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n Land Wars: the Story of China’s Agrarian Revolution, Brian 

James DeMare interrogates diverse political and cultural 

practices advancing what the author defines as the “Maoist 

narrative” of class struggle. I have great appreciation for the 

author’s efforts to present the complexities of land reform in 

various locales and also welcome the sustained discussion of 

the period’s cultural work. For this reader, however, one of the 

most persuasive accomplishments of DeMare’s study seems to 

be at cross-purposes with the author’s own thesis. From the 

outset, DeMare asserts a “shared narrative” at work across 

political, cultural, and historical texts related to land reform; yet 

what emerges from DeMare’s historical account is not a shared 

narrative so much as fragmented stories of struggle over which 

course China’s land reform movement–– and the entire 

revolutionary movement–– should take. DeMare’s study 

engages narratives from a broad range of mediums; yet an 

argument for a “shared narrative” which does not engage the 

narrative forms included in its analysis presumes that the 

politics in these works can be neatly abstracted from the 

conditions of their mediation. This poses a particular difficulty 

for DeMare’s study, as his underlying concern is not narrative 

per se but engaging certain ideological issues articulated 

principally through texts. 

 

“I wrote this book” the author explains in the preface, “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” (x). DeMare argues 

that “Mao’s narrative” is based on a certain understanding of 

class struggle, posed in Mao’s 1927 “Report on an Investigation 

of the Peasant Movement in Hunan.” He summarizes the 

consequences of Mao’s class analysis in the preface: “[the 

Communist] party indoctrinated a vast army of would-be 

revolutionaries with this story before dispatching them to the 

countryside in work teams to make fiction become 

reality…This book is my attempt to make sense of how the 

stories told about the revolution became the revolution itself” 

(x). DeMare is not only critiquing Mao’s political position as a 

“fiction” outside of reality; his phrasing here suggests that this 

fiction has in fact contributed to producing “reality” itself. This 

raises a provocative and compelling question: how are we to 

understand a “fiction” with the capacity to create a new kind of 

“reality” within the historical horizon of revolutionary practice? 

In DeMare’s study, this is not only a question to be asked of 

(what the author calls) Mao’s political “fiction”, but also of 

cultural practices emanating from the land reform campaigns.  

 

DeMare’s text is adamant that cultural practices actively 

contributed to the creation of a new politics within the scope of 

land reform; yet the author’s analytic framework does not 

clarify the dynamics of dramatically different cultural and 

political practices. In terms of the cultural, DeMare’s study 

gives special attention to novels, including the work of Zhou  

 

Libo and above all Ding Ling’s 1948 The Sun Shines over the 

Sanggan River. DeMare contends that such works “reduced the 

messy and diverse realities of agrarian revolution into a neat 

and tidy Maoist narrative…This shared narrative would have 

profound implications for the course of Chinese history” (12; 

emphasis added). DeMare’s introduction thus argues for an 

overlap between the political practice of land reform and the 

cultural practice of engaging said reforms as material for the 

creation of cultural texts. Ding Ling makes for a compelling 

example, as she took up the cultural work of crafting her novel 

only after having participated in a brief but intense period of 

political work as a member of land reform teams in Hebei 

during the summer of 1946. Ding Ling’s trajectory exemplifies 

an intimate relation between political and cultural practice, 

which DeMare similarly interrogated in his previous book, 

Mao’s Cultural Army: Drama Troupes in China’s Rural 

Revolution (2015).1 In spite of the similar appearance between 

such practices, however, thinkers in the CCP framed them as 

being distinct under the rubrics of “cultural work” (wenyi 

gongzuo) and “political work” (zhengzhi gongzuo). As DeMare 

himself has demonstrated, the difference between these 

practices was clearest when one threatened to collapse into the 

other. DeMare’s previous book (2015) features numerous 

anecdotes of theatrical performances in which actors were 

nearly turned into targets of political struggle on the basis of the 

characters they portrayed. He even uses such an anecdote to 

open Mao’s Cultural Army, recounting audience members 

attacking an actor during a performance of Liu Hulan (1-2). At 

subsequent performances, DeMare recounts, squads patrolled 

the audience to ensure that they would no longer “confuse on-

stage drama for off-stage revolution” (2). What such reports 

suggest is not the historical obfuscation of culture and politics 

but an effort to literally police their boundaries. What role 

should such distinctions play in how we think the relationship 

between the cultural and political practices of that era? Are the 

all just variations of “narrative”? 

 

In the introduction to DeMare’s previous monograph on 

revolutionary theatre, he invests the cultural with a distinctly 

transformative power. By his account, theatre engendered “the 

true meaning of the revolution on an experiential level” (2015, 

5). How, then, do the distinct features of cultural work 

contribute to the transformative valence which DeMare asserts 

in Land Wars? If we argue that cultural practice was simply 

folded into political exercises tout court (i.e., rehearsing the 

Cold War-era trope of the total instrumentalization of cultural 

practice by a narrowly defined “politics”), then our analytic 

framework collapses the former into the latter so as to obscure 

any particular significance of cultural work within the broader 

revolutionary project. Given that DeMare’s scholarship has 

long been dedicated to the importance of cultural practice in the 

scope of China’s revolution, such an elision of cultural work’s 

specific contributions would seem to be at odds with the very 
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premise of his project. Why, then, does the author choose 

“narrative” as an organizing category which unproblematically 

incorporates Mao’s political work in 1927 and Ding Ling’s 

cultural work in 1948? By stretching this framework so broadly, 

the particular valence of cultural practice disappears from view.    

 

But DeMare’s investigation of “narrative” does not limit itself 

to Ding Ling’s fiction and Mao’s political text. The organizing 

scheme of each chapter opens with the author’s “narrative 

treatment” of texts by Ding Ling, Eileen Chang, and William 

Hinton alongside DeMare’s own study of diverse sources (25). 

In any given chapter, the reader thus moves from (DeMare’s 

take on) passages from two works of prose fiction and Hinton’s 

non-fiction to DeMare’s own historical examination, which 

incorporates materials ranging from party reports to exhibition 

images. What emerges through this amalgam of texts, in 

addition to narratives establishing the grounds for land reform 

and narratives produced out of/for land reform, is the ensemble 

of narratives subsequently produced as histories of land reform 

(e.g., narratives in historical writing). DeMare makes the case 

for including such historical narratives most forcefully in his 

conclusion: “Stories, which transform complex and messy 

events into tidy narratives with linear plotlines, are essential to 

the craft of history. Historians in both China and the West have 

embraced narrative arcs, character development, and dramatic 
denouements to enthrall generation after generation of readers” 

(159). But what is the difference between a historian and 

storyteller in how they engage narrative? Can an analysis of 

narrative which does not attend to such distinctions really 

clarify how, precisely, narrative acts functioned within the 

complex dynamics of China’s revolutionary history?  

 

Over the course of five chapters, DeMare’s notion of narrative 

takes flight, soaring between political, cultural, and historical 

practices, at once indicating and critiquing their shared 

“plotline.” But does such a sweeping gesture leave us with 

anything more than a blur? One may argue that this is precisely 

DeMare’s point: the intimate relations between political and 

cultural practices in land reform produced subsequent historical 

narratives. Yet, if the author’s project is to fulfill its stated 

intention of being a study which “deconstructs [critiques?] and 

questions Mao’s narrative to show how it was manufactured, 

deployed, and received,” then this would require an analysis of 

how precisely narrative functions in the distinct if overlapping 

fields of political and cultural practice as well as in the 

constitution of the historical (xi). Moving between the 

“narrative” of novels, political texts, mass exhibitions, and 

historical writing, the conceptual capacity of “narrative” qua 

category for analysis is being expanded to an extent that renders 

the distinctions in diverse narrative acts unclear. Such 

differences are precisely the stuff which could serve to advance 

DeMare’s proposed investigation.  

 

In fairness to the author, this terse study contains a formidable 

variety of sources. DeMare has synthesized diverse materials to 

produce an at times critical presentation of established land 

reform history. To demand the author systematically dissect the 

functioning of “narrative” in each of the sources he draws from 

would lead to a fundamentally different and certainly much 

lengthier project. Yet my primary contention is not merely the 

manner in which narrative is engaged as a conceptual 

framework; I object to the way the author presents the 

relationship between narrative and ideology and, in tandem 

with that, how the author poses their own intervention as 

standing outside such a relationship. This set of relations is first 

presented in the author’s opening discussion of Mao Zedong’s 

“Report on an Investigation of the Peasant Movement in 

Hunan,” which DeMare takes up as “Mao’s blueprint…the 

story of land reform…” (4). This text, by DeMare’s reckoning, 

argues for peasant revolution as a necessarily violent class 

struggle between “moral peasants” and the landlord class of 

“evil men” who oppress them. Against the report’s 

characterization of agrarian class antagonism, DeMare counters 

that “[i]n reality, rural China was an expansive and endlessly 

diverse place, and it stubbornly resisted any simple 

characterization… Ideology however, now trumped reality” (5; 

emphasis added). DeMare’s framing of the relationship 

between ideology and reality raises the question: does ideology 

exist external to reality? What does the author understand by 

ideology and (or as opposed to) reality? While DeMare never 

explicitly accounts for these terms, his consistent usage at 

several points implies that he takes “ideology” to mean an 

imposition of “politics" (narrowly construed) qua organizing 

matrix on the complexities of everyday life (“reality”). In this 

regard, it is ideology which drives the process of reducing “the 
messy and diverse realities of agrarian revolution into a neat 

and tidy Maoist narrative”, whether we situate that narrative in 

cultural, political, or historical forms of practice (12; emphasis 

added). The reason that DeMare’s notion of narrative is so 

capacious for this study is because its underlying concern is 

how narratives instantiate ideology in everyday life, thereby 

transforming it. DeMare posits his own intervention as an effort 

to recuperate the “messy and diverse realities” occluded by said 

process. If I have grasped the general outline of his argument 

correctly, then I can only ask: is it possible to lay claim to a 

reality external to “ideology”? What historical materials could 

possibly permit access to such a field of reality? Perhaps the 

author and I depart from a different understanding of ideology, 

but the very claim that an analysis is innocent of or outside of 

ideology strikes me as a profoundly ideological proposition.  

 

My contention is not to blandly assert: “voilà, everything is 

ideological!”. On the contrary, what concerns me is that, in this 

analysis, various ideological issues articulated through 

political, cultural, and historical practices are being conflated 

through an overextended notion of “narrative”. The grouping of 

these distinct practices under the umbrella of “shared narrative” 

conflates important differences; namely, what we lose in this 

framing is attention to how the specificity of different mediating 

processes can engage with, revise, and critique certain 

ideological positions. DeMare’s discussion of cultural texts, far 

from demonstrating the “reality” which “ideology” obscures, 

enacts its own ideological repositioning of cultural texts within 

the scope of the author’s “shared narrative” thesis.  

 

One of the most striking examples of this is DeMare’s treatment 

of Ding Ling, which subtly revises Ding Ling’s fictional text in 

order to better figure it into DeMare’s own critique of class 

struggle. From his introduction, the author promises a series of 

“narrative treatments” by “the most talented authors to detail 
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land reform” (25). In this vein, a “treatment” of Ding Ling’s 

work opens his fourth chapter, “Struggling: Inside the Furnace 

of Revolution.” To begin this section, which examines practices 

of class struggle during land reform, DeMare summarizes the 

climactic struggle session in chapter 50 of Ding Ling’s The Sun 

Shines over the Sanggan River. Here is how DeMare presents 

it: 

 

As the struggle meeting approached its climax, 

humiliation and violence rained down on the once 

formidable landlord [Qian Wengui]…Pushed to his 

knees in symbolic submission to Nuanshui’s peasant 

masses, Qian’s trial was not yet over. As if following the 

exact script of rural revolution first penned by Mao 

Zedong in 1927, cadres and activists humiliated Qian by 

forcing him to don a dunce cap, his emblazoned with the 

slogan “Exterminate Feudal Power.” Some in the crowd 

continued to relentlessly curse him, while others vented 

by shouting slogans until their anger exploded into 

violence. A swarm of peasants dragged Qian off the 

stage, where they mercilessly beat him until cadres 

finally intervened. Bringing the landlord back to the 

stage, they forced the beaten and bloodied man to kneel 

before the assembled villagers and read aloud a 

humiliating confession. (102; emphasis added)  
 

DeMare’s presentation of Ding Ling’s text repeatedly 

emphasizes Qian’s “humiliating” treatment by a “swarm of 

peasants” who have, as DeMare establishes earlier, been 

“whipped into a frenzy” after hearing a “tirade” against Qian by 

a fellow peasant (101-102). The emphasis DeMare’s treatment 

places on the abuse suffered by the novel’s village tyrant Qian 

at the hands of an unruly peasant mob is worth noting because 

it is distinct from and at odds with the narrative voice in Ding 

Ling’s original text. The portion of Ding Ling’s novel in 

question presents virtually no insight into the emotional state of 

the character Qian Wengui, especially whether he finds his 

treatment humiliating; on the contrary, Ding Ling’s narrator 

describes Qian in a strictly surface manner, presenting his 

appearance from the perspective of the peasants. When Qian 

first appears on stage for the struggle session, for instance, he 

casts his “eyes of a snake, long used to strike fear into others” 

over the crowd, causing them to lose courage (295).2 After the 

assembled peasants begin laughing at Qian in a dunce cap, Ding 

Ling’s narrator again details the scene strictly from the 

peasants’ point of view: “At this point Qian Wengui’s head 

lowered completely, his sinister gaze no longer sweeping over 

people’s heads. The tall paper hat made him look clownish, 

stooping low at the waist and bending his knees, he no longer 

had any authority…” (297). Positioning the external narrative 

voice in the peasants’ perspective, Ding Ling maintains a 

consistent form of narrative focalization. Scholar Mieke Bal has 

characterized focalization as “placing of the point of view in or 

with a specific agent. Thus it is the principal tool for 

subjectifying the story” (66). 3  In these terms, Ding Ling’s 

focalization subjectifies the peasantry at the exclusion of Qian 

Wengui, presenting their experience as the lens for the novel’s 

climactic episode. To the extent that exposing and deposing 

Qian as village tyrant is figured as a historic moment within this 

literary work, Ding Ling’s focalization renders the peasants as 

its historical subject. Unlike DeMare’s narrative treatment, 

Ding Ling’s narrator offers no clear insight into whether Qian 

is humiliated by his confession, instead making wry 

observations about peasants slipping off from the lengthy 

meeting for lunch (302). DeMare, on the other hand, juxtaposes 

Qian’s “humiliation” with the cursing, venting, and violence of 

a peasant “swarm.” To the extent that we read DeMare’s writing 

as narrative in similar terms to Ding Ling, then it would seem 

that DeMare has exercised creative license to displace Ding 

Ling’s focalization from the peasants back to Qian Wengui. In 

doing so, DeMare has not investigated the workings of Ding 

Ling’s cultural practice, he has re-narrated the peasants’ story  

to make it into a story about and for the tyrant.  

 

By not explicitly addressing how narrative forms work through 

processes of mediation, DeMare’s study leaves questions as to 

how such creative practices contributed to the party’s efforts “to 

make fiction become reality” (x). In fact, rather than examine 

mediation, DeMare’s subtle reframing of Ding Ling’s text 

exercises a mediating feat of its own, inverting the politics of 

Ding Ling’s writing in service of a decidedly unfavorable 

presentation of peasants. Less a critique of narrative, this is a 

re-narrativization which corresponds to DeMare’s historical 

argument that peasants in land reform were an unruly mob. The 

peasant “swarm” who engaged in land reform, by DeMare’s 
repeated assertations elsewhere in this monograph, were “land-

hungry” peasants or farmers (2, 6, 11, 91) led by “land-hungry 

activists” (87) who served to advance the party’s “planned 

offensive on rural society” (38). Furthermore, DeMare’s 

inclusion, in the above passage, of the implication that Ding 

Ling’s peasants were following Mao’s own 1927 script, is his 

own addition to Ding Ling’s text. He has woven his historical 

argument into a narrative treatment of Ding Ling’s fiction in 

ways that only a reader familiar with Ding Ling’s novel could 

recognize. This is not an analysis of Ding Ling’s narrative and 

even less so a revelation of Mao’s “shared narrative”; the author 

has boldly crafted their own narrative through the presentation 

of their sources.  As to the evocation of a peasant swarm and 

broader suggestions of “land-hungry” peasants, DeMare’s 

study certainly offers evidence for this judgement. Should such 

opportunistic acts lead us to conclude, however, that land 

reform was little more than an “offensive on rural society”? 

Was there something more to the proposed structures of class 

analysis which DeMare critiques than merely serving as a 

legitimizing basis for land-grabbing violence?  

 

The operative ideological framework informing thinkers like 

Ding Ling or Mao, which DeMare critiques, is that of class and 

class struggle. “In this book,” the author announces from the 

preface, “just as in Mao’s story of agrarian revolution, 

everything builds up to class struggle…” (xi). The underlying 

problematic of Land Wars is the ideology of class wars: were 

class categories adequate to the project of social transformation 

pursued by land reforms? In DeMare’s account, class is 

presented as a “foreign” imposition, progressively enacted by 

Mao Zedong and his vast network of political mobilizers. The 

third chapter of his book poses the problematic in the following 

terms: “Class struggle requires class enemies, and Mao’s tale of 

rural revolution was predicated on the belief that every village 

was marked by class conflict…But before the arrival of agrarian 
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revolution, there were no ‘landlords’ in China. Nor were there 

any ‘peasants.’ Both of these class labels, and the entire Maoist 

class system, were completely alien to the countryside” (76). In 

a certain respect, DeMare’s claims are defensible, but this 

argument seems to suggest that Mao’s agrarian revolutionary 

project was somehow uniquely responsible for these class 

categories in the first place. At that time, members of the 

Communist and Nationalist parties, as well as reformers of 

various political tendencies, all engaged with forms of class 

analysis. In his recent (2008) study of China’s cooperativization 

movement, Ye Yangbing argues that the key ideological 

distinction for China’s communist thinkers was not class in 

itself but rather an analysis of class advocating for struggle as a 

necessary social process to resolve inequality (81-82). 4  The 

actual focus of DeMare’s critique thus seems to be Mao’s 

deployment of a revolutionary theory of class struggle, rather 

that the premise of classes. 

 

DeMare’s principle contention with class categories is not that 

they come from Mao but seems to be that they do not come from 

China. The author’s repeated emphasis on the “foreign” 

character of class concepts suggests their inadequacy for 

China’s social world. He thus reminds us: “the very idea of class 

was foreign”; “the word for peasant, nongmin, was a Japanese 

creation”; “poor peasant (pinnong)…emerged nearly 
simultaneously in Japan and China after Russia’s October 

Revolution”; “middle peasant (zhongnong) was another late 

arrival borrowed from Japan”; “Rich peasant (funong) was yet 

another neologism borrowed from Japanese” (76-77, 79). To 

insist upon the “foreign” character of these terms is to presume 

equivalence between a “Chinese” word and a “foreign” one. In 

recent decades scholars have argued at length that these acts of 

translation did not merely produce ill-suited Chinese-language 

equivalents, but in fact gave rise to entirely new conceptual 

formations which were produced out of and for China’s 

contemporaneous situation. An incomplete list would include 

Lydia Liu’s several (1995, 2004) interventions to this effect, 

Alexander Day’s (2013) study examining how nongmin 

(peasant) was re-signified through the course of Maoist 

practice, and Michael Gibbs Hill's (2013) investigation of Lin 

Shu’s acts of translation as shared, intellectual labor which 

produced novel, anti-imperialist critiques.5 I wonder what the 

author would make of such interventions, as they do not figure 

in his discussion of translation.  

 

These reservations aside, I do agree that there is an important 

“foreign” aspect to the class categories used by Mao and others; 

yet, what DeMare poses as “foreign,” I would argue is 

international, or even internationalizing. DeMare is right that 

these categories fall short of capturing complexities of lived 

experience, as any abstract social category necessarily does. 

What is of interest to me is how they were made to signify anew 

within the context of China’s revolution. On the one hand, 

DeMare’s book proves beyond a doubt that they were 

opportunistically abused. He persuasively critiques the 

categories of class and processes of class struggle as they were 

deployed throughout the land reform campaign. Such critiques 

are important and welcome; but they leave unanswered why 

class struggle was such a decisive revolutionary question in the 

first place. While I respect that DeMare’s attention to local 

sources is seeking to unpack the social history which lies 

beyond the “ideological” narratives of land reform, the very 

project of land reform was not one exclusively by and for 

localities and to gauge it by this standard will necessarily find 

it lacking. While DeMare seems to take this “foreign” aspect as 

a point of critique, I would propose it as a point of departure for 

engaging land reform within an internationalist horizon; this 

obtains whether it be the different land reform movements 

being enacted across the world at approximately the same time 

under widely different conditions or the internationalist 

conceptual formations which informed the Communist land 

reform project in China. It is this latter point that I would 

propose in response to the assertion of “foreign” derivation. The 

class categories of land reform sought to construct a logic of 

solidarity amongst a fragmented, small peasant economy. 

Asserting that the only history of China’s land reform was a 

local story does not engage with the more fundamental 

challenges the land reform project sought to pose to the agrarian 

political economy and how, within it, the “local” is produced, 

experienced, and understood. 

 

For this reader, DeMare’s critical case studies of class struggle 

make for some of the most compelling interventions in this 

book. Notable amongst them is DeMare’s discussion of a 

tendency by party cadres to overlook gendered forms of abuse 
when visited upon designated class enemies (96-98). The author 

also briefly highlights cadres’ questionable attitudes towards 

ethnic minorities (70). Similar to his previous book, DeMare 

reads sources in order to highlight moments when peasants act 

against the wishes of sent-down cadres or local organizers. He 

finds that in some villages, for example, peasants actively 

sought to protect their landlords (98-99). These cases are posed 

in contrast to the ideological framework of a Maoist, “shared 

narrative” which appears in sources ranging from the pages of 

Ding Ling to cadre reports. That the categories proposed by 

thinkers of China’s revolutionary experiment did not 

encompass the dizzying complexity of its agrarian world is a 

matter of course; but it does not follow that advocating for class 

and/or class struggle had to lead to the myriad abuses which 

DeMare catalogues. 

 

Can we really say, for instance, that Ding Ling’s prose novel, a 

text of several hundred pages which ignited considerable 

controversy amongst revolutionary thinkers, presents a “neat 

and tidy Maoist narrative”? Many critics of Ding Ling’s novel 

protested it on the very basis of how her work presents class, a 

point which DeMare himself raises (131). In fact, given the 

ongoing struggles within the Communist Party which DeMare’s 

book conveys, particularly those of Xi Zhongxun, his 

monograph suggests that the “story” of land reform was 

anything but shared; its very premises were continually 

contested by peasants, cadres, and cultural workers (see 

especially 87-89, 113-114, 126-127). Such struggles in political 

work also extended to other cultural work about agrarian reform 

and revolution beyond the scope of DeMare’s study, including 

short fiction by Xiao Yemu and Qin Zhaoyang, as well as Sun 

Yu’s film, Tale of Wuxun.6 What DeMare’s book effectively 

demonstrates is something quite at odds with the author’s claim 

of shared narrative: his study unfolds a dynamic, ongoing 

struggle over how to think the ends and means of land reform 
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in political, cultural, and historical practices. Narrative acts 

were no passive vehicle for land wars; they were one of its 

battlefronts.  
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