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 attended a talk last week by Toby Lincoln on his current 

research examining the reconstruction of Chinese cities 

following Japanese bombing during the Second World War.1 

As Lincoln describes it, this was a highly contested process 
fraught with social conflicts. Many disputes arose, for example, 

as those who had fled during the war returned to claim prior 

ownership of the land under bombed buildings, yet often lacked 

documentation to prove their entitlement. How these conflicts 

were resolved was essentially a class issue, points out Lincoln 

– these were fundamental questions of the distribution of landed 

property.  

 

Besides its class dimension, the reconstruction – and hence 

spatial reorganization – of Chinese cities was steeped in 

warfare. Not only was the initial destruction a result of China’s 

war with Japan, the ensuing reconstruction efforts took place in 

the context of ongoing civil warfare as the Republican 

government overseeing them fought the Communists. The 

reconstruction projects across multiple cities were, therefore, 

indispensable to the war effort – in effect, these were military 

projects. Following the Communist victory over the 

Republicans in 1949, these reconstruction efforts continued 

from where the Republicans had left off. And warfare continued 

too – with China under the Communists entering yet another 

war in 1950 against a US-backed South Korea.  

 

That the People’s Republic of China is a state produced out of 

the conditions of warfare is so often marginalised by scholars 

studying China. Many prefer to imagine a convenient historical 

break with the past, be that the end of World War II and the 

defeat of Japan in 1945, or the Communist victory over the 

Nationalists in 1949 – after which, we should assume, domestic 

China was somehow sectioned off from the international 

hostility of the Cold War. Some, more cynically, might dismiss 

any reference to the legacy of warfare, simply rolling it into a 

quasi-mythological account of the “Century of Humiliation” – 

cited as an excuse by China’s leaders ever since to justify all 

manner of misconduct – but not something which deserves to 

be taken seriously. 

 

That scholars such as Lincoln are drawing our attention to the 

ways that warfare – either actual or feared imminently – 

profoundly shaped the politics, institutions and the very 

landscape of the People’s Republic of China, all with lasting 

effects, can only enrich our understanding. Covell Meyskens’ 

excellent book on the Third Front, a vast but highly secret 

project to construct a sophisticated military infrastructure in 

inland China during the 1960s, fueled by the fear of possible 

invasion by both the Americans and / or the Soviet Union, also 

contributes much in this respect.2 It is from this perspective also 

that I read Brian DeMare’s compelling book, Land Wars. 

 

 

The comments on the back of DeMare’s book, as well as the 

book’s description on the Stanford University Press website, 

present the manuscript as providing a nuanced, richly 

substantiated account of the land redistribution campaigns from 

1945-52 as Mao attempted to transform China’s countryside 

into a socialist utopia. In his preface and introduction, DeMare 

sets out his intention to write a counternarrative to the highly 

politicised accounts of these events which have become most 

prominent. In his words: “I wrote this book because of my belief 

that historians must engage Mao’s narrative of revolution in 

order to understand what truly occurred in rural China as the 

Communists came to power” (p. x). In pursuing his quest, 

DeMare engages a number of prominent, already influential 

narratives by which the “land reform” campaigns have come to 

be understood. Most important of these is that told by William 

Hinton, a tractor technician working for the UN in China, 

whose own radical politics drew him to Mao’s cause, leading 

him to stay on in China as an English teacher in a Communist 

base area (p. 31). Hinton, who witnessed the campaigns first-

hand, subsequently wrote Fanshen, which in many ways 

became the definitive version of events. As DeMare puts it, “no 

other book has had a stronger impact on the global 

understanding of Mao’s rural revolution” (p. 135). Alongside 

Hinton, DeMare engages the narratives of two Chinese authors, 

both of whom, likewise, had first-hand experience of the 

events.3 First, Ding Ling, a Communist Party author, wrote 

novels valorising the land reforms which, transcending the 

boundaries between reality and fiction, were deliberately 

intended to inspire future work team members in their land 

reform activities, and thus “serve as handbooks for rural 

revolution” (p.12). By contrast, Zhang Ailing, more famously 

known outside China as Eileen Chang, wrote novels seeking to 

delegitimise these campaigns. One of her novels was even 

penned in cooperation with American anti-Communist agents, 

“at the bequest of the US Information Service” (p. 29).  

 

In weaving the narratives of these three authors throughout the 

chapters of his book, 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. In so doing, 

DeMare seeks to dislodge our prior assumptions about how the 

land reforms unfolded in actual practice. This gives us the 

book’s revealing subtitle: The Story of China’s Agrarian 

Revolution. Here, “The Story” is an ambiguous term – should 

we focus on the first word or the second? Does DeMare seek to 

persuade us that his narrative is the valid one? Or perhaps his 

intention is to remind us that his version is, after all, only a story 

too – and that the historian’s role, in the end, can only ever be 

to provide one interpretation out of many possibilities? 
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Either way, DeMare seeks to highlight that these rural social 

transformations were more brutal, violent, chaotic and unfair 

than we might have imagined, with repercussions unforeseen 

and unintended. DeMare makes clear repeatedly, for example, 

how – despite the Communists’ principles of gender equality – 

class struggle was all-too-often enacted through sexual 

violence, with the women of “class enemy” families distributed 

to villagers like property (p. 16). Indeed, Maoist categories of 

Chinese rural class, derived from Marxist ideas about European 

societies, were imposed as alien concepts onto a society and 

culture for which they were ill-fitting (p. 76). Thus, the status 

of “landlord” in the Chinese countryside was not a stable 

category as might be the case with reference to the European 

aristocracy, since accumulated property tended to dwindle over 

time through distribution among sons. In that it existed at all, 

the Chinese “landlord class” was temporary and in flux. The 

wealth of families often levelled back down within just a few 

generations, and “[many] villages lacked true examples of 

economic exploitation” (p. 5).  

 

Yet, “landlords” were required for the ritualized performances 

of Maoist struggle. In villages where there were none, unlucky 

householders might be arbitrarily labelled as such by 

Communist work teams, regardless of their actual property-

holdings. DeMare demonstrates throughout the book, however, 
that the form of class struggle sanctioned by the party was 

constantly contested among the leadership. The levels of 

brutality, the degree of equal distribution (p. 86), and which 

“class” categories were appropriate targets, were frequently 

brought under question – not least, by Xi Jinping’s own father, 

Xi Zhongxun, whose recurring appearance serves as a clever 

device relating the book back to the present. Thus also, DeMare 

dispels any notion that the Communist strategy was ever a clear 

one, or that Mao ever had the full backing of his comrades. 

 

Narratives aside, it seems significant that the word “story” in 

the book’s title only appears post-colon. The primary title Land 

Wars is, in my view, the more important indicator of what this 

book is about: that the campaigns of land redistribution and 

social reordering in the countryside were themselves a form of 

warfare, impossible to disentangle from the wider context of 

ongoing military violence – both civil and international – in 

which China was then embroiled. The brutality, messiness and 

chaos of DeMare’s story is a manifestation of the fog which 

enveloped both battlefield and village alike.  

 

Indeed, the constant smell of warfare is sprinkled throughout 

every chapter like strong pepper. We learn at the start that 

Mao’s early efforts at rural transformation – the seizure of 
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wealth and property – were not simply the enactments of 

ideological conviction, but largely driven by the very practical 

consideration of revenue extraction to fund the coming civil war 

(p.10). Meanwhile, participation in the land campaigns was 

conceived by the party as both a mobilization strategy in 

preparation for war against the Nationalists (p. 14) – who 

likewise stood as signifiers for imperialist collaborators – and a 

strategy for punishing treacherous landlords who had allied 

with the Japanese. The lines between military mobilization and 

agrarian revolution are further blurred through the medium of 

speaking bitterness. This was a technique by which villagers 

claimed and embodied their positions of subjugation in the class 

hierarchy by giving voice to their resentments and frustrations. 

It was used simultaneously to mobilize PLA soldiers against the 

Nationalist enemy (p. 54).  

 

The theme of fear is likewise a constant in the villages – with 

the threat of both warfare and revolution ever entangled. As the 

agrarian reforms proceeded along with the civil war, villagers 

simultaneously dreaded Nationalist invasion of their homes, 

and haphazard class accusations by incoming Communist work 

teams (p. 55). When the Korean War began in 1950, the 

countryside was “rattled” with widespread fear of American 

atomic bombs and renewed global warfare (p. 64). Meanwhile, 

work teams encouraged villagers to relate their experience of 
personal suffering not just to class enemies, but also to 

American imperialists (p. 68). Whereas class enemies had 

formerly been identified as Japanese collaborators, landlords 

were now the devious allies of Americans – thus, the Korean 

War directly fuelled violence in the countryside (p. 90). 

 

Yet, while DeMare leaves no doubt that impending imperialist 

invasion was a mobilizing narrative deployed by Communist 

activists, this is not dismissed as either cynical realpolitik, or as 

emanating from the ramblings of a paranoid tyrant. In fact, here 

too, the connections between narrative and reality are manifest. 

DeMare’s writing is subtle in this respect. The many references 

to the Korean War notwithstanding, we’re not told much about 

the genuine American hostility and, at times, belligerence 

towards China at the time.4 But the recurring presence of Zhang 

Ailing serves as a reminder, as does the fleeting but crucial 

reference to Hinton’s return to America – where he finds 

himself discombobulated, slap-bang in the middle of the 

McCarthy era, and his notes on China are confiscated at the 

border (p. 135).  
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