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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. 
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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 

 
1  Toby Lincoln, “From Rubble to Socialism: Reconstructing 

Chinese Cities after World War II,” talk at the Lau China 

Institute, King’s College London, January 24 2020. 
2 Covell Meyskens, Mao’s Third Front: The Militarization of 

Cold War China (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge 

University Press, 2020). 

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).  

 

  

 

3 Zhang Ailing’s participation in the campaigns is disputed, p. 

30, ftn 11.  
4 E.g. Rebecca E. Karl, Mao in the Twentieth Century World 

(Durham: Duke University Press, 2010): 82. 
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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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hina’s land reform movement (1945-1952), an agrarian 
revolution aimed at redistributing land and transforming class 
relations, is explained with two twinned ideas: land reform 

was not only economic, it was political; and land reform was a 
ritual that was learned and taught, a process of violence that left 
deep traces on the political culture of the Chinese Communist 
Party (CCP).  In this meticulous researched, carefully crafted, and 
deeply compelling work, Brian DeMare explores these two 
threads with a history of land reform as a narrative, a story that 
became a movement.  Land Wars: The Story of China’s Agrarian 
Revolution is divided into five chapters that parallel land reform’s 
process, from the arrival of the work teams to their work of 
mobilizing bitterness, from the creation of class categories to 
violent struggle, and from the transformation of consciousness to 
the ways in which land reform was the crucible for subsequent 
political campaigns.   
 
Together the chapters of Land Wars portray the fine-grained local 
articulations of what became a China story, as prescribed by Mao 
Zedong in 1927 when he wrote his “Report on an Investigation 
of the Peasant Movement in Hunan.”  While Mao’s millenarian 
vision is the starting point, DeMare braids Mao’s report with other 
classic narratives of land reform, including Zhou Libo’s The 
Hurricane, Ding Ling’s The Sun Shines Over Sanggan River, Zhang 
Ailing’s Love in Redland, and William Hinton’s Fanshen.  While these 
accounts provide the frames for Land Wars’ five chapters, 
DeMare’s research uncovers myriad other narratives, from those 
presented in official newspapers to those that appeared in internal 
work reports, and from those recorded by participants in the 
moment to those recalled years later in memoir.  These accounts 
carry the reader across China, sweeping from North to South 
China and drilling down into printed collections on China’s 
Southwest and archival documents from two Sichuan counties.  
Incorporated into this history—but less evident in the text—is the 
skillful deployment of earlier generations of social science 
research.  For example, DeMare cites Wugong Village in Hebei 
Province (Friedman, Pickowicz, and Selden) and Chen Village in 
Guangdong (Chan, Madsen, and Unger), among others.   
 
For DeMare, the story of land reform is front and center, 
inextricable from the history of land reform.  As he writes of the 
Hunan Report, the “story was never intended to be confined to 
the page…the party moved to bring Mao’s narrative to life” (160).  
Land Wars is therefore a book that examines the logic of the 
hurricane, a tempest that was not inevitable but rather the product 
of central policies and local experiments, of China’s Civil War and 
then the Korean War, of political violence and unintended 
consequences, of ideological drivers and material incentives.  
DeMare addresses the idea of land reform as economic and 
political throughout, illustrating the interplay of political power 
and material rewards at the level of specific campaigns like 
“double reduction,” (9-10) and as both means and ends in the 
ultimate moments of struggle (106, 108).  To the idea of land 
reform as a ritual, DeMare’s contribution is to show the power of  

 
story.  Recalling classic works like Michael Schoenhals’ Doing 
Things with Words in Chinese Politics, as well as more recent work that 
has argued that exhibition narratives functioned as political 
scripts, DeMare shows how land reform accounts—both fictional 
and political—were themselves handbooks (12, 25).1 
 
The ambition and scope of Land Wars is reflected in its ability to 
draw together not only the latest in PRC history, but also other 
social scientific accounts of China’s Communist revolution, from 
anthropology to political science to sociology.  Like those in 
Yan’an who created what David Apter and Tony Saich call a 
“discourse community,” participants in land reform were driven 
by a narrative that functioned as a discourse.2  In examining the 
interplay between experimentation and law (7), DeMare 
documents a central feature of CCP politics that Sebastian 
Heilmann and Elizabeth Perry have described as “guerilla policy 
making.”3  As a study of a campaign, Land Wars is a contribution 
to the literature on campaigns as a form of governance as well as 
their unintended consequences (69-71).  The book’s focus on land 
reform “as a powerful tool in the remaking of China’s national 
political culture” (20) speaks to recent work that highlights the 
CCP’s successful deployment of culture, the role of culture in 
political legitimacy, and even the repeated trope of the struggle 
session in artistic representations of the revolution (101).4  Land 
Wars reflects DeMare’s previous book on opera troupes in the 
revolution, showing how land reform was a ritual (160), one that 
employed theater (49) and opera (97) and which—via “speaking 
bitterness”—created its own participants and cultivated their 
narratives (59-60).  The story of land reform refers to recent PRC 
history and its treatment of rumor (41), of exhibition (61, 65, 70, 
and 118), and of bitterness as a kind of emotion (53, 60, 71).5  Land 
Wars also provides a pre-history to recent works on gender and 
the revolution, showing how women could be the activists of land 
reform (63) as well as the targets (104), how sexualized violence 
and its punishment were based in class and politics (97), and how 
fanshen was portrayed as a feminist awakening (140) when in reality 
it reinforced the deep-rooted patriarchy of rural China (142).6  
Above all, Land Wars addresses the interdisciplinary 
understandings of class, detailing the creation of class categories 
(76-85, 92-93), the ambiguity and contingency of class labels, the 
way such labels were made physical with dunce caps (102, 164) 
and cloth patches (110), and how class categories were naturalized 
(98), with “local cadres reclass(ifying) villagers until the village 
books matched party ideals” (147).7   
 
China’s “Liberation” has been called a tragedy, but in Land Wars 
Brian DeMare demonstrates that it was not one tragedy but many 
tragedies.8  Moreover, this is not an account of sheer terror but a 
history of its political logic, in all its complexity and humanity.  
Make no mistake, there is no shortage of horror, from the 
estimated death toll of two million (161-162) to countless 
examples of brutal violence (103, 109, 111).  But the hurricane of 
land reform had its own internal logic, from the influences of 
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contemporary events like the Chinese Civil War (55) and the 
Korean War (117), the use of violence to compel violence (42), 
the gap between the perceived wealth of landlords and what they 
owned in reality (106, 110), the dynamic between cadres and local 
activists (122-123), and the use of violence to measure success and 
evaluate cadre promotion (115).  In addition to these many 
contradictions, the process of land reform was bedeviled by 
changes in course (89) and the folly of trying to apply one model 
universally, whether in one region like North China or across all 
of the country (53, 86, 89, 147).  Land Wars is a deeply human 
treatment that reveals personal tragedies, from the internal 
struggles of students and intellectuals who participated (45-46) to 
leaders—including Xi Zhongxun—who argued for moderation 
(87, 114, 126), from resistance on the part of local villagers (123, 
126) to ambivalence among work team members themselves 
(145).  DeMare acknowledges that “economic fanshen, while far 
from universal, was in fact real” (153), but shows in detail the 
tragedies of its failure: there was not enough land and property to 
go around (146), there was a “broad failure to transform the 
country,” and in the wake of land reform cadres themselves 
became corrupt (152-153) and redistribution resulted in a return 
to disparity (154).  The tragedies of land reform would beget more 
tragedies, from a new class of enemies that would “eat bitterness 
for the remainder of the revolutionary era” (157) to the 
persistence of violent class struggle in political repertoire (163) to 
a present-day CCP which continues to derive legitimacy from the 
narrative of land reform (163, 164, 166).   
 
In the same way that Mao’s vision of the hurricane embedded its 
argument in a story, DeMare’s argument that the land reform 
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story was itself an historical actor is inherent in the construction 
of the book.  Throughout, there is a tension between material 
motivations and cultural drivers, as when “speaking bitterness” 
led to direct economic benefits (53) and when activism could 
serve as a cover for greed and revenge (121).  But in the end, it is 
stories that matter, and the line between fiction and non-fiction 
are blurred.  Land Wars recalls Perry Link’s introduction to the 
short stories of Chen Ruoxi, in which he suggests that fiction be 
read as true stories, that the Ren Xiulan “story was xiaoshuo, but 
not fiction…Ren Xiulan was Ren Xiulan.”9  In the same way, 
DeMare blurs the boundaries between the hurricane as a story and 
land reform as an experience.  In some cases, the reader may wish 
for more demarcation.  Though in the introduction the authors of 
various narratives are transparent (28-33), in the later chapters 
these narratives are stitched in without indication of their 
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about fiction that becomes fact, a narrative that will become its 
own land reform classic.    
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y any conventional measure, China's largest exercises in 

self-transformation both began in the countryside. The 

second of these kicked off in 1978. The December plenary 

decision to "accelerate agricultural development" paved the 

way to the break-up of the communes which had already 

organized the economic lives of China's villages for two 

decades. The allocation of responsibility for managing the farm 

to the household followed within a few years. As did the 

unleashing of market prices on those decisions. In hindsight, the 

journey from the rural Household Responsibility System, to the 

construction of the first Special Economic Zones, to the 

workshop-to the-world might appear seamless. It certainly does 

from behind the stout desks of media opinion branders. But 

what if any is the connection between China's place in the world 

today and the first now-all-but-forgotten of these two exercises 

in self-transformation? Revolutionary land reform not only 

paved the way to industrialization, it abolished the economic 

rules of reproduction that were, up to that point, the greatest 

barrier to it. And perhaps most importantly it was the point of 

departure for the building of China's current state capacity.  

 

The period of most intense and consequential communist land 

reform, from 1945 to 1952, is the subject of Brian DeMare’s 

important and finely-crafted Land Wars. The revolution may 

have started in the Shanghai strike of 1927, but it only got off 

the ground when it moved to the countryside. In DeMare’s 

telling, the act of land reform was simultaneously a seizure of 

power from below—an exercise in the political self-

emancipation and actualization of the masses—and repayment 

of the party's debt to its agrarian base.  

 

By 1950, that debt had accumulated for a quarter century. 

Driven by Chiang Kaishek from its natural habitat, the 

communist party sought refuge in the rural hinterlands where it 

began its long experimentation in repatterning agrarian property 

relations. Permanently embattled, the party tapped the 

countryside for taxes, materiel, and men-at-arms. It anchored 

lines of communication in small towns and the spaces between. 

From these emplacements it pushed out and in the process 

scattered the apparatus of repression upon which the gentry, 

merchants, clan heads, and landlords relied for the enforcement 

of the terms of their income.  

 

The party commanded an astute understanding of the peasant 

rebellion in Chinese history. Mao’s 1927 Report from Hunan, 

which features early in DeMare’s account, eludes to the sources 

of anger that drove rebellion. “The most violent revolts and the 

most serious disorders,” Mao wrote, “have invariably occurred 

in places where the local tyrants, evil gentry and lawless 

landlords perpetrated the worst outrages.” The party however  

 

was uninterested in letting peasant anger find its own chaotic 

expression. Through the early days of the Jiangxi Soviet (1931-

34) to the sequence of the Long March (1934-35), Anti-

Japanese War (1937-45) and the Civil War (1945-49), DeMare 

traces how party cadre and work teams mobilized and 

channeled villagers to upturn the old social order, viewed in 

mirror image to the party's new structures of governance; how 

the party urged and directed peasant demands for rent 

reduction, debt cancellation, and the redistribution of land; and 

how the party rewrote village political norms on waves of rural 

strikes and expropriations that simultaneously elevated new 

leaders and toppled old ones.  

 

In theory the inversion of power tacked closely to the party's 

historical understanding of class politics. Families that drew 

income from rent and interest, relied heavily on hired labor, or 

generally held sway over village affairs, were reduced to 

farming and following directives. At society's other end, poor 

peasants—fifty-seven percent of the population prior to 1950—

were land reform's economic beneficiaries and the well from 

which the regime drew local leaders. DeMare tells the now 

familiar story of how class positions were assigned. Both the 

ways in which they captured broadly dominant modes of rent 

and debt extraction, but also examples of their rough imposition 

upon villages in which socio-economic distinctions were mild 

at most. The portmanteau dizhu 地主 (lit. master of the land, or 

landlord) may have been alien to villagers, though landlordism 

wasn’t. Yet rural poverty was so widespread, and villages often 

too remote, to accommodate a resident landlord, pawnshop 

money-lender, or gentry family.  

 

The new revolutionary state demanded a new architecture of 

legitimation. In the hands of the CCP, land reform, but 

especially “class struggle” in its service, was the occasion to 

make plain a scientific accounting of the class-basis of the old 

order, the appropriate method for its abolition, and the norms 

of legitimate political action going forward. In DeMare's 

accounting, the land wars were as much a party instrument for 

sweeping away counter-revolutionary opposition in China's 

protracted civil war, and placing administrative footings in the 

village, as they were the setting for fanshen—mass political 

self-actualization through emancipatory action. In what would 

become Maoist doctrine, political self-actualization and 

socialist construction were mutually construed. In a dialectical 

theory of permanent revolution the one required the other, 

though in the hands of Mao the tendency to voluntarism was 

heavy. On the question of class struggle during land reform, 

DeMare’s analytical point is quite specific: the party's 

insistence that all villagers experience struggle rested on its 

conviction that only peasants who had internalized the 
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revolutionary experience would throw themselves behind the 

building of a socialist China.  

 

In a wide-ranging comparison of the path and aftermath of the 

Chinese and Russian revolutions, Perry Anderson spotlighted 

their very different temporal and spatial pace. Revolutionary 

forces in Russia, he pointed, overwhelmed the old regime in a 

swift “knock-out blow” to the state's coercive apparatus. It built 

its state without first securing general legitimacy. Whereas the 

CCP took power by accretion, constructing a “counter-state” 

and building mass support as it subtracted territory from the 

Nationalist's ledger, until the moment of the KMT’s collapse.1 

DeMare's most important contribution in Land Wars is possibly 

giving narrative structure to this centerpiece of the distinctive 

Chinese path. His book shows the ways that land reform did 

both the work of building the counter-state and anchoring its 

mass legitimacy. Along one front, party command and control 

reached into society's most elemental units. The scaffolding of 

work teams, peasant associations, party branches, district and 

village government needed to sum, expropriate, and redistribute 

property, fixed the state in continuous connection to the peasant 

household. This was in and of itself a remarkable 

accomplishment, putting the state in contact with its territorial 

subjects for the first time in history. Along a second front, and 

under the party's direction, public remonstrations against the 
tyranny of the old order—speaking bitterness sessions, rounds 

of struggle meetings, and public-square indictments— 

introduced and recruited villagers to the categories and theory 

of China's new politics. 

 

The center of action in Land Wars is village “class struggle.” 

DeMare describes in detail the party's solicitation of political 

talent from among middle and poor peasantry, its organization 

of laborers, tenants, and the poor into peasant associations, its 

recruitment of urban intellectuals to the cause of educating 

villagers, and its steering of the expropriation and distribution 

of land. Sometimes conciliatory, more often violent, the 

purpose of land-reform struggle was always didactic. The 

occasion instructed the masses of the systemic roots of personal 

degradations. DeMare quotes accordingly Cheng Houzhi, an 

intellectual involved in the campaign, who emphasized that 

mass meetings and so-called struggle sessions were “not only 

an important procedure for land reform, but also a revolutionary 

exercise of profound political and educational significance.”2 

The village “struggle” against its landlords was, in theory, a 

lesson in and repudiation of the existing social relations of 

exploitation, not an attack on individual moral failings. Land 

reform dismantled the vertically articulated bonds of fealty, 

piety, and paternalism associated with former modes of debt 

and rent extraction and replaced them with new collectivism, 

horizontal solidarities, and the party.  

 

DeMare’s study expertly weaves together the observations, 

commentary, and analysis of those who led land reform 

campaigns and discussed quite candidly its pedagogic function. 

The zealous search for exploiters, the expropriations of silver 

and gold, the beatings and deaths, but also examples of 

reluctance publicly to harangue fellow villagers or preference 

for reconciliation over punishment. That land reform took on a 

dizzying display of forms and methods should be no surprise in 

a country of approximately half a billion rural residents. But, 

DeMare’s book argues that it matters for rural politics after 

1950 that the party and particularly Mao insisted that the 

revolution move synchronically along the two tracks of regime 

building and peasants self-emancipation.  

 

Mao understood that objectively political power—a monopoly 

of the use of violence—came at the end of a gun barrel. Yet, he 

was consistent in his view that the road to power rested on the 

full participation of the masses.3 Making revolution, Mao once 

quipped, was akin to mastering the piano, which in the playing 

“it won't do to move some fingers only and not others.” As past 

scholarship has shown, his vision of the revolutionary process 

partly grew out of the objective conditions in which it operated: 

after 1927 the Chinese revolution became a protracted civil war 

in which the top-down mobilization of treasure, materiel, and 

men under arms was of constant strategic concern.4  Tension 

existed between the party's strategic objectives—military 

victory, industrialization, etc.—and the place of mass politics 

in their service. Arguable, the central debates of the 1950s and 

1960s were over which objective had primacy. These were 

tactical questions in the pursuit of concrete, measurable goals, 

to be sure. But also world historical questions, whose resolution 

would determine the course of human affairs.  

 
One thing was certain: once brought into politics the masses 

could not easily be kept out. Determinations of class standing 

at the time of land reform were the point of departure for village 

politics for some time to come. But, Land Wars suggests that 

village political struggles of the Maoist period, spotlighted over 

three decades ago in works such as Chen Village, were more 

than class labels in the service of grudge matches. Drawing on 

the writings of those who participated, DeMare shows that land 

reform was not a straightforward act of economic levelling, 

even as the party has fronted that achievement. It was also the 

occasion, DeMare claims, when peasants were expected to 

acquire revolutionary consciousness. Political backsliding was 

in the party's view indicative of incomplete land reform, 

consequently. Often it was seen as the sign of unwarranted 

peasant passivity in the course of redistributing land. Even party 

members and intellectuals who cringed at the sight of violence 

in the service of land reform conceded its necessity if peasants 

were ever to become political agents.  

 

The continuation of class labels well past their due date insured 

that the accusations that shaped land reform were revisited in 

the exercise of village politics after 1952. The heavy moral tone 

summoned by the party in the service of land struggles 

perpetuated the notion of congenital link between past and 

present. Subsequently, the regime's mobilization of the rural 

masses to build socialism—from the creation of mutual aid 

teams and cooperatives to the communes and backyard 

furnaces—returned for public abuse the now ragtag specters of 

evil landlords, village tyrants, running-dog collaborators, and 

KMT spies. There were to be sure contradictions between party 

theory and practice, and no doubt class struggle was scripted 

and ritualized. But, DeMare shows it mattered that peasants 

believed themselves to be agents of change on the grounds that 

they had indeed participated in the permanent transformation of 

village life. 
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Ending his study in 1952, DeMare asks whether in class 

struggle the masses achieved self-liberation. 5  Whatever the 

answer, it is hard to argue that the party failed to win the 

confidence and support of the peasantry as a result of land 

reform. With little to no compulsion (unlike in the USSR), over 

eighteen months between 1954 and early 1956 nine out of ten 

peasants formed mutual aid teams before joining together to 

create large cooperatives. By the end of 1956 two-thirds of 

cooperatives were considered fully socialist: meaning 

households had elected to be compensated for work rather than 

their “stock” in the cooperative. There was enthusiasm for these 

party objectives. As DeMare points out, land reform didn’t 

solve fundamental economic problems. For one thing, there 

simply wasn't enough to redistribute to make a difference. 

Reports afterward indicate that there was only 0.11 hectares 

each,  two-hundredths of an animal, and less than a quarter of a 

tool to redistribute to each entitled peasant. A typical poor 

peasant in 1954 had access to one-tenth of a hectare, half a draft 

animal, a third of a plow, and one-twentieth of a waterwheel. 6 

The historical weight of an unproductive system of farming was 

too great to rectify by land reform alone. Poor peasants 

understood this better and were thus supportive of larger 

productive combinations. New forms of cooperation in farming 

held out the promise of greater output and indeed seemed to be 
working between 1956 and 1959. Peasant enthusiasm continued 

to run high enough as villagers combined to form communes 

and then threw themselves behind the Great Leap Forward in 

1958. Whether or not they had liberated themselves, a large 

enough number of villagers supported and pushed the party 

agrarian program that it unfolded quickly and was proving 

successful before the Great Leap Forward. 7 

 

The wild adventurism of the Leap collapsed in 1960, under its 

own weight. The false reporting, bureaucratic mismanagement, 

absurdist thinking—such as the order to fertilize the soil with 

crumbled earthen building-bricks—and poor weather, ended 

with the worst famine in history in absolute numbers (less 

damaging in relative numbers than Stalin's famine). By all 

accounts, however rural morale recouped quickly enough. By 

1962 farm production was recovering. With some loosening of 

decision making, and the wider availability of chemical 

fertilizers, it then grew in the 1970s. The basic organization of 

planning and production remained the commune, complete with 

its economic bias toward piling on labor regardless of the 

effects on productivity—the continuation of a deeper past. 

Nonetheless, agriculture's ten percent share of national 

investment went to water conservancy, rural electrification, rice 

hybridization, and chemical fertilizers, and eventual tractor 

production.8 The suppression of rural consumption continued, 

directing savings to industry. Rural living standards remained 

 
1 Perry Anderson. “Two Revolutions.” New Left Review, 61. 

2010, 62-63. 
2 Land Wars, 129. 
3 In an irony of history Chiang Kaishek arrived at the same 

conclusion after his defeat by Mao. See Bruce Dixon, “The 

Lessons of Defeat: The Reorganization of the Kuomintang on 

Taiwan, 1950-52,” The China Quarterly, 1993, 133: 56-84. 

low and industry correspondingly stagnated, for want of a vast 

hinterland of consumers. The next venture in agrarian 

transformation would have to wait until Mao’s death. The 

Household Responsibility System transferred control of the 

farm to families, but also the burden of its costs. Buoyed by 

large state grain purchases, attuned to the costs of production, 

labor out on the farm grew. The rise of township and village 

enterprises, manufacturing cheap goods in high demand, raised 

rural incomes from less two-thirds to ninety percent of urban 

incomes.9 The HRS was an egalitarian redistribution of social 

wealth on the scale of land reform. Together with gains in 

household wealth, rural reforms wedded the peasantry again to 

the regime and, arguably, underwrote its stability through 

Tiananmen and across the decade of tumultuous economic 

change beyond.  

 

The period from the introduction of Mutual Aid Teams through 

the introduction of the HRS is rightly enough beyond the scope 

of DeMare’s study. As is the party’s abandonment of rural 

migrant workers to the discrimination afforded by the party's 

open enforcement of the hukou system in the factory 

conurbations of east China. What is the legacy of land reform 

now that the engine of growth has moved to the cities? There 

are perhaps three deserving attention. First, land reform 

terminated a host of economic strategies—from those of 
landlords and merchants to peasant households—that together 

constituted an historical barrier to industrialization. Second, 

today's state capacity—employed to guide industrial trade 

policy so effectively—was born in the countryside from the 

party's administration of land reform, collectivization, and grain 

procurements. 10  Third, land reform transformed the 

relationship between villagers and the state, making national 

political actors of the Chinese population. The first and second 

legacies paved the way for the imposition of market reforms: 

the subjugation of villagers to the price mechanism and its 

requirement that they reduce production costs or move into 

branches of industry offering higher wages. The state 

subsequently enhanced its ability to administer industrial and 

trade policy with the goal of capturing ever greater shares of the 

global market for manufactures.11 For the time being, the same 

state has managed to prevent rural and township protests from 

escalating and its monitoring capacity has had depressing 

effects on labor organizing. Of course none of these 

developments were in mind in 1952, nor perhaps in 1978. 

Unintended short and longer-term consequences are however 

worth considering when approaching an event as encompassing 

and deeply imprinted as China's land reform campaigns. 

.  
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 It has long been observed that the starting point of 

Taiwan's post war growth was land reform; also that its export-

driven industrialization model was predicated on a particular 
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both landlords and merchants and opened the way to investment 
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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 

Land Revolution Between Romance and Reality 
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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.  
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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 

Land Reform Educated Me 
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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. 
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