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construction in modern China through a panoramic overview of major Chinese
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Examining the relationship between revolution, space, and culture in modern
China, the author takes five spatially significant revolutionary events as case
studies—the territorial dispute between Russia and the Qing dynasty in 1892, the
Land Reform in the 1920s, the Long March (1934-36), the mainland-Taiwan
split in 1949, and the Cultural Revolution (1966—76)—and analyzes how revolu-
tion constructs, conceives, and transforms space. Using materials associated with
these events, including primary literature, as well as maps, political treatises, his-
toriography, plays, film, and art, the book argues that in addition to redirecting
the flow of Chinese history, revolutionary movements operate in and on space in
three main ways: maintaining territorial sovereignty, redefining social relations,
and governing an imaginary realm.

Arguing for reconsideration of revolution as a reorganization of space as
much as time, this book will appeal to students and scholars of Chinese culture,
society, history, and literature.
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Introduction

In our era, the relationship between mapping and governance is both pervasive
and powerful.
James R. Akerman, The Imperial Map'

This book inquires into the important interactions between space and revolution in
modern China as expressed through various cultural representations. Specifically,
it analyzes how revolution constructs, conceives of, and transforms space. Revolu-
tion is usually understood as an event that is historical and historiographical: it
changes not only the course of history but also the writing and even the rewriting
of history. Such a notion holds particularly strong in the Marxist-materialistic
outlook. Although this outlook gives revolution well-deserved credit for its impact
on history, it overlooks the action of revolution over space. Moreover, history and
historiography must begin with a spatial definition, be it local, regional, national,
or global. In this book I argue for a reconsideration of revolution as a reorganiza-
tion of space, no less than time. Regarding revolution as a spatial practice, |
demonstrate how it works in modern China through literature and culture.

I approach revolution from three spatial dimensions: physical, social and
symbolic. First, physical space is material, referring both to the space in which
people live and to that which can be physically perceived. In a way, physical
space can be equated with geographic space, with land as its primary form. Due
to the material nature of land, physical space is related to ownership, which
means that it is regarded as either private or public property. Second, social
space is relational as the distribution of physical space forms the social relations
among human beings. The amount of land, or its equivalent value in other forms
of property, determines one’s class in the social hierarchy and thus one’s social
status. Social relations involve human interactions with one another as well as
with their environment, regulated by norms that assign individuals a social role.
Thus morality, ethics, and justice are all part of the norms that maintain the
social structure. Changes in social relations very often result in a reconstruction
of social space. Third, symbolic space is representational, encompassing the
domain in which people undertake cultural production and in which cultural
capital is circulated. It represents how physical space is perceived and how social
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space is constructed through cultural apparatuses. By virtue of psychological
interventions in the process of cultural productions, symbolic space may project
the content of psychological space, either exactly or in a distorted way. Thus
symbolic space opens a secret door to the inner individual or to the collective
psyche. In this sense, it can be understood as a container of individual
imaginations, the collective unconscious, public memory, and mass fantasy.
Because of its closeness to consciousness, symbolic space becomes a battlefield
of ideologies, where different parties fight for recognition and influence. It is
necessary to note these three dimensions of space are not absolutely exclusive of
each other, since cultural production oftentimes concerns more than one
dimensions in praxis. The articulation of different modalities of space serves as
both foundational framework and pragmatic entry point in approaching the
issues concerning space and revolution.

Scholars in political science, history, and literary studies have recognized the
historical significance of revolution, but its spatial significance has yet to be ade-
quately studied. In light of these distinctions of space, I choose six spatially
significant revolutionary events as my case studies: Jing Ke’s assassination of
the King of Qin (227BC); the territorial dispute between Russia and the Qing
dynasty in 1892; the Land Reform in the 1920s; the Long March (1934-36); the
mainland-Taiwan split in 1949; and the Cultural Revolution (1966-76). I use
materials associated with these events, including primarily literature, as well as
maps, political treatises, historiography, plays, films, and art. I argue that in addi-
tion to redirecting the flow of Chinese history, revolutionary movements operate
in and on space in three main ways: maintaining territorial sovereignty, redefin-
ing social relations, and governing an imaginary realm. The central theme is how
revolutionary discourses and practices—battles over land in physical space,
struggles over power in social space, efforts to dominate consciousness in sym-
bolic space—construct, subvert, and even smash national space.

My focus is not so much on cartography per se, but on taking cartography as
a point of departure for spatial configurations and the ways spatiality has been
perceived and imagined, as well as the resulting implications for the process of
spatial construction. I attempt to sketch a trajectory in which revolution and
space proceed in tension and in unison, as both mutually contradictory and
complementary in a cultural endeavor to build and consolidate China as a
modern nation-state. First, this study departs from the traditional view of revolu-
tion along a historical-temporal dimension and calls attention to the neglected
connection between revolution and space. Second, with respect to space and
culture, by introducing space and spatiality as a critical category, methodologi-
cally this study challenges the historical dominance of the study of modern
Chinese literature. Third, I demonstrate how revolution and culture both work to
construct national space, determine social relations, and form a spatial con-
sciousness in modern China.

To accommodate the depth and historical span of my study and the diversity
of materials incorporated, I have developed a versatile and flexible interdisci-
plinary approach informed by relevant theories. Some nuanced analysis is not
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directly concerned with the central issue of space. I aim to find a balance
between the larger conceptual framework and detailed analyses of the case
studies. Trained as a literary critic, I respect the significance of the primary mate-
rials and try not to treat them only as supportive examples of the issues I address.
An integrative approach is more productive than a deductive approach in order
to unfold the complexities of the revolutionary event per se, the subjects partici-
pating in the revolution, and the cultural representations of the revolution.

Premised on the map as a symbol of space, this introductory chapter brings
upfront the issue of revolution and space by highlighting mapping politics and
the politics of maps in China based on two episodes, one at the transition from
state to empire and the other in the move from empire to nation-state: Jing Ke’s
assassination of the King of Qin in 227BcC and the territorial dispute between
tsarist Russia and the Qing government over the Pamir Mountain region in 1892.
By revisiting this ancient assassination story, I aim to highlight the triad of
sovereignty, human, and violence as embodied by the three objects (the map, the
human head, and the dagger) Jing Ke carried with him on his mission. The rela-
tionship among these three objects in a failed assassination attempt foretells a
structure of human, land, and violence in Chinese revolution for centuries to
come. In the 1892 territorial dispute, Russia used a map that had been issued by
the Qing government to support its territorial claims. This map was a reprint
based on a copy that Hong Jun #t#9 had purchased in Russia while he was
serving as Qing ambassador to Russia. This map incident crystallizes some of
the politics of cartography: authorship, ownership, circulation of the map, and
how these factors change individual fates and the power relations between
different sovereign entities.

Map unrolled, dagger revealed: geography, humans, and
violence

The story “The Dagger Shows Up at the End of the Map Scroll (tugiongbixian
K55 £ IL)” originates from the famous assassination story about how Jing Ke
H%T (2-2278C) attempted to kill the king of the state of Qin in 227Bc. This
was in the late years of the Warring States period (475BCc—221Bc), when Qin
was gradually emerging as an empire through conquest of other states. Qin was
already in possession of significant lands wrested from the states of Qi, Chu,
Han, Wei, and Zhao. The small state of Yan would be next. Because Yan was
too weak to stand against Qin in war, its ruler, Prince Dan, brought forth an
alternative plan: To find a brave man to go to the Qin court as the prince’s
envoy, make a tempting offer, and then arrest or assassinate the Qin king. Dan’s
adviser recommended the warrior Jing Ke for this mission. In order to gain the
trust of the Qin king and get close to him, Jing Ke brought with him two objects:
the head of a Qin general, Fan Wuji # /2], and a map of Dukang /T, a vital
part of the Yan state. These two objects were special to the Qin king. For fear of
losing his life after defeat by the state of Zhao, the Qin general Fan Wuji had
fled to Yan to live under the protection of Crown Prince Dan. The Qin king had
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ordered the killing of the entire Fan clan and offered 1,000 catties of gold and a
city of 10,000 households in exchange for the life of General Fan. Further,
Dukang, the most fertile farmland in Yan, had long been a primary target for
Qin. Thus, Fan Wuji and Dukang were two objects the Qin king coveted
from Yan.

To ensure success, Jing Ke also took with him Qin Wuyang ZZE[H, a
12-year-old boy famous for killing and bravery. Jing Ke held General Fan’s head
and Qin Wuyang carried the box with the map in it. They had hidden a sharp
dagger coated with lethal poison inside the rolled-up map. At the sight of
General Fan’s head, the king of Qin allowed them to enter his palace. Intimid-
ated by the grandeur of the king and the ceremony, Qin Wuyang shivered with
fear. Worrying that their assassination plan would be revealed if the boy dropped
the box, Jing Ke handed Fan’s head to Qin Wuyang and took the map box
himself. Jing Ke laid the map before the king and unrolled it slowly while
expounding upon the geography of Yan. When the scroll reached its end, the
dagger was revealed. Jing Ke seized it and lunged toward the king while grasp-
ing his sleeve. Jing Ke missed, the sleeve tore off, and the king escaped. As Jing
Ke chased the king through the hall, a court doctor threw his medicine box at
Jing Ke, causing him to pause for a second. Taking advantage of the moment,
the Qin king pulled out his sword and stabbed Jing Ke in the left leg. Realizing
that his chance was slipping away, Jing Ke threw the dagger at the king but
missed again. The court guards arrived and killed him on the spot.

Arguably one of the earliest assassins recorded in China’s long past, Jing Ke
has become a popular hero.> What interests me about this story, however, is not
heroism or justification of killing as a means of either revenge or governance,
but the less prominent details, such as the map, the lives of characters other than
Jing Ke, and their associations with sovereignty and violence in the politics of
2,000 years ago. The map, the head, and the dagger embody sovereignty, human-
ness (including humanity and human capital), and violence respectively. The
intricate connection among these three elements would continue in the triangular
relationship among humans, land, and revolution in China over the following
centuries.

To begin with, the map of Dukang serves as a talisman enabling Jing Ke to
approach the Qin king. The magic power of this map lies precisely in the land,
territory, and sovereignty it represents. Jing Ke bringing the map to the Qin king
symbolizes a willingness to cede Yan land and thus to subject Yan to Qin. This
detail tells us that as early as in the Warring States period, Chinese people under-
stood maps in the same way modern society does, in relation to land, power, and
sovereignty. Even though there is no systemic record of the origin and trans-
formation of maps in early China, from this assassination story we can see that
knowledge about maps was not exclusive to the rulers. Intellectuals and talented
people of different states had all developed savvy geographic minds. When
Prince Dan consulted Ju Wu 8 about state affairs, especially how to deal with
the imminent threat from Qin, the latter showed his mastery of the geographies
of the competing states:
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Qin’s lands fill the world and its might overawes the rulers of Han, Wei, and
Zhao. To the north it occupies the strongholds at Ganquan and Gukou, and
to the south the fertile fields of Jing and Wei; it commands the riches of Ba
and Han and the mountain ranges of Long and Shu to the west, and the vital
Hangu and Yao to the east. Its people are numerous and its soldiers well
trained, and it has more weapons and armor than it can use. If it should ever
decide to march against us, we could find no safety south of the Great Wall
or north of the Yi River.?

Thus Ju Wu apprehended the correlation between geography and statecraft
and provided a de facto map of the competing states that highlighted the stra-
tegic advantage in the expanding territory of Qin.* When he cautioned the prince
against harboring Fan, he mapped out the dangers and opportunities:

Ju Wu admonished the prince, saying, “... What will he [the Qin King] be
like when he hears where General Fan is staying? This is like throwing meat
in the path of a starving tiger—there will be no help for the misfortune that
follows!... I beg you to send General Fan at once to the territory of the
Xiongnu barbarians to get him out of the way. Then after you have negoti-
ated with Han, Wei, and Zhao to the west, entered into alliance with Qi and
Chu on the south, and established friendly relations with the leader of
Xiongnu to the north, we may be able to plan what move to make next.”

Ju Wu’s geographical knowledge about Qin and other states bespeaks a rather
advanced spatial consciousness. His advice to Prince Dan relates geography and
the political complexities of interstate struggles. Such geographically informed
strategic thinking is certainly familiar today. It also indicates that Ju Wu’s geo-
graphical understanding is built on scientific knowledge, so it could provide a
foundation for a possible strategy to confront Qin aggression.

Examining maps and governance in the imperial world many centuries after
the period discussed here, James R. Akerman asserts: “The connection between
cartography and the exercise of imperial power is an ancient one.”® The conver-
sation between Ju Wu and Prince Dan pushes “ancient” back by over 1,000
years, showing the sophisticated integration of geography and governance. Even
though the starting point of “the consistent pattern of map use by polities to
assert and consolidate mastery over populations or landscapes at a distance”” has
yet to be discovered, the connection of geography and governance in the assas-
sination attempt can modify our understanding of when the practice of combin-
ing geography and politics originated. Maps as facilitators of politics clearly
predate the imperial cultures of the seventeenth century and later. However,
Akerman holds that direct use of maps to further the ends of empire is a modern
phenomenon, dependent on the emergence of the modern state.® In China, geo-
graphy and politics had already merged during a much earlier transition from
state to empire. Ju Wu considered geography in attempting to obstruct Qin’s
expansion and proposed to Prince Dan the use of geographical knowledge in his
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governance of Yan. Geography was already a foundation of governance even
before empire came into being in China.

Jing Ke’s use of the map to intrigue and distract the Qin king and create the
opportunity for assassination shows that the map had already gone beyond the
realistic mode of a “truthful” representation of the land. That realistic relation-
ship between the signifier (map) and the signified (land) was broken for the sake
of deception—a map intended to be a symbol of the land, without the land as its
referent. Jing Ke and Prince Dan substituted the mapped symbol of Dukang for
the real Dukang existing in Yan territory in order to gain the Qin king’s trust.

The illustration of the complexities inherent in the map above is meant to
show two points. First, the conventional notion of a map had fully developed in
China 2,000 years ago. The minister, intelligentsia, and rulers all understood
maps the way we do today. Second, the map as a signifier goes back 2,000 years;
its relationship to the signified was not always fixed but rather slippery, and
could be broken down for specific purposes. Prince Dan’s map, only a picture, a
symbol, had nothing to do with the actual land. The second understanding of
maps works on and disturbs the symbolic order, the universal structure encom-
passing human action and existence, the law by which humans behave them-
selves and interact with each other. This understanding is more related to the
original sense of symbolic order expounded by Lévi-Strauss than to the ideas of
Jacques Lacan.’ In the case of Jing Ke and the Qin king, the map establishes an
exchange relationship, with Yan the giver and Qin the receiver of a gift. Clearly,
there was an implicit, shared notion about the significance of maps in relation to
power and sovereignty. Both parties understood the action and intended meaning
of this exchange. Both parties also understood the map of Dukang, the gift, as a
pact between Yan and Qin. The map was presented to propose a treaty of land
for peace. It thus existed as a geo-body, in Thongchai Winichakul’s terminol-
ogy.' I borrow this term in its sense of “meanings concerning the territoriality of
a nation.” The geo-body of the map of Dukang signifies the territory, the sover-
eignty, and the nationhood of Yan as a state. Conversely, the concept of Yan’s
nationhood is constructed through the image on the map scroll. Because the map
in its realistic mode seems to transcribe and abstract an objective reality, the geo-
body is easily taken as a fact out there. But the map is also—and more so—an
outcome of integration of sets of knowledge about subjects including land,
people, ownership, and politics. So the geo-body map does not simply represent
a reality, but instead is more of a discourse constructing the state.!' By giving the
Qin king the map that symbolized the desired land, Prince Dan hoped Qin would
decide not to attack Yan. By receiving the symbol of the land, Qin would signal
acceptance of this pact.

Within these understandings, however, there was a gap between what the map
was given as and what the map was taken as. Prince Dan of Yan offered the map
as a symbol, a surface, purely a scroll, without ever intending to give the land it
supposedly symbolized. Qin, however, took the gift as what the map symbol-
ized: what lay beneath the surface, the land. Yan took advantage of the symbol-
ism but did not intend to realize that symbol in its meaningful referent, the
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territory of Dukang, which Qin fully embraced. Prince Dan’s map worked partly
on the symbolic level, opening the way for Jing Ke to approach the Qin king.
Yet the map also disturbed the symbolic order insofar as Yan did not mean to
realize its symbolic meaning. The dagger hidden in the map scroll was the real
intention. The violence of the assassination attempt prematurely suspended the
full playing out of the meanings of the map.

With the same importance as the map of Dukang in this assassination,
General Fan’s head epitomizes the human sacrifice inherent in politics. To fully
explain the meaning of sacrifice, I need to elaborate on a series of deaths in this
assassination. The assassin, Jing Ke, was prepared to die before he left on his
mission. The ceremony sending off Jing Ke and Qin Wuyang by the Yi River
was more a funeral for a never-to-return hero. Considering the circumstances,
Jing Ke would have known better than anybody else that the chance he would
return was slim. In this sense, his action was more a suicide attempt, and not the
only one in this assassination scheme. The first person in the chain of suicides,
Tian Guang H ), was almost neglected in later history. Confronting the threat
from Qin, Prince Dan consulted his mentor and adviser, Ju Wu, who, despite
being disappointed at Prince Dan’s decision to protect General Fan and thus
heighten the imminent danger to Yan, recommended consulting a retired strate-
gist, Master Tian Guang. After his consultation, Prince Dan told Tian Guang:
“What we have been discussing is a matter of vital concern to the nation. Please
do not let word of it leak out!” Tian Guang felt the admonition implied that
Prince Dan had little trust in him and had thus diminished his standing as a gen-
tleman of honor. After recommending Jing Ke as the envoy to Qin, Tian decided
to commit suicide in order to spur him to action. Immediately after he requested
that Jing Ke visit Prince Dan, Tian Guang cut his own throat.'> He thus main-
tained his loyalty to Prince Dan with his death.

Prince Dan would rather not have betrayed or sacrificed General Fan for the
sake of his cause. In preparing to lure the king of Qin for the assassination, Jing
Ke later met in private with General Fan. He explained to the general how giving
his life could both dissipate the dangers to Yan and avenge the wrong the Qin
king had done to his family, and how he would execute the assassination vividly:

Give me your head, so that I can present it to the King of Qin. Then he will
surely be delighted to receive me. With my left hand I will seize hold of his
sleeve, with my right I will stab him in the breast, and all your wrongs will
be avenged and all the shameful insults which Yan has suffered will be
wiped out."

General Fan was convinced and so cut his own throat. The suicidal acts by
Tian Guang, Fan Wuji, and Jing Ke are marked by a common “death drive.”
This concept was proposed by Sigmund Freud as a way to understand the force
that overrides the pleasure principle and leads living creatures to an inorganic
state and death. He describes it as “an urge in organic life to restore an earlier
state of things.”"* This helps to explain why humans are drawn to painful and
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traumatic events. The tendency apparently contradicts the human instinct to
seek pleasure. In a dualistic framework, Freud presents the death drive as a
force opposing Eros, the tendency toward survival, propagation, and other pro-
ductive drives powered by the pleasure principle. The death drive manifests
itself in dissolution, unbinding, disassociation, and disintegration of life. The
most extreme case is suicide. Suicide is always associated with meaning, either
producing it or negating it. The three suicidal men involved in the assassination
attempt point to a shared meaning of death: honor or heroism. Tian Guang
maintained his loyalty to Prince Dan with his death. Fan Wuji hoped for
revenge for his family. Jing Ke’s choice of “suicide” is rather problematic. He
was originally from the state of Wei. He traveled to and settled in Yan because
his talent was not recognized by the ruler at home. He was neither dedicated to
his own state or to Yan. His life was dominated by the pleasure principle before
meeting Tian Guang: he spent much of his time drinking, singing, and playing
at the market with his musician friend Gao Jianli =¥ . After he agreed to
take on the mission, Jing Ke indulged himself in a big mansion, gourmet food,
rider attendants, pretty women, and other luxuries that Prince Dan provided.
Tian Guang’s suicide indeed put Jing Ke in a morally awkward position. He
was entrusted with a task that had already been invested with human capital. He
was obliged to make meaning of Tian Guang’s death. In order to redeem Tian
Guang’s life, Jing Ke needed to pass the death on to somebody else. Thus he
joined a relay of suicide when he met with General Fan to suggest the latter
give up his life for a grander cause. This ended with Jing Ke finally going on
the road to kill the Qin king.

The series of suicides in the assassination story presents a compulsion to
repeat. Sima Qian is as succinct as possible in narrating the deaths of Tian
Guang and Fan Wuji—he simply writes that they each cut their own throat. We
do not need to fill in too much detail to imagine the bloody scene. The suicides
are performative because of the presence of spectators. Jing Ke begins his own
performance as he bids farewell to Prince Dan and his friends by the Yi River.
He sings impromptu: “Piercing wind, freezing river of Yi. The hero fords, and
he never returns!” He knows he will not survive. This ceremony functions as a
funeral, at which he honors himself before his death. The orchestration of their
own deaths by Tian Guang, Fan Wuji, and Jing Ke is powered by a drive to use
death productively. Their suicides make their lives meaningful. Their deaths
honor and redeem them. In a sense, the suicides cause a negative productivity—
they produce meaning of life by destroying it. This does not stop after one life.
Jing Ke directs and schemes the three deaths. As each life is sacrificed, the
capital invested in the assassination mission doubles and then triples. It reaches
the summit as Jing Ke throws the dagger at the king, but hits a post in the Qin
palace.

Freud used the death drive concept to explain the destructive tendency of an
organic entity not only toward itself but also toward others. Thus he relates the
death drive to violence and war. In his letters to Albert Einstein on the question
“Why war?” he writes:
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This [death drive] would serve as a biological justification for all the ugly
and dangerous impulses against which we are struggling. It must be admit-
ted that they stand nearer to Nature than does our resistance to them for
which an explanation also needs to be found ... there is no use in trying to
get rid of men’s aggressive inclinations. '

Here, Freud equates the death drive with bio-power (the biological power of a
human being, in Foucauldian terminology) and extends it to the destruction of
others. “The organism preserves its own life, so to say, by destroying an extrane-
ous one.”'® At this point, the theory corresponds to Darwin’s “natural selection”
and “survival of the fittest.” Though it is rather deterministic, it helps us to
understand the mechanism of death and killing. As Havi Carel puts it: “As the
source of negativity and destructiveness it performs its dark task in two ways. It
can be turned outwards, externalized as sadistic aggression, or it can be maso-
chistically internalized, as aggression directed towards the ego.”'” In terms of
aggression toward others, we can find another layer of meaning behind the trio
of suicides. All three are conducted in anticipation of the death of the Qin king.
Therefore, the self-inflicted pain would eventually call for the ending of the king.
The course of history at the time was not directed along the path Prince Dan and
Jing Ke had hoped for, due to circumstances (the strength gap between Qin and
Yan plus Prince Dan’s vulnerability and shortsightedness) and accidents (the
nervousness of the original assassin, Qin Wuyang, and the court doctor throwing
the medicine box). But the killings of self and the other in the assassination
attempt bespeak the violence in the transition from state to empire.

By revisiting this assassination episode, I aim to highlight the triad of sover-
eignty, humans, and violence as embodied by the three objects (the map, the
human head, and the dagger) Jing Ke carried with him on his mission. The map
exists as a geographical entity of the state, or geo-body. Moreover, the personifi-
cation in the term is particularly relevant in the analysis of Jing Ke assassinating
the Qin king, when the map of Dukang is juxtaposed with General Fan’s head.
The head as the inorganic part of a formerly organic body keeps a trace of
humanness. It marks the value of human capital and retains some biological
power. Foucault’s critique of bio-power points to the regulation of subjects by
the modern state, subjugation of bodies including their birth, mass population,
and even their sexuality.'® Here I return to the term’s original etymological
sense: literally the biological power of the human body. General Fan’s body con-
tinues to be effective after his death. His head is deployed by Jing Ke as a sup-
plementary tool for killing. From the moment of death, the meaning of the body
cannot be controlled by its subject anymore, but falls into the hands of others.
Intriguingly, General Fan is not able to achieve either on the national level (he is
defeated militarily) or on the individual level (his act causes death to his whole
clan) while he is alive. His life begins to have meaning upon his death: He is
able to avenge his family and help Prince Dan to protect his country.

The way these three objects are positioned is significant. The map and the
head are presented in public as gifts. They convey a willingness for both territorial
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and human subjection of Yan to Qin, and they are part of an exchange relation-
ship. Yan wishes to exchange the map and the head for peace and security. The
dagger, which exemplifies violence, has to be hidden as a secret weapon. The
three objects thus combine the geo-body (map), bio-power (head), and violence
(dagger). The map of Dukang shows part of Yan territory; the head marks part
of the body. The shattered images of both the geo-body and the human body
seem to prognosticate the fate of Yan as a state and of its people; the dagger
seems to have severed the life of both its own state and its people.

“The Dagger Shows Up at the End of the Map Scroll” points to an
established early indigenous cartographic understanding in China. Well before
Jesuit missionaries arrived, Chinese scholars had already extensively studied
geography and the natural world.” The Jesuit introduction of Western
cartographic techniques further promoted map-making in China from the late
fifteenth century. In 1602, Matteo Ricci (1552—-1610), an Italian Jesuit priest
who lived in China from 1582 until the end of his life, published The Map of
the World (Kunyu wanguo quantu E1J7[E4=]), which had a long-lasting
influence on subsequent Chinese map production. Given frequent territorial dis-
putes with neighboring powers, the need for a complete map of the Qing
Empire became ever more urgent. Three emperors of the High Qing—Kangxi
FEEE, Yongzheng % 1F, and Qianlong FZf&—produced their own territorial
maps of China. After signing the Sino-Russia Treaty of Nerchinsk in 1689 to
resolve a territorial conflict with Russia over the northern Asian region near the
Amur River, Emperor Kangxi, appreciating the significance of national
geography, commissioned a collaborative team of foreign Jesuits and Chinese
scholars to undertake a complete survey of the empire in 1707.2° After ten years
of comprehensive field survey and measurement on the ground, this team pre-
sented to Emperor Kangxi in 1718 “The Complete Atlas of the Qing Empire”
(Huangyu quanlan tu 2812 Yi ¥ or, literally, the map of the complete view of
the imperial territory), usually referred to as the Kangxi Atlas. As Peter Purdue
points out, the name of the atlas reveals Kangxi’s desire to put the whole ter-
ritory of the Qing Empire under his direct gaze.”! This was the first Chinese
national geography to adopt the longitude and latitude coordinate system based
on field surveys.?? According to Joseph Needham, the Kangxi Atlas “was not
only the best map which had ever been made in Asia but better and more
accurate than any European map of its time.”” As a product of the collaboration
of Western Jesuits and the domestic cartographers of Qing, this atlas is a hybrid.
The hybridity was duplicated on the maps themselves, as characters that had
been inscribed in Manchu on the original maps were changed to Chinese in
later versions, mapping the transition of Qing self-perception from ethnic
Manchu to Chinese. Laura Hostetler notes that the maps of the Kangxi Atlas
record an early point in the Qing transition from empire to nation-state.”* She
argues that Qing shared “outlooks produced by the common experience of mod-
ernity, including the primacy of the nation-state as a political unit and science
as an arbiter of truth.”* The Kangxi maps not only depicted Qing territorial
claims to competing neighboring powers in the world but also contributed to
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shaping the consciousness within China of Qing as a unified political entity, a
nation, especially among the elite classes.

Based on the Kangxi maps, over the next few decades Emperor Yongzheng
IR 1E (1678-1735) and Emperor Qianlong HzF& (1711-99) amended, compiled,
and published “The Qing Map of the Yongzheng Era in Ten Rows” (Yongzheng
shipai huangyu quantu € F+HE2 B4 &) and “The Qing Map of the Qian-
long Era” (Qianlong neifu ditu W.[%MNIFHIFE]) respectively. These maps were
mostly kept secret, with only certain court officials granted access for strategic
purposes, as was common practice in Asia and Europe. The Kangxi maps were
published in two editions: the restricted, precise edition for court use with
longitude and latitude markings, and the public edition, more approximate and
without longitude and latitude. During the same period, world maps were
introduced, translated, and published in China, including World Geography
Records (Haiguo tuzhi 7GR, 1843)* and Sketch Atlas of the World
(Yinghuan zhilue ¥5IFiERE, 1850). As China kept pace with the world in
geographical development, its rulers remained keen to build up the imperial
national identity through territorial demarcation.

As we have seen in “The Dagger Shows Up at the End of the Map Scroll,” as
early as China’s transition from state to empire, canny politicians already learned
to manipulate geographical knowledge and maps. However, solid Chinese
cartographic technique developed in the next 1,000 years, and China underwent
another crisis caused by maps during the passage from empire to nation-state
around the turn of the twentieth century. This time, the politicized cartography
exceeded the literalist representation of space and flowed into figurative, meta-
phorical, and conceptual dimensions, even as maps lent themselves to multiple
and conflicting uses, interpretations, and manipulations within and beyond the
nation-state into the modern era, as the following cartographic adventure
demonstrates.

Politics of cartography: the purloined map

In 1892, in a territorial dispute between tsarist Russia and the Qing government
of China over the Pamir Mountain region,”’ the Russian ambassador, Arthur
Cassini, supported his country’s claims with a copy of a map that had been
published by the Qing government, which turned out to be a copy of a replica
map his Chinese counterpart, Hong Jun 4% (1839-93), had purchased in 1890
from a military attaché at the German embassy in St. Petersburg. Hong, a
renowned “Number One Scholar” (jinshi 3t +:) known as an able official and
valued for his political foresight,® was ultimately brought down by the map,
which demarcated as Russian territory some areas along the northwestern border
zone that Qing was claiming as its own. Weakened by impeachment and
repentance over the problematic map, Hong Jun died at the age of 54 in 1893.
The long history of territorial issues between Russia and Qing in the nine-
teenth century had resulted in a series of treaties concerning the borders and
some disputes left unresolved. After signing the Protocol of Kashgar in 1882,
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settling issues over the northeastern section of the Pamir region, Russia and Qing
conducted a joint survey of borders from Bedel Daban to Uz-bel, and in 1884
their representatives signed the Protocol of Novyi Margelan to define the border
of the northwestern section.?” Russia produced the accompanying map that iden-
tified the borders. The treaty was written in both Manchu and Russian, with map
notations of border place names also in both languages.*® According to the
protocol, Russia held the original map, titled “The Map of Sino-Russian Border
Demarcation” (Kashigaer zhongguo dingjie tu V&A1& /K = E 5 1&), and the
Qing government held a copy (Figure 1.1). Three years after the Protocol of
Novyi Margelan, Hong Jun was appointed Chinese ambassador to Germany,
Austria, and Russia. In that capacity, he would have been informed of major pro-
tocols between Qing and the countries where he was sent on diplomatic mis-
sions. Especially considering the sensitivity of Sino-Russia borders, it might be
surmised that he knew of the recent protocol of Novyi Margelan and the Kashgar
map. Yet the map from the German attaché must have seemed to him a piece of
serendipitous intelligence, since he paid 250,000 silver dollars for it.>' While
Hong Jun specified no original source, he did note that the German military
attaché had used bribery to acquire the map, thus indicating that it was classified
intelligence and not easily accessible.’? It is surprising that Hong Jun did not
seek to trace the origin of the map, somewhat contrary to both diplomatic
intuition and his training as a historian.® There is no evidence that he doubted
the authenticity or accuracy of the map as the representation of a physical
domain, so he took for granted its reliability with regard to the territorial
boundaries.

In a further interesting twist, however, Hong Jun presented the map as his
own work. In his 1891 report to Emperor Guangxu Y4, summarizing his
meeting with the Russian tsar at the end of his term as ambassador, Hong Jun
stated that he had made (zhuyou # 4, my emphasis) “The China—Russia Border
Map” (Zhong e jiaojie ditu A HIK]) (Figure 1.2) and noted that he had
sent it to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs st B[] for their reference on affairs
related to the northwestern region.>* It is hard to believe that the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs proofread, endorsed, and published the map without observing
that it duplicated the recent, important Kashgar Map already in the possession of
the Qing government. Further, Hong Jun did not speak or write Russian or
Manchu and could not have produced the map himself. And finally, although the
map affair predates concepts of intellectual property, declaring authorship of a
map was rare and daring at this time due to the collective nature of map
composition. In any event, aside from what it may suggest about bureaucratic
deficiency and dysfunction in the Qing government in the late nineteenth
century, this incident suggests that although the Qing regime may have kept pace
with Europe in cartography, Chinese elites, including Hong Jun and his cohorts,
did not have a fully developed awareness of manipulations and machinations in
geographic discourse.” In the end, a Qing-published copy of Hong Jun’s map
came into the hands of Ambassador Cassini and was advanced as proof of
Chinese approval of the represented demarcation of the Qing—Russia border.
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Whatever the vagaries that allowed Hong Jun to pass off his purchased map
as an original, this is but one leg of the itinerary of a purloined map, taking
“purloined” in its original sense of deviated or detoured. The Russian diplomat
acquired and later used as evidence in the territorial dispute a third-generation
copy of some version of the Kashgar map, repeating what Hong Jun had done in
purchasing the second-generation copy, at significantly greater expense. All the
while, Ambassador Cassini could have used the original Kashgar Map to test the
Russian claim, as that version was endorsed by Qing as a result of the Protocol
of Novyi Margelan. Instead, the replicas of the Kashgar map detoured from the
Russian court, to the German military attaché, to the Qing government via Hong
Jun, and then back to the Russian ambassador. Along the way, the map (dis)
empowered its holders at different points. For Hong Jun, for instance, it was a
double-edged sword. When it appeared as valuable intelligence he had
discovered, it brought him honor. When it threatened to cost Qing thousands of
miles of land in the territorial dispute, it ruined Hong’s career as other officials
took action against him for his blunder. Hong Jun could have absolved himself
of wrongdoing had he known the map he purchased through the German attaché
was indeed a copy of the Kashgar Map. However, he could have been accused of
ignorance of the northwestern region since he did not know of the existence of
the Kashgar Map. At the same time, for Ambassador Cassini, the purloined map
was a boon, upholding the Russian claim as apparently endorsed by the Qing
government. As in Lacan’s exegesis of the purloined letter, in which the location
of the letter changes intersubjective relationships,*® possession of the map by
different parties altered power relations between them.

Along the route the Kashgar Map traveled, each movement from one holder
to another was accompanied by a monetary exchange. Similar to the purloined
letter in Edgar Allan Poe’s story, the map came to matter as much for its location
as for its content once it was removed from its designated places in Russia and
China. As Russia used the map to document Chinese approval of its preferred
territorial demarcation, the key feature of the map shifted from the content to
who had approved the content. In a particular context, then, its association with
a subject was more important than its relation to the signified land. Map owner-
ship did not necessarily support the owner’s interest: Hong Jun’s move to gain
Chinese possession of a copy of the Kashgar Map, later officially approved by
the government, put Qing in a treacherous position; it turned out that the Chinese
side was very much possessed by the map rather than being the possessor of the
map.”’ In the end, Russia had both the original and a replica of the map, but it
was the replica that gave Russia the advantage in the land dispute. For Russia,
the map was powerful as both original and double. However, owning both the
Kashgar Map and its replica only brought problems to the Chinese counterpart.

The incident of the replica of the Kashgar Map—aka “China—Russia Border
Map” as Hong Jun named it—in the late Qing infected a narrative that raises
more intriguing issues. In the 1905 novel 4 Flower in the Sea of Sins (Nie hai
hua EEWEAE), which closely follows the historical record, Zeng Pu & #f
(1871-1935) relates the origin of the “China—Russia Border Map” and how it
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resulted in the downfall of Jin Wenqing, the fictional incarnation of Hong Jun.
This aspect of the novel retells the real story of a real map. The novel also
depicts Germany, Russia, and Japan as all actively encroaching on China in the
last years of the nineteenth century. The events involving Germany and Russia
are based on actual people and events, and focus on Jin Wenqing as China’s
ambassador to those two countries. The story regarding Japan, however, is
historiographically ungrounded and appears to be sheer invention. Zeng
fabricates a sinuous plot around fictional maps to explain the Japanese takeover
of the two ports Liishun and Vladivostok in the Russo-Japanese War (1904-05).
A young Japanese man, Koyama Seinosuke, infected with venereal disease by a
prostitute, decides to throw himself into the patriotic cause in order to achieve a
worthy death. He succeeds in stealing strategic maps on an undercover espionage
mission to Tianjin, but is discovered at a checkpoint by Chinese guards and
summarily executed. His accomplice, the prostitute, manages to send replicas of
the maps back to Japan. With the help of these maps, the Japanese are able to
seize the two vital strategic ports, defeat Russia, and win control over more
territory in China.*®

Interestingly, Zeng Pu relies on fictional maps to explain China’s loss in its
confrontation with a foreign state.” It is likely that Zeng was influenced by the
“China—Russia Border Map” in the 1892 territorial dispute in choosing the same
sort of contrivance to explain another battle over Chinese land. The Japanese first
grab the symbol of the land—the maps—and then use them to secure possession
of the desired land itself through war. Zeng does not seem to have been aware of
the pitfall in his plotting. Whether factual or fictional, the dangerous, purloined
maps go against Chinese interests. Had Great Britain not intervened, the “China—
Russia Border Map”—a copy of the Kashgar Map—would have caused the loss of
even more miles of Chinese land to Russia. The imaginary maps in 4 Flower in
the Sea of Sins cause the loss of two Chinese ports to Japan. In these actual and
fictional cases, maps push China into a menacing situation: the real map in history
turns out to be a replica, produced by the Russians and copied by the Chinese,
while the imaginary map in fiction is a true one, created by the Chinese but copied
by the Japanese and used against the Chinese.

In a narrative that moves fluently between documented history and fiction, the
entanglements of truth and falsity, fictionality and factuality, original and replica,
A Flower in the Sea of Sins further complicates the literal and metaphorical
meanings of maps. Zeng’s fictional narrative can be taken as an allegory in
which the gaining and losing of maps, symbols of geographic space, directly
determine the fortunes of a nation through its territorial discourse. As China
experiences its most severe national crisis, on the verge of being partitioned by
imperialist powers in the late nineteenth century, possessing and defending maps
becomes a practical symbolic act in the effort to maintain and protect national
sovereignty. The fluidity of maps, however, is made clear: Just as the replica
map Hong Jun obtained in reality put China in a dangerous position in 1892, the
Chinese maps stolen by the Japanese soldier in fiction worked against Chinese
interests in 1904. Both the fact that China failed in territorial defense and the
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fictional inability of the Chinese people to protect the symbols of their national
space from foreign pillage symbolize China’s weakness in efforts to establish
itself as a sovereign nation-state during the late Qing era.

These narratives of problematic maps highlight various issues in the politics
of cartography: who is mapping and what is mapped; who owns the map and
how the map travels; how a map is used and in whose interests; the original and
its replicas; human relations and geographical ones; and power relations between
states and within nations on the territorial level. Although maps remain a
dominant mode for the description of geographic space, the relationships
between cartographical expression and natural space are no less complex than
those between realistic works (under the rubric of realism) and reality. Beyond
cartographical realism is the interrelation between space and politics. In the
process of developing into symbols of space, maps integrate multivalent political
elements on both national and international levels, including such aspects as
ownership of land, administrative regionalism, and territorial demarcation.*

The emergence of space in twentieth-century epistemology

Time and space, both defined via measurement, are fundamental elements in
modern epistemology. Albeit an interest of philosophers and scientists for
centuries, space has been living in the shadow of time, especially in the
Hegelian—Marxist tradition of the social development of history. The
analytical framework of this book is influenced by the spatial consciousness
that began to be a focus of interest in the mid-twentieth century. Gaston
Bachelard substantiated a connection between space and psychology with a
phenomenological orientation.*' Although his discussion centers on concrete
spatial images in literature—such as nests, drawers, shells, corners,
miniatures, forests, attics, and houses—Bachelard initiated an approach to
both material and abstract universes from the perspective of space. Philosoph-
ical investigations furthered our understanding of the nature of space.** Spati-
ality also became a critical approach to and focus of social sciences.” In the
latter part of the twentieth century, space gradually became an integral part of
the way we investigate the world and society, present and past.

When Foucault delved into alternative history, he followed Bachelard in his
awareness of the significance of space. “Of Other Spaces” reveals that he started
thinking about space as he began to grapple with history, both belonging to the
category of alterity.* Foucault was fully aware that space had been long repressed:

The great obsession of the nineteenth century was, as we know, history:
with its themes of development and of suspension, of crisis and cycle,
themes of the ever accumulating past, with its great preponderance of dead
men and the menacing glaciation of the world.*

As sketchy as it is, Foucault’s assertion has provided a foundational point of
departure and theoretical endorsement for scholars to explore different disciplines
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in light of space. One of the most productive fields is geography, as Edward
Soja’s representative work, Postmodern Geographies: The Reassertion of Space
in Critical Social Theory, exemplifies.** Besides the discovery of space,
Foucault also perceived a fundamental difference between his time and the
previous century: “The present epoch will perhaps be above all the epoch of
space. We are in the epoch of simultaneity: we are in the epoch of juxtaposition,
the epoch of the near and far, of the side-by-side, of the dispersed.”” He made
clear that space was to be understood as a unitary category as opposed to
history, a primary dimension presiding over the heterogeneous world of the
twentieth century. Such space not only is about physical distance (the near and
far), location (juxtaposition, the side-by-side), and decomposition (the
dispersed, indicating reconstruction) but also contains two or more temporal
axes (simultaneity) that merge into one set of tempo-spatial coordinates. This is
significant in that it establishes the integration of time into space, rather than
subsuming space under time. What matters to Foucault in the postmodern epoch
is that space preponderates over time.

Although it seems assertive to place a high value on heterogeneous space,
especially considering its sparse recognition in philosophy, in the ever close
interdependence between time and space, with the accelerated interchange
among regions and nations in this epoch, unitary temporal trajectories become
harder to sustain and are compressed into one in the form of simultaneity. Thus,
history gives place to space. In late modernity, there is a sense that a human
being should be defined more by his present than his past. If we understand
consciousness as a product of accumulated past and present existence, we must
agree with Marx that “it is not men’s consciousness that determines their
existence, but on the contrary, their social existence that determines their
consciousness.”*® Among various associations of an individual with his past,
including personal and collective history, and with his surroundings consisting
of his physical position literally and social position figuratively, the latter
contributes as much, perhaps more, to the human being as he is. Human beings
are every bit as much spatial beings as historical beings.

The much celebrated emergence of space need not be viewed as a succession
to or a replacement of history. Time and space are not mutually exclusive but
mutually inclusive. The formation of history per se entails spatial demarcation,
e.g., regional history versus universal history, and territorial definition within the
writing of regional history. Foucault noted that there is a historical process of
space:

Space which today appears to form the horizon of our concerns, our theory,
our systems, is not an innovation; space itself has a history in Western
experience and it is not possible to disregard the fatal intersection of time
with space.®

Space is not a passive outsider of long history.” Its power of mobilization is
potent enough to direct and redirect the course of history. For instance, the
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expansion or shrinking of a territorial space determines a nation’s fortunes, and
thus the continuation, diversion, or cessation of its national history.

What is troubling about the tempo-spatial paradigm, in its drive for singular
distinctive norms and authority, is that it seems one dimension tries to push the
other away. This false impression about the dialectics of space and time/history
should be attributed to humans’ favoring one over the other or unbalanced
knowledge about them in different periods. Indeed, the negotiation between
space and history started as history, or its alternative form, epic, was born. The
earliest history entails a spatial definition, i.e., a regional demarcation. The
adventurous voyage of Odysseus across space establishes the cornerstone of a
grand epic. In the steady accumulation of records about the past over the long
span of time, history triumphs among all narrative forms. It tells the stories of
those in power by suppressing alternative strata in vastly different historical
trajectories. Unavoidably, history undergoes refurbishing and rewriting with the
alternation of powers and regimes. Under labels such as the Dark Ages, the
Enlightenment,’! and modernization, historical narrative has successfully shaped
human consciousness within a linear, progressive temporality of human
evolution. Despite dispersed states and diasporic ethnic groups constantly
changing the world pattern,®® history has become the hegemonic paradigm for
people’s conceptualization of their pasts and of contemporary society.

Space and revolution

It has been a commonplace to describe revolution as a drastic change in socio-
political institutions over a short period of time. What differentiates modern
revolutions from previous ones lies in the novelty that results, as Hannah Arendt
cogently points out:

Antiquity was well acquainted with political change and the violence that
went with change, but neither of them appeared to it to bring about
something altogether new. Changes did not interrupt the course of what the
modern age has called history, which far from starting with a new beginning,
was seen as falling back into a different stage of its cycle.>

In this statement, Arendt suggests that only those changes that influence the flow of
the historical course—actions that “bring about something altogether new”—can be
called revolution in the modern sense. Revolution becomes unintelligible when it
does not refer to history. She further elaborates: “The modern concept of revolution
is inextricably bound up with the notion that the course of history suddenly begins
anew, that an entirely new story, a story never known or told before, is about to
unfold.”** Whether intentionally or not, revolution, almost without exception, brings
about a break in history. This results partly from the privileging of time over space
within modern philosophical thought. Revolution works in and on time; it rewrites
history in a performative gesture that depends on marking a difference with the past.
Hence a common revolutionary act is starting a new calendar.
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The classical approach of placing revolution in the context of linear temporality
has sufficiently explained the ruptures in historical continuity, and is also in
accordance with the evolutionary imagining of human history since the
Enlightenment. Revolution, however, operates in both temporal and spatial
dimensions. We may then ask: How does revolution work in and on space in
modern China? What role do Chinese literature and other modes of cultural repres-
entation play in mediating between revolution and space?> In this book, I argue
for a reconsideration of revolution as a reorganization of space. This conceptuali-
zation is especially useful and even urgent now. Many people would agree that
revolution, at least in any way that makes sense in the Chinese context, ceased to
be a real historical possibility by June 4, 1989, at the very latest. It has been
replaced by capitalism and entry into the sphere of the World Trade Organiza-
tion—in a word, globalization. One of the more interesting ways of conceiving of
globalization as the current stage of capitalism is precisely as a reorganization of
space. An easily perceived aspect of globalization, and one of its most revolu-
tionary effects, is the increasing transgression and gradual disappearance of bound-
aries between ethnicities, countries, and continents in both physical and virtual
space.’ If we remember that a goal of socialist and communist revolutions is to
smash territorial boundaries and realize the equality of all humankind worldwide,
we understand that the advocates of socialism and communism harbored a global
vision long before capitalist globalization appeared on the horizon.

Although through the effort of philosophers Bachelard, Foucault, Bourdieu,
and Harvey, space has gained the recognition it deserves as a fundamental
quantity of the universe, it is not as ingrained as time/history in epistemological
systems. Space, as a critical category, is still quite alien to both critics and
general audiences. In order to answer the questions I have posed about
revolution, I need to first elucidate my orientation to the concept of space. Its
active affiliation with different fields increases the difficulty of defining it, and its
relational meanings across different disciplines easily create confusion and
sometimes lead to contradictions. In sciences like mathematics, physics, and
astronomy, space is three-dimensional (point, line, and plane), finite or infinite.
The measurement of space was established by the ancient Greeks with a branch
of mathematics—geometry. In philosophy and social sciences, space becomes a
more evasive category and sometimes needs a definitive word or concrete spatial
image for its illustration. Some features of scientific space remain in the social
sciences, but not necessarily in all of them. For example, distance is a common
category to describe physical space and social space. In scientific space it is
measurable, but not in social space. In view of the cross-disciplinary nature of
this project within the humanities and social sciences, I propose three operational
dimensions for understanding space.

First, physical space means the space in which people live, space that can be
physically perceived. In significant part, physical space equates with the
geographic space of land, air, and water. Due to its material nature, physical space
has a relationship with ownership, which means that it is easily seen as property,
either private or public. A macro expression of the communal ownership of a piece
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of land is the notion of national territory, including the airspace above the land.
Revolution aims at redefining human relations with physical space, i.e., the
material world. It points to establishing the rules for distributing common property,
private or communal or both, as well as the right to determine how to use that
property. Marxist discourse on the capitalist workers’ right to own factories and
the peasant struggle for land under feudalism illustrates the connection of
revolution and physical space par excellence.

Second, the distribution and use of physical space forms social space, directly
involved in social relations among human beings. The amount of land or other
equivalent form of property determines class in the social hierarchy and thus
social status. The primary form of owning communal space decides the nature of
society, say, capitalist, socialist, or communist. Social relations provide a set of
protocols as to how human beings are related to one another, as well as to how
groups are related to one another, in ways that are equal in democratic society
or oppressive in authoritarian society. Social relations also involve human
interactions with their environment, regulated by norms that assign individuals a
social role to perform, regulated by norms such as morality, ethics, and justice.
As Lefebvre points out, “(Social) space is a (social) product which has basically
two implications: first, (physical) natural space is disappearing; second, a (social)
space embodies social relationships, and every society produces a space, its own
space.”’ Revolution therefore aims at reconstructing social space through the
rebuilding of social relations. Individuals form groups based on their interests,
such as political parties, and fight for power to determine the social hierarchy.

Third, symbolic space is the domain in which people undertake cultural
production and in which cultural capital is circulated. It is a field on which to
examine how physical space is perceived and how social space is constructed,
most particularly in the production of cultural artifacts that engage with
individual imagination, public memory, and mass fantasy. Symbolic space, like
social space, is a real battlefield of ideologies, of contention for recognition,
influence, and control over discourse and thus, to a great degree, perception and
experience. Revolution intends to dominate symbolic space, but also is
implemented through such dominance. In a Marxian sense, symbolic space may
be considered the superstructure in which various forms of cultural capital
circulate. But the production of cultural capital is not merely an effect of what is
going on in the economic base but a process at work in the production of
physical space. It is no wonder that, concomitant with struggles in physical
space, propaganda and ideological indoctrination practices produce no less fierce
conflicts in the domain of symbolic space, as means of consolidating gains in the
process of revolution or its aftermath. Thus a central project of this study is to
examine the interactions between space and revolution in modern China as
expressed through various cultural representations. Centering on four spatially
significant revolutionary events, this study calls upon a variety of cultural
representations, including political documents, literary works, historiographic
writings, and visual materials, in order to investigate how national space in
China was constructed and configured from the 1920s to the late 1960s.
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Space, revolution, and cultural representation in
modern China

Zeng Pu’s A Flower in the Sea of Sins has been studied as a late Qing negotiation
with history.®® Scholars have barely attended to the unconscious mapping of
China in this acclaimed novel of accusation. Zeng was not the only writer
engaged in configuring China’s space in the literary imagination during this
period. The opening chapter of Travels of Lao Can (Lao Can youji Z5%iFic)
by Liu E XI|%F (1857-1909), published in 1903, portrays a big ship on the ocean
as a symbol of China in crisis. A floating, inclusive space far from land, the ship
comprises a typical heterotopia in the Foucauldian sense, a space “without
geographical markers.”™’ In The New Story of the Stone of 1908 (Xin shitou ji¥t
£ 3k1d), Wu Jianren 52 A (1866-1910) invents a civilized world, an idealized
future China or a utopia as opposed to the barbaric world that is the China of his
day.® Advanced technology and egalitarian democracy dominate in this utopian
realm. Both the heterotopian and utopian visions of China express the “obsession
with China”®" shared by conscientious intellectuals in the late Qing. These
fictions are all concerned with imagining China spatially in contrast with the rest
of the world, at a time when the country’s international position was at stake.

Modern Chinese writing continues to configure and construct China’s space
in various dimensions. Land, the concrete form of physical space, first becomes
a contested area in both actual efforts by reformers to establish land ownership
through revolutionary action and imaginative endeavors to envision the
relationship of land to humans through writing. In the first half of the twentieth
century, after a series of failed revolutionary experiments following the fall of
the Qing dynasty in 1911, revolutionary pioneers from all sides began to
envision land ownership as the crux of Chinese revolution. Sun Yat-sen #)
[l (1866-1925) and Li Dazhao Z= K%l (1888-1927) wrote political treatises
emphasizing the importance of land and peasants in a Chinese revolution, but
were not well prepared to propose a feasible solution to the land problem.®
Following their lead, Mao Zedong E¥ %< (1893-1976) focused on mobilizing
peasants to participate in the revolution. Ironically, Mao’s political writings
appear to be without a vision of land. His influential Report of an Investigation
of the Hunan Peasant Movement does not touch upon the land issue at all, but
rather provides Land Reform and later Communist struggles with a meticulous
guide to mob rule.”® Meanwhile, writers like Mao Dun /& (1896-1981),
Hong Shen 7% (1894-1955), Bai Wei HiKX (1894-1987), and Jiang Guangci
FEA4 (1901-31) engaged in land reform with their pens. Leftist writers
including Ding Ling T % (1904-86) and Zhou Libo JE 2% (1908-79) threw
themselves into land reform with the production of voluminous novels in the
late 1940s and early 1950s.** However, Eileen Chang iK% (1920-95)
provides a bitter portrayal of the tragic consequences of land reform in her
Rice-sprout Song (Yange), published in 1954.

Besides the obvious significance of land as the political center of physical
space, spatiality is indispensable in the foundational myth of the People’s Republic
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of China (PRC)—the Long March. In order to escape pursuit by the Nationalists,
the Red Army, led by the Chinese Communist Party, crossed half of China in the
mid-1930s, eventually finding asylum in Yan’an. Like Odysseus’s voyage and
Hannibal’s expedition through the Alps, the spatial grandeur of the Long March
overshadowed the formidable losses involved to become the core of the PRC’s
historical discourse. Numerous later writings about the Long March almost without
exception give prominence to this spatial grandeur, shaping the journey into a
national myth.

The dominant fictional genre of the early years of the People’s Republic,
the revolutionary-historical novel (Geming lishi xiaoshuo a5 )J1 52 /1Nit), was
committed to defending the revolutionary bases so as to consolidate the
Communist possession of the mainland through fiction. Meanwhile,
Nationalists commissioned anti-Communist fiction (Fangong xiaoshuo /]y
i) that sought to regain the mainland through imaginary acts. The antagonism
between the revolutionary-historical novel and anti-Communist fiction speaks
of the struggle between the Communists and the Nationalists for the national
space of China. Beyond a scholarly consensus on the importance of an ongoing
interlocution with history, modern Chinese literature expresses no less concern
with China’s space.

Chinese literature since the late Qing has also witnessed the modernization of
China.®® Laden with endless frustration at foreign invasion and overwhelming
suffering from internecine struggles in the early part of the twentieth century,
Chinese literature, as C. T. Hsia incisively argues, “with blood and tears,” bears
a formidable burden: To represent the painful experience of the shackles of
“tradition” breaking under the carnivalesque display of modernization. In view
of this close connection to current events, modern Chinese literature has been
understood by many scholars over recent decades within a historical context.
Within China, the lack of literary autonomy meant that both literary practice and
discourse easily became prey to politics and appendages of history, such that
modern Chinese literature has been taken as a tool of political struggle or a
mimicking of history for some time. More recent Chinese scholarship, rooted in
an innovative and well-informed notion of revolution, has rectified this tendency
and led to a revised understanding of revolution, history, and literature.®’ In the
English-speaking world, scholars distinguishing realism from the real have
tackled the entangled relationship between modern Chinese literature and
history, with realism as a point of departure.®®

Despite changing paradigms, revolution—history—fiction remains an idiomatic
trinity indispensable in the modern Chinese literary canon. The well-articulated
genre of the revolutionary-historical novel, prevalent from the founding of the
People’s Republic until the end of the Cultural Revolution, further legitimizes
the methodology of juxtaposing revolution, history, and literary writing. In the
past few years, however, a new research formula centered on memory has risen
to challenge, supplement, or replace what is recorded in historiography. These
works show how literature and films contribute to configuring and constructing a
Chinese past through mnemonic mechanisms.® This past not only means what



24 Introduction

has taken place previously in terms of linear temporality, but is also associated
with specific physical sites—specific spatial locales.

The spatial consciousness I bring to my academic research is bounded by my
memories of the past shaped through both public forces and personal transmission.
As one of the generation brought up in postrevolutionary China, I spent my
formative years amid a mix of the scattered revolutionary attitudes left over from
the Cultural Revolution and innovative ideas that poured in with the “Opening Up
Policy.” On the one hand, school education was targeted at shaping socialist
consciousness, with textbooks promoting numerous revolutionary models and
denouncing class enemies. On the other hand, my surroundings did not support
this kind of consciousness. I enjoyed watching Huo Yuanjia beating up foreign
rivals more than the Eighth Route Army defeating Japanese soldiers.”

Such dissonance was all the more puzzling at the level of my immediate
experience. My grandparents were the most hardworking, accommodating, and
sincere people I have known, in every way opposite to the vicious landlords
described in Communist discourse. As a child, I barely understood their obsession
with land, and certainly not their melancholy over the loss of it. Their fate was
bound to the land. My grandmother often started her stories at my bedtime with
“In the year of Land Reform, your mom was born....” Land Reform became
the point of departure for her to recount the past. Although they survived the
tumultuous campaigns unscathed except for material dispossession, they lived the
rest of their lives in the shadow of this upheaval. They longed for land but feared
to lose it again. In their limited knowledge of the Communists, revolution meant
taking land from their hands. They realized later that this was only part of the
disaster they had suffered. In the aftermath of revolution, their children were
deprived of equal rights to education, work, and even love. They could not
rationalize the injustice done to them. Why does one have to suffer for having
come to own land through inheritance and hard work?

This perplexity continues to haunt me in my intellectual pursuits. I see a
possibility of disentangling my grandparents’ confusion during the earliest
Communist experiment in land revolution in the late 1920s. No matter how
grand the Communists’ long-term goal was, their short-term objective was to
master the land so that they could keep their feet on the ground. From a
materialist viewpoint, early Chinese Communist history is one sustained striving
for a piece of land. Only on this economic base is building a superstructure
possible. After their failure in the revolutionary bases, the Communists went on
the Long March. On reaching the promised Yan’an, they established the
embryonic form of the People’s Republic. As the Japanese were defeated, they
started another battle over the mainland. Meanwhile, they began to implement
the suspended Land Reform program in areas they already occupied. Communist
struggles prior to the People’s Republic were intricately connected to land and
comprised a collective effort to possess it at the micro level of land ownership
and at the macro level of territorial sovereignty.

Each chapter addresses one aspect of the relationship between revolution and
space. Land reform in the 1920s embodies the Communist strife over land on the



Introduction 25

materialist level. This movement was suspended due to the loss of the revolu-
tionary bases as the result of Nationalist attacks. Communists restarted the
reform later in the 1940s in the Communist areas and continued it after the
founding of the PRC. Because the land reform in the 1940s and 1950s by and
large was carried out in the same mode as the land reform in the 1920s, I focus
on the 1920s. The Long March in the 1930s marks a collective effort in search of
a promised land as the Soviet Republic of China started on the road to an
unknown destination. In sharp contrast to the male-dominated collective Long
March expedition, which is integrated into the glorious founding of the PRC
through discursive construction, the individual voyages of thousands of females
to Yan’an in search of the revolutionary truth are far less appreciated than they
deserve. With Xiao Hong and Ding Ling’s life routes and writings as
comparative and contrasting examples, I portray the individual female journeys
of and during revolution across space as an alternative and complement to the
collective male expedition as discussed in the previous chapter. When the whole
nation was in crisis, thousands of individuals traveled extensively in a conscious
and unconscious search for a homeland. The founding of the PRC in 1949 split
China’s national space into the mainland and Taiwan, with both sides waging
war in imaginary, figurative ways over ownership of the mainland. The Cultural
Revolution, in both its institutional cultural apparatus and individual acts,
demonstrated a continuous effort to defend the national territory by venturing to
and battling at the frontier. Because the Chinese Communist revolution mainly
took place in the countryside and the radical changes in urban space were on the
whole a result of reform rather than revolution, I do not address the issue of
urban space.”!

While land has been politically central as the material form of space, the
Chinese Communists have also made changes within social space and symbolic
space. Looking at space in three dimensions, as discussed above, I argue that
twentieth-century revolutionary movements promoted three main aspects of
Chinese spatial construction: maintaining territorial sovereignty, redefining
social relations, and governing an imaginary realm. Therefore, this study
explores the interconnected relations and fluid interactions among revolution,
space, and culture. It focuses on the neglected connection between revolution
and space, then introduces space and spatiality as a critical dimension, challeng-
ing the paradigm of historical dominance in the study of modern Chinese liter-
ature. The case studies show how revolution and culture both work to construct
national space, determine social relations, and form a spatial consciousness. The
central theme is how revolutionary discourses and practices—battles over land
in physical space, struggles over power in social space, efforts to dominate
consciousness in symbolic space—construct, subvert, and even smash national
space.

Corresponding to the discussion of problematic maps in the introduction, the
conclusion of this book discusses another case of maps and politics. During the
heyday of the Cultural Revolution, the State Post Bureau released a postage
stamp inscribed with a map of China and entitled “The Entire Nation is Red” to
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commemorate the grand founding of the Revolutionary Committees all over
mainland China. This postage stamp was recalled immediately because of its
political incorrectness: inaccurate boundaries in the south and the exclusion of
Taiwan from “Red China.” Focusing on the interrelatedness of the significance
of maps in (inter)national politics and their cultural representation, this coda
addresses the following critical issues: How Chinese conceptualize maps and
their representational power in politics; the ways cartography as a modern visual
medium can convey or conceal the truth; and how visual images and their textual
representations become contested sites of knowledge practices.
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1 The will to land, the will to
revolution

From the soil, down to earth

Thirty-sixth year [211Bc]: Mars lodged in the mansion of the Heart Star. A
meteor fell on Dong Province, turning into a stone when it reached the ground.
One of the common people inscribed on the stone: “The First Emperor will die
and his land be divided.” [my emphasis] When the First Emperor heard of this,
he sent the imperial secretary to investigate, but no one would confess to the
deed. In the end the emperor had all the persons living in the vicinity of the stone

seized and put to death, and had the stone burned and pulverized.
Sima Qian, “The Basic Annals of the First Emperor of the Qin,” Records of the
Grand Historian'

Whether curse or prophecy, “The First Emperor will die and his land be divided”
suggested the end of the Qin dynasty (221-206Bc). Only with the downfall of
the despotic Qin could the other six states end their ignoble existence under the
iron tyrant. In its original context the Chinese term difen 143, “his land be
divided,” did not connote a redistribution of the land to its tillers, but rather the
shattered land of the state and the breakdown of a ruthless dynasty. History
proved the prophecy at least half right: the First Emperor died one year later in
210Bc, not long after his Qin dynasty had claimed sovereignty over China. But
the land that was then divided into Wei %fi, Shu %j, and Wu %= was soon reu-
nited and expanded as the even greater state of Han X under the leadership of
Liu Bang XI|3 (256-195Bc). Though harassed by surrounding tribes from time
to time, the region continued to survive, consolidated, even until today, under
the glorious appellation of China in 202 Bc.

Like anything else taken out of context, “his land be divided” found a new
fate nearly two millennia later when Mao Dun % & appropriated the epithet and
put it into the mouths of peasant rebels in his rewriting of the first recorded
mass-scale peasant insurgency in Chinese history, led by Chen Sheng FJlk and
Wu Guang 5.2 In Mao Dun’s retelling, “The First Emperor will die and his
land be divided” expressed the peasants’ primitive desire for land, a desire
repressed and denied within the feudal system. Like most writers on historical
subjects, Mao Dun tried to make the ancient speak on behalf of its contemporary
counterpart. In the 1930s, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) had to move to
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the countryside after a series of frustrations in the city. The CCP was struggling
for survival, establishing revolutionary bases and winning peasants over to the
revolutionary cause by promising them land and other equal opportunities in the
new society. As a consciously conformist writer, Mao Dun showed his identifi-
cation with the CCP through his ostensibly progressive writing by drawing atten-
tion away from petty-bourgeoisie intellectual abstractions and focusing on the
down-to-earth realities of the peasantry.’

“Down to earth” should be understood literally here. There are several
English equivalents for di i or tudi Tt in Chinese: land, earth, soil, ground,
and so on. In this chapter, different English referents of #fl and 11l are used for
contextual convenience. China has traditionally been an agrarian country for
thousands of years. As the pioneering Chinese sociologist Fei Xiaotong %721
discovered in the 1940s, its society is fundamentally rural. He described China
as a nation based on the soil with a personal anecdote: The first time he went
abroad, his nanny wrapped some dirt scraped from a stove in red paper and put it
in his suitcase as a blessing.* “Go tilling with sunrise; back home with sunset”
(ri chu er zuo, ri luo er xi) has been a typical description of conventional Chinese
life. Not much theorization is needed to explain how much land means to a
nation that bases its livelihood on the earth.

The land matters on multiple levels. First, land is the basic productive
resource of the peasant masses. Second, soil is where people’s roots are fixed.
Third, earth is more tangible than its counterpart, heaven. On earth people find a
foothold, build a house, and grow their food; in other words, they spend their
lives materially in this world. These three imports are interrelated. On the basis
of the above three levels, moving from the concrete to the abstract, I propose to
understand the literary depiction of land as a gateway to the configuration of
space in the specific context of modern China. I define space here as the three-
dimensional domain perceived by human senses through the interplay of phys-
ical experience and imagination. Consequently, land reform in the 1920s is the
beginning of the spatial reconfiguration of modern China.

Land reform has many precedents in China and plenty of counterparts abroad
since modernization. Many of the uprisings throughout China’s long history
were intended to reform land ownership in favor of peasants.’ The most spectac-
ular and influential one might be the Land System of the Heavenly Kingdom
(Tianchao tianmu zhidu X5 H 1 ), put in place in 1853 during the Taiping
Rebellion (1851-64) (Taiping tianguo KF-K[E]).® Peasant movements were a
dynamic force in regime changes throughout the dynastic period and are an
essential part of premodern Chinese history, especially within the Communist
historical-materialist outlook. Such movements can appear to be cyclical,
uncanny returns of the repressed over two millennia, continuing until the founda-
tion of the People’s Republic of China. From our perspective today we might be
amazed by the history of revolt by landless peasants like Chen Sheng and Wu
Guang and the thousands who followed in their footsteps for centuries. Perhaps
we should also be astonished by the fact that Chinese peasants in the twenty-first
century are still far from owning the land they work, even though the slogan
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“The people are sovereign over their land” (Renmin dangjia zuozhu N\ B 545
%) has hung over China for more than half a century.

The Chinese narrative of social(ist) revolution is universally well known:
After a series of failed experiments in urban uprisings,’ the revolution moved to
the countryside and recouped its strength.® This move offered Mao the first
opportunity to take the lion’s share of the credit for the successful Chinese
revolution, since he realized the feasibility, importance, and necessity of peasant
revolution in his Report of the Investigation of the Hunan Peasant Movement
(1927), even though he denounces his arch political rival Chen Duxiu, the former
central leader of the CCP, as “the Right opportunist.”® Because distributing land
in promise and in practice was the fundamental concern of peasant revolution—
sometimes called agrarian revolution—I use “land reform” rather than one of
those two terms to emphasize the significance of land in this movement. Mao
must have been impressed by the victories of the rebellious peasantry, and may
well have been inspired by those who succeeded in overturning the previous
dynasties and establishing their own.'° Revolution in China may have meant, for
Mao and many others, the struggle for land. However, his ambition, and that of
the peasants, encompassed much more: to him, it was the means; to the masses,
it was the end. Ends justify means, but means do not ensure ends.

Land reform provides a field in which the oppressed masses of the old society
take center stage to vent their rage in a compelling action that makes obtaining
their goal palpably close. The peasants’ will to secure land, which had been ruth-
lessly repressed for thousands of years, was transformed into the will to revolu-
tion under the new circumstances conditioned by Communist mobilization. My
objective is to trace the genealogical origin of revolution transforming space to
the land reform in the 1920s Chinese Communist agenda. I argue that land, as a
concrete materialistic form as well as the base of space, was the first object to be
revolutionized. In this chapter I focus on literary manifestations of land reform
as an intermediary between land and revolution. The relationships among land,
writing, and revolution are complex. Land, both cause and effect of the revolu-
tion, is presented as an object of the peasantry’s collective primitive desire in
these writings, as well as an effective means to engage the peasants in the
revolution. With the will to revolution looming large, the will to gain land gave
place to a grander project: class struggle and national salvation.

Writing played a dubious role in this revolutionary practice. Intended to
promote the idea of transferring land to the tillers, it expresses in an accessible
style the peasants’ quest for land. The solution suggested is, however, wishful
thinking. More subversively, these writings unintentionally reveal the limits and
even the impossibility of land reform. I understand land reform as an attempt to
redefine human beings’ relationship to land, by means of possessing it or losing
it. With the change in the relationship of humans to land, i.e., the redistribution
of land among people, social relations change too. The identification of a person
with a particular piece of land embodies the individual’s position in physical
space; it also determines a person’s material distance from others, and so consti-
tutes the basis of human social relations.
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I start with a comparative and contrastive reading of three of the earliest political
texts addressing the significance of land in Chinese revolution: Sun Yat-sen’s “Land
to the Tillers” (Gengzhe you qi tian, 1924), Li Dazhao’s “Land and Peasant” (Tudi
yu nongmin, 1925-26), and Mao Zedong’s Report of the Investigation of the Hunan
Peasant Movement (Hunan nongmin yundong kaocha baogao, 1927; Report here-
after). I then examine how some of the motifs from these texts, e.g., “land to the
tillers” and “down with landlords and evil gentry (dadao tuhao lieshen)” are used in
contemporaneous literature such as Mao Dun’s “Mud” (Nining) and “Great Marsh
District” (Dazexiang), Bai Wei’s Fight Out of the Ghost Tower (Dachu youling ta),
and Hong Shen’s Wukui Bridge (Wukui giao). Intriguingly, the literary works do
not respond to the earlier two texts that are historically significant and address land
issues specifically. Instead, they echo the rhetoric introduced in Mao’s Report,
which hardly touches on the issue of land distribution but instead serves as a metic-
ulous guide to fighting the landlords and gentry.

From revolution to rhetoric, from politics to poetics

In their earlier period, neither the Nationalists nor the Communists attended to
the significance of peasants in revolution adequately. After the collaboration of
the Kuomintang (KMT) and the CCP in January 1924, the peasant issue
appeared on the Nationalist agenda. Following a series of revolutionary experi-
ments—some failed, some successful to varying degrees—Sun Yat-sen
expanded his vision to include the peasants. In August 1924, Sun delivered the
third lecture on livelihood from his “Three Principles of the People” (Sanmin
zhuyi) and proposed that the ultimate goal of livelihood and the final solution to
the peasant problem would be to achieve “land to the tillers.”'! In the same
month, he made a speech on “land to the tillers” at the commencement of the
first Peasant Movement Institute (Nongmin yundong jiangxisuo A& FI2 5t 2] B)
initiated by the Central Executive Committee of the KMT. Sun addressed three
issues: (1) as the majority of the Chinese populace, peasants should form the
base of revolution. The success of revolution depended on the consolidation of
peasants; (2) as peasants were the most miserable class in Chinese society, their
interest should be considered in disseminating “Three Principles of the People”;
and (3) “land to the tillers” was the ultimate key to rescue peasants from their
distress.'? In theory, Sun had realized the crux of Chinese revolution. Unfortu-
nately, he did not come up with a set of effective methods to put his theory into
practice before he died in 1925.

Meanwhile, the importance of peasants to the Chinese Communist revolution
gradually emerged. The pioneering Chinese Marxist Li Dazhao probed the issue
of land and peasants in an article written at the end of 1925 and the beginning of
1926. His discussion has five purposes: (1) to describe the equal land ownership
movement in Chinese history; (2) to document the consistency of peasant bank-
ruptey; (3) to identify yeomen and tenant farmers as the majority and the most
miserable among peasants; (4) to propose giving farmland to the peasants; and
(5) to suggest the organization of peasant associations and self-defense forces."
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Li acknowledged Sun’s insight on equal land ownership and regretted that he did
not live long enough to see it. Li had predicted: “Chinese nationalist revolution
will not be far from success if the mass of peasants get organized to engage in
the revolution.”* Introducing a few scientific statistics and full of rational argu-
mentation without political instigation, Li’s article is more a political treatise in
the form of a sociological survey of the Chinese peasantry’s status quo than a
propaganda pamphlet.

In his early discussions of the peasant movement, Mao Zedong aligned
himself with Sun and Li. In September 1926, Mao came straight to the point in
the opening of an essay: “The peasant problem is the central issue of nationalist
revolution. The nationalist revolution will not succeed if peasants do not rise up
to support it.”'> Over the course of a year, Mao emphasized the substantial role
of peasants in revolution in almost all his articles,'® with the strongest emphasis
in his Report. Mao must have been familiar with Sun’s and Li’s discourse on
land, peasants, and revolution since both texts were among the most popular
articles in the circle surrounding the Peasant Movement Institute—Sun made the
speech at its commencement and Li’s essay was chosen to be on the syllabus of
the institute. Mao himself was in charge of the sixth workshop of the Peasant
Movement Institute. Report was written only two years after Sun’s lecture and
one year after Li’s work on the potential revolutionary power of the peasantry,
but its effect on the literary world was far more extensive than that of its
predecessors.

For a long time, Report has been considered one of the most important texts
of the Chinese revolution. Structurally, Report tackles three issues:'” It describes
the vigorous peasant movement in the five counties of Hunan and argues against
antipeasant movements; it defines the poor(est) peasants, including the hooli-
gans, as the revolutionary vanguard and says they should become leaders of the
revolution; and it calls for the peasants to organize under peasant associations to
overthrow landlords and gentry, and summarizes 14 deeds the peasants have
achieved under the leadership of the associations. However, the central focus of
Report is to lay out general strategies for working with the peasantry, such as
identifying enemies and specific methods to fight them, i.e., interrogation,
protest, incarceration, and execution. Despite its title, as Roy Hotheinz points
out, Report lacks all the elements of a party report—references to organized
effort, accounts of party activity, recommendations about policy.'® Besides the
above tangible political messages, its contribution is on multiple levels, all of
which are most efficacious as propaganda.'® Only one-tenth of Report actually
pertains to the necessity of the peasant movement. The remaining nine-tenths is
devoted to elaborate arguments on the legitimacy of violence and its proper
implementation. In fact, Report functions as a companion to mob rule.

Poetics of violence

Mao establishes a poetics of violence in Report. He first identifies landlords and
gentry as the object of the violence and forges a cluster of neorevolutionary terms
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consisting of “local tyrant,” “evil gentry,” “violence,” and “insurrection.” Using
the rhetorical strategy of synecdoche, Mao defines an entire class by one of its
parts—he does not differentiate good landlords from bad landlords. They are all
put in the single category of “landlord tyrants” (tuhao 1-5%.) In the same way, he
collapses the gentry class. All gentry are classified as “evil gentry” (lieshen 454}).
Since Report, landlord tyrants and evil gentry have been blamed as the primary
domestic cause of sinning and suffering in Chinese society, so that there is hardly
a single landlord or member of the gentry presented as a positive figure in literary
or artistic works.”® In contrast, peasants are characterized as the oppressed subjects
in need of enlightenment to overthrow the class causing their misery.

After identifying the two opposite classes—the oppressor and the oppressed—
involved, Mao expounds the raison d’étre of violence: that is, what revolution is
all about. To quote one of Mao’s most well-known mottos:

A revolution is not a dinner party, or writing an essay, or painting a picture,
or doing embroidery; it cannot be so refined, so leisurely and gentle, so tem-
perate, kind, courteous, restrained, and magnanimous. A4 revolution is an
insurrection, an act of violence by which one class overthrows another. A
rural revolution is a revolution by which the peasantry overthrows the
power of the feudal landlord class.*' [my italics]

This saying is so idiomatic that few people delve into the logic of the argument.
Mao begins the definition through negation—saying what revolution is not. He
first implicitly aims at the urban CCP sympathizers, especially educated youth
who like the notion of revolution as a fad but are not free from the bourgeois
outlook and inclinations. Mao attacks activities associated with the leisure class,
like dinner parties, creative writing, and painting. In doing so, he establishes that
the peasant revolution is not going to be a bourgeois revolution; instead, it will
annihilate bourgeois mindsets and activities. The most distinctive feature of the
peasant revolution is the unconditional endorsement of violence of one class
against the other—peasants against the landlords and gentry.

In the hermeneutics of revolutionary violence, Mao employs the rhetoric of
tautology. He repeats the same or similar arguments in different sections under
different subtitles, presumably addressing different issues; thus, one argument
on the same issue is spread throughout the entire article. His advocacy of viol-
ence permeates the text from beginning to end, in both the section opposing the
overreaching of the peasant movement and the section identifying revolutionary
vanguards. Mao also repeats the figurative image of “overturn and step on” when
discussing the struggle against landlords and gentry. By means of these rhetori-
cal strategies, Mao argues for the use of violence in land reform.

Pedagogy of mobocracy

Mao not only legitimizes revolutionary violence, but also demonstrates concrete
techniques for peasants, including riffraff, to implement it. He comes up with an
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inventory of struggle skills by summarizing 14 great activities that peasants have
practiced in the country and explicitly encourages them to continue. The list con-
sists of the basic models of struggle against landlords and gentry, similar to
Russian formalist generalizations about the prototypes of Russian mythology. A
well-coded formula, it sets the parameters for literary manifestations of fighting
landlords with dramatic elements for many years to come. The enumerated 14
plots are selected and patched together to form literary narratives.

Mao unconditionally approves all violent acts done by peasants, no matter
how militant and hooliganistic. Report served as a manual on smashing land-
lords and gentry politically and economically, as well as detailed measures to be
taken: protest, public struggle,”? imprisonment, exile, and even execution.”* Mao
endorses the terror that peasants produced: “In sum, there must be terror for a
period everywhere in the countryside. Otherwise, we cannot crack down on the
counterrevolutionary activities. Neither can we bring down the gentry’s
power.”* From Mao’s point of view, no matter what means are used, as long as
they help to overthrow the landlords and gentry, they are legitimate beyond
question. Terror is granted unconditional endorsement.

Revolutionary anti-ethics

Mao refutes the charges of some conservative Communists at the time that the
peasants were going too far under the peasant associations. He admits that peas-
ants are in a sense “unruly” in the countryside. Nonetheless, he attributes their
so-called “exceeding the proper limits in righting a wrong” to evil gentry and
lawless landlords who themselves have driven peasants “too far.” Mao endows
peasant associations with supreme power in dealing with all kinds of issues in
society. This institutional machine overrides legislature, judiciary, and adminis-
tration. By and large, peasant associations support peasants’ defiance of law and
order. It would be just to Mao if the peasants lolled on the ivory-inlaid beds of
young ladies from the households of the landlord tyrants and evil gentry—which
implies the physical insult of women in those households. Report is radical
enough not only to defy the traditional law and moral system but also to estab-
lish a set of revolutionary antiethics.

To report, to prefigure

Mao speaks on his own behalf. He plays multiple roles in and out of the text. If
Report is compared with a staged drama, Mao is the playwright, director, pro-
ducer, and protagonist simultaneously. This is one of the earliest of Mao’s writ-
ings with a full representation of himself, his ego writ large. It is composed as a
solipsism; he acts more as a prophet than a reporter.

Although it appears to be based on a field survey, Report aspires to prefigure
the future rather than reconstruct the past. All of the events and statements Mao
recounts serve as references or even guidance for upcoming revolutionary activ-
ities. Many paragraphs do not concern the past or ongoing circumstances, but
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focus on painting the future of revolution. Mao uses violent natural images like
thunderstorms and hurricanes to prescribe revolution in an apocalyptic way in
the opening part of Report:

In a very short time, in China’s central provinces in both north and south,
several hundred million peasants will rise up like a mighty storm, like a hur-
ricane, a force so swift and violent that no power, however great, will be
able to hold it back. They will smash all the trammels that bind them and
rush forward along the road to liberation. They will sweep all the imperial-
ists, warlords, corrupt officials, landlord tyrants, and evil gentry into their
graves.”

Mao’s prediction is not realistic, based on his survey. He pretends not to see
the threat posed by the formidable power of the local militia and Nationalist
forces that would support the landlord and gentry classes, and continues to con-
struct the panoramic vista of the revolutionary future with words. While pleased
that “those who formerly prostrated themselves before the power of the gentry
now bow before the power of the peasants” and “the world since last October
[1927] is a different one,” Mao repeats: “Those who used to rank lowest now
rank above everybody else; this is called ‘turning things upside down.”” Mao’s
vision in Report is a fantasy, and this was soon proved by history. The peasant
movement was crushed in a few months, with thousands of deaths. Mao retreated
to the desolate mountains with only a handful of followers, the defeated leader
of a peasant revolt.

Report mainly argues for violence and delineates the organization of peasant
participation in the movement. The fundamental issues of land distribution and
tax reduction are barely touched upon. Mao’s concern is how to mobilize peas-
ants to revolution rather than resolve the fundamental problems of the country-
side. In order to accomplish this, he adopts an effective strategy: rhetoric.
Although political instigation is not exclusive to Report, no other earlier writings
by Mao himself are as rich and radical in the rhetoric of violence. The exchange
of revolution for rhetoric is significant. It symbolizes the exchange between pol-
itics and poetics.

There are striking similarities between literary works dealing with land
reform and Mao’s Report: the endorsement of violence, suggestions for moboc-
racy, the urge to overturn the established moral and ethical order, and efforts to
find a resolution to revolution. By displaying these resemblances in rhetoric and
conception between revolutionary pamphlets and literary creation, I mean to
highlight the influence of revolution on literature. The revolutionary rhetoric in
Mao’s Report has provided literary writers with ample resources for their crea-
tive writings. Sun Yat-sen and Li Dazhao’s articles address land reform in a
more fundamental and reasonable way. However, they have little influence on
literary works. This may well be due to the lack of compelling rhetorical devices
in Sun’s and Li’s political treatises.
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Down to earth

Land to the tillers.
(Sun Yat-sen, “The Three Principles of the People”)

“The First Emperor will die and the land be divided.”
(Sima Qian, “The Basic Annals of the First Emperor of the Qin”, quoted in
Mao Dun, “Great Marsh District”)

As discussed at the beginning of this chapter, since 1924 equal land distribution
to peasants was a top priority on both the Nationalist and Communist agendas.
In two years, the peasant movement prevailed in several southern provinces like
Guangdong, Zhejiang, and Hunan. As it gained momentum, the attitudes of
Nationalists and Communists diverged. Even within the Communist camp, peo-
ple’s opinions differed. Mao’s Report was the result of an individually con-
ducted survey aimed at arguing against those who thought that the peasant
movement was going too far. As I have discussed, Report served more as a ped-
agogical index to mob rule and a forecast of the revolutionary future than a polit-
ical directive, mostly due to the exchange between revolution and rhetoric,
between politics and poetics. Mao was not alone in forging revolutionary rhet-
oric and conjuring up political poetics. His counterpart in literary production was
equally devoted to constructing the poetics of revolution.

Mao Dun maintained a high-profile position in and out of his literary nar-
rative of early Communist revolution. His act of escaping with a check for 2,000
yuan at a critical moment for the CCP and fleeing to Japan is often read as ques-
tionable allegiance to the Communist cause when considered alongside the com-
plexity and ambivalence represented in his fiction.”® His trilogy Eclipse (Shi)
opened a gateway to the real(ist) mise-en-scéne of the Great Revolution. Besides
giving attention to urban intellectuals stuck in the maelstrom of the revolution,
Mao Dun showed earnest interest in the peasants’ fate in rural revolution before
presenting his macroscopic understanding of rural bankruptcy in Midnight
(Ziye). Although they also concern the issue of land, “Great Marsh District” and
“Mud” offer completely different outlooks on Communist land movements in
the countryside. Here I situate the two stories concerning land reform in the
larger context of Sun’s “land to the tillers” movement to show how the literary
writer responded to land reform and how he differed from or accorded with poli-
ticians in laying out the project of land distribution.

Since “land to the tillers” became an irresistible lure to the peasants in the
revolution under both Sun Yat-sen and Li Dazhao, Mao Dun borrowed “The
First Emperor will die and his land be divided” from Sima Qian to express a
desire repressed for centuries, although it originally had nothing to do with land
ownership. Even though Sun Yat-sen, Li Dazhao, and Mao Zedong all addressed
that issue, it does not seem that Mao Dun responded to either Sun or Li. On the
contrary, the philosophy used in his depiction of the struggle over land is mostly
Mao Zedong’s, especially the emphasis on the peasants and class differences.
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Mao Dun bridged the gap between Sun and Li (both stressing equal land owner-
ship) and Mao (skipping equal land distribution, emphasizing class struggle) in a
true-to-history manner in his narrative.

Mao Dun and Mao Zedong shared the same outlook on the peasant revolu-
tion. Mao Dun practiced what Mao Zedong prescribed in Report in his literary
writings. Although Mao Dun eventually interpreted the peasant insurrection as a
struggle for land, this piece of “land” was no less polemic. It is clear that Mao
Dun imposed “land to the tillers” onto the ancient peasants; he was well edu-
cated in the Chinese classics and was familiar with the uprising led by Chen
Sheng and Wu Guang, especially as Sima Qian’s Records of the Grand His-
torian was required for traditional education. Thus this anachronism cannot be
attributed to ignorance or a careless mistake, but is an intentional fabrication.
Mao Dun’s visionary solution to land distribution in his short historical story
“Great Marsh District” is subverted by his other work, “Mud,” in which the
Communist promise of land to the peasants only leads to their disastrous end.

Land politics does not stop here. It signifies on both literal and metaphorical
levels, and would be an issue in Chinese political life throughout the next 50
years: land reform in the Communist areas in the late 1940s and early 1950s,
struggle against landowners in the following political movements. Meanwhile,
writers depicted land distribution in their fiction. “Mud” and “Great Marsh Dis-
trict” propose different resolutions, but whether intended as pro- or anti-
Communist land proposals, both works are lost in authorial denial. Mao Dun was
obsessed with disavowing these two short stories in his later years. I argue
that besides practical political concerns, Mao Dun’s disavowal epitomizes the
dilemma of Chinese land ownership and the author’s disillusionment with the
inability to find or even fantasize a possible solution.

As Sima Qian recorded, the Chen Sheng and Wu Guang uprising happened
the following way. In July 209Bc, 900 recruits from among the poor were
marching to the frontier, Yuyang, for guard duties, herded by two Qin army
officers. Chen Sheng and Wu Guang were two camp leaders. They were stuck in
the great marsh district due to continuous rain. According to the law of the Qin
dynasty, they all would be put to death because of this delay. Chen Sheng and
Wu Guang decided to rebel. In order to win support from the people, they acted
in the name of Prince Fu Su and Xiang Yan, the general of the state of Chu. Fu
Su was the eldest son of the First Emperor but was murdered by his brother, the
Second Emperor, who then seized the throne. Chen and Wu put a piece of silk
inscribed with “Chen Sheng the King” into a fish belly, then assigned a soldier
to buy the fish for cooking. Thus the inscribed silk was revealed to the public.
Meanwhile, Wu Guang and his followers hid in the wilderness, pretending to be
foxes crying: “Restore the Kingdom of Chu! Cheng Sheng the King!” The sol-
diers were all astonished.

One day, Wu Guang deliberately provoked the Qin officers and was severely
beaten. This made his fellow soldiers very angry. Wu snatched the chance and
killed the officer on the spot. In the meantime, Chen had killed the other officer.
Chen and Wu then gathered all the men and said:
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Since we are caught in a heavy rain, we are already late. We cannot make
light of our own lives. If one has to die, he should die like a man. Are the
princes and lords and prime ministers born leaders?

The crowd responded in unison: “We will follow you.” Chen Sheng and Wu
Guang thus became the leaders of the uprising.”’

Mao Dun copied most of the plot, even including details, from Sima Qian
without making substantial changes. Nevertheless, he took a radical step further
in “Great Marsh District” by adding to the original a strong flavor of class con-
flict.”® He replaced the rebellious Qin soldiers with class-conscious peasants. The
commanding officers are well-to-do landowners. Correspondingly, all of the 900
conscripts belong to the poor peasant class. Chen Sheng has a “poor peasant’s
face, slightly wrinkled and darkened by the sun.” Mao Dun skillfully linked the
uprising to the stone fallen from the sky two years before, which in Sima Qian’s
narrative had nothing to do with the uprising led by Chen Sheng and Wu Guang.
Mao Dun added a twist here, transforming the soldiers’ struggle for survival into
an unquenchable desire for land:

Thinking with joy of planting on their own land, the 900 conscripts feel that
the only thing worth risking their lives for is land. They are not interested in
“Chen Sheng the King.” If they have to go on having emperors, they want
one who will be different from the old emperor, one who will give them
land of their own fo till [my emphasis].?’

After 2,000 years, the conscripts from the bottom of the Qin hierarchy are
resurrected. Their long-hidden class consciousness is awakened so that they
realize that the archenemy—Ilandlords—is causing their misery. Survival is no
longer their ultimate goal, but becomes a means to change their landless status.
The peasant revolt appears as an idealized picture:*

The wildfire from the underground breaks out! The crash of slaves breaking
their chains spreads from camp to camp. Every village, every country in the
realm ruled by the Qin Emperor is rocked by the explosion in Great Marsh.
Oppressed peasants rise to overthrow! Like a great tide they sweep away the
corrupt officials, the cruel repressive laws!

The First Emperor is dead! The land will be divided!

The concluding sentence is intriguing. It appears to be a slogan cried out by
the rebels, but as mentioned above, it is in fact a stone inscription that descended
apocalyptically from heaven. Mao Dun was fascinated with unmasking supersti-
tions. As an atheist, he preferred everything to have a human rather than a heav-
enly origin. He would not pray up to heaven, but rather down to earth.

The awkward device of imposing class consciousness onto the rebellious sol-
diers of Qin may make “Great Marsh District” appear artistically limited. The
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reasoning behind the story is like that of Mao’s Report: first, class explains all;
second, the irreconcilable conflict between the rich and poor peasants is the ulti-
mate origin of this struggle; third, any means are reasonable to overthrow the
rich peasant class. In spite of all the above, at least three questions make this
story all the more compelling: What motivated Mao Dun to go back to the alleg-
edly first peasant insurrection? What was behind his intentional misuse of histor-
ical materials?*! Why did Mao Dun make his raison d’étre of the peasant
struggle a piece of land, which was not the case in the recorded history?

The puzzle of land in “Great Marsh District” can be better understood in con-
junction with Mao Dun’s other short story, “Mud,” which offers a different
outlook on Communist land reform. So I will delve into “Mud” for a different
picture, then return to the superimposed land issue in Mao Dun’s re-creation of
the legendary tale of Chen Sheng and Wu Guang.

Written in April 1929 in Japan, “Mud” tells how the CCP army entered a
village to develop peasant associations and propagate Communism, then
retreated when another army arrived. The story is set in 1927. It opens on a
morning after a long night of gunfire, presumably the aftermath of the Northern
Expedition.”? Immediately the gray-uniformed soldiers come into the village.
They hand out leaflets, paste up slogans, and go house to house knocking on
doors, getting people to come out. A few pinched, sallow faces show up, men
still wearing queues. But they do not understand what the gray-uniformed young
men are saying. It sounds to them like a made-up language.

The title of the story alludes to the dilemma faced by Communist movements
in rural areas after the coup d’état of Chiang Kai-shek, with the KMT slaughter-
ing the Communists on April 12, 1927, as the watershed. Nining, or mud, liter-
ally means a type of mire in which people can get stuck without a way out. To
make the title directly symbolic is typical of Mao Dun. As he did with his novel-
las Disillusionment (Huanmie), Vacillation (Dongyao), and Pursuit (Zhuiqiu),
about the loss of direction of the urban bourgeois Communists, Mao Dun used
“Mud” to signify the condition of the land reform that the Communists promoted
in the countryside. “Mud” can also be taken literally. It draws attention down to
the earth. What kind of soil is it? Neither a patch of productive field with golden
ripening wheat nor a piece of prosperous land with hopeful residents, but a
mixture of dirt and water in which poor and dispossessed villagers struggle like
Wworms.

The gray-uniformed people, apparently representing the Communists,
promise land to the villagers. But this turns out to be false. When they realize
that their desire for land will never be fulfilled, the villagers give up their belief
in the Communists. Ironically, the promise that the Communists expected to use
as a tool turns into an incentive to subvert the Communists themselves. When he
realizes the impossibility of land ownership, the village tough, Living No Pre-
dicting (Huo wuchang), starts cursing the gray-uniformed people: “It all sounds
nice, but it’s really a swindle! I haven’t yet seen a chunk of mud, much less land.
Those sons-of-bitches!” Intriguingly, when the villagers’ possession of land
seems unlikely, their desire for it turns into a collective desire to possess women.
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Communizing in this context is understood as equal accessibility to both the
material (land) and the corporeal (women). After Living No Predicting curses
the Communists for not guaranteeing them land, some other villagers immedi-
ately switch the focus to merrymaking through women.

“Inhuman sons-of-bitches! They are merrymaking in the temple. The
Seventh saw it with his own eyes, right? Then they cheat us by denying it.
Who believes them?” a younger one said, blinking his eyes.

“They should let us have some fun! We want to have some fun too,”
another one said.

“They say they’re not sharing out wives! Hey! The five or six new ones,
what are they there for? So they only share among themselves? Let us gents
share theirs! Only sons of bitches would not come along. Fuck!”

“As if you have to tell us! That one with the long legs, whose ass wiggles
when she walks, she makes me drool.”

Everyone burst out laughing, swallowing a thick mouthful.

“Let’s do it! Penting up the heat all our lives, we’ve had enough. This is
a chance hard to come by. Whoever hesitates is a lousy son-of-a-bitch!”

No Predicting jumped up to make the declaration. A sudden burst of
wind obliterated the last part of what he was saying. The yellow dirt blew
up from the ground and rolled itself into a curtain of dust, enveloping
them all.

This scene predicts something ominous. Once again, it contains an image of mud
or dirt, which is related to the turmoil of putsch. The curtain of dust clothing the
gathering villagers also symbolizes that no matter how hard they struggle, their
fate is sealed: The mud symbolically functions as a tomb burying the peasants
alive.

“Mud” presents a vivid miniature of the shadowy side of land reform. The
peasants understand the key concept of Communism: sharing everything, even
wives. Mao Dun was well informed of the development of the peasant move-
ment. At the beginning of April 1927, he was appointed editor-in-chief of
Hankou Republic Daily (Hankou minguo ribao),*® a newspaper propagating CCP
ideology. Mao Zemin, Mao Zedong’s brother, was the general manager. Hankou
Republic Daily was very active in publicizing the peasant movement, and Mao
Dun was exposed to many reports about peasants fighting landlords. The KMT
and CCP did not agree on whether the peasant associations were going too far.
This difference of opinion surfaced even within the CCP. To rectify this, Mao
conducted a field survey and wrote the Report to support peasant violence. Mao
Dun wrote a few editorials in the paper championing the peasant struggle against
landlords and gentry.** There were also rumors circulating at the time that the
Communists shared wives, which shocked the majority of traditional peasants.

In “Mud,” both women and land are considered possessions. Sharing posses-
sions is interpreted as having equal access to both. In the flyer handed out by the
gray-uniformed people, there are pictures of modern women. Old Man Huang’s
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little son, The Seventh, a cowherd and farmhand, only wants to look at the girl
pictured on the flyer, with her slim waist and short sleeves, raising both arms in
the air. Seeing the bare-armed girl laughing in the midst of four or five men,
holding onto one another’s arms, Old Man Huang can’t help blurting out a curse:
“Goddamn! This means sharing wives for sure.” His other son, The Third, feels
lucky that his wife has passed away. The Seventh replies: “Communizing isn’t
so bad; after all, we don’t have any women in our household.”

Soon after this, the peasant association is established. The women in the
village also have to organize an association for themselves. Old Man Huang
feels uneasy about women having their own organization. He regrets having
been involved and worries that people in the village will not forgive him for his
“wrongdoing.” In the meantime, The Seventh finds the whole thing amusing, but
is a bit unhappy that they have not “shared out the wives.” “Nobody was ever
serious about sharing wives—dammit, he thought.” At the end of the story, when
owning land is still in the air, The Seventh continues to fantasize about the beau-
tiful girl on the flyer with her bare arms extended. In his delirium, his lips quiver,
as if to say: “It was a swindle all along! Fuck!”

The relationship of land to human beings becomes more problematic as lit-
eracy plays an ambivalent role in “Mud,” as the foundation of power and sub-
jectivity. Chinese peasants’ dispossession of land for thousands of years could
be attributed to their illiteracy. They are unable to become landowners without
potent agency, such as a politician’s theory and practice or a writer’s vision and
imagination. This does not necessarily mean peasants do not have the drive to
claim land for their own. Sometimes it is strong; other times it is completely
repressed. Being able to read and write helps peasants to articulate their quest.
As masters of literacy, politicians and writers are able to act and are capable of
acting on behalf of peasants, as both Mao Zedong and Mao Dun demonstrated.

“Mud” shows that even if a peasant is literate, he is unable to be the agent for
his own group; again, peasants can only exist as subjects—but without subject-
ivity. Their desire cannot be fulfilled without the intervention of someone quali-
fied. Old Man Huang is the only literate person in the village. Forty years ago,
he took a preliminary civil examination to join the imperial bureaucracy.
However, his beliefs are not as progressive as they should be. As a result, Old
Man Huang has a nostalgic longing for the imperial China:

What is this Republic stuff? The emperor is better! Sixteen years of the
Republic and there has been fighting every year. This year, too, of course!
In the spring it is Marshal Wu’s troops, then it was the Fengtian army, and
now...

With these words, Old Man Huang expresses his discontent with the separatist
warlord regimes in Republican China.

Old Man Huang knows all the characters printed on the flyer, but he cannot
figure out what they mean. The flyer is supposed to propagate and indoctrinate
peasants with Communist ideas. However, the characters on it turn out to be
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empty signifiers that do not make sense to most of the illiterate peasants. Even
someone like Old Man Huang cannot interpret them in an appropriate way. More
ironically, the image of the woman with the characters becomes the most
important part of the flyer to the illiterate masses, including characters like The
Seventh. The flyer functions both negatively and subversively in reality: Failing
to convey its intended message, it also creates uneasiness among the peasant
masses who develop an alternative desire to land possession—the desire for
women. This dysfunctional, or more precisely malfunctional, flyer is just one of
hundreds of instances that expose the unbridgeable gap between the Communists
and the peasants. Literacy may work as an instrument of oppression,® but here it
results in the literate being oppressed. Old Man Huang is called to serve in the
peasant association organized by the gray-uniformed people, which only brings
him to a disastrous end: He is executed together with his son, The Third. (The
Seventh survives by not returning home the previous day.) Poor Old Man Huang
even feels relieved when he recognizes the troops’ flag and understands that the
characters written on its edge are the same as those of the soldiers under his
“superior.” Only the number is different.

There is no doubt that the Chinese Communists assumed agency in land
reform. They presented themselves as acting in the peasants’ interest. However,
the Communists in “Mud” turn out to be incompetent. They not only cannot
keep their promises but also bring disaster to the peasants they are supposed to
help and protect. As shown above, the narrative of “Mud” is focused on the
peasant subjects. Almost all of those with a presence in the story are named, or
to be precise, nicknamed: Pockmarked Li, No Predicting, and so on. In contrast,
the alleged Communists appear to be, in both a general and a generic sense, just
gray-uniformed people. They are basically anonymous, physically invisible but
virtually everywhere. The peasants voluntarily adjust their behavior upon their
arrival. Unlike their counterparts presented in other works with similar motifs by
leftist writers, even by Mao Dun himself, the Communists in “Mud” are speech-
less except for two succinct sentences interrogating Old Man Huang at the end
of the story.*® Their words are mediated via the peasants. The only literate person
in the village, Old Man Huang, recognizes only two characters in the flyer they
have distributed, “farmer” (nong) A% and “union” (he) 7. The slogan the Com-
munists have come up with seems fragmentary and does not make sense. There
are no other clues to help readers integrate the whole phrase. It is a signifier that
is impossible to decipher. The emptiness of the propaganda characters exactly
accords with the emptiness of the Communist promise of land to the peasants.
“It is a swindle after all!” as The Seventh frequently puts it.

Both “Mud” and “Great Marsh District” deal with the relationship between
man and land, but each is distinct in political orientation and narrative strategy.
However, Mao Dun disavowed the two works in his later life, especially “Great
Marsh District.””®” As early as 1931, when his most recent works—including
“Mud” and “Great Marsh District”—were collected in an anthology, Mao Dun
expressed his dissatisfaction with the form and content of both. This could be
interpreted as Mao Dun being humble. He also frankly stated that these endeavors
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were far from “maturity.”*® Whether they were mature or not, they contain many
distinct signs of class struggle and were extolled by the author’s own camp and
condemned by the enemy.*

Mao Dun was not proud of “Great Marsh District,” notwithstanding the atten-
tion it received.® In 1958, then serving as the cultural minister of the state, Mao
Dun once again voluntarily criticized the story by calling it too conceptual and
restated that he never liked it.*' Even if he did not express his disfavor of “Mud”
publicly, Mao Dun rejected this story in other ways. In 1958, when preparing for
the publication of Collection (Mao Dun wenji), Mao Dun decided to exclude
“Mud” and four other short stories.** In doing so, he admitted he was giving up
his favorites (ge ai) 1%, in his own words. He explained that he excluded them
because the five pieces belonged to the same category as “Creation” (Chuang-
zao), “Poem and Prose” (Shi yu sanwen), “Color Blindness” (Semang), and
“Cloud” (Tan) in both theme/content and artistic form. Anyone who reads “Cre-
ation” and the others will understand his thoughts on those past events.*
However, anyone who reads “Mud” can tell how different it is from both “Cre-
ation” and other writings that appear in Collection. Mao Dun’s words may
explain away his rejection of the four other works, but are definitely not true in
the case of “Mud.” The story has only been republished twice since its debut in
Monthly Novel (Xiaoshuo yuebao) in April 1929.* The Collection was a great
honor and the first chance for Mao Dun to reexamine and collect his works as a
whole and to extend his readership. The volume is supposed to be representative
of Mao Dun’s whole literary career, since he had written most of his fiction by
the late 1950s. Why did he give up “Mud” and offer a reason so easily refuted?

We may find a clue in his own biography. In 1980, one year before his death,
Mao Dun started writing his memoirs. Concerning “Mud,” he wrote:

According to the news from China, the troops of the CCP and KMT were
still having small-scale battles in the countryside. Therefore I wrote the
short story “Mud” (April 3, 1929). It was the first time that I wrote about the
countryside. But the peasants in the story were far too laggardly. This also
indicates that it doesn’t work to write about the countryside simply based
upon the news passed from China without one’s own observation and ana-
lysis about the country.®

It seems clear that the reason “Mud” was left out of Collection was due to the
backwardness of the peasants and the negative representation of the country.
Mao Dun confessed that there had been changes in his thought from 1928 to
1933.% Apparently he was struggling to achieve the correct political outlook. To
further answer this question, I will examine Mao Dun’s personal experience as
well as the actual macro history of the time.

April 12, 1927 marked the split between the United Front of the CCP and the
KMT. When the KMT started a massive slaughter of Communists, the CCP had
to move underground. Mao Dun quit Hankou Republic Daily, evaded arrest by
the KMT, disappeared with a check for 2,000 yuan of the CCP’s money, went to
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Japan in July 1928, and returned to Shanghai in April 1930. During this time
he lost contact with the CCP. As a result, he lost his party membership for
life.*” Mao Dun wrote a few works in Japan, including “Mud.” His first literary
work after returning was “Lin Chong the Leopard King” (August 1930). In the
next two months he wrote and published “The Stone Tablet” and “Great Marsh
District,” with growing class consciousness from one story to the next. In
“Mud,” the peasants are primitive, backward, unawakened, and even violent—
everything the Communists expect them not to be. The latter three historical
stories are flavored with the peasants’ radical progressiveness. How could Mao
Dun’s outlook change so radically in only a year, before and after his return to
Shanghai?

The contrasts between “Mud” and the historical trilogy are distinct: against
versus for the Communist agenda, refinement versus awkwardness in artistry;
natural flow versus abrupt turns in plotting; subtlety versus roughness in charac-
terization; and little versus a plethora in ideological intervention. These works
have only one thing in common besides dealing with land and peasants: Mao
Dun kept denying and denouncing both for different reasons. The historical
trilogy can be understood as an offering that Mao Dun sacrificed to the CCP—a
gesture of redemption and an act of reconversion to Communism. He had to
compromise artistic spontaneity with political advocacy in order to prove his
support for the Communist revolutionary cause.

From “Mud” to “Great Marsh District,” Mao Dun continued to explore the
issue of land and human beings in the Chinese Communist revolution. Reading
the stories together, one can also see his efforts to more clearly define the rela-
tionship between peasants and land. However, Mao Dun could not find the way
necessary for the peasants to have the land they desired. The soil he came up
with was originally dirt, as elusive as dust in the air. Although he eventually
created land for the peasants by going back to history, it was essentially
groundless since he invented it through untenable historical re-creation. More-
over, metaphorically, by fabricating the land in retelling Chen Sheng and Wu
Guang’s story, Mao Dun found a foothold for himself to reclaim his allegiance
to the CCP. The fictional land serves as a site to present his revolutionary self.
Since the land itself is full of polemics—it literarily descended from heaven,
inscribed on the stone—Mao Dun’s opposition of land versus humans col-
lapses upon historical proof. Land ownership continued to be a daydream of
peasants, much as The Seventh fantasizes about the woman in the picture at
the end of “Mud.”

Theater: imagined production of social space

Beat! Bring death to this landlord tyrant and evil gentry! (continuing
beating) He (Hu Rongsheng) is a vampire, the enemy of humankind!... He
swallowed our blood, sucked our brains, and deprived us of our lives.... He
is our enemy. Beat, beat him to death! (tussling with Rongsheng)

(Bai Wei, Fight Out of the Ghost Tower*®)
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I am the local gentry! Peasants always listen to what the gentry say. They
will do whatever I want.
(Hong Shen, Wukui Bridge*)

Down with landlord tyrants and evil gentry; all power to the peasant
associations.
(Mao Zedong, Report)

Besides the unconscious primitive desire for land, peasants in the 1920s had
another desire: for better status in society. This was clearly expressed through
the emergence of peasant associations. The quest for land was an effort by the
peasants to position themselves physically in a natural space. The attempt to
change social relations was a crucial part of their endeavor to define themselves
in a social space—in society as a whole and in relation to others, including
fellow peasants and their opposites, the landlords and gentry. Peasant associ-
ations reinforced solidarity among peasants and exacerbated the conflict between
the peasants and their oppressors.

Peasant associations developed rapidly in the 1920s, especially under Chinese
Communist mobilization. In March and April 1921, one of the founders of the
Shanghai Communist Group (Shanghai gongchan zhuyi xiaozu ‘i I3
X)), Shen Dingyi (E7E— 1883-1928),% launched a peasant movement in
his hometown, Yaqian village, Xiaoshan county, Zhejiang province. He was
originally a squire of the village and was influenced by the Russian October
Revolution and Marxism, prevalent at that time. He first reduced taxes for his
own tenant peasants and spent his own wealth on almsgiving and running
schools. On September 27, he persuaded the peasants to set up peasant associ-
ations in Yagqian village. This was the first peasant association led by a Chinese
Communist. Despite being purged by the county and province in December, the
association had many succeeding organizations.

Peng Pai (B2 1896-1929), the forerunner of peasant movements in Guang-
dong, started a peasant association consisting of only six members in Haifeng in
July 1922. In less than half a year, the total number of members increased to
100,000, one-quarter of the county’s population. One year later, the peasant
association of Guangdong province was established. By the end of June 1926,
peasant associations had spread to more than ten provinces, such as Guangdong,
Hunan, Hubei, Jiangxi, Henan, Guangxi, and Shaanxi. With the success of the
Northern Expedition starting in January 1926 and the capital of the Nationalist
government moving to Wuhan, the center of the peasant movement also moved,
from Guangdong to Hunan. In the province of Hunan, the first Peasants’ Con-
gress was convened on December 1, 1926.

In the first half of 1927, Hunan peasants burst onto the national stage. Huge
demonstrations in the provincial capital, Changsha, and its precincts led to the
army firing on the peasants in May 1927. In other parts of Hunan, peasant vio-
lence—the looting of landlord households, attacks on landlords, and battles with
local armies—broke out around this time. For some weeks, many landlords were
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too scared to appear anywhere on their estates and took shelter in the city. The
peasants’ actions received wide publicity in the national press, especially
Hankou Republican Daily, as the then editor-in-chief Mao Dun recalled in his
memoir.”!

Virtually for the first time since the Taiping Rebellion in the 1850s, the
Chinese peasants had forced themselves into the attention of both the govern-
ment and the populace. The debate became heated immediately and resulted in a
division not only between the KMT and the CCP, but also within the CCP itself.
Mao Zedong, who had been actively involved in organizing peasant meetings
and protests, stepped forward to defend the peasants. As analyzed earlier in the
chapter, his Report served as a guide to violence against the gentry and land-
lords. The slogan “Down with the landlord tyrants and evil gentry, all power to
the peasant associations” became an embedded concept and a creed among peas-
ants to fight their oppressors. Landlord tyrants and evil gentry gradually evolved
into symbols of ferocious power in rural China. This section will examine how
the phantom of Report loomed large in literary—precisely, dramatic (in its literal
and figurative senses)—production. I examine how the fight against landlords
and gentry was depicted in two plays, and how the playwrights initiated a dia-
logue with Mao’s political manifesto.

Beat up the landlord tyrants

Mao’s contribution of identifying landlords and gentry as the archenemies of
peasants in the rural areas should not be underestimated. Beating up the local
tyrant offered peasants an easy way to struggle against their perceived oppres-
sors. It would be a substantial part of the rural revolution in China for many
years to come.

One of the earliest texts depicting the landlord as a fiend, Bai Wei’s play
Fight Out of the Ghost Tower dramatizes many issues against the backdrop of
land reform, like class confrontation, ethical disorder, and male domination.
Written at the crisis of the Great Revolution and with the agenda of supporting
the CCP’s agitation in the countryside, Fight Out of the Ghost Tower centers on
the fight against the landlords. Bai Wei makes the chief demon a malicious
landowner-cum-feudal patriarch.

In the list of characters, she explicitly categorizes the Master of the Hu house-
hold, Rongsheng, as “landlord tyrant and evil gentry.” As the play develops,
Rongsheng evolves into not only an oppressor who exploits the unprivileged, but
also a sinful man who commits incest with and homicide against his own
descendants. Rongsheng’s crime in transgressing moral and ethical boundaries
overshadows his wrongdoing in taking advantage of the peasants as a landowner.
His role as the landlord is not as monstrous as that of the sex maniac, dominating
husband and incestuous father. His villainy lies more in social transgression than
economic profit. Gradually, the supposedly economic conflict between the land-
lord and the peasants is replaced by social disturbance that contradicts moral and
ethical norms. This tendency to emphasize the moral deficiency of the landlord
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reflects the Communist desire to represent landlords as a condemned social
group.” Based on the case of Fight Out of the Ghost Tower, 1 would argue that
the struggle between the landlord and the peasants reveals the social disorder
resulting from economic inequality, especially the landlord’s unlimited privilege
stemming from his possession of land. Beating up the landlord tyrants is a way
to express the anxiety over social disorder and to restore a sense of normality.

The ghost tower, as the title makes clear, is the central symbol of the play.
The site of a ruined tower where Rongsheng locks up disobedient women, the
ghost tower is also the symbol of the Hu household. Rongsheng is the despot;
other family members all denounce him for turning the house into a tower of
ghosts. He even dresses up as a ghost to terrify his concubine Shaomei out of an
alleged affair with his son Qiaoming. Qiaoming admits that he would become a
distressed spirit and the first prisoner in the ghost tower. David Wang has dis-
cussed the male domination in Fight Out of the Ghost Tower and its reference to
Lu Xun’s “On the Collapse of Leifeng Tower” (Lun Lei Feng ta de dao diao).”
As a male descendent, Qiaoming is the only person capable of challenging
Rongsheng’s authority, both patriarchal and sexual. However, he is still under
his father’s oppression; much more so are the foster daughter Yuelin and young
concubine Shaomei. It does not take a strong feminist stance to connect the
image of the ghost tower with the male phallus, particularly given the fact that
Rongsheng is a sex maniac. He first rapes Xiao Sen, the would-be revolutionary
woman warrior, and begets Yuelin. Then he harasses his foster daughter, who
turns out to be his biological child. Since the son Qiaoming falls in love with
Yuelin and the father Rongsheng is about to commit incest with her, Rongsheng
becomes the sexual rival and oppressor of his own son.

The “social tragedy” label that Bai Wei gave the play deserves further ana-
lysis. Fight Out of the Ghost Tower relates a family tragedy. The familial and the
social do not contradict each other since the conspiracy between them works
perfectly well. The perversion of morals and ethics in the family parallels the
turbulence in the larger context of the society. The displacement of family
members within the familial structure is representative of the whole social dis-
order, which calls for revolution to restore the social norms. The Hu household
is on the verge of collapse even before the peasant Ling Xia intrudes as both a
romantic rival of the son and father and a challenger of class privilege. Rongsh-
eng’s moral corruption happens long before his exploitation of his tenants starts.

Besides the most extreme form of familial disruption, incest, almost all the
Hu family members are displaced. Nobody is entitled to the position he or she
holds. The father does not do a father’s job; the son and daughter do not act their
proper roles. Rongsheng does not possess the decency and authority of a father
according to either a Confucian value system or modern ethics. He deserts his
own baby without mercy, then buys the girl as a maidservant and almost
commits incest with her. He kills both his son and daughter. All this is only half
of the familial dysfunction. Xiao Sen is deprived of the right to be a mother. She
gives up the baby to escape the stigma attached to illegitimate mothers. Ironic-
ally, her duty of protecting her child is fulfilled by her true lover, a man, Guiyi.
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Guiyi secretly keeps an eye on Yuelin by serving Rongsheng as his majordomo.
His devotion to Xiao Sen reaches a climax at the moment he sacrifices his life to
save Yuelin. Guiyi is a doubly symbolically castrated figure. First, he is bereft of
the right to love Xiao Sen and has to be his rival’s servant. Second, he replaces
Xiao Sen as the mother of Yuelin, exchanging his masculinity for maternity to
protect his enemy’s child. Yuelin is not the only character without a mother.
Qiaoming’s mother is also absent. His substitute mother figure, Rongsheng’s
concubine Shaomei, has ambiguous feelings for him. His mother substitute
cannot adequately protect him, and Qiaoming is soon killed by his father. The
familial tension eventually culminates in mutual homicide between father and
daughter.

The collapse of family bonds demonstrates the urgent need to build up a
whole new world. Bai Wei was motivated to denounce the old and promote the
new. The characters live in an upside-down world, in which most of their
assigned social roles are displaced. Rongsheng’s position as a conventional pat-
riarch is being challenged by two adversaries—Ling Xia and Qiaoming. The
former challenges his socioeconomic status as a landlord and the latter aims to
overthrow his paternal authority. Rongsheng is not totally blind to this. In the
second round of their conversation, at the beginning of the play, he says to
Shaomei: “I am old, after all. Whatever is under the sun is yours” (my empha-
sis). Shaomei is aware that she is not yet part of the new world and says to Rong-
sheng: “You’d better not give a shit, ah? After all it is their world, the youths’.”
At the end of the play, Yuelin does a surrealist performance after being shot,
singing and dancing: “Ah, What a world it is!/Red, yellow, green ... so color-
ful!/Our world,/Is coming from our blood (crazier, dancing more violently)/Ha
ha ha!.../Reversed!... All is reversed!/The world is turned over!... New, won-
derful!” The alternation between the old and new worlds is directly metaphor-
ical: Yuelin’s death results in a rebirth. She is singing at the end of her life:
“Reversed, all is new!/I am swinging in the cradle of ‘birth,” swinging, swing-
ing.../I am being born. I am born!... ‘Birth’ gives me a revival! ‘Birth’ gives
me a revival!/We shall resist all with death./We are ‘revived,” we are ‘revived’!”
Xiao Sen then says to Yuelin: “The demon is dead. The world is ours now” (my
emphasis). To whom does “ours” refer?**

Fight Out of the Ghost Tower has long been considered emblematic in its
representation of peasant—landlord conflict and women’s status in post-May
Fourth China. However, looking closely at the text, we see that the clash
between peasant and landlord, for example, Lingxia and Rongsheng, is second-
ary. The confrontation is more within the Hu family than between the two
classes. Rongsheng is more vicious as an immoral person than as a greedy land-
lord. Though it is a societal tragedy as Bai Wei claims, the drama is a familial
tragedy as well. When all of society is in the tumult of revolution, how can a
family escape the tragic bigger scenario? In this sense, the Hu family is indeed a
ghost tower, and is doomed to be subverted and deconstructed. The displacement
of father, daughter, and son in the theatrical space is also a symptom of moral
and ethical disorder in the real social space. Bai Wei’s anxiety over the conflict
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between classes is not as great as her anxiety over the social disorder resulting
from revolution. The eagerness to restore ideal normal/moral social relations
finds expression in the solution to the dramatic conflict, i.e., Xiao Sen and Yue-
lin’s coalition of mother and daughter. The crude surreal way the drama ends
shows that the hope to restore social normality will be unrealized. The world is
far from being “ours.”

Down with evil gentry

The conflict between gentry and peasants was a constant source of tension in the
Chinese countryside. As a privileged class, the gentry not only were masters of
the land and property, but also held power over the symbolic realm, i.e., moral
judgments and legal justice. In Mao’s schema, evil gentry are equated with land-
lord tyrants, an extreme position wherein every landowner and member of the
gentry is an enemy. While Fight Out of the Ghost Tower sought to put down the
landlords, Wukui Bridge aimed at flattening the gentry.

Kui 75 is the name of a constellation. Wukui, or star number 5 of the Kui
constellation, in Chinese superstition, is the star that dominates one’s fate. As
the play Wukui Bridge narrates, during the Qing period, two generations of the
Zhou family did well in the imperial civil exam. As is conventional practice
among Chinese, in order to commemorate their ancestors they remodeled the
family graveyard and rebuilt the bridge over the river in front of the graves. This
bridge is named Wukui, intended to protect the Zhous against bad geomantic
omens. The village is going through a severe drought one summer. The rice
paddy on the east side of the Wukui Bridge is short of water because it is higher
in elevation. The engine pumping water from the river cannot reach that field
because the bridge is too low for the ship carrying the engine. In order for the
pump to water the rice paddy, the bridge must be torn down. The play centers on
the struggle of peasants to tear down the bridge while the gentry Zhou family
defends it.

The bridge, supposedly linking two places that are impossible to travel
between otherwise, is twisted into an obstacle. Wukui Bridge connects a few key
passages of the land over the river. However, its connecting function diminishes
and it clogs the waterway, causing separation instead. The physical space around
it is bisected. The part above is monopolized by the Zhou and the part beneath
belongs to the peasants. It is also a symbol of social strata, gentry and peasant,
and the conflict around the bridge mirrors the uneasiness between the two
classes. Presumably, the bridge is meant to function as above, to connect, not to
obstruct. The peasants’ request to remove the bridge shows their primitive
passion to overthrow the dominant class. Therefore, to get rid of it is not only a
simple issue of watering a field but also, more importantly, a challenge to the
boundary between the two classes.

The conflict becomes more apparent since Wukui Bridge is the private prop-
erty of the gentry Zhou. When he passes the bridge, peasant Li Quansheng has
an argument with Hired Hand A of the Zhous:
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HIRED HAND A: What are you doing here?

LI QUANSHENG: Don’t you see? I am sitting here.

HIRED HAND A: You cannot sit here.

LI QUANSHENG: How come? Isn’t it a bridge on a road? Cannot everybody pass,
cannot everybody sit?

HIRED HAND A: Everyone can sit, except you.

LI QUANSHENG: Wonder why.

HIRE HAND A: Gentry Zhou orders: others don’t matter. Only you call for tearing
down the bridge. So you are not allowed to approach the bridge.

LI QUANSHENG: What a pity! This bridge is on the road. So many people pass
by. It is beyond his control.... Why not advise Gentry Zhou to move the
bridge back to his home and have it locked in a closet? If he does, I cannot
sit here. Ha ha ha!>

Li Quansheng challenges the validity of the bridge as private property in a
seemingly naive way. When Hired Hand B tries to talk him out of the leading
role in breaking the bridge and promises him benefits on gentry Zhou’s behalf,
Li refuses:

This is my field. Here is a river. There is water in the river. As long as the
water reaches my field, I’ll have a way to live. Why bother to rely on others’
mercy and feed on the bread thrown upon the water?

Water is a common resource shared by the poor and rich, peasants and gentry.
But the bridge serves as an impediment to distributing water as public wealth.
Water directly determines the peasants’ future because if the rice is dried out, all
the villagers will starve. The restriction of the bridge thus becomes a life-and-
death issue.

The conflict does not stop here. It crosses geographical boundaries and escal-
ates into a conflict between China and the West. As Chinese people commonly
call imported stuff something foreign (yanghuo), the villagers have nicknamed
the imported engine pump “foreign dragon” (vanglong). Gentry Zhou skillfully
manipulates the grassroots antipathy to the foreign, which emerged in the late
nineteenth century and intensified after the Japanese invasion in the early 1930s,
to attack the introduction of engine pumps in the village. He manipulates the
patriotic instinct of the peasants to confront the foreign. Gentry Zhou attacks the
progressive peasant Li Quansheng by saying:

You said you need to tear down the bridge in order for the ship to transport
the engine pump. We Chinese have always used windmills. It is ordained by
the saints. Our China is established as an agrarian country. For thousands of
years, we have been relying on the windmill.... How come all of a sudden
we need the “foreign dragon™?
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A few old peasants are even persuaded. He continues his tirade:

The foreign dragon is made by foreigners. Would the rice be dried out if the
foreigners had not come? How can it be that Chinese people plowed as
usual before foreigners and foreign things came to China, without going
through drought or starvation every year?

Zhou takes advantage of the peasants’ ignorance of the foreign and anxiety over
the monstrous pump to protect his individual interest. He even illustrates the
foreign dragon’s disadvantage by saying young peasants will start gambling
when they are exempt from windmill labor.

Ironically, although he is a die-hard Chinese gentry with a strong revulsion
for the foreign, Zhou uses an imported crabstick. He beats the earth with his
walking stick to show his anger and curses: “This is the good of foreign stuff!”
He does not mind if an object is foreign when it meets his, and only his, demand.
He has a completely different attitude when the foreign is disadvantageous to
him, no matter how much it means to the populace. Gentry, the local elite, were
supposed to direct local development in traditional Chinese society. However,
Zhou is backward in accepting the foreign and modern for popular benefit. He is
even left behind by young peasants like Li Quansheng. Even so, he still con-
siders himself the spokesman: “I am the local gentry! The peasants always
follow what the gentry say. They do whatever I say.” Zhou is infuriated at Li’s
defiance: “The rural business, if not decided by gentry, could it possibly be
decided by villagers? The world is indeed upside down!”

The introduction of modern knowledge is gradually changing the foundation
of rural society. Peasants were accustomed to practicing religious rituals, such as
praying for rain. As Hired Hand A puts it: “Peasants rely on heaven to eat. How
can we not believe in heaven?” The superstitious belief is countered by the edu-
cated youth Dabao. Sixteen years old, Dabao is enrolled in a middle school in
the city. He is the representative of science and knowledge. He tries to make the
peasants understand that they cannot rely on heaven for food but need to be
down to earth and rely on their own human power for their livelihood. He puts it
simply: “You yourself plow the field.... Peasants depend on their own labor to
eat.” In contrast, Dabao’s father, Xie, is Zhou’s seneschal and actively involved
in praying for rain. On the one hand, he understands that the bridge is the direct
cause of drought in the peasants’ rice field; on the other hand, he defends the
face and authority of Zhou. Xie is sympathetic to the peasants’ situation but
dares not challenge Zhou’s privilege. His son fearlessly breaks out of the feudal
shackles, speaking from the basis of modern science and knowledge. The intro-
duction of Dabao illustrates an urgent change in Chinese society toward science
and law, instead of domination by human will and feelings.

When he realizes his own inability to defend the bridge, Zhou has to resort to
his judicatory accomplice Milord Wang. Wang threatens the peasants, taking
advantage of their ignorance of law. Claiming that the law is impartial to
everyone, he quotes several items of criminal law to prove that the peasants’
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protest against Zhou is actually illegal. The country people are intimidated by its
supremacy. Consulting the actual criminal law in 1930, we find the items Wang
cites are indeed made up.’® Wang threatens to have the country people arrested if
they continue to assemble and insist on dismantling the bridge. Gentry Zhou
beats up peasant Chen cruelly since Chen supports tearing down the bridge. This
is illegal but goes unpunished, and Li reveals the judicial hypocrisy: “The law
nowadays, if not on the gentry’s side, would it be possible that it’s on our peas-
ants’ side?” His cohorts also realize Zhou’s violation of the law by physically
abusing Chen. The peasants are irritated and demand justice. They finally team
up and destroy the bridge. The privileged space above, monopolized by Zhou,
no longer exists, and the merging of space above and below adumbrates the
equal social standing of gentry and peasants. Mao’s project of “down with land-
lord tyrants and evil gentry” is half accomplished with the Wukui Bridge toppled
in a dramatic way.

Fight Out of the Ghost Tower and Wukui Bridge are far from impeccable as
plays. Their significance lies more in their treatment of social concerns than art-
istic achievement. As one of the pioneers of modern Chinese drama, Hong Shen
stands alone in both theory and practice. He does not try hard to explain his
switch from ceramic engineer to dramatist for the sake of social change; it was
more out of personal interest than for social reform. But in 1935 Hong Shen did
tell a story similar to the one about Lu Xun’s slide show incident:>’

In the spring of 1922, I came to know Mr. Cai on the ship back to China....
We talked a lot on the ship. He asked me: “What do you do drama for? Do
you want to be just a play actor or a Chinese Shakespeare?” I said: “I don’t
want to be either of them. If possible, I would love to be Ibsen.”®

Hong Shen had many chances to tell this story, either in a preface to his own
work or in his essays on drama, but he did not do so until more than a decade
later. Mr. Cai does not appear in Hong Shen’s other narratives. Whether a real or
an imagined person, he helps Hong Shen articulate his aspiration in and with
drama: He would rather be a socially significant playwright than a universally
acclaimed dramatist. This story explains in retrospect the agenda behind Hong
Shen’s previously written works, and the preconditions for his later creations.
By dramatizing the fight against the landlord and gentry, Bai Wei and Hong
Shen initiated a dialogue with Mao’s pedagogy of violence as explicated in
Report. Here, 1 want to highlight the resonance of theatrical space and revolu-
tionary space. In the cases of Bai Wei, Hong Shen, and Mao Zedong, theatrical
space and revolutionary space are not mutually exclusive but rather inclusive.
The transaction of acting (in theater) and action (in revolution) continues
throughout. As described above, the theater is presented as a site to display soci-
etal chaos. The endeavor to reorganize and restore normalcy is also conducted
there. The principles by which the conflicts are resolved in the drama are the
same as the poetics of violence advocated by Mao in Report. His pedagogy of
violent revolution offered nuanced instructions about how to direct a revolution
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on- and offstage. Theater is not a pure dramatic space to present social issues but
an imagined social space in which the old social problems are solved, sometimes
violently, and the new social relations are projected and produced.

Conclusion

Roaring earth: land on fire

A single spark can start a prairie fire.
(Mao Zedong, “A letter to Lin Biao,” 1930)

The wildfire from the underground breaks out!
(Mao Dun, Daze xiang, 1930)

Let them set fire [to the Lis’ house]!
(Jiang Guangci, Paoxiao de tudi, 1931)

In 1930, the CCP was still haunted by the fiasco of the first Great Revolution.
The party lost all its influence in the cities and had to retreat to the remote coun-
tryside to survive. Many who strongly believed in communism could not help
being disillusioned with the Chinese Communist revolution. In response to Lin
Biao’s expressed doubt about the future of the Chinese Communist revolution
and the Red Army, Mao Zedong assured his comrades and followers of the
future with an analogy: “A single spark can start a prairie fire.”” Mao’s presci-
ence was proved later by history: Chinese Communists recouped their power
after enduring incredible hardship, and eventually conquered the mainland.

When Mao Zedong likened his own revolutionary act to setting the land
ablaze, his counterparts, both fictional and real, fomented revolution through
arson. The revolutionary arsonists view their actions as supporting justice of a
certain kind.®® In the novel Paoxiao de tudi (Roaring earth), peasants set fire to
landlords’ property. The revolutionary leader Li Jie faces a dilemma when he is
asked if his house should be burned down like those of other landlords. Li’s
father is one of the biggest landowners of the village. Li has already cut his ties
to the family and considers his father an enemy, but he still loves his bedridden
mother and innocent little sister. It is excruciating for him to see his mother and
sister die in the fire his own revolutionary comrades set. Intriguingly, the inner,
real motivation for Li Jie’s acquiescence to the arson is to prove to the revolu-
tionary peasants his own loyalty to the cause. “If I didn’t allow him to set fire to
the Lis’ house, wouldn’t I make him [Carpenter Li] doubt me? Then I would be
afraid that the peasants in the village would doubt me.” Very soon he finds a
legitimate reason for his decision: “It is painful for me. I am after all a human
being.... However, I can endure.... As long as it is helpful to our cause, I can
bear whatever pain.”®!

There is no direct description of the fire, but this does not reduce its signifi-
cance in the context of revolution. Jiang’s counterparts in the West, Byron,
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Shelley, and Victor Hugo, all with something of a Prometheus complex, wrote
about fire to show their defiance. Fire can destroy and may also bring about a
rebirth. As Gaston Bachelard writes in The Psychoanalysis of Fire:

It [fire] rises from the depths of the substance and offers itself with the
warmth of love. Or it can go back down into the substance and hide there,
latent and pent-up, like hate and vengeance. Among all phenomena, it is
really the only one to which there can be so definitely attributed the oppos-
ing values of good and evil. It shines in Paradise. It burns in Hell. It is gen-
tleness and torture. It is cookery and it is apocalypse. ... It is a tutelary and a
terrible divinity, both good and bad. It can contradict itself; thus it is one of
the principles of universal explanation.®

On one hand, fire is the most effective means to destroy the old world. It also
burns the good elements down to ashes. In burning Li’s house, in order to demol-
ish the landlord Li Jingzhai, the peasants put the lives of his wife and daughter
on a sacrificial altar.

James Scott’s study of Malaysian peasants’ low-profile technique of resist-
ance is applicable here: The ordinary weapons of relatively powerless groups
include: foot dragging, dissimulation, desertion, false compliance, pilfering,
feigned ignorance, slander, arson, sabotage, and so on.** Arson is one of the most
powerful weapons of the weak. Chinese peasants are not the only group that
have employed arson as a social protest. In European Russia it was sometimes a
means of resistance against exploitation by gentry and landowners in the early
1900s.%* The fire at the Lis’ house not only violates what E. P. Thompson calls
“moral economy,”® but also makes the action per se questionable because of its
defiance of morals and ethics. Li Jie commits patricide for a socially justifiable
reason. He is the murderer of his mother and sister without any excuse except in
his own interest—reinforcing the peasants’ trust in him and building up his own
authority as a revolutionary leader. Jiang would have never anticipated that a fire
intended as a radical and genuine expression of revolutionary passion would not
only discredit Li Jie’s revolutionary motives but also call into question his own
philosophy of revolution.

The story of Roaring Earth starts with revolution about to break out in the
countryside. Some strange but exciting epithets like “revolutionary army,”
“rent deduction,” “land revolution,” and “down with the landlord tyrants and
evil gentry” are circulated in the rural village. As the struggle develops, espe-
cially with the advent of fire, the Li household is razed to the ground, but more
importantly the old society dominated by landlords and gentry is symbolically
burned down. Li Jie’s action of breaking away from his family is remarkable,
although a bit simplistic and formulaic. He detaches himself from the class his
family belongs to. When he returns from the revolutionary army to the village
to mobilize the peasants, he is determined to stand on their side and fight
against the landlords, one of whom is his own father. The rupture of familial
bonds is a recurring theme in early modern Chinese revolutionary literature.®
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The collapse of corrupt old families wishfully predicts that the old social
system will fall to pieces. The reorganization of society based on class rather
than consanguinity points to the inherent aim of revolution—to change social
relations fundamentally.

In literature, whether in the relationship of man to land (“Mud,” “Great Marsh
District”) or in social relations among human beings (Fight Out of the Ghost
Tower, Wukui Bridge), land has been written as a material object to be claimed.
Land as persona appears in Roaring Earth. Jiang is not yet avant-garde enough
to treat the earth as an independent character or go beyond the symbolism of
personifying land to give vent to the peasants’ anger, so he translates uneasy
peasants in revolt into roaring earth. This makes earth a figure (of speech). Not
silent anymore, it bursts into uproar together with the suffering peasants. At the
end of Roaring Earth, after the landlord regains the village, the peasants retreat
to Jingangshan (apparently referring to the first revolutionary base established by
Mao Zedong in Jinggangshan), a remote mountain area. As history often goes
against humans’ will, Jinggangshan was finally lost as a Communist stronghold.
The peasants who followed Mao there once again had to go on an untried
road—on the Long March.

Notes

1 Sima Qian, Records of the Grand Historian, trans. Burton Watson (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1993), 59, translation modified. Watson translates gian-
shou ¥58 as “black-headed people.” Qianshou is a general appellation for common
people, in virtue of the black coif worn by common people during the Warring States
period (475-221B¢) and the Qin dynasty (221-206Bc). In the twenty-sixth year
(226 BC), the First Emperor ordered that the title for the common people be changed to
Qianshou, one of many uniform measures taken since the unification of Qin. See “The
Basic Annals of the First Emperor of the Qin,” in Records of the Grand Historian.

2 In 209 Bc, the first year of the Second Emperor of Qin, Chen Sheng (Chen She is the
polite name) and Wu Guang were enlisted in a group of 900 by the Qin army and
were sent to garrison Yuyang. They encountered heavy rain in Daze Village and
would be unable to reach their destination on time. According to Qin law, all the
people would be punished by death because of the delay. Thus Chen Sheng and Wu
Guang decided to start a revolt since they would have to face death in any case.
Although they failed, the slogan they shouted out—"“Kings and nobles, generals and
ministers—such men are made, not born”—inspired many more Chinese peasants to
rise up later on. See “Chen She shi jia (The hereditary house of Chen She),” in
Records of the Grand Historian, 217-226.

3 Mao Du’s trilogy of novellas, Disillusionment (Huanmie), Hesitation (Dongyao), and
Pursuit (Zhuigiu) written in 1927 and 1928, expresses his vacillation through the
characters of urban petty bourgeois intellectuals in the tumultuous revolution of the
time. He embraced unreservedly the Communist agenda in the trilogy of historical
short stories “Stone Tablet (Shijie),” “Lin Chong (Baozi tou Lin Chong),” and “Great
Marsh District (Daze xiang)” written from 1930 to 1931.

4 See Fei Xiaotong, “Special Characteristics of Rural Society,” in From the Soil: The
Foundations of Chinese Society, trans. Gary G. Hamilton and Wang Zheng (Berkeley,
CA: University of California Press, 1992), chapter 1.

5 Both the peasant insurgence (875-84) led by Huang Chao (?-884) and the peasant
uprising (1627-44) led by Li Zicheng (1606—45) called for equal land ownership.
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Franz Michael, The Taiping Rebellion: History and Documents, vol. 2, Documents
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1927. After that, the Communists completely lost their position in the city and had to
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she, 1998), vol. 1, 188. As for Huang Chao, the leader of the peasant revolt in the late
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regime). Ibid., 1121.
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I am referring to Report in Mao Zedong, Mao Zedong, 2nd edn. (Tokyo: Sososha,
1983), vol. 1, 207-250. In other editions, as in Selected Readings of Mao Zedong,
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