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n this issue of the PRC History Review, we have three 
papers from the “Chan Workshop on the New History of 
the People’s Republic of China,” held at Occidental 

College on February 27th, 2015.1 These papers continue to 
complicate our understanding of PRC history by crossing the 
1978 divide; internationalizing our understanding of the PRC; 
providing a more nuanced account of political culture than in 
previous accounts; and breaking with our assumed knowledge 
about the trajectory of everyday life in the PRC. All three 
papers continue the trend of PRC historians pushing the 
envelope of legitimate sources and stepping outside of state-
centric perspectives on the PRC.2 If a set series of political 
campaigns has been the main way scholars have structured 
accounts of the Mao period, newer works have increasingly 
broken with that temporality, opening up multiple interacting 
temporalities: the difficulties and incompleteness of state 
control over political culture; the incongruence of everyday 
male same-sex relations with our understanding of political 
campaigns; and, the hidden continuities and connections of 
food politics across borders and periods.  

As Matthew D. Johnson states of his paper, “Political 
Culture in the Archive: Grassroots Perspectives on Party-State 
Power and Legitimacy in 1950s Beijing,” “it does not assume 
that the mere existence of propaganda networks, mass media, 
and other cultural ephemera seamlessly led to the 
consolidation and legitimization of the PRC rule—rather, its 
method is to focus on state-society interactions which arose in 
the course of reproducing and disseminating official political 
culture at the local level” (3). He carefully reads the archives 
for moments in which the state is unable to fully control local 
culture—for the limits of state capacity—showing the 
municipal state’s patchwork approach led to “incomplete 
centralization” and inequalities between urban and more rural 
areas of the city. The outcome was that “[e]veryday culture 
consisted of a far more various and locally attenuated, if 
sporadic, range of overlapping events that included both 
official, unofficial-but-tolerated, and unsanctioned forms” (8).  

Likewise, Kang Wenqing’s “Male Same-Sex Relations in 
Socialist China” relies on interviews to construct a grassroots 
perspective on male same sex relations that is far messier than 
state-centric approaches might have us believe. Challenging 
narratives of the reform period as a clear break from a more 
authoritarian Mao period, Kang shows that local governments 
in the Mao period were given no clear guidelines as to how to 
deal with homosexuality and “no formal laws regarding 
homosexuality were promulgated until 1979” (20). Further, 
mass arrests of queer men only began in the late 1970s. More 
surprising, not only did his informants suggest that the 
Cultural Revolution was not a particularly repressive time for 
homosexuals, but it was actually a “good time for sexual  
 

 
adventures” (21). In other words, state repression does not 
track seamlessly with political campaigns as one might expect.   

In “Towards a Transnational, Trans-1978 History of Food 
Politics in China: A Exploratory Paper,” Sigrid Schmalzer 
looks at contemporary Chinese food politics in long-term 
historical perspective, arguing that it needs to be understood in 
light of China’s Maoist past which continues to “exert an 
important influence today” (23). To do so, she not only 
crosses the 1978 divide, as Kang does, but also seeks to 
transnationalize our understanding of China, looking at the 
influence of the global food studies field and food justice 
movement on China and importantly at the earlier influence of 
Maoism on contemporary global food sovereignty movements. 
Schmalzer argues that “the concepts of food sovereignty, 
participatory action research, and indigenous knowledge have 
become fixed ahistorically in a very presentist development 
discourse, while the Mao-era concepts of mass science and 
native methods have largely disappeared from consciousness” 
(33). Historicizing contemporary food politics demands 
uncovering hidden affiliations that do not fit easily within 
dominant narratives.  
 
 
                                                             
1 Participants at the workshop included Joel Andreas, Jeremy 
Brown, Alexander F. Day, Jacob Eyferth, Arunabh Ghosh, 
Matthew D. Johnson, Wenqing Kang, Sigrid Schmalzer, 
Aminda Smith, and Yiching Wu.  
2 See the introduction to Maoism at the Grassroots: Everyday 
Life in China's Era of High Socialism, eds. Jeremy Brown and 
Matthew D. Johnson (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
2018).  
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