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etween the 1940s and early 1950s, restructuring rural land 

and property ownership shook the lives of hundreds of 

millions. These reforms remain at the foundation of the 

Chinese Communist Party's account of its positive social and 
economic contributions. Yet land reform has received less 

direct scholarly attention than other Party-led movements, such 

as the Cultural Revolution (1966-76). Brian DeMare's Land 

Wars, written with a tight structure and clear, accessible 

language, focuses close and timely attention on these early 

campaigns and links them to the experiences of rural residents 

in the face of discriminatory policy and culture in the People's 

Republic of China in more recent years. 

 

DeMare begins with the visit of a young Mao Zedong to his 

home province of Hunan in 1927. Mao sought to gather data 

that he hoped would turn more senior Party members away 

from their orthodox, Soviet-inflected focus on urban industrial 

workers and toward the revolutionary potential of the rural 

farming communities in which the majority of the population 

lived. The “Report on an Investigation of the Peasant 

Movement in Hunan” that Mao produced, became, as DeMare 

unpacks over the next one hundred and sixty-five pages, the 

blueprint for the Party’s efforts to radically reshape the Chinese 

countryside. The key, as Mao saw it and as the story 

increasingly went, was to take landholdings and resources away 

from wealthy landlords and rich peasants and give them to the 

poor. This economic redistribution was supposed to make 

possible a political and even cultural transformation among 

rural farmers. They would not just own the means of production, 

but also become able to use the vocabulary of socialist critique 

and revolution; they would become engaged in the governance 

of their communities, under the Party's guidance. 

 

Land redistribution began shortly after Mao composed his 

“Report.” Redistributions were first attempted in the backwater 

bases to which Communist forces retreated following the rise 

of Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalist regime and the breakdown of 

the first United Front between the Communists and Nationalists. 

They continued through the mid-1930s, as the Red Army 

moved from Jiangxi to remote Yan’an, abated during Japanese 

invasion and World War II and a Second United Front with the 

Nationalists, and then intensified anew in the civil war between 

Chiang and Mao, who had gained supremacy in the Party by the 

late 1940s. Land reform reached a peak of geographic coverage 

and human involvement in the first years of the People's 

Republic, when tens of thousands of people, many of them 

educated city-dwellers, were dispatched to the countryside on 

land reform work teams in coordination with local cadres.  

 

Though DeMare's analysis concentrates on the era from the late 

forties through the last of the land "re-examinations" in 1952, 

his most striking contribution is to show, again and again, that 

land reform policies were not fixed. Despite the political  

 

legitimacy the CCP has derived from the victorious rural 

revolution that they claim to have led, and despite the primacy 

of Mao's storyline of relentless struggle (douzheng) against 

villainous landlords and rural tyrants, land reform policies 

shifted—sometimes reversed—over time and across the vast 

spaces of rural China. 

 

These discrepancies occurred in how thoroughly Party 

functionaries expropriated the possessions of well-off villagers, 

in how wealth and landlordism were defined, and in the degree 

of violence visited on people labeled landlords, rich peasants, 

and even middle peasants. Local officials were not immune 

from violence and public humiliation, either. Fluidity saturated 

the letter of the law. The Appendix (167-168) charting major 

CCP land laws speaks to the degree of back-and-forth in these 

centrally issued policies. Enforcement of Party regulations was, 

of course, was also mixed. In some places, one round of intense 

class categorization and land reallocation might be followed by 

a corrective follow-up that sought to reclassify villagers and 

give back some property, only for the tide of strict land 

equalization and confiscations to surge again afterward.  

 

Official documents from these campaigns and counter-

campaigns testify to the fundamentally unstable situation of 

land reform in grassroots communities across Communist-held 

areas and, eventually, the entire PRC. Specifically, DeMare is 

able to draw on a mix of government-sanctioned publications, 

republished bureaucratic materials first internally circulated 

(neibu faxing) among restricted groups of cadres, and local 

archival documents from Sichuan, in addition to Chinese-

language scholarship and memoirs. I found very powerful 

DeMare’s capturing of the gaps in a tale that is still repeatedly 

told as one seamless whole. When community headsmen (tusi) 

in non-Han areas, due to botched translations, became tagged 

as “bullies” (70), when a field hand told work teams that his 

exploitation by richer neighbors “was no big deal” (99), when 

tenant farmers outside Chongqing treated their landlord to 

meals instead of publicly humiliating him (126), when peasants 

who had finished dividing up the material goods of neighbors 

promptly stopped attending political meetings, and when cadres 

denouncing landlords’ sexual violence against women in turn 

assaulted the wives and daughters of landlords (96-97)—all of 

these incidents underscore DeMare's point that work teams, 

local cadres, and village “activists” had to cram the conditions 

of local communities into the rigid categories of Mao's romance 

of land reform via physical and epistemological violence.  

 

This brings me to another key insight of Land Wars: the land 

reform movement, beginning in the late forties, was also a 

disciplining process for the Party members, city dwellers and 

intellectuals dispatched to rural communities. DeMare depicts 

this in a first chapter, “Arriving,” dedicated to the mobilization 
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of these men and women, from senior academics to young 

students, the scions of landowning rural families among them. 

Experience on a rural work team was supposed to transform 

them from inexperienced, sheltered elites with only theoretical 

knowledge of class struggle and revolution, at best, to 

politically enlightened and loyal members of the New China 

under Mao. Land reform work was a way for these individuals 

to prove their commitment to the Party. In addition to 

bureaucratic records, the published recollections and reports of 

these educated work team members are central to DeMare's 

analysis. Through them, we see how work team members eager 

to prove that they’d been purified were essential to reinforcing 

the power and uniformity of the master land reform narrative. 

Their presence in villages and their celebratory paeans to land 

reform in the state-sponsored media helped to paper over the 

enormous unevenness in policy and practice.  

 

Apart from its chronicling of the messy land reform policies and 

their even messier implementation, DeMare adds further 

dimensions to how we think about the relationship between 

modern states and their subjects, in China and elsewhere. His 

emphasis on the repeated, cross-fertilizing storytelling that was 

so pivotal to land reform policies, their enactment, as well as 

their legacies, is compelling. Land reform was at first a young 

radical’s passionate story, with a story arc and dramatis 

personae reminiscent of popular theater. Put into action in 

China’s villages, it constantly referred back to this original tale. 

Land reform also spawned new narratives. These could take 

differing forms: William Hinton's famous Fanshen is a non-

fiction English-language example that, as DeMare points out, 

recognizes land reform’s potential for violence but ultimately 

cleaves to the themes of Mao’s vision and inspired a wide 

audience of left-leaning readers beyond the PRC. Land reform 

also gave rise to actual fiction, like Ding Ling’s ode to the 

necessity and triumph of the cause in her Stalin-Prize-winning 

The Sun Shines over the Sanggan River and Eileen Chang’s 

more obscure, US-sponsored, disparaging treatment of the 

Party’s rural agenda in Love in Redland (Chi di zhi lian, which 

Chang rendered in her own translation as Naked Earth). 

Crucially, DeMare shows that Party-approved literature became 

literal guides to generating revolution for work teams in the 

field, closing the loop of storytelling. By opening each body 

chapter with pieces of these three narratives, DeMare drives this 

point home. 

 

But just as gaps existed in the policy of land reform and its 

execution by work teams, alternative stories about rural society 

and property did get put forth, as DeMare shows. Xi Zhongxun, 

father of Xi Jinping, leader of the Party-state since 2012, 

emerges as one of the “rare voices”—others include Dong 

Shijin, scholar of agronomics (46)—who went on the record to 

challenge, at least to an extent, land reform in its conception and 

execution. But the Mao-led storytelling machine has so far won 

out. 

 

I found myself craving more from DeMare about this 

storytelling machine. I wanted him to show more of his hand 

about how the historian, like the novelist or the political leader, 

also participates in the creation of narratives that structure what 

we consider to be real. Explaining at more length his choices of 

chronological, geographic, and archival focus in his framing of 

the land reform romance might have helped DeMare elucidate 

or preempt some of the questions that came to mind as I read. 

For instance, what differences or similarities existed between, 

on the one hand, peasant oral histories and emotional 

performances of “speaking bitterness” (suku), and intellectual- 

or cadre-produced textual narratives on the other? For all the 

spectacular power of their tears, peasant voices seem to never 

have mattered as much as Mao’s. What late imperial precedents 

(in theory and practice) were there for state-sponsored “emotion 

work” (as Elizabeth Perry has put it) among ordinary people? 

What about late imperial efforts to control rural elites via 

narrative, and late imperial tales of exploitation and bitterness 

at the hands of rich villagers that could be wielded by poorer 

folk, for example in legal complaints? How did the CCP's 

storytelling depart from or build on these precedents?  

 

One twentieth-century novelty, following the work of Arunabh 

Ghosh and Tong Lam, might be a relentless attempt to quantify 

everything, including human emotion. I was struck by 

DeMare’s example, drawn from Wu Gao’s research, of how one 

county’s cadres tallied how many people cried during public 

“speaking bitterness” meetings and how hard they wept (63). 

Another new development may have been in the modern mass 

media; unlike during the Republican era, the press came under 

the increasing control of the state and became an apparently 

indispensable tool in the Party's quest to inject a singular, 

triumphant story into the minds of each of New China's citizens. 

 

DeMare recognizes that these tools of storytelling are not 

neutral, and that they continue in use: given the connections that 

DeMare importantly and explicitly draws between campaigns 

of more than fifty years ago and today's PRC, I wanted him also 

to lay out in more detail his thinking about the relationship of 

power to narrative and to our ideas of truth. Why was Chang's 

novel so obscure, though it was designed to dovetail neatly into 

empowered Cold War era narratives? DeMare details the many 

incentives for work team members and local cadres to 

misrepresent villagers and themselves in the stories they told to 

their superiors and national readers in both internal reports and 

public forums. Furthermore, as he puts it, the published hymns 

to land reform by early PRC intellectuals “were produced in an 

atmosphere of limited intellectual freedom” (145). So, what is 

the nature of the narrative that one can tell on the basis of these 

materials? Apart from one aside in an endnote about how a 

reader’s letter to the editors of China Youth (Zhongguo qingian) 

“might be a construct” of the editors themselves (179, n77), 

DeMare appears to take his sources as mostly reliable. Was (and 

is) not every single piece of archival and Party-sanctioned 

published data cited in this book subject to limited intellectual 

freedom and full of potential for creative construction, too? 

 

In a few instances, it feels as though DeMare takes on the 

narrative voice of his materials. Of peasant defiance of the 

Nationalist-supported “homecoming regiments” (huanxiang 

tuan) bent on retaking villages from Communist control during 

the civil war, DeMare writes, “One brave peasant brother 

proclaimed, ‘The traitors will not return…’.” (55). Is this the 
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leading Party theorist Deng Zihui, who is cited for this peasant's 

proclamation, siding with the “brave brother,” or is it DeMare 

doing so? On the violence of landlords confronted with land 

reform, DeMare states “it was also certainly true that many 

landlords resorted to violence” and alludes to “cases of 

landlords poisoning wells or …destroying agricultural tools or 

cutting down forests” (94), but the source cited is a 1951 land 

reform report filed in the Chongqing archives.  

 

If the land reform movement was characterized by 

“[i]deology…trump[ing] reality” (5) in the form of rituals of 

struggle and inflexible storylines, if these same rituals and 

stories grew even more violent and intransigent in later 

campaigns, and if any questioning of these stories within PRC 

territory is still subject to censorship today, then maybe we 

should be asking about what can be knowable to us from PRC 

history as “historical reality” at all.  

 

  

 


