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FEATURED WORK: LIANG XIAOSHENG’S A LIFELONG JOURNEY

YUE Wen

The Good People in Life and History: The Moral 
Imagination of Civilians in China—On Liang 
Xiaosheng’s A Lifelong Journey

Abstract　This paper aims to interpret Liang Xiaosheng’s novel A Lifelong 
Journey. It argues that the novel reproduces life from the 1970s till now. 
The people from various social strata including workers, urban civilians, 
intellectuals, and officials who are nurtured on the soil of civilians 
constitute the current Chinese society. Liang Xiaosheng takes workers 
back to the center of social analysis by portraying the life and spirits of 
the working class. With “good people” as the keynote in characterization, 
Liang Xiaosheng, in the debate about goodness, reaffirms the value of 
goodness in the novel which shines with the radiance of idealism. The 
narration of epic nature evokes people’s memory of the socialist era, and 
also presents a historical picture of the world. 
Keywords　Liang Xiaosheng, A Lifelong Journey, worker, good people, 
epic nature

How to imagine a life, especially a life whose fundamental nature is 
change, as history the colossus manifests itself? How to write about life, 
especially when the writer lives in the moment, unable to gain a God’s-
eye view to look down on the life of their predecessors? These are the 
difficulties of literature, and questions Liang Xiaosheng tries his best to 
answer in his A Lifelong Journey (Renshijian 人世间), with his integrity, 
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sobriety, and deep feeling for people. The readers in this generation are 
so lucky to have A Lifelong Journey.

This work acknowledged to have an epic nature reproduces the life from 
the 1970s till now. The people from various social strata including workers, 
urban civilians, intellectuals, and officials who are nurtured on the soil of 
civilians constitute the historical prospect of the current Chinese society. 
By reading A Lifelong Journey, we can be immersed in the current of 
life, retrace our past journey in the scenes resonant with it, and more 
importantly, learn how China with civilians makes its moral imagination 
in the changing social and historical relations with the possibilities of 
the fates of the characters, and reaffirm the faith in the good via such 
imagination. 

The Historical Destiny of the Working Class in China

A Lifelong Journey depicts the working class of China. If the frequent 
description of the rise and fall of rural China in our literature is to 
present the “consequence” of “modernity,” what the novel presents 
is “modern” itself. It writes about the life, emotion, and reflection of 
workers in the country depending on the working class. In this sense, 
Liang Xiaosheng, who is of the same age as the People’s Republic of 
China (PRC), takes workers back to the center of social analysis by 
portraying the life and spirits of the working class, thus exploring and 
pondering the experience of socialism. This sincerity and affection have 
aroused the memory of socialism and the historical prospect of a whole  
world. 

At the very first, this historical prospect is revealed by the pride of the 
working class of the first generation of PRC. Zhou Zhigang, a worker 
forms a small part of the overall narrative in the novel, leaves a positive 
and optimistic impression, since he not only shares the joy of the newly-
established people’s country, but also deeply feels the political and 
economic status of workers in the society as a member of the leading 
class. It is sure closely linked with the historical course of China’s social 
development. As Chen and Wang’s study shows, “China’s process of 
modernization is the transformation from an agricultural society to 
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industrial society, and the main force of industrial construction is the 
vast number of urban workers. From the birth of Chinese industrial 
workers in the late Qing dynasty and the early Republic of China until 
the founding of the PRC, Chinese workers were mainly engaged in light 
industrial production due to the small industrial scale, which was not 
conducive to the construction of a complete industrial system in China. 
Therefore, the growth of the stratum later is of strategic significance 
to China’s modernization. By virtue of implementing the Five-Year Plan, 
China established a relatively sound industrial system, and the social and 
economic status of workers embraced improvement as well.”1 At that 
time, workers were given higher political treatment and better living 
welfare compared to local farmers, and even most of the urban residents. 
Therefore, the working class deems itself responsible for the whole 
society. 

“Once the workers, who lived in the rural areas of the northern plain, 
recall the vast land of hometown, they would have sympathy and 
compassion for the local people in mountainous Guizhou. The widespread 
poverty of the latter makes the leading the working class feel guilty, and 
have a new understanding of poverty. After all, compared to the poverty 
of the mountain people, the poverty they experienced and the poverty of 
their families in the city are not much to be particular about.”2 However, 
in front of the intellectuals instead of the farmers, Zhou Zhigang has quite 
complex emotions rather than pure pity and sympathy. 

Zhou Zhigang states with a severe countenance, “My hands, both the 
left hand and the right hand, are the hands of the working class, of 
the laborer, and of glory. I’ve never hit anyone with my hands, except 
when I slapped my little son for Zhou Rong’s arrival in Guizhou. You 
intellectuals are skilled in writing and speaking, instead of using force. 
So if I slap you in the face, I bully you, but I’m not a bully. Besides, a 
person should not use strength to hit another person due to hatred, 
even for those very mean, very bad intellectuals, and slapping them 

1  Chen Zhouwang and Wang Shikai, Gongren Zhengzhi, 170.
2  Liang Xiaosheng, Renshijian, Part I, 216.
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equals to justice and would receive public cheer, I would never do 
that.3

The statement is made during Zhou Zhigang’s first meeting with Feng 
Huacheng, his son-in-law whom he does not approve of, which is quite 
thought-provoking. On the one hand, in terms of political identity, the 
qualified worker Zhou Zhigang, who is rooted in the class status has a 
latent sense of political superiority in front of Feng Huacheng who is just 
deregistered from the list of the “Right.” But Zhou treats him as equally 
as he could and is frank with him, from the social relation of worker and 
intellectual rather than from the personal identity as father-in-law. It also 
reflects that in this period, any kind of personal relationship is required to 
be included in the corresponding social relationship to be weighed up. On 
the other hand, even with a higher political status, Zhou Zhigang still has 
a subtle sense of cultural inferiority when facing intellectuals. He is unwill-
ing to be looked down upon by Feng Huacheng, so he chooses to reason 
things out with Feng Huacheng in the intellectual style.

In fact, the sense of pride of the working class is not only reflected in 
the relationship with people of other identities, but also in taking the ini-
tiative to shoulder the responsibility of China’s process of industrialization 
and leading the structural transformation of Chinese society. This is the 
root of the working class becoming the new dominant class after the “so-
cialist revolution.” Zhou Zhigang also has a strong sense of responsibility 
and subjectivity in national construction. 

Compared with the last generation of workers, the generation of work-
ers including Zhou Bingkun have a weaker sense of connection with the 
country. Although some of them, such as Zhou Bingkun and Sun Ganchao, 
would not hesitate to take part in political events due to circumstances, 
loyalty to friends or other factors, most of them are no longer partici-
pants, but just partners and bystanders. 

Undoubtedly, it attenuates their sense of subjectivity as the masters of 
the country. The workers can seek solace only from the limited friendship. 
It is one of the themes of A Lifelong Journey. The annual gathering of 

3  Ibid., 208.
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Zhou Bingkun and his friends in the soy sauce factory or the woodworking 
factory, the so-called “six gentlemen” (liuxiaojunzi 六小君子) at Zhou’s 
house, is the focus of the novel. Liang Xiaosheng affectionately calls 
them “the sons and daughters of the community of Gongle District.” In 
the era when history determines their lives, they are naturally willing to 
get together in leisure time and enjoy the pleasure brought by friendship 
for being engaged in the same work and living similar lives with no 
differences of interests. This is the main feature of workers’ life from the 
mid-1970s to the early 1980s. It deserves to be the source of joy in their 
lives. The days in youth with friends are among the few carefree moments 
in life, if considering the long period of deprivation, poverty, and hardship 
as grow-ups. It is no doubt related to the nature of young people who 
would love to join in the fun, and more deeply, to their living conditions. 
As the novel depicts, “almost none of them, regardless of age, have the 
ability to make even a small change in their life, and their parents can’t 
provide any assistance. They can only make a good impression on people 
by following the code of brotherhood like their parents, to win over their 
support in dire need, or stick together when they feel pressure, or react 
similarly as a micro-community when encountering the same threat.”4 
Unlike the generation of their parents, workers in this period shifted their 
focus to their own families. A better future in a secularized sense for 
oneself and personal family becomes a source of value. In a sense, this is 
inevitable in China after the revolution, and also stores energy for social 
changes. 

However, the workers at that time continue to enjoy the sense of 
stability and belonging, and subconsciously have the self-evident 
superiority of the working class. They have a hard time, but who have 
a better life? The reunions continued, fixed as a rite of life, but there is 
no longer the romance and longing in youth. They even have nothing to 
say. It could be said that this is also the influence of secular life on them. 
There is an interesting detail. When Zhou Bingkun becomes an editor of 
Popular Literature and Art by a lucky chance, he comes into contact with 
people who are quite different from the workers he used to work with 

4  Ibid., 356.
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in factories. In short, he makes friends who may push his life in ways that 
his worker buddies can not have imagined. So while he is genuinely happy 
to finally get the job and worried that he will make his friends jealous, 
his father and friends react with indifference. As far as Zhou Zhigang has 
concerned, the social status of a worker is higher than that of a magazine 
editor, because the former is in the class of leadership, while the latter is 
“a low-ranking member of a group whose ideology requires to be always 
remolded.” So he is not sure it is worth being happy for his son. As for 
Zhou Bingkun’s friends, they never think it is such a good thing, because 
Zhou Bingkun does not get any real benefits. 

That is to say, Zhou Bingkun gains a vision of social life in the process of 
“walking through” social classes, which his friends in the working class 
can not have. Due to the contraction of the visual field, they only see 
the tangible benefits of life, such as houses and the welfare of workers 
provided by factories. Nor do they expect that new social upheavals are 
about to take place, when they will also lose their secure job and suffer 
the “pains” of reform. 

This is a story written by Tan Ge 谈歌 in Big Factory (Dachang 大厂) and 
Liu Xinglong 刘醒龙 in Sharing Hardships (Fenxiang Jiannan 分享艰难 ). If 
when the story happened the novelists used the form of a novel to explain 
what they were aware of a story with rich historical content and tried to 
plan for the future, which caused many arguments. What does it mean 
to rewrite this story when this generation of workers who were once 
called upon to “share their hardships” is in the old age? Liang Xiaosheng 
does not seem obsessed with giving this history any significance beyond 
its own. He just honestly describes the ways out for workers when 
the factory is about to go bankrupt, from using social connections to 
get approval notes, selling tractors on a commission basis, to stealing 
factory’s parts for sale. It reveals the feasts of the factory leaders, for the 
purpose of pursuing an opportunity for cooperation, tricking others and 
drawing them over to their side, or just seeking ease and comfort. In his 
narration, there are stories of extreme grief, such as the death of Xiao 
Guoqing’s elderly father and Sun Ganchao’s sister, with a pervasive mood 
of repression and fear. However, what is particularly noteworthy is that 
the characters depicted by Liang Xiaosheng realize that people are so 
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closely connected and share the same destiny. Just as Zhou Bingkun, the 
then deputy general manager of the restaurant, feels “that if the life of 
the working class is losing ground, I myself would share a common lot.”5 
From this point of view, the situation of workers mirrors the situation 
in China. Individuals have re-established deep connections with the 
community. So to speak, it is Liang Xiaosheng’s rewriting of the “Realist 
Shockwave” literature in the 1990s for a longer period. If the novels of 
“Realist Shockwave” called for “sharing hardships” among individuals 
for the community, Liang Xiaosheng, however, regards the “hardships” 
of individuals as the “hardships” of the community. This rewriting is 
meaningful, from which you get a sense of the writer’s emotional stand 
and ideological path. 

Perhaps due to the inevitability of history or the accident of personal 
fate, Zhou Bingkun does not pass through the “invisible barrier” between 
bottom class and other social strata slightly above the bottom. After var-
ious life experiences as an editor, organizer of “performances for extra 
income without official approval,” and deputy general manager of a hotel, 
he is sent to prison by an accidental event and falls back to the original 
class and his friends again. Now he feels the bitter chill of “hardship.” Not 
only does it mean a loss of living security, as he and his friends need to go 
out for work every day to make a living. What cannot be overlooked as 
well is psychological “hardship.”

Just as the novel depicts, “the collective dream of the working class is 
first and foremost job stability. For that stability, the workers are general-
ly the most pragmatic.”6 They have to bid farewell to the sense of security 
and belonging in the era of collective economy, and accept the market 
economy which brings turbulence and insecurity to personal life. There is 
no constantly steady life, the changes and the adaptation to changes be-
come the rhythm of their lives. As the novel notes, “it is a strange feeling 
to be at home while being homeless, with no idea of why such feeling oc-
curs.” This feeling is precisely the emotional structure shaped by the new 
relations of production. The workers gradually lose contact with others 

5  Ibid., Part II, 305.
6  Ibid., Part III, 326.
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and sink to the bottom of the market economy, becoming a silent pres-
ence. 

From the 1970s to 2015, the synopsis of the novel is slightly reflected in Zhou 
Zhigang’s long life with Zhou Bingkun as the core. As Lukács pointed out, 
in all great works, the characters should be described in their multifaceted 
interdependence among the works, among their social existence, and 
the major issues of the existence. The deeper these relationships were 
understood, the more multifaceted these interconnections developed, 
the greater the works became.7 While focusing on the life course of 
individuals, A Lifelong Journey provides the key to understand current 
Chinese society. When we trudge to the end of the novel along the life 
journey of Zhou Bingkun, it happens to us that it is the life of ourselves. 
Yes, that is the great task of all true literature. It makes us aware of 
ourselves. 

Debate on Goodness

A Lifelong Journey has a moral quality not often seen in fiction these days. 
While modern novelists have wisely remained silent because of their 
insight into the complexities of the human condition, Liang Xiaosheng 
has not shied away from the long-lasting obstacles, striving to reaffirm 
the value of goodness. In this sense, he is an heir to 19th-century Russian 
literature and another answer to the eternal question of “how one should 
live a life.” 

Liang Xiaosheng places the imagination of “goodness” on “good 
people,” that is, he would like to answer what it means to be a “good 
person” and how to be a “good person” in China. This is the question 
that the novelists are dedicated to exploring.8 In an era of rapid social 
transformation, many fixed ideas about ethics and morality change. This 
exploration, in a sense, is also the value of ethics for the reconstruction 
of the contemporary world. “Good people” is the main tone of Liang 
Xiaosheng’s characterization of the novel, and also his expectation of 

7  Georg Lukács, “Lun Yishu Xingxiang de Zhihui Fengmao,” in Lukaqi Wenxue Lunwenji, vol. 1, 174.
8  Yue Wen, “Haoren de Gushi: Changpian Xiaoshuo Zhong de Yi Ge Lunli Wenti,” 79–83.
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himself and what people should be. Therefore, in what sense does Liang 
Xiaosheng talk about “good people”?

In contemporary China, the concept of “good people” largely comes 
from the simple enlightenment of the people. In the folk evaluation 
system, the traditional personality cultivation such as benevolence, 
kindness, and loyalty constitutes the core of folk morality. 

As Zhou Zhigang tells his wife in the novel, “for me, as long as our 
daughter grows to be a good person and does what is right, she fulfills my 
early promise. Our daughter is kind and righteous with a sense of justice 
for people and things. With these qualities remaining unchanged, it’s not 
a big deal for her to be capricious sometimes.”9 “Being a good person” 
is basically the only standard for the folk moral evaluation. For example, 
Zhou Bingyi, the elder son of the Zhou family, has set his outlook on 
life in an early age. He requires himself not only to strive for excellence, 
but also to always be a good person. His standard for a good person 
is even higher than for excellence, and he earnestly practices what he 
advocates. When he has a key opportunity that could change his life, he 
does not betray love, but frankly gives up this opportunity. He stands the 
test of moral quality. In the first meeting of Zhou Zhigang and his son-in-
law Feng Huacheng who is just deregistered from the list of the Right, 
Feng Huacheng introduces himself sincerely, “I’m not a mean, degraded, 
and bad intellectual. On the contrary, I always demand myself to be a 
good person . . . you know what I mean about a good person.”10 Zhou 
Zhigang believes that he is a good person as per how he treats strangers 
previously. As readers, we all know that whether or not Feng is a good 
person directly determines whether or not Zhou Zhigang approves of 
Zhou Rong’s marriage with him. Zhou Nan, the third generation of the 
Zhou family, sacrifices himself to save others, and Zhou Rong attributes 
it to the family education. “I saw our father telling him and (Zhou) 
Congcong the story of the generals of the Yang family. When hearing that 
Yang Erlang (the second elderly son) was crushed to death by holding up 

9  Liang, Renshijian, Part II, 93.
10  Ibid., Part I, 209.
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the gate so that his brothers could escape, Nannan burst into tears! ”11 In 
this sense, almost all characters in A Lifelong Journey, with the value of 
“good people,” learn to be a good person in twists and turns.

It should be mentioned that the civil adherence to the value of good 
people is mainly influenced by traditional culture. The place where the 
story happens is Guangzipian Subdistrict in Gongle District. It is pointed 
out with the words of Zhou Bingyi, “the street name of Guangzipian is 
exactly of the Chinese feature, which was given by the Chinese people 
of our father’s generation. The five names of Guang Ren (benevolence), 
Guang Yi (righteousness), Guang Li (courtesy), Guang Zhi (wisdom), 
and Guang Xin (trust), are made based on the Chinese culture of 
Confucianism!”12 It proves that Confucianism has a profound influence 
on the formation of folk morality and constitutes the reference system 
of people’s behaviors. In addition, the influence of books, especially 
literature, is the spiritual element of “good people.” As a generation 
influenced by literature and even with fate changed, Liang Xiaosheng has 
a deep feeling. In the novel, he wrote about young people reading and 
discussing classical literature with the curtains closed and the door closed. 
It is a classic scene in the 1970s. A Lifelong Journey brings the readers 
back to the remote era which features the thirst for knowledge, the 
passion for human beings and the concern for the future and destiny of 
the whole China, making the forerunners introspect. They draw spiritual 
inspiration from literature, which ensures that they grow into idealists and 
unwavering practitioners of good deeds. 

The generation of writers including Liang Xiaosheng have realized the 
inclusiveness and repairability of the folk value system, so in his novels, he 
takes folk morality as the spiritual core to create a folk world filled with 
beauty and goodness. Although he criticizes some of the unconscious 
psychology of the people, such as tufthunting, he is still convinced that 
folk goodness has a strong function of restoration. In his writing, this 
folk morality is so free and low-key that it would suffice to cope with the 
impact and intrusion of political forces. Therefore, Liang Xiaosheng puts 

11  Ibid., Part III, 163.
12  Ibid., 342.
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forward an important proposition that morality should be separated from 
politics. 

This proposition is first proposed in the debate between Zhou Rong 
and Zhou Bingyi. Out of political sensitivity, Zhou Bingyi askes Zhou Rong, 
a new student at Peking University, to be a good student and notes 
that the principle of being a good person and being a good student is 
different, but Zhou Rong disagrees. Liang Xiaosheng does not detail this 
debate, to leave room for readers to imagine. Perhaps, in Zhou Bingyi’s 
opinion, being a good person is a folk requirement, with a constant core 
factor. Being a good student (good youth) is a political requirement, 
which has a lot to do with the shaping of individual identity in an era.13 
However, for Zhou Rong, who is influenced by liberalism, it seems that 
folk value standards can cover or surpass political standards. The writer 
does not seem to have taken a position on which view is more realistic, 
but we can still be able to see a little bit from the characters. Old Lady 
Qu, who once served as the third in charge of a soy sauce factory, is a 
good example. For Zhou Bingkun and his friends at the soy sauce factory, 
Qu is their “benefactor.” She happenes to hear these young workers 
cursing her, but does not take revenge. Instead, she takes them to her 
house, expresses gratitude to Zhou Bingkun for helping her husband at 
the critical moment, and treats them with a feast rarely seen in the era of 
shortage, and gives them useful guidance for life. Afterwards, when they 
encounter insurmountable difficulties, they tend to ask the old lady for 
help. Old Lady Qu also helps them as much as she could. Zhou Bingkun 
and his friends change their impression of her and believe that “she 
is basically a good person” which is reflected in her kindness towards 
others, especially workers at the bottom of society. However, for Bai 
Xiaochuan, Zhou Bingkun’s teacher, Qu is never a “good person” because 
in 1957 she labeled him and Xiang Guifang, the famous Peking Opera actor 
he admired, as the “Rightists” for unreasonable ground. It shows the 

13  Some researchers have examined the changes in the image of youth in contemporary 
Chinese literatures, and believe that it can be summarized as “revolutionary youth,” 
“problem youth,” youth reconstruction and rebellious youth, which may serve as evidence. 
See Xu Yong, “Qingnian Yiti” yu Ershi Shiji Bashi Niandai Xiaoshuo Chuangzuo.
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relativity of “goodness” with no doubt, but also profoundly illustrates the 
separation of virtue and politics in a special era. 

The separation of virtue and politics may only represent a complex 
personal character, but if extended to a larger extent, it contains some 
historical secrets. Without the broader community vision provided by 
politics, virtue will inevitably be too trivial to reach higher-level goodness 
that unites more people. In turn, if politics loses its virtue, it loses its 
foundation, and inevitably descends to empty talk. In this way, the 
mobilization capacity of political China gradually weakened after 1970. 
Political China and folk China experienced a complicated relationship and 
ended in separation. 

Liang Xiaosheng is aware of this point and tries to make up for it in his 
novel in an imaginative manner. It can also be regarded as the spiritual 
source for Zhou Bingyi and Lü Chuan. While Zhou Bingkun and others 
are pursuing to be a good person, Lü Chuan, a college student, writes to 
his friends and puts forward higher requirements. He says, “I grant you 
all have a sense of loyalty to a friend, but that loyalty has always been 
confined to us. Have we ever shown justice and compassion to those 
who have suffered injustice but have no relation with us? The loyalty  
between us is no different from that of our fathers as sworn brothers, just 
an instinctive way of survival!” “I will treat you as my colleague, which 
equals to a good person plus comrade . . .” “I hope you will care about 
the national destiny as well. ”14 In other words, if the “goodness” in the 
folk sense means sharing goodwill among people you know who share a 
common destiny, the “goodness” in the higher sense means connecting 
yourself to others you do not know and to your country. It is goodness in 
the political sense and also the goal pursued by Zhou Bingyi who is an ide-
alist and a follower of good politics. He puts the interests of the country 
and the people above those of himself and even his relatives, for which he 
racks his brains until his death. 

However, the will to achieve goodness does not mean having the ability 
to practice it. For ordinary people like Zhou Bingkun, being a good per-
son is what he can approach through his efforts, but the goodness in the 

14  Liang, Renshijian, Part I, 439.
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higher sense is something he cannot achieve. Just as he responds to Lü 
Chuan in his mind, “We can’t see what you’ve seen, or hear what you’ve 
heard. How can we be able to meet the people you are familiar with? How 
can a conversation between you be a conversation between us? How do 
we confirm the justice you stand for is real justice? How can we determine 
that the truth you doubt is not true at all? Your letter disgraces not only 
us, but millions of people who, like us, know very little about our country, 
and have always thought that not knowing does not stop us from getting 
married, having children, or even living.”15 In Liang Xiaosheng’s opinion, 
goodness should be divided into different levels. People should learn to 
be good person and abide by the folk sense of goodness. On this basis, 
those with certain knowledge, vision, and elaborative faculty should pur-
sue good politics. In other words, one should first of all pursue one’s own 
goodness, and appreciate the goodness of others for the prosperity of 
human good.

The question follows. Does being a good person mean getting a good 
life and a good destiny? The answer tends to be no.16 Yet that is precisely 
the charm of goodness. It does not promise equal rewards to those who 
believe in it, but it can still shine for its own sake.

After all, Liang Xiaosheng still could not bear to make the world seem 
too hard and full of suffering. He arranges perfect emotional life for his 
characters, making emotion nourish and reward the soul of a good per-
son. This is probably a good person’s goodwill towards the world. 

Why would we talk about “good people”? Why give meaning to “good 
people”? It reflects how a writer sees the world. For Liang Xiaosheng, 
“good people” has always been the core content of his writing. He once 

15  Ibid., 442.
16  Feng Xiang tries to answer the question of why good people suffer. In his view, “the 
suffering of good person (Job, Jeremiah, Jesus) is not only necessary for the salvation 
of the world, but also the daily maintenance of faith: It is through the injustice of faithful 
servants that the name of God continues to be believed, and that righteousness is not 
corrupted, but worthy of pursuit. Suffering, therefore, is a narrow victory of the innocent 
over the violent party; it compelled him to ‘vacate himself, take a slave’s image, and make 
himself like all men’ (Philippians 2:7), and go down with us into the land of sin.” See Feng 
Xiang, “Haoren Weishenme Shouku.” http://www.aisixiang.com. Accessed on September 
27, 2019.
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wrote an essay entitled “The Scroll of Good People” (Haoren Shujuan 好 
人书卷 ) and even planned to launch a magazine of the same name. In his  
writing Uneasy Chinese (Tante de Zhongguoren 忐忑的中国人), he devoted 
a chapter to “The Culture of Good People.” 

In his opinion, the emphasis on good people means that literature 
should not only show how people are in life, but also how they should 
behave. When it shows how people should behave, literature is no longer 
just a mirror, but has the initiative and influence. This is what makes litera-
ture in the real sense. 

Realism as an Overall Structure

A Lifelong Journey is acknowledged as a novel of epic nature. Ian Watt has 
traditionally discussed how the novel can be called an epic. He argues the 
epic is the initial example of narrative literature, and of serious literature 
as well, so it stands to reason that it can give names to the forms that 
contain all such works. In this sense, the novel can also be described 
as an epic. One might go further, as Hegel did, and see the novel as an 
expression of the epic spirit squeezed by the dull conception of modern 
reality.17 Obviously, the word “epic” we use today is not in the literature 
genre, but relates to a style, including the relationship between the writer 
and reality. So, in what sense does A Lifelong Journey reflect its epic 
nature? 

Firstly, the focus on social reality as an overall structure is the premise 
of a work of epic nature. It means that the writer should view society 
from a central point of view, which arises from life itself, as a reflection of 
the social structure which the writer is involved in and exists implicitly in 
many social phenomena. He Guimei points out in the analysis of Liu Qing’s  
柳青 Builders of a New Life (Chuangyeshi 创业史), “the understanding  
and expression of the rural cooperative movement from the perspective 
of ‘socialist revolution’ means that Liu Qing not only regards the rural 
cooperative movement as an economic movement, like Zhao Shuli 赵树 

17  Ian P. Watt, The Rise of the Novels. This quotation is from the Chinese version, Xiaoshuo 
de Xingqi, trans. Gao Yuan and Dong Hongjun, 274.
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理 who in his Sanliwan Bay (Sanliwan 三里湾) emphasizes the necessity 
of cooperation from the perspective of socialization of the economy, 
technology, and management, nor just as a social movement, like Great 
Changes in a Mountain Village (Shanxiang Jubian 山乡巨变) or Bright Sunny  
Skies (Yanyangtian 艳阳天) which underscores the changes in class relations 
and conflicts, but also highlights the significance of it as a cultural 
movement (revolution), paying more attention to the process of human’s 
‘ideological and psychological’ changes. It integrates the three levels of 
economy, society, and culture, with the purpose to express a ‘new life of 
the system’ and a new form of the ‘world.’ ”18 

For Liu Qing, this central point of view is “socialist revolution.” Then, 
when Liang Xiaosheng focuses his vision on the life of urban civilians in 
the 1970s, what he actually would like to explore is how a revolutionary 
China develops into a modern China, and how different social classes are 
intertwined while also alienated from each other in this process of trans-
formation. It is out of this consideration that he chooses Zhou Bingkun as 
the main character. As the youngest son of the Zhou family, Zhou Bingkun 
has no such cultural sensitivity and wisdom as his elder brother Zhou 
Bingyi and elder sister Zhou Rong, and is considered to be “simple-minded 
and stubborn.” In fact, such a character as a media is not conducive to the 
narrator’s unique understanding of the world. However, Liang Xiaosheng 
still takes him as the protagonist, which reflects his recognition of the 
common people as well as some deeper implications. On the one hand, 
Zhou Bingkun is influenced by his elder brother and sister in his love for 
literature, and thus has the ability of self-reflection and forms a path of 
understanding the world through self-reflection. On the other hand, as an 
axis figure, Zhou Bingkun could make not only a vertical connection with 
his elder brother who is a cadre and his elder sister an intellectual, but 
also a horizontal connection with Xiao Guoqing, Sun Ganchao, Cao Debao, 
Qiao Chunyan, and other workmates and neighbors, incorporating the 
basic social factors of the world described by Liang Xiaosheng. Various 
classes were deeply involved in the transition from revolutionary China to 
modern China, among which Zhou Bingyi represents cadres who are the 

18  He Guimei, “‘Zongtixing Shijie’ de Wenxue Shuxie: Chongdu Chuangyeshi,” 18–34.
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implementers of the modernization project of reform and opening up, no 
matter as leader of a large military factory, or as a planner and reformer 
of urban construction, and Zhou Rong is a representative of liberal intel-
lectuals in the intellectual class. Zhou Rong is a creator of knowledge and 
a critic of various social phenomena. Unfortunately, for one reason or 
another, she does not create value through studying, and the excellent 
traditional Chinese culture that she and her tutor Mr. Wang Ermiao are 
obsessed with fails to be truly integrated with the reality of China nor play 
its due role. On the contrary, the common people represented by Zhou 
Bingkun are divided into different groups. Some, like Guoqing and Gan-
chao, are living harder as they take the costs of social and economic trans-
formation. Others, such as Xiangyang, seize the opportunity of the market 
economy to go through several ups and downs in the tide of the market, 
and end beyond the legal boundary. And so on and so forth. In the pro-
cess of transformation, the differences in depth of thought, intellectual 
horizon, emotional dimension, and interests result in the separation and 
alienation among different classes, even among family members. With this 
in mind, Liang Xiaosheng designs a meaningful detail by the end of the 
novel: In the Spring Festival of 2012, the Zhou family re-unite, when the 
three siblings are in their later years. Five family members (including Zhou 
Bingyi, Zhou Rong, Zhou Bingkun, Zheng Juan and Cai Xiaoguang) chat in 
the bedroom as if they are in the days before Zhou Bingyi and Zhou Rong 
work in the countryside. 

Back then, however, they talk about the world-famous masterpieces 
in the old house located in Guangzipian. Now, concern for the current 
and future national affairs is firmly at the center of their conversation. It 
means that, despite the so-called differences and divisions among classes, 
the concern for the fate of the motherland can still bind people together 
and form a community of a shared future, thus repairing the fragile unity. 
This is the belief and expectation of writers in the generation like Liang 
Xiaosheng: China is the fundamental force that unites people into a 
community. But it is far from enough. Liang Xiaosheng also arranges for 
Zhou Rong to write a novel entitled Children of Our Generation (Women  
zhedai ernü 我们这代儿女, resembling A Lifelong Journey!). Through literature,  
people have reached an emotional consensus. It gives us hope that a 
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more inclusive future will be rooted in deep mutual understanding.
Secondly, the epic nature also shows that details are the basic factors 

of structure. Lukács, in speaking of Tolstoy, noted that in the works of a 
great realist writer, everything was connected with something else. Each 
phenomenon represented a poly-tone of many components, the inter-
laced relationship between the individual and the society, the physical and 
the spiritual, and the private interests and the public affairs.19 It means 
that details do not exist as details themselves, but are connected to soci-
ety as a whole. Lukács further cited Zola’s detailed descriptions of places 
such as the stock exchange, the racecourse, and the theatre, and his writ-
ing is certainly encyclopedic. But all of these are only the backside of the 
indifference to human destiny, with nothing to do with itself. Tolstoy is  
different. He is one of those rare writers who express “the whole of things,” 
which makes every scene he describes interrelated to another, as a part 
of the conception of the whole work, and an indispensable factor in the 
development of human character. Liang Xiaosheng is an inheritor of real-
ism. He fully practices the narrative style of “details constituting a whole.” 
Take the house in Guangzipian as an example. At the beginning of the 
novel, the narrator introduces in detail the origin of Guangzipian in Gongle 
District and the two huts inside and outside of the Zhou family, leaving 
a vague impression on readers that it is the place where the story takes 
place, the space where the Zhou family live, and the background factors. 
But as the novel progresses, we realize that the house is anything but ex-
ternal to human life. On the contrary, it is full of individuality. This house 
is the place where Zhou Bingyi and Zhou Rong read and discuss literary 
classics and communicate with each other, and also the place where Zhou 
Bingkun and his workmates gather together. The house also witnesses 
the turning point of Zhou Bingkun’s destiny, from moderate prosperity to 
a civilian life, which has a profound impact on his mental state. In the end, 
Guangzipian, where the Zhou family live, is the target of reform promoted 
by Zhou Bingyi, which improved Zhou Bingkun’s living conditions while 
separating him from his former friends. In short, Liang Xiaosheng gives 

19  Georg Lukács, “Tolstoy and the Development of Realism.” This quotation is from the 
Chinese version “Tuoersitai he Xianshi Zhuyi de Fazhan, ” in Lukaqi Wenxue Lunwenji, vol. 2, 174.
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historical depth to the relationship among people, and between people 
and things, based on vivid and holistic details. Their thoughts, feelings and 
behaviors are linked to the overall development of society. 

By way of these interconnected details, a vibrant society in transition 
emerges on the page.

Last but not the least, epic nature also means the unification of “history” 
and “poetry.” Liang Xiaosheng “invents” a narrative approach that 
modern novelists consider close to “clumsy”: the narrative method of 
chronicles. In the novel spanning from 1972 to 2016, Liang Xiaosheng 
finely details some years with incidents, endowing these years with the 
value of the era. For example, the narration from the winter of 1972 to 
the year before the Spring Festival of 1973 takes up four chapters, and 
the incidents from the Spring Festival of 1973 to the Spring Festival of 
1974 are narrated from Chapter Five to Chapter Ten. What is particularly 
noteworthy is that despite such emphasis on the influence of history on 
individuals, Liang Xiaosheng never makes history occupy the foreground 
of the novel. Unlike most novels that reflect the reality of society, he 
focuses on years that are significant to individual lives rather than major 
social events. It is because he adheres to the honesty of a writer with 
living people and human life as the theme of literature, and also respects 
the law of society that important historical events are the result of 
accumulated social potentials over a long period of time and often take 
a longer while to manifest themselves in the lives of ordinary people. 
In other words, he values “history,” but does not want to let “history” 
occupy the space of “poetry.” Even for ordinary people, Liang Xiaosheng 
endows them with the ability to reflect on personal life, thus creating the 
space for moral life and spiritual life. What deeply impresses readers is the 
life of ordinary people with introspection, which is full of hardships but 
with no lack of passion and reflection.

A Lifelong Journey inherits a familiar but long-lost tradition of 19th-
century realism. Realism has come back to us in this way, with great 
appeal. Accompanying this tradition is the Liang Xiaosheng’s deep 
feelings towards people. Liang Xiaosheng stands on the vast earth of the 
world, watching earnestly how the wheels of the era rolled past, leaving 
deep or shallow trails while changing the world. Thus, the northern city 
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created by him opens the multiple dimensions of our understanding 
of the rise and fall of the old industrial area in northeast China and the 
social transformation in China, serving as our spiritual base. People living 
in this city, including workers, officials, and intellectuals, regard “good 
people” as an unbreakable belief in life, and try their best to live for it. 
Liang Xiaosheng takes “goodness,” especially that which comes from the 
folk and is nurtured by books, as the highest criterion for understanding 
and changing the world. He persuades us irrefutably that a better world 
exists, exactly in the present world. 
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