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Cai Xiang 蔡 翔 , Geming/Xushu: Zhongguo shehuizhuyi wenxue-wenhua 
xiangxiang (1949–1966)革命/叙述：中国社会主义文学-文化想象(1949–1966) 
(Revolution/narration: Literary and cultural imagination of socialist China). 
Beijing: Beijing daxue chubanshe, 2010. ISBN: 9787301175866. 400 pp. 
RMB42.00 (paper). 
 
The thematic content and methodology of this book by Cai Xiang hold the 
potential to “shock” the established discipline of Contemporary Chinese 
Literature in Chinese Mainland, as well as the more general field of China 
Studies. Cai’s work raises the question of whether literary studies can respond to 
the general issues such as Chinese revolution and socialist modernity. The work 
explores a series of key words or themes which are related to each other through 
a network of historical practices: nation and native, the structure of mobilization, 
youth and passion, labor and working, technology and professionalism, 
consumption and cultural hegemony, and so on.1 These key concepts tie into the 
fields of literary studies, history, and social science. Cai Xiang constructs a 
fascinating and convincing argument through incisive analysis of literary and 
historical materials, displaying his imagination and sensitivity as a reader. 
Offering a significant articulation of the intersection between literature and 
political-social practice, he attempts to define the nature of socialist experience.  

Revolution/Narration attempts to answer two pivotal questions. First, how do 
we connect the two “thirty-year eras” of revolution and reform? For many 
liberals and some leftists, this is not actually a problem at all. Liberals tend to 
regard the “Era of Revolution” as a mistake, and Leftists tend to see the “Era of 
Reform” as equivalent to the restoration of capitalism. The second issue that Cai 
explores is the possibility of moving discussions of the literary practice of 
“Revolutionary China” beyond the hegemonic concept of literature referring to 
                                                               
1 It is interesting to point out that “inner” correlations run throughout the book. For instance, 
Chapter One (“Nation/Native”) and Chapter Two (“The Structure of Mobilization”) are unified 
by their discussion of the image of the “newcomer,” which represents the CCP. Chapter One 
and Chapter Four (“Restating Revolutionary History”) both discuss the concept of “native 
knowledge” as literary narration. Chapter Two and Chapter Five (“Narration on the Utopia of 
Labor and Worker”) both deal with the concept of “collective working,” while Chapters Two, 
Chapter Three (“Youth, Love, Natural Right and Sex”), and Chapter Five all explore the 
passion of youth for novelty. Chapter Five and Chapter Six (“‘Innovation of Technology’ and 
The Narration on Subjectivity of Working Class”) both discuss the “virtue of labor,” and 
Chapter Six and Chapter Seven (“The Cultural Politics of 1960s”) both deal with the ethics of 
“working.”  
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“human nature” and “beauty.” For the “guardians” of “high culture,” 
revolutionary literature has already been rendered historically irrelevant. While 
many leftists still consider this type of literature important, they tend to approach 
it through the “prisms” of gender, everyday life, radical democracy, and so on. 
This approach reveals their nihilist or resentful attitude towards the state or 
“social totality.” I will discuss, in order, how Revolution/Narration handles these 
two issues. 
  As the author and other scholars have stated, the dilemma inherent in Chinese 
socialist practice (including literary practice) derives from the fundamental 
historical goal of establishing socialism within one nation. All contemporary 
scholarship on contemporary Chinese literature is more or less tied to the 
author’s understanding of Chinese socialism as an experiential entity. Cai Xiang 
regards this entity as a form of practice driven by dynamic interactions and 
contradictions. Cai emphasizes the tensions between “Revolutionary China” 
(which is understood as a sort of practice driven by revolutionary ideas, such as 
equality and “participation of the people”) and “Modern China” (which is 
primarily understood as encompassing the totality of Bourgeois modernity, 
including the logic of bureaucracy, etc.). However, Cai is by no means satisfied 
by this sort of “oppositional” thinking and thus focuses on the complicated 
interactions between revolution, modernity, and tradition. In order to criticize the 
liberal concept of revolution while making sure not to devolve into simplistic 
revolutionary nostalgia, Revolution/Narration forms a narrative of “crisis” based 
on a commitment to the legitimacy of Chinese revolution. In so doing, the book 
engages with the 60-year history of New China through a rugged journey of 
historical and theoretical construction.2  
  In contrast to the popular method of externalize contradiction as the “enemy” 
or to Mao Zedong’s radical criticism of bureaucracy within the party, 
Revolution/Narration defines socialist practice as a “productive device” which 
foreshadowed the era of reform: “[It] not only produced the idea of justice, but 
also produced new class differentiations; it not only produced ‘collectivity,’ but 
also produced ‘individuality’; it not only produced the impulse to revolt, but also 
produced the ideals of obedience and loyalty to the state after ‘revolution’ ” 
(p.325). His reluctance to idealize the first thirty years of revolution stems from 
the following anxiety: “If we idealize the practice of Chinese socialism in its first 
thirty years and imagine it as a utopia, how can we account for the significance 

                                                               
2  This “ruggedness” is suggested by some of the book’s formal features, as authorial 
standpoint influences narrative form. For instance, Cai frequently uses conjunctions such as 
“but,” “however,” and “nevertheless,” indicating .the internal debate that characterizes his 
discussion. Furthermore, the prevalence of this sort of internal debate implies the discursive 
complexity of Cai’s subject and suggests a degree of uncertainty on Cai’s part.  
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of 1980s?” (p.365) However, it is worth noting that the narrative of crisis put 
forth by Cai does not preclude the justification of revolution. On the contrary, 
Cai suggests that the parallels between present-day China and Mao’s China 
indicate the ongoing need for revolution. In recent years, there has been a great 
deal of scholarship arguing for the continuity between the “Era of Revolution” 
and the “Era of Reform.” Some scholars have used the concepts of capital 
accumulation and industrialization to make a convincing case for the continuity 
between the two eras.3 Although this scholarly trend has been significant in 
prompting us to rethink the “China Model,” it fails to move beyond the logic of 
nation-building and is characterized by an ambivalent attitude to revolutionary 
ideas. Revolution/Narration sees the “Era of Revolution” as a failed and 
ultimately uncompleted project geared towards implementing the universal idea 
of “justice” and calls for institutional and theoretical innovation. Cai’s assertion 
of the value of the revolutionary era demonstrates his belief that the legitimacy of 
revolution “is based in the revolt of the weak,” “which aims at liberating the 
laborer from the state of alienation” (pp.2, 389). Surely, the concepts put forth by 
Cai are still abstract or even subjective in the Hegelian sense. In order to gain 
actuality, Cai’s theory must first encounter the moment of its negation by history. 
In this sense, the rigorous antinomy between the revolutionary idea and the 
establishment of a modern state is counterproductive. We must approach 
“Revolutionary China” as a space characterized by both contradiction and 
self-consciousness (in this sense, the metaphor of the device or apparatus may 
not be entirely applicable). Cai Xiang’s realistic recognition of the shortcomings 
of revolutionary practice (including political inefficiency and lack of innovation) 
by no means diminishes his belief in the legitimacy of revolution. This point also 
suggests the complexity of “Socialist China” during the late 1970s and early 
1980s, a period that is often neglected as a result of the rise of the market 
economy in the 1990s. Unfortunately, a sort of disbelief in or negation of 
revolution can be seen in many recent intellectual trends, which blame the 
present crisis in China on socialist practice instead of investigating the issues 
caused by the stagnation of revolution. Cai’s work, however, suggests the 
possibility of making “Revolutionary China” into an uncompleted project, which 
would and should be actualized in the future.  
  In addition to providing a sweeping analysis of contemporary history, Cai’s 
work also explores many other interesting cases in which he not only reconstructs 
cultural concepts and images, such as the “hero/heroine” (p.177), “lyricism” 
(p.133), and “master” (p.285), but also invents new concepts, such as “politics of 

                                                               
3 For instance, see Wen Tiejun, “‘Zhongguo jingyan’ de ‘Zhongguo tese’: Zhongguo gong 
yehua jincheng zhi yu qita fazhanzhong guojia de buke fuzhixing,” in Pan Wei ed., Zhongguo 
moshi: Jiedu Renmin gongheguo de 60 nian (Beijing: Zhongyang bianyi chubanshe, 2009). 



Frontiers of Literary Studies in China 2013, 7(2) 322

pressure” (p.83), “politics of dignity” (p.233), and “non-objectivization” (p.292). 
Cai recognizes the importance of understanding the process through which these 
concepts or images are produced. The achievement of such an understanding 
requires a thorough investigation of socialist practice dealing not only with its 
“content,” but also with its “forms”—that is, putting into relief its essential 
uniqueness through comparative analysis of established theoretical and historical 
resources. In this regard, Cai Xiang’s discussion of “the structure of 
mobilization” is quite thought-provoking and provides a new perspective through 
which to conceptualize the relationship between literature and political-social 
systems. Cai regards mobilization as both a political tactic and “a ‘potential’ 
political-cultural structure” (p.73). He argues that it is imperative to explore 
“how the traces of this structure appear within and influence contemporary 
literature” (p.73). In other words, mobilization was once a universal mediation 
connecting literary and political practice. Moreover, by virtue of mobilization’s 
unique role as a mediator of socialist practice, the binary opposition between 
“administrative control” of the state and “spontaneous action” of the mass is 
called into question. In this sense, mobilization could be understood as a “form” 
of revolution.  
  It is relevant to note here that structure of mobilization is not a major category 
of analysis in literary studies, nor does can be interpreted using the same 
theoretical frameworks as those found in sociology and other social sciences. To 
some extent, Revolution/Narration’s categorization as a work of literary studies 
protects it from the potential accusation that its analysis is not sufficiently 
scientific. As a whole, the discipline of literary studies suffers from a lack of 
overall theoretical vision. The analytical approach employed by 
Revolution/Narration can be described as a sort of articulation, through which 
Cai does not simply appropriate knowledge from other disciplines but also 
connects different forms of knowledge, images, and ideas. Cai Xiang has 
described his self-conscious methodology as one that “posits an inter-textual 
relationship between literature and social-political existence” (p.21). However, 
besides a few isolated statements on literature as a “witness” (p.229) or 
“expression of hope” (p.374), he does not address the socio-cultural position of 
literature. Cai’s failure to directly address this issue may point to his belief in the 
deep-seated correlation between literature and social totality in the context of 
socialist China. Thus, Revolution/Narration focuses on the inter-textual 
relationship between literature and social-political practice but does not directly 
address the literature per se. Hence, to some extent, we can consider 
Revolution/Narration’s main goal to be the conceptualization of the basic 
“forms” taken by the practice of Chinese socialism, such as “structure of 
mobilization,” “battlefront of unity,” and so on. Through understanding these 
forms and engaging in further literary-historical analysis, Cai aims to investigate 
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the possibility of mediating other social practices. In this regard, literature not 
only serves as a mediator”of social practice but might also suggest the 
inadequacy of established “forms” of discourse, which, for example, does not 
deal with the issue of excessive feeling in “the revolutionary love story” 
(pp.153–54). In so doing, the identity of literature is invariably different from 
politics. 
  As an intellectual product that recognizes its own ambivalence, 
Revolution/Narration not only strives to construct an integrated narrative of 
“Revolutionary China” encompassing the entire 60-year history of the People’s 
Republic, but also contributes to the ongoing effort to articulate the “forms” of 
“Revolutionary China.” Cai Xiang’s book can be seen as a “writerly text” which 
suggests further avenues for analysis involving the examination of the socialist 
heritage and discourses of the 1980s and 1990s. Ultimately, Cai’s work prompts 
us to consider “how socialism could provide us with a unique form of the good 
life” (p.349), a question that points to our common concerns and common future.   

 
Yu Zhu 

Shanghai University 
danz1128@163.com 
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