. 

This research jumps out of the single management research, introducing the 
sociologist Pierre Bourdieu’s practice theory into the field of management. We 
use its relational philosophical thinking and the key concepts to framework the 
rural banks’ transformation, and use the ethnographic and fieldwork method to 
observe the entanglement between economic capital, cultural capital, social cap-
ital and symbolic capital of different actors, and the change of their habitus in 
the field of transformation, and the build of different relations. 

Our goal in this paper is to contribute to the path of rural bank’s transforma-
tion by introducing Bourdieu’s practice theory. We explore a unique transfor-
mation path through the empirical case of Wuwei Rural Bank in China. Through 
the case, we will make clear explanation about how villagers’ habitus change and 
how the rural bank makes full use of the symbolic capital and social capital in 
order to develop. And the operational mechanisms of Wuwei Rural Bank will 
provide a new perspective for other rural banks who want to transform.  

2. Bourdieu’s Theory 
2.1. Why Bourdieu? 

In recent years, Bourdieu’s practice theory has served as a provocation in the 
field of organization studies, encouraging debate about the logic of practice [7] 
[8] [9] [10]. Our purpose in engaging with it has been to call for an open process 
of theoretical and practical exploration that in the longer term will support the 
development of such organization studies, especially the transformation of rural 
banks. Our existing rural bank transformation research has generated multiple 
theories, paths and findings [11]. These have been both insightful and useful. 
However, they looked rural bank and villagers or government as relatively stable, 
singular, and separable. This is a typical dichotomy thinking. Given the current 
evidence of unprecedented shifts associated with technologies in practice—au- 
tomated trading, mobile platforms, and social media, to name just a few—it may 
be more germane to develop ways of thinking and working that allow us to in-
vestigate a reality that is dynamic, multiple, and entangled [12]. This is a kind of 
relational thinking. It has jumped out of the traditional confrontation between 
subjective and objective, micro and macro, individual and society, people and ob-
jects. And Bourdieu’s practice logic provides us with such a theoretical guidance. 

2.2. What Are the Key Concepts? 

Bourdieu’s ideas constitute a practice theory based on his “relational thinking” 
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[13]. The key concepts of it are habitus, capital and field, and Bourdieu summa-
rizes their relationship as follows: Practice = (habitus × capital) + field [14]. 
Thus we can have a better understanding about the relations among the three 
main concepts, and we can depict the structural logic among them (see the Fig-
ure 2). 

Habitus is one of the core concepts of Bourdieu’s practice theory. It is a set of 
acquired patterns of meanings, beliefs, behaviors and tastes [15]. According to 
Bourdieu, it is produced in such a phenomenon that agents structure their 
world, and the embodied schemas are constituted throughout history and are 
acquired by the agents. Then they (re) create these schemas through their prac-
tical actions because they are imposed/inscribed on the body, and have never 
passed through their consciousness [16]. The habitus of people who live in the 
same context and share a similar social class will be homologous. 

Habitus is a way of conceptualizing how social structures influence practice 
without reifying those structures or falling into the traps of voluntarism, deter-
minism, subjectivism, and objectivism [17]. Habitus tends to generate practices 
that are positively sanctioned as reasonable and commonsense. Such practices 
are likely, Bourdieu argues, to be adjusted to the objective conditions of exis-
tence. Thus, given a set of conditions, habitus affords an actor some thoughts 
and behaviors and not others, making those thoughts and behaviors seem more 
appropriate, attractive, and authentic than others.  

As for Bourdieu, habitus refers to the total effect of the internalization of so-
cial behavior in personal consciousness in the specific historical conditions, es-
pecially internal and symbolic structured results of the individual consciousness 
in the education system of a particular society. It is a priori reflection model, and 
is the individual and group specific behavior style settled into “survival mentali-
ty” and long-term repeated. It is the life experience constituting mentality struc-
ture, and is the nature of thinking system and behavior modes, with lasting ef-
fect. Once these experience factors from long-term practice experience the pre-
cipitation of a certain historical period, and internalize into the group and  
 

 
Figure 2. The structural logic of Bourdieu’s practice theory.  
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individual consciousness, habitus will naturally go to command and mobilize the 
individual and collective behavior direction and give a variety of social behavior 
with a specific meaning. Therefore, habitus has become the spiritual originate of 
social behavior, the way of life, the life style, the behavior rule.  

Bourdieu’s concept of capital is different with Marx and the traditional eco-
nomics. He expanded it greatly and applied it to the fields of culture, society and 
so on. Thus he divided the capital into four types: economic capital, cultural 
capital, social capital and symbolic capital. Economic capital is the concept of 
capital in economic sense, it means “the money and material information that 
can be used to produce goods and services” [18]. Cultural capital is “informal 
interpersonal skills, habits, attitudes, language, tastes, educational level, and life 
style”, and is “the use of different educational activities to transfer cultural 
goods”. Bourdieu’s cultural capital is divided into three main forms: 1) the con-
crete state, with a mental and physical endurance of the “character”; 2) the ob-
jective state, in the form of cultural goods, including books, dictionaries, tools, 
etc.; 3) the system state, mainly reflected in the identification of educational qua-
lifications [19]. Social capital is a social resources and wealth by possessing the 
sustained social relational network. The capacity of social capital depends on the 
network range mobilized by social actors and the total capital held by each 
member they can contact in the network. Symbolic capital represents the indi-
vidual’s honor and reputation, and it has a legal effect, which can give the recog-
nized person the social status [20]. 

These four capitals can transform into each other (see the Figure 3). Bourdieu 
think the process that all kinds of capitals transform into the symbolic capital, is 
the process that all of them are given the symbolic structure in the symbolic 
practice. 

Bourdieu defines “field” as a structured social space, but also a configuration 
or network of relations with a specific distribution of power [21]. Bourdieu 
shows that interactions between people and their social structures must be ex-
plained in relation to the social space where such interactions occur. Agents’ ac-
tions are governed by a set of social relations in concrete situations [22]. Bour-
dieu treats the field as a “battlefield” [23], where agents accumulate their eco-
nomic capital, social capital, cultural capital and symbolic capital, they complete  
 

 
Figure 3. The mutual transformation of the four capital. 
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for positions and prizes within fields. Bourdieu uses the “battlefield” to show 
how social actions play out, how agents’ status is determined by the above four 
kinds of capital. Thus agents’ actions are structured by the accumulation of the 
above four kinds of capital and their own habitus in the field. 

For the agents in the field, the important problem is not only how much capi-
tal they have now, but how to face the relational network among the agents, how 
to grasp the capital trend of the agents in different social status, how to mobilize 
the capital in the hands of agents. 

2.3. How to Take Ethnographic and Fieldwork Method? 

The concepts above are thus “thinking tools” for Bourdieu’s ethnographic me-
thod [24]. Bourdieu suggested three guiding principles: 1) The construction of 
the research object; 2) Engaging in a three-level approach to studying the field; 
3) Engaging in participant objectivation [13]. 

The first principle guides us to construct a feasible but significant research 
object: what’s the path of rural bank’s transformation. 

The second principle: At level one, we look at field relationships in relation to 
other fields within the broader field of rural bank’s transformation. We find that 
the field of rural bank’s transformation consisted of three inherent sub-fields: a) 
the field of politics, b) the field of economics, and c) the field of daily life (educa-
tion, medical health etc.). This guidance helps us to recognize that mediating 
field and power relations operated as this mediation occurred. At level two, we 
position the above fields and their actors in the broader field of rural bank’s 
transformation, and we recognize a particular form of transforming mechanism 
through which capitals(economic, social, cultural and symbolic) are allocated. 
This can help us to map out the structures occupied by politicians, merchants 
and villagers. At level three, we uncover the personal trajectories of individuals 
to understand how their habitus interacted with this field structure and how the 
structural logic of the field is embodied in their daily lives. Here, we analyze the 
way the people talk, walk, study, shop, hospitalize, eat, etc. We thus understand 
that habitus has changed, and it directs and positions individuals in the field in 
terms of the capital volumes and compositions they possess. This also help us to 
understand whether or not their habitus resonates with the structural logic of the 
field. 

The third principle: participant engagements in the field provide a thorough 
understanding of how the interaction between habitus and field create a specific 
set of circumstances where “rare” capital won positions over the common. 

To fulfill these conditions, we followed the case of the Wuwei Rural Bank’s 
Transformation for 2 years and undertook the survey in 21 towns throughout 
the Wuwei country by communicating with the villagers for twice, the first in-
vestigation took place in October to November 2013 and the second took place 
in November to December 2015. For most of these period, we were on site in the 
bank and the villages for fulltime and stayed in the home of the mayor of a vil-
lage for two weeks. Thirty-four in-depth interviews were conducted, involving 
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the Wuwei Rural Bank’s managers and common staffs, the mayors of 21 towns, 
convenience stores staffs, school principals, clinic employees and many villagers. 
These divergent actors carried their own habitus drawn from their structural 
logics of respective sub-fields and the broader field. Each actor was interviewed 
individually at least once, some several times, in order to gauge the nature of 
their daily lives through exploring issues emerging from previous discussions or 
raised by other people.   

3. The Transformation Practice of the Wuwei Rural Bank 

Wuwei County is affiliated to Wuhu City, Anhui Province, located in the central 
and southern part of Anhui Province, the north shore of the Yangtze River. 
Landform of Wuwei County is “mountains stay in the northwest and water ring 
in the southeast”, mainly is the plain and hilly areas. Wuwei Country belongs to 
the subtropical monsoon climate, annual rainfall variation, frequent drought. 
The natural environment restricted the development of economy in the past. 
According to our research, Wuwei was one of the top ten poverty countries in 
China. 

The recent census results show that most of the villagers are over 50 years old, 
and all the others go out to work or study. Because of the Chinese feudal culture 
and having no education, these left people didn’t participate in the banking 
business, including savings and loans in banks, especially the rural banks. So the 
Wuwei Rural Bank was faced with serious problems of survival and develop-
ment. 

In order to understand the rural market conditions and the villagers, we did 
the first survey three years ago and took twenty-four interviews with the local 
villagers and the bank employees. The local villagers said that they didn’t want to 
save their money in rural banks, because they were worried about the risks of 
rural banks and it was not convenient to save money in banks: they needed to 
take several hours to go to the town to handle the banking business. So they 
would like to save the cash in hands. When talking about bank loan, all of them 
didn’t want to borrow money from rural banks, the reasons were as follows: 
firstly, the high loan interest made them to borrow money from friends and rela-
tives; secondly, some villagers wanted to get bank loan, but gave up in the end 
because they couldn’t meet the conditions of bank loans; thirdly, because the 
bank outlets were very few, they can only spend a long time to go to the town for 
the loan business. The Wuwei Rural Bank’s business model was as shown in 
Figure 4 at that time. 

The above description is just a phenomenon. In order to solve the problems of 
the Wuwei Rural Bank, we need to explore the nature of the villagers, and make 
a deep excavation from the origin. We found the practice theory of Bourdieu at 
last, because the three key concepts (field, habitus and capital) can help us to ex-
plain this phenomenon and be a tool for us to solve related problems. In the field 
the Wuwei Rural Bank involves, the habitus of villagers plays an central role at 
this stage. According to Bourdieu, habitus is produced in the life throughout  
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Figure 4. The Wuwei Rural Bank’s business model before 2013. 

 
history and acquired by the agents. Then habitus produces practices and repre-
sentations available. And habitus implies a “sense of one’s place”, but also a 
“sense of the place of others” [20]. The Wuwei villagers are lack of education, 
they live in here for a long time and deeply influenced by the Chinese feudal 
culture that is backward. Then their habitus were shaped in the context, this is 
inherent and structured in their body and can’t change easily. 

Previous studies always treat the villagers and the bank as discrete entities 
based on the typical dichotomy. They don’t treat them in a relational thinking, 
so they cannot solve the problem from the origin. We should look for other ways 
to solve the problem. Strengthen the interaction between the bank and the vil-
lagers, so the bank can find out the villagers’ credit conditions clearly and reduce 
the operational risk, on the other hand, the villagers can change their habitus 
gradually and handle savings, loans and other banking business conviently. So 
the Wuwei Rural Bank adopted the practice theory of Bourdieu based on rela-
tional thinking. First, the Wuwei Rural Bank analyzed the different capitals of 
the villagers and organizations or groups in the field in order to make full use of 
the key nodes who have much social/symbolic capital in the network of the 
Wuwei country and towns. Through a month of investigation and research, the 
Wuwei Rural Bank found that governments had a large number of symbolic 
capital, social capital, cultural capital and economic capital, the convenience 
stores had strong economic and social capital, the schools had a rich cultural and 
social capital, the hospitals had a lot of social capitals. 

The former said that the villagers didn’t want to take banking business be-
cause of few bank outlets, risk and difficult to loan. So the Wuwei Rural Bank 
put the ATM machines in the room of these five categories of villagers, teach 
them how to use them and make them be the banking business agent. Then the 
Wuwei Rural Bank put forward a model of Bank-Government mixture, and it 



H. F. Wang et al. 
 

327 

not only provides banking services, but also provides other services with the 
support of government and other groups, such as intelligent logistics, rural 
e-commerce, rural medical and education & training, forming and service net-
work of the “1”+ “N”, see as Figure 5 shows. 

In the model of Bank-Government mixture, symbolic capital and social capital 
play an important role. The symbolic capital is the highest form of the capital, 
and it refers to the legitimate bases for claiming esteem, honor, prestige, respect 
and recognition in a given field [23]. The credibility and honor of government 
and the recognition of some groups (the convenience stores, the schools, the 
hospitals etc.) are symbolic capital. And all of these groups have much social 
capitals, who interact with a large number of people every day. This symbolic 
capital and social capital eliminate the risks that the villagers perceived and they 
also provide convenience for the villagers. 

When we came back to the Wuwei Country last year, we were surprised by the 
Wuwei Rural Bank’s development. ATM machines are spread across every vil-
lage, and the Wuwei Rural Bank is recognized and trusted by local villagers. And 
the habitus of the villagers is changed now. 

The strategic transformation of rural banks is bound to rebuild the villagers 
habitus, and this process is filled with all sorts of difficulties and boycott. The 
Wuwei Rural Bank’s transformation practice reveals a process, it changed the 
old habitus of villagers through the mutual construction of capitals especially the 
symbolic capital and the social capital, and built the new habitus with the inte-
raction of multi agents. It opened the black box of the conflict and coordination 
of strategic choices of rural banks, see as Figure 6 shows. 

4. Conclusion 

This paper provides a new perspective for the transformation path of rural banks 
through the case of the Wuwei Rural Bank. By fully understanding the Bourdieu’s 
practice theory, using the capital especially symbolic capital and social capital to 
build a model of “Bank-Government mixture” to reconstruct the villagers’ habi- 
 

 
Figure 5. The model of Bank-Government mixture in the Wuwei Rural Bank. 



H. F. Wang et al. 
 

328 

 
Figure 6. The habitus change in the transformation of the Wuwei Rural Bank. 
 
tus, and extending the field of pure banking business into the field of social 
finance, the Wuwei Rural Bank realizes the successful thorough transformation, 
and now becomes the partner of villagers to go prosperous and powerful. The 
successful transformation of the Wuwei Rural Bank indicates that we should 
change the agents’ habitus according to the objective structure, and capital espe-
cially symbolic capital and social capital plays an important role in the structure. 
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