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hairman Mao famously compared China’s rural revolution 

to a hurricane: not only natural and powerful, but 

transformative as well. Peasants, by taking part in land 

reform struggle, obtained land and liberation. Landlords, 

ritually humiliated, humbled themselves and embraced 

agricultural labor. Even intellectuals, dispatched to the 

countryside in land reform work teams, found transformation. 

These bookish and career-driven scholars, finally daring to 

leave their ivory towers, cast aside their humanistic and 

arrogant ways. To prove their personal transformations to the 

new Communist regime, some intellectuals wrote about their 

experiences in essays, many of which were given self-

referential titles such as “Land Reform Educated Me” (土改

教育了我).   

 

Careful readers of Land Wars will recall that I insist on 

problematizing this narrative of transformation. Yet in my case 

it seems obvious that my encounter with land reform, mediated 

by vast temporal and spatial differences, has profoundly shaped 

my adult life. I have been thinking about land reform for far too 

many years; it now serves as the cornerstone of my education 

as a historian. As is the case with so many things related to 

China, it all started with a book. I read Fanshen, William 

Hinton’s mesmerizing account of rural revolution, during my 

second summer in Beijing, back in 1998. I was instantly 

enthralled. Searching for a dissertation topic a couple of years 

later I made a rather capricious choice, never realizing it would 

take me nearly two decades to write this book.1   

 

In writing Land Wars I set for myself an unrealistic goal: to 

craft a readable history of land reform. This freed me from the 

expectation of telling the complete history of land reform. At 

the same time, because there remains so much unsaid about the 

campaigns, I always knew that this book would raise questions 

and invite criticism, even when excepting my own mistakes.2 I 

have seen many comments and critiques of the book since its 

publication, yet I was still surprised by the nuanced and varied 

readings of Land Wars by the five readers who graciously 

agreed to comment on my book for this roundtable.3   

 

As their queries are too diverse and complicated to respond to 

individually, I will address the broad issues raised by the 

reviews; to paraphrase Yvon, I will reveal a bit more of my own 

role as the author of Land Wars and reflect on a few of the 

important decisions that have generated debate over the text. I 

did not make these decisions lightly, so in a sense it is gratifying 

to see how those choices made long ago continue to reverberate 

in these reviews. To unfairly summarize my colleagues, it 

seems to me that three fields emerge as particularly important, 

both for myself as author of the book and for readers at large. 

First is my use of narrative in writing this book. Second, and 

much related, are the sources I chose to highlight in Land Wars.  

 

 

I will close, finally, with a few thoughts on the book’s reception 

and the legacy of land reform for Xi Jinping’s China. 

 

Narrating Land Reform 

William Hinton introduced me to rural revolution in the 

summer of 1998. Less than two years later I foolishly decided 

to research land reform, eventually completing a dissertation on 

land reform political culture. The path from that dissertation to 

this book, however, proved incredibly challenging. My initial 

decision to focus on land reform was made in the belief that the 

topic was so vast and complicated that I could carve out a niche 

for myself as an unfunded graduate student. But the scope of 

land reform, I eventually discovered, made the topic an ill-fit 

for a coherent book project. Even if I could find the right 

sources, which I was decidedly unable to do, was it even 

possible to write an English-language history of land reform? 

Leaving graduate school, I made a strategic choice to put land 

reform aside for one of my favorite discoveries from my 

dissertation research: the importance of operatic performances 

for China’s rural revolution. 

 

As my book on rural drama troupes came to a close, land reform 

remained very much on my mind. But I still had no desire to 

write a book on land reform, even as I understood that the field 

of PRC history was in dire need of such a monograph. Here I 

should note that while Land Wars is, as of this writing, the only 

English language book to investigate the entirety of land 

reform, multiple such books exist in Chinese. Having read these 

studies, I had in my mind an image of what a book on land 

reform should look like: endless chapters detailing individual 

land reform campaigns as the party moved from revolutionary 

upstarts in isolated base areas to the rulers of the newly 

established People’s Republic. These books are quite useful as 

reference materials but have very little appeal to readers beyond 

a handful of specialists.   

 

Just when I had given up hope, I realized that I could utilize the 
party’s own narrative of land reform to structure the book. This 

was a lesson learned from teaching land reform, as over the 

years I had discovered that the best way to make sense of rural 

revolution was to follow work teams as they moved through the 

scripted process of organization, classification, confrontation, 

and liberation.4 Once the framework of the book was in place, I 

doubled-down on narrative by deciding to use vignettes to 

launch each chapter. Even at this early stage I knew some would 

take offense that I dared to rewrite Ding Ling, Eileen Chang, 

and William Hinton. All three of them, by any metric, are 

fabulously talented writers. But having studied land reform for 

decades, I knew the literary aspects of the campaigns, from the 

initial transcription of land reform by Ding Ling to the 

translation of liberation by William Hinton, were integral to the 

book. By weaving literary narratives and archival documents, I 

hoped to underline the blurring of fiction and reality that 
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marked the campaigns. Yet as multiple reviewers noted, the 

prominence of narrative in Land Wars raises questions not 

typically asked of historical monographs. 

 

This starts with the multiplicity of narratives in the book. As 

Jane notes, readers might wonder if this is the story of land 

reform, or a story of land reform. Yvon and Denise both stress 

how the book contains multiple narratives, with the voices of 

not just party leaders, but peasants and intellectuals as well. 

Harlan points to Ding Ling’s novel, which was criticized by 

some Communists, to problematize the notion of a shared land 

reform narrative.5 To be sure, I would answer Jane’s query by 

saying that this is indeed a story of land reform, my foolhardy 

attempt to make the campaigns meaningful to readers decades 

after the fact. The multiplicity of narrative threads that readers 

encounter in Land Wars are a testament to the diversity of the 

countryside, and even the diversity of opinions in the upper 

ranks of Communist leaders. That said, some opinions mattered 

more than others. Ding Ling may have used her literary chops 

to question policies that could label an oppressed girl as a class 

enemy; she did not, however, question the wisdom of finding 

liberation through class struggle under Communist Party 

direction. 

 

Another issue raised by the use of narrative in the book is how 
my own voice might influence this narrative. This is a difficult 

question to qualify in a definitive manner, but here I must agree 

that in writing the book I made choices that brought me into the 

book more than might be typically expected in a historical 

monograph. Because I eschewed direct translations, this is 

particularly true in my treatment of my literary sources. But in 

fact, in my attempt to demystify the author of Fanshen, I also 

managed to mangle William Hinton’s peerless English prose. 

Nowadays we know William Hinton as a very famous Friend 

of China, the American who lived through the Chinese 

revolution alongside his comrades-in-arms. But in my reading 

of Fanshen, I was always struck by how dependent he was on 

his handlers in the Communist Party for his understanding of 

what was going on around him in the Shanxi countryside. My 

treatment of Fanshen thus tends to emphasize what Hinton did 

not know, as well as what he got wrong.6  Yet as I will discuss 

later, I actually underplayed his reliance on the intellectuals 

running his work team. 

 

Denise also noted that the book may have benefited from an 

editorial intervention to demarcate different voices in the book. 

This was something that I pondered, especially as the book was 

going into production. I knew that some readers would skip 

parts of the book, missing the explanations of the book’s 

atypical structure. Expecting a standard academic monograph, 

such readers could easily become confused by the mix of 

narrative and history. But in the end, I opted to keep the book’s 

current form, believing that this structure would reward careful 

readers by drawing out the connections between fact and fiction 

that so marked the campaigns.  

 

Sources In and Out of the Archives  

I had the truly great fortune to live in Beijing from 2001 to 2006. 

From my perspective, this time of relative academic freedom in 

China was indeed the fabled Golden Era. State archives, while 

not exactly inviting, did allow foreign scholars such as myself 

considerable access to their files. There were, however, real 

limitations to the largess of archivists. I quickly learned that 

requests for land reform files were counterproductive. Rural 

revolution, even during the Golden Era, was always deemed 

“too sensitive” ( 太敏感 ). It was around this time, not 

coincidently, that the phrase 碰钉子 (to meet with a rebuff) 

became ingrained in my mind. My experiences navigating 

Golden Era PRC archives had a profound and direct impact on 

my research. Working on my dissertation, I focused on 

published sources; as a result, my dissertation became more 

about what people were saying about land reform rather than 

the campaigns themselves. And because I was successfully able 

to access archival documents on the rural cultural scene, I ended 

up writing a book about revolutionary opera. 

 

Even as I was writing that book, I continued to collect sources 

on land reform, eventually finding the documents I needed to 

write Land Wars. Some of the most important had been 

published, although not in a traditional manner. That includes 

the massive Selected Historical Materials from China’s Land 

Reform (中国土地改革史料选编), a compendium of official 

documents published for “internal distribution” (内部发行) by 

China’s National Defense University. I also made great use of 

Southwest China Archives: The Documents of Land Reform, 

1949-1953 (中国西南档案: 土地改革资料,1949-1953). This 

was a thorough collection of archival files, largely from 

Sichuan, that a group of Chinese scholars had collected and 

published abroad.   

 

These two collections, both foundational to Land Wars, were 

purchased online from the comfort of an air-conditioned 

apartment during a summer trip to Beijing. To this I was able to 

add a much smaller collection of sources from county archives.7 

These county-level sources were exactly the types of archival 

documents that I had long been hunting. Handwritten by village 

cadres, they provided a particularly close view into land reform. 

One source, for example, offered a rare glimpse into the practice 

of struggle, detailing various methods of torture used in one 

village. Yet I do not want to overstate the importance of these 

county-level sources for this book. Overall, the findings from 

these documents fit into the larger patterns I found in the 

published collections.8       

 

It is true that I find the sources used in Land Wars, while 

produced in conditions that cause myself and other historians to 

question their accuracy, generally reliable. Yvon points to my 

treatment of a letter to the editors of China Youth as one of the 

rare instances when I directly question the validity of a source. 

That letter, purportedly penned by a landlord child torn between 

filial piety and loyalty to the new regime, rings true to me in 

many ways. Surely many such children existed, and there is no 

reason to doubt that one expressed their misgivings in writing. 

But the letter’s fit for the journal’s didactic message always 

struck me as so perfect as to suggest that the editors had, 

perhaps, simply written the letter themselves to jumpstart the 

discussion of weighing between family and class loyalties. To 

me, the original veracity of the letter, which I was never even 

able to come close to proving, is inconsequential when 
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compared to the issues the editors raised when they published 

that issue of China Youth. That said, I thought it was important 

to put my suspicions of this particular source in Land Wars to 

document this textual crisis. 

 

Land Reform in 2020 

Watching the reception of the book in the months following its 

publication has been fascinating. Anecdotally, the strongest 

interest in the text has been from senior scholars, the very same 

folks who read Fanshen when it was first published in the 

1960s. Just as had been the case when I was a student, the allure 

of Hinton’s tales of peasant revolution had drawn them into an 

academic study of China; like myself, they had come to 

understand that the stories that Hinton told were deeply 

problematic. Our shared relationship to rural China, mediated 

by Hinton’s masterful storytelling, made them among the most 

interested in this project.   

 

My conversations with these scholars yielded unexpected 

validations. Some of them had met Hinton as he toured 

university campuses, and they found this Friend of China to be 

just as engaging and personable as I had imagined. One scholar, 

in an unparalleled act of kindness that even now gives me faith 

in the cold world of academia, gifted me an early unpublished 

draft of Fanshen. This draft, which had been collecting dust 
since the 1960s, confirmed my reading of Hinton as a brilliant 

author whose prose obscured parts of his journey to better tell 

his tale of peasant liberation. Most notably, in later drafts 

Hinton eliminated lengthy passages detailing his growing 

friction with his work team hosts, which threatened his ability 

to observe land reform. The situation spiraled out of control to 

the point that a despondent Hinton, wandering about the Shanxi 

countryside for miles in a funk, was arrested by the Communists 

in a case of mistaken identity.9   

 

The most interesting reception for the book, however, has been 

from Chinese readers. I had long suspected that the book might 

garner some attention in the People’s Republic. As multiple 

readers note, Xi Zhongxun, father of Xi Jinping, plays a 

prominent role in Land Wars, emerging as the party leader who 

dared to question Mao’s take on rural revolution. Writing about 

the wisdom of the father of China’s current leader, I must admit 

I did wonder if I might get that invitation to Zhongnanhai. 

Might I find myself chatting about land reform over green tea, 

served in those ubiquitous lidded teacups?   

 

That invite, I can now officially reveal, never arrived. And a 

few months ago, Land Wars was quietly removed from Douban, 

a popular Chinese website where users discuss all manner of 

media. Before the banning, multiple Chinese readers had 

weighed in on the book. Much of the debate centered on Xi 

Zhongxun and Xi Jinping, although no commentator dared to 

use those actual names. One forward-looking Land Wars reader 

from Wuhan put me on a Douban list of “authors who probably 

will never be published in simplified Chinese” (怕是出不了简

体版的著作).10   

 

The reasons for the book’s disappearance from Douban are not 

hard to fathom. As Christopher notes, not only was land reform 

critical for establishing party legitimacy, the campaigns also 

paved the way for industrialization, improved the ability of the 

state to direct the agricultural realm, and turned farmers into 

political actors. In Xi Jinping’s China, it seems that there is little 

tolerance for reexamining land reform, no matter whose father 

it was that questioned Chairman Mao.   

 

The acts of violence and cruelty that are found in Land Wars, 

and make the book deserving of a trigger warning on syllabi, 

make it a particularly bad read for anyone hoping to use land 

reform as a source of political legitimacy. Jane’s suggestion that 

we should explore the connections between land reform and 

war is entirely on point. The party promoted land reform as a 

rural policy of peasant liberation. But the connections between 

the campaigns on one hand, and the hot and cold wars of the 

twentieth century on the other, are unavoidable. Meanwhile, as 

Harlan suggests, my focus on the class labels that caused so 

much misfortune in China also makes the book troublesome for 

some advocates of international revolutionary movements. 

Here it may be useful to highlight the disjunction between class 

and class label. In my research I emphasize that social classes 

existed in the countryside before the arrival of the Communists; 

the problem was that the Communists forced a rigid and 

simplistic class structure on endlessly diverse village societies 

and kept that system in place for decades.11 For those who lived 
through these years, the origins of Mao’s class labels are not 

anywhere as near as important as the deadly impact that these 

labels had in rural society.    

 

This is one of my many takeaways from the past two decades 

of my land reform education. One of the few times I was able 

to sit down and chat with someone who had lived through land 

reform, my informant repeatedly stressed that the class labels 

given to him and his classmates as children profoundly affected 

their adult lives.12 And because my land reform education is 

still ongoing, I will close this essay with my latest lesson on 

class and class labels, this one recently discovered in Mobo 

Gao’s rich ethnographic study of his hometown, Gao Village. 

In Gao Village, social classes did exist. Gao Jingxiang, 

classified as a rich peasant, in fact owned more land than most 

villagers. The situation of Gao Tianqiang, the village landlord 

whose story I wish I had included in Land Wars, was more 

complicated. Tianqiang was given a favorable class label during 

Gao Village’s land reform and received an equal share of land 

during redistribution. He then, however, made the mistake of 

loaning some of his land to Gao Changming, free of charge. 

When he subsequently asked for his fields to be returned, 

Changming refused. Changming then slandered Tianqiang, 

hoodwinking a second land reform work team into believing 

that Tianqiang was “a class enemy who was counterattacking 

to settle old scores.” 13  Tianqiang was given the dreaded 

landlord label. The experiences of Tianqiang, who wrongly 

carried the landlord label until his death in 1978, speak to the 

core of my land reform education. Class divisions existed in 

rural China. But the clumsy fit between class and class label, as 

well as the Communist Party’s long and stubborn misuse of 

class labels, created far too many tragic lessons for students of 

history such as myself. 
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1 I previously compared the publication of my first book, Mao’s 

Cultural Army, to the birth of a child. This time around, it seems 

more appropriate to compare my personal reaction to the release 

of Land Wars with the mixture of emotions one might feel when 

that baby, now grown into a surly and volatile teenager, 

graduates from high school and departs for college. For my 

thoughts on writing my first book, see “Response to Liang 

Luo’s Review,” The PRC History Review Book Review Series, 

No. 7 (July 2019). 
2 A few typos and at least one very regrettable error found their 

way into the book. The typos were all pointed out to me in an 

email, sent by a graduate student, one day after the book was 

published. Suffice it to say that I have great difficulty in 

distinguishing the words “through” and “though” while 

proofreading. The regrettable error can be found on page eight 

in my description of the arrest of Gu Shunzhang. I wrote that he 

was arrested while posing as a mime in Shanghai; he was 

actually arrested while posing as a juggler in Nanjing. I caught 

the mistake while the book was in preproduction, and I believed 

that I had avoided slandering the Shanghai mime community, 

but it somehow still found its way into print. The second 

printing of the book will fix these errors, so I encourage readers 

to make sure they get their hands on a first printing of Land 
Wars while they are still affordable.   
3 I must express my thanks to the five scholars who agreed to 

comment on Land Wars. To be interrogated from so many 

perspectives is truly an honor. As someone who has been 

involved in the PRC History Group since its inception, to be on 

the other side of a roundtable is quite humbling.  Kudos to Fabio 

Lanza and Aminda Smith for facilitating this project. 
4 I wrote about the connections between research and teaching 

land reform in “It Takes a Village: Land Reform in the 

Classroom,” The PRC History Review, Vol. 4. No. 2 (August 

2019). Adopting this framework to write about land reform, for 

better or worse, is what made Land Wars possible. One early 

reviewer recommended a more traditional organizational 

framework, moving chronologically through the years of 

campaigning, with chapters on land reform in various regions 

as the Communists came to power. Having read such books in 

Chinese I am well aware of their value, but had no interest in 

writing such a tomb. I readily and loudly admit that such a book 

would have great value for specialists such as myself. My hope 

is that one day such a book will exist, written by someone else. 

There is a growing body of scholarship on land reform to build 

on. In addition to Land Wars, we now have Matthew Noellert’s 

Power over Property: The Political Economy of Communist 

Land Reform in China (Michigan, 2020) and Julia Strauss’s 

State Formation in China and Taiwan: Bureaucracy, 

Campaign, and Performance (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2019).   
5  I wrote about the reaction to Ding Ling’s novel in “The 

Romance and Tragedy of Rural Revolution: Narratives and 

Novels of Land Reform in Mao’s China,” Clio: A Journal of 

Literature, History, and the Philosophy of History, Vol. 43, No. 

4 (Summer 2014). 
6 I did, however, walk back two important writing decisions that 

deserve mention here. First, in early drafts I referred to William 

Hinton as simply “Bill.” My hope was this would really get 

readers to rethink his experiences. This approach was 

abandoned shortly before the book went into production after 

multiple colleagues expressed their confusion as to what the 

hell I was doing. Early drafts also questioned Hinton for not 

updating Fanshen after he realized that one of the major 

conspiracies against the work team had been entirely staged. In 

discussions with Carma Hinton, I discovered that this was yet 

another example of William Hinton’s commitment to truth. 

Having seen history rewritten by various Communist leaders, 

he could not stand the idea of altering his masterpiece, and for 

that I commend him. 
7 Due to the current political climate in China and the sensitivity 

of these sources, I did not discuss how I obtained these 

documents in Land Wars. It seems wise to continue in silence 

here.   
8 In a very real sense, I would argue that in terms of contribution 

to the project, these sources were most useful in making the 

book a bit more publishable.  
9  Hinton had sent this draft to a major university press for 

review; the scholar who mailed me the draft had suggested 

publication, but in a rare miss by a university press, the editors 

passed. I believe that Hinton’s decision to cut these revealing 

passages in subsequent drafts of his book was intended to shine 

a brighter spotlight on his Long Bow peasant subjects. I must 

apologize to readers in 2021 curious to hear more about this 

early draft of Fanshen. My essay detailing the changes between 

the two drafts is currently scheduled for publication in an edited 

volume, currently in progress.   
10  My book disappeared from that list, but the webpage, 

containing some wonderful books, still exists. Here is that 

webpage, still being updated as of this writing: 

https://www.douban.com/doulist/116900984/?sort=time&sub_

type=4 
11 Readers have previously confused my arguments concerning 

class labels to make their own conclusions concerning class. 

Frank Dikötter, for example, used my dissertation as a source 

when he suggested that the creation of the landlord class label 

during land reform meant that there were no classes prior to 

land reform. For more see Brian James DeMare, Mao’s 

Cultural Army: Drama Troupes in China’s Rural Revolution, 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press (2015), 4.  
12 I discussed this experience with Nicholas Loubere in “Land 

Wars: A Conversation with Brian DeMare,” Made in China, 

No. 4 (October to December 2018). 
13 Mobo does not say what class label the first work team gave 

Tianqiang; he may have been given a rich peasant label.  See 

Mobo Gao, Gao Village: Rural Life in Modern China, 

Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press (1999), 15-16, 94-95. 


