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ackling the geographical, political, practical, and 

ideological complexities of the communist land reform 

campaigns is a daunting task, and it is not surprising that, until 
2020, we lacked a book-length English-language study on land 

reform alone. The go-to reference for teaching, and to a certain 

extent for research, was William Hinton’s marvelously 

engaging Fanshen, the partially eyewitness account published 

in 1966. As Brian DeMare tells us in his response to this 

roundtable, Fanshen played a formative role in his own 

academic career, sparking a passion for the study of land 

reform. And  years later, it figured as a primary inspiration for 

this monograph. Land Wars is, many ways, a continuation of 

the discussion opened by Fanshen, but DeMare also sees it as a 

corrective to Hinton’s narrative, and perhaps as a potential 

replacement in the classroom. As DeMare argues indirectly, 

Fanshen is probably the better story, but Land Wars is the better 

history.   

   

In this eminently readable and well written book, DeMare 

weaves together literary and “documentary” narratives of land 

reform as well as a vast array of primary and secondary sources, 

to produce two complementary findings. He shows how the 

practices of land reform did not necessarily conform to Party-

supported narratives of progress and eventual success, but he 

also (and more importantly) highlights how those narratives, 

starting with Mao’s “Report on the peasant movement in 

Hunan,” provided a pattern that inexorably shaped the actual 

course of events: these narratives influenced intellectuals who 

volunteered to join work teams; they provided neat stages and 

seemingly surefire methods for transforming peasants’ minds; 

they helped identify enemies and fix people in unchanging class 

categories; and they “reduced the messy and diverse realities of 

agrarian revolution into a neat and tidy Maoist narrative” (12). 

As Denise Ho points out “[f]or DeMare, the story of land reform 

is front and center, inextricable from the history of land reform” 

(italics mine). 

 

In fact, the five reviewers note that the role of narrative and its 

connection to history is not only a central theme of the book, 

but also perhaps its most interesting and problematic 

contribution (with the notable exception of Christopher Isett, 

who stresses the crucial legacy of land reform in contemporary 

China).  Jane Hayward notes how “DeMare seeks to draw our 

attention to the constitutive relationship between narrative, 

practice and historical memory, while deconstructing each 

narrative with his own version, based on rich archival research.” 

Specifically, DeMare features prominently three very different 

narrators of land reform: the communist writer Ding Ling, the 

US-sponsored commentator Eileen Chang, and William Hinton 

himself, an agronomist who worked for both the US Office of 

War Information and the United Nations (although he later 

disavowed US imperialism). To those stories, DeMare  

 

 

juxtaposes another set of narratives: those found in CCP 

archival documents, cadres’ memoirs, and oral histories.  

 

In Land Wars, DeMare argues that fictional and semi-fictional 

narratives (among which he includes Mao’s 1927 Report) were 

imposed on the complex reality of the Chinese countryside to 

create a new reality, in which classes were neatly divided, 

enemies easily identified, and wealth fairly redistributed. In 

DeMare’s recounting, the boundaries between the story and the 

experience of land reform are purposely blurry, and Land Wars 

often reads as “a history of a story, a book about fiction that 

becomes fact, a narrative that will become its own land reform 

classic” (Ho). Yet, this blurring raises some crucial theoretical 

and methodological questions, which the reviewers highlight. 

First and foremost, DeMare’s is a somewhat facile treatment of  

ideology, which seems to be what he is actually talking about 

when he describes the supposedly “fictional” Maoist narrative 

of land reform. Defining ideology as true or false doesn’t really 

get at what ideological narratives represent or what they are 

designed to do. Also, if it were true, as DeMare suggests, that 

ideology ended up trumping reality, “in the form of rituals of 

struggle and inflexible storylines,” which became even more 

violent and more fixed in the following decades, what would 

that mean for our research? If land reform as we know it is a 

fiction, Yvon Wang wondered, “what can be knowable to us 

from PRC history as ‘historical reality’ at all?” Or in more 

abstract terms, what is the relationship between power, 

narrative, and “truth” in the context of PRC history and Maoist 

ideology. 

 

Similarly, as Harlan Chambers argues, the idea of a narrative  

so powerful that it is capable of creating its own reality seems 

to imply that ideology is actually separate from the way reality 

is experienced. DeMare’s argument sometimes suggests that 

politics (narrowly viewed) is something imposed upon reality 

that can thus be stripped away to reveal the “truth” of what 

happened. I doubt that DeMare actually believes that to be true, 

and many historians, including Gail Hershatter, have made 

compelling arguments against those sorts of claims. As 

Chambers points out, by hinting that he’s found some sort of 

sub-ideological truth, DeMare represents his own narrative as 

sitting outside of other narratives, and “outside of ideology.” In 

contradistinction to his nuanced readings of other stories, he 

posits his own “story” as squarely on the side of a “history” that 

is, unlike the others, untroubled by the imposition of narrative. 

 

Finally, there are many other narratives at play here as well, 

which are not fully explored or complicated (indeed they are 

sometimes obscured) in DeMare’s story. As Wang suggests, the 

correctives DeMare provides to the Maoist version of land 

reform are derived from sources written and compiled by cadres 
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and CCP members involved in the practice of land reform. But 

as the state’s dialogue over governance was both an information 

gathering mechanism and an internal propaganda system, it too 

defies straightforward readings. 

 

Producing good readings of sources is a common problem in 

PRC history, where a vast number of our materials, grassroots 

and otherwise, were produced within and in reference to Party-

state efforts to train and rectify their own agents. These sources 

(these narratives) certainly seem to reveal land reform that was 

messy, violent, and which often created new inequalities. They 

appear to depict a state without a clear (or fixed) revolutionary 

strategy, and they seem to show inconsistent policies and 

chaotic local conditions. To a certain extent, these impressions 

are probably correct, but policy makers and leaders at all levels 

also saw these aspects of their own governance and were 

working to rectify them. This is why it is so easy to find 

evidence of undertrained, incompetent, and corrupt cadres and 

leaders – they appear regularly in the administrative record 

because the administrators were worried about them (and 

because it’s a common strategy of administrators around the 

world to “blame middle management,” so to speak). But 

precisely because the state was simultaneously attempting to 

carry out its revolutionary polices (like land reform) and rectify 

its own work and the agents performing it, the administrative 
record of the Party-state is yet another set of interrelated 

narratives, which also contain factual and fictional elements. As 

such, the state’s complex and fragmented archives are difficult 

to map on their own, and it’s not clear they can be used to prove 

or disprove other contemporaneous tales.  

 

But Brian and I have long debated and disagreed over this 

methodological question, and those contestations have always 

been incredibly productive. As a controversial but erudite book, 

Land Wars has sparked similarly fruitful debates and 

discussions, and it will continue to do so while fundamentally 

shaping the future of the field. I hope Land Wars does not 

replace Fanshen in the classroom, but students should, and 

surely will, read both DeMare and Hinton, in conversation with 

one another. 

 

  

 


