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Abstract 

 

Writing with Care:  

Yan Lianke and the Biopolitics of Modern Chinese Censorship 

 

Harlan David Chambers, MA 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2015 

 

Supervisor:  Chien-hsin Tsai 

 

Author Yan Lianke’s experiences with censorship frame this investigation into the 

relationship between life, politics, and writing in modern China. As Yan’s case shows, 

Chinese censorship goes beyond textual redaction, seeking to reform the very life of 

political subjects. The effects of this move to bridge politics and life are best 

demonstrated by acts of internalized censorship (e.g., “self censorship”), widespread in 

China’s modern cultural scene. The historical genealogy of internalized censorship 

reveals it to be part of a broader Chinese Communist Party program of thought work, 

engaged in remolding the lives of political subjects. Revisiting the fundamentals of 

Michel Foucault’s biopolitical theory, I argue that this form of censorship plays a key 

role in the party’s biohistory, the historical institutionalization of power aimed at 

radically politicizing life itself.  



  v 

The first chapter of this report sketches out the historical foundations of Chinese 

biopolitics. Regimes of thought work are shown to have been developed as disciplinary 

techniques of censoring and censuring, systematically deployed to correct individuals’ 

ideological errors. Re-imagining disobedience as illness, the state sought to cure its 

citizens through “disciplinary care.” The Communist Party has thus established 

institutions seeking to completely fold life into politics; consequently, top-down 

techniques like censorship have reemerged in the bottom-up phenomenon of internalized 

censoring. 

The second chapter returns to the novels of Yan Lianke to argue that his literature 

responds to the legacy of thought work with a distinct form of “literary care.” His recent 

novels restage historical events in order to narrate confrontations between writers and 

institutions of state power. Through these encounters, Yan’s writing unfolds literary care 

as a strategy to shield non-normative forms of life against powers aiming to rectify their 

ideological idiosyncrasies. Literary care thus affirms ways of being that exceed exclusively 

political interpretive frameworks. In the face of censorship, Yan Lianke does not dream 

of an autonomous sphere of artistic expression, nor does he campaign for a simplistic 

notion of intellectual liberty. Instead, Yan Lianke writes with literary care, never 

neglecting relations between life and politics but maintaining that one is not reducible to 

the other. 
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Introduction 

 

Scandal sells. In a recent lecture, Chinese author Yan Lianke reflected on the 

relationship between book sales and state censorship, alleging that Chinese writers are 

now bribing bureaucrats to ban their books in hopes of economizing on readers’ taste for 

the taboo.1 Yet there is more to Yan’s anecdote than a punch-line about the absurdity of 

contemporary Chinese censorship. For Yan Lianke, censorship has been no laughing 

matter. It has kept certain of his novels off the shelves in the domestic market while 

rocketing him to international visibility as China’s new literary bad boy. If there are in 

fact Chinese authors bribing state censors, as Yan facetiously suggests, then perhaps it is 

because they wish to emulate his success. Banning has ultimately led to an increase in his 

sales, translations, interviews, and invited lectures. In economic terms, the financial 

damages inflicted by the banning of Yan’s books looks less severe in light of the wealth 

and professional clout it has garnered. Censorship, typically understood as an 

impingement on freedom of expression, has proven in this case to be a force of 

production.  

This productivity should not be understood strictly in economic terms either. For 

Yan Lianke, censorship has become a central creative concern of his fiction. Three of his 

recent novels stage confrontations between writers and censors within their narratives, 

transposing the author’s professional dilemmas into material for creative prose. These 

three texts are The Book of Songs (Feng ya song, 2009), The Four Books (Sishu, 2011), 

and Boomtown Chronicles (Zhalie zhi, 2013). As novels, they stand out among Yan’s 

oeuvre for recounting the plight of an author (not unlike Yan) whose writings face 

                                                 
1 See Yan (Ten Views, 2013). 
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various forms of censorship. The fictive plots and characters intersect with politically 

taboo historical events, making these works fictional interventions into the very act of 

narrating history in the face of censorship. 

Yet there is more to this censorship than heavy-handed bureaucratic intervention. 

As contemporary Chinese critics, artists, and Yan himself frequently comment, the most 

ubiquitous form of censorship in China today is self-censorship. This is not a form of 

self-editing in order to respect “politically correct” standards, nor is it done in the name 

of attracting a certain audience within the over-crowded literary marketplace. Here, “self-

censoring” refers to an author redacting their own text in order to satisfy anticipated 

ideological requirements of the state censor. In order to distinguish this particular form of 

self-censoring, I will refer it below as “internalized censorship.” It is tempting to chalk-

up the ubiquity of this phenomenon in China to the effectiveness of the state censor; yet 

Yan’s own fictionalization of censorship suggests another way of thinking about how 

censorship operates in China today. It is not merely the meddling of a bureaucrat with a 

pen; it also involves an internalized series of disciplinary techniques that are related to a 

much broader regime of political control. 

I will make this point by way of a brief illustration from Yan’s The Book of Songs. 

In this novel, the protagonist oversteps the boundaries of censorship by unintentionally 

making a public reference to the 1989 Tiananmen Massacre (one of China’s three 

unmentionable “T’s,” the other two being Taiwan and Tibet). Realizing the gravity of his 

error, he immediately requests that his supervisors allow him to compose a written self-

criticism (shumian jiantao).2 Similar to internalized censorship, the character’s 

spontaneous move to self-criticize (e.g., self-censure) demonstrates an internalization of 

                                                 
2 For a more in-depth discussion of this passage, please see the first section of chapter 2. 
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self-criticism, a state-imposed disciplinary technique that occupies a powerful role in 

China’s Communist Party history. Stepping beyond the fictional frame of Yan’s novel, 

the historical practice of self-criticism is part of a broader program of “thought work” 

(sixiang gongzuo) integral to the Communist Party’s ideological and institutional 

development. Indeed, generalizing a regime of thought work was a cornerstone of the 

Communist Party’s nation-building project, and I submit that the contemporary 

phenomenon of internalized censorship should be understood through thought work’s 

historical genealogy of institutionalization and deployment.  

Anti-Communist critiques of thought work have branded it as brainwashing 

(xinao), a manifestation of authoritarian discipline that seeks to transform the individual 

into an obedient political subject.3 Yet I believe that an alternative understanding of this 

concept is possible. The discursive practices that established an imperative for thought 

work as a disciplinary regime were indeed concerned with establishing political and 

ideological control, but they were also seeking to mobilize each individual to serve the 

best interests of the collective. These collective interests were understood, in turn, as the 

best interests of the individual. Thought control was thus a kind of medicine that the 

ideologically wayward “patient” needed to imbibe that would ultimately serve their own 

well-being. The discourse legitimizing these disciplinary techniques was therefore a 

discourse of care. When the political positions of the individual rendered them unfit for 

care of the self, it was the responsibility of political power to “care” for them by 

rectifying their behavior. This discourse on care is most pronounced in speeches by Mao 

Zedong at the start of the Yan’an Rectification Movement, the precise historical period 

when the Chinese Communist Party began formalizing a series of disciplinary techniques 

                                                 
3 See Brady (35-39). 
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that would later become institutionalized in a national regime of thought work. Under 

Mao, the Communist Party developed operations of power seeking to penetrate the very 

body and mind of the individual, remolding them in the form of the new socialist man. 

Thought work is thus part of an effort to bridge politics and life, a biopolitical operation 

gauged to exercise reformative and transformative powers over the individual. 

Censorship, particularly the internalized censoring of the writer, was defined by Mao’s 

new paradigm of “disciplinary care.” Discerning the institutional and ideological history 

of censorship within the Communist Party’s broader program of thought work invites a 

rethinking of censorship as more than a restriction on freedom. Instead, we must critically 

consider the historical and theoretical locations of “freedom” and how censorship acts as 

an ensemble of mechanisms participating in its discursive production.  

The case of Yan Lianke serves to frame this report: his experiences with 

censorship are the starting point for an investigation into censorship’s role in the 

development of China’s modern biopolitical regime. In the first chapter, I review Yan’s 

background with state-imposed and internalized censorship. As his case suggests, 

censorship goes far beyond textual interference, invading the life and mind of political 

subjects. This invasive gesture is most acute in instances of internalized censorship. 

Previous scholarship suggests that Yan’s case is hardly unique; internalized censorship 

can be found all across contemporary China’s cultural scene. The historical genealogy of 

internalized censorship situates it within a broader program of thought work, engaged in 

remolding the lives of political subjects. Revisiting the fundamentals of biopolitical 

theory in its delineations by Michel Foucault, I argue that this form of censorship plays a 

key role in a regime of power aimed at radically politicizing life itself. 



 

 

  5 

The most substantial portion of the first chapter seeks to trace out this genealogy 

by offering a preliminary sketch of modern China’s biohistory, identifying the emerging 

operations of biopower within the institutional and ideological development of the 

Communist Party. Following Foucault’s theoretical propositions, I will focus on three 

historical movements in the crystallization of Chinese biopoltics: first, Mao’s theorization 

of class as a “massifying” ensemble of categories; second, the development of 

disciplinary techniques during the Yan’an Rectification Movement that “individualize” 

the experience of class categories in the quotidian of party members; and third, the 

institutionalization of these massifying and individualizing power dynamics through the 

collective campaigns of the 1950’s and 1960’s, as well as the transformation of class into 

a racial and nationalist normative matrix. Having established this background, I will then 

return to the institutional history of censorship in contemporary China, situating it 

amongst the ontological coordinates of China’s biopolitical regime. The Chinese 

Communist Party’s method of thought work not only censors ideological content, it 

censures the political subject in order to discursively reconstitute and regulate that same 

subject. As the Latin root censere suggests, “censure” and “censor” work in concert to 

produce the modern biopolitical subject. To characterize the biopolitical deployment of 

censorship in China, I propose the term bio-censor.  

The second chapter returns to the novels of Yan Lianke, examining how he uses 

the medium of literature to unfold operations of bio-censoring. Institutions and practices 

of “disciplinary care” are the focus of his critique in Book of Songs and The Four Books, 

while Boomtown Chronicles unfolds Chinese biopolitics in the emergent age of the 

economic man. In all of these novels, history is restaged via literature as a sort of 
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metahistory, in which actual historical events and institutions are (re)presented as objects 

of the author’s critique. In each novel, he lays out systems of rewards and punishment 

that the government uses to mobilize and transform individuals into malleable material 

for nationalist projects. Love (ai) of country, or aiguo, is defined as a regulatory force 

drawing individuals into complicity with the state’s demands.  

Against this expression of patriotism, Yan develops another notion of love (ai) 

over the course of his three novels. Criticizing the quest for artistic autonomy, or freedom 

from politics, Yan Lianke champions instead direct engagement with political realities in 

order to express another form love that I read as care. Yan’s “literary care” serves as a 

powerful alternative to the Maoist era legacy of disciplinary care, guarding forms of life 

instead of trying to “rectify” them with a broader political program. While disciplinary 

care takes life to be reducible to politics, literary care affirms life as excessive of any 

ideological apparatus. Literary care charts out alternative ways of living that resist 

inscribing themselves into the state’s biopolitical agenda, suggesting forms of knowledge 

that do not “escape” biopolitics but exceed its effects. Reading Yan Lianke’s recent 

literary interventions, in which confrontations between writers and authorities are 

inscribed into his very narrative material, I find his articulations of literary care to be his 

most compelling and consistent response to the dilemma of the writer facing modern 

China’s biopolitical censorship.    
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Chapter 1:  Towards a Chinese Biohistory 

 

YAN LIANKE, CENSORSHIP, AND CHINESE BIOPOLITICS 

 

Yan Lianke is no stranger to censorship. The Central Propaganda Department has 

banned several of his novels shortly after publication, including Summer Sunset (Xia 

Riluo, 1994), Serve the People (Wei renmin fuwu, 2005), and A Dream of Ding Village 

(Ding zhuang meng, 2005).
4
 As Perry Link has pointed out in his study of censorship in 

the Maoist and early reform eras, post-publication banning of a book targets the 

publishing house as the most financially punitive form of censoring.
5
 Such heavy-handed 

demonstrations of state authority may have removed these works from mainland 

bookshelves, but they ironically served to bolster the author’s visibility both domestically 

and abroad.
6
 Yan himself has displayed skepticism about the effectiveness of such bans. 

In a 2013 lecture at Duke University, he characterized banning as a largely arbitrary 

bureaucratic exercise, executed in fulfillment of a quota. As Yan’s own career trajectory 

suggests, these bans have the unintended effect of endowing targeted authors with 

prestige and legitimacy in China’s literary field. Mainland authors who have never been 

banned, Yan claims, are held in suspicion by their peers. Conversely, he also exhibits 

suspicion towards writers who pursue censorship as a mark of distinction.
7
 Yan’s 

reflections yield a key insight on censorship in contemporary China: overt 

                                                 
4
 Tsai, (Museum, 2011). 

5
 Link, (2000, 94-95). Explicit impositions of state censorship may strike at three levels: distribution, sale, 

or promotion. The Dream of Ding Village received the harshest regime of censorship, being banned on all 

three levels.  
6
 Yan has in fact asserted that the censure of Summer Sunset was relaxed due to the positive attention the 

censorship attracted abroad (Xia Riluo, 185). 
7
 “Ten Views on Book Banning in China with Yan Lianke.”  
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demonstrations of state power frequently fail to silence the intended target, sometimes 

having precisely the opposite effect. 

Direct impositions of state authority have proven to be only one of several routes 

in the exercise of censorial power. Its mechanics may also be observed operating through 

less direct channels. The case of Yan Lianke offers two examples, one factual and one 

fictive, serving to illustrate this point. As a real-world example, the state “censored” Yan 

following the publication of Lenin’s Kisses (Shouhuo, 2004) by forcing him out of his 

position as a colonel in the People’s Liberation Army (PLA).
8
 The novel tackles a series 

of sensitive political issues, including economic exploitation and territorial dispossession. 

While the novel won popular and critical acclaim in China, the punitive loss of Yan’s 

position within the PLA suggests a more subtle and coercive operation of censorship than 

issuing a formal ban on the author’s writing.9 Here, it is not a case of financial loss for 

the publishing house; rather, it is a censuring of the author’s person via the loss of his 

professional position. This observation should be qualified, however, by noting that Yan 

was employed by the PLA as a propaganda writer, and the PLA has direct ties with the 

Central Propaganda Department that oversaw review of Yan’s manuscript while it was 

still in pre-publication.10 Yan’s first widely recognized literary achievement also marks 

his definitive professional break with the state propaganda apparatus, a divergence that 

becomes increasingly clear in his most recent novel, Boomtown Chronicles. This work is 

in fact a novel within a novel: a local history of the community “Boomtown” (zhalie) 

penned by a novelist under government commission, one “Yan Lianke.” This (fictional) 

                                                 
8
 See the interview by Anthony Siegel. 

9 See Liu (1). 
10 Anne Marie Brady has charted out the sometimes contentious relationship between the People’s 

Liberation Army and the Central Propaganda department (26-27). 
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Yan weaves a chronicle that deviates from Boomtown’s factual history, imagining an 

apocalyptic scenario in which Boomtown’s unbridled growth leads to the rise of a 

military warlord who launches a doomed war against the United States. At the novel’s 

conclusion, the fictionalized Yan has a meeting with the mayor of Boomtown to discuss 

his completed manuscript. The taciturn Mayor (who was assassinated in Yan’s fictive 

treatment) burns the newly completed draft, issuing a stern warning: “As long as 

Boomtown and I are around, don’t even think about publishing this book in China. If you 

dare publish it anywhere else, then you can forget about ever coming back to your 

hometown in the Balou Mountains” (426).11 Just as Yan’s career in the PLA was 

presumably the target of coercive censorial action, the fictional mayor in this work 

censures the author by threatening his private life. Indeed, Yan’s real and fictive 

illustrations reveal a movement of censuring the individual qua private citizen as an 

operation of censorship.  

Since the censor never formally defines what is permissible, the author is obliged 

to calculate the censor’s requirements based on historical precedents. This process of 

conjecture can compel the author to try anticipating the censor’s agenda and exercise 

censorship of their own text, an ideologically-driven form of self-censorship which I 

define as “internalized censorship.” In the wake of the severe government ban on A 

Dream of Ding Village,12 Yan gave an interview with The Guardian in which he detailed 

both his efforts at internalized censorship as well as his anxieties over its effects on the 

quality of his work:  

This is not the book I originally wanted to write…I censored myself very 

rigorously. I reduced the scale. I didn’t mention senior leaders. I thought 

                                                 
11 All translations in this article are mine unless noted otherwise. 
12 A Dream of Ding Village was banned from distribution, sales, and promotion. (See Watts). 
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my self-censorship was perfect...My greatest worry is that self-censorship 

has drained my passion and dulled my sharpness.
13

  

 

Throughout the course of the interview, Yan offers the journalist an alternative narrative 

vision for A Dream of Ding Village, arguing that the inadequacies of the published 

edition are due to his vain efforts to avoid incurring censorship. He expresses anxiety that 

internalized censorship has not only damaged the quality of his novel, but it has 

transmogrified his capacities as a writer. Censorship not only defines the form of Yan’s 

work, but delimits the possibilities for his thinking and creative action. The state’s 

operations may therefore be said to manifest their valence within the very ontology of the 

individual subject. While the final sections of this article will address Yan’s later fictive 

engagements with censorship, I will now seek to situate the phenomenon of internalized 

censorship in the broader historical context of modern Chinese literature and politics.  

Cases of internalized censorship extend far beyond that of Yan Lianke. A brief 

survey of scholarship on China since 1949 suffices to demonstrate the central role that 

mechanisms of internalized censorship have played in the literary and cultural fields. 

Perry Link’s The Uses of Literature: Life in the Socialist Chinese Literary System (2000) 

has examined at length the different forms of institutionalized coercion influencing 

authors from the Mao years through the mid 1980’s. Link explores how the system 

instituted by the Communist Party, conceptualized as policies of relaxation and tightening, 

intended to foster internalized censorship on the part of writers (81).14 In a similar vein, 

cinema scholar Paul Pickowicz identifies a system of punishments and rewards used to 

                                                 
13

 Ibid. 
14 To briefly resume scholarship to date on what is generally referred to as “self-censorship” in China, 

Link (chapter 2) provides a helpful overview in regards to the literary field; Cheng (2009, chapter 2) covers 

the treatment of intellectuals from the Rectification Movement to the Cultural Revolution; Brady (chapters 

3 through 5) and Edney (chapter 2) examine the instrumental role that the Ministry of Propaganda has 

played in installing a coercive system of rewards and punishments. 
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coerce filmmakers in the 80’s reform era, characterizing it as a “velvet prison.”
15

 This 

term, taken from the work of Hungarian dissident Miklós Haraszti, was originally used to 

characterize censorial mechanisms employed by various authoritarian regimes. In his 

chapter on “The Aesthetics of Censorship,” Haraszti uses China to illustrate state policies 

of tightening and loosening, describing political fluctuations between the “Hundred 

Flowers Campaign” and the Cultural Revolution. “Loosening,” according to Haraszti, 

does not signal a decrease in state control; rather, it heralds the effective implementation 

of internal censoring mechanisms among the population, since “the state need not enforce 

obedience when everyone has learned to police himself” (95-96). Haraszti, Pickowicz, 

and Link all find that internalized censorship plays a central role in China’s modern 

literary and cultural institutions.  

A closer examination of the Communist Party’s stated ideological ends suggests 

that terms like “self-censorship” and “velvet prison” are too benign and imprecise to 

describe how Chinese censorship aims to reinvent the subject.16 Internalized censorship 

unfolds in a cultural landscape in which internalized censorship is the norm. Yet, rather 

than stopping here, with a facile declaration of censorship as standard operating 

procedure, I propose we move beyond the substantive denotation, norm, which 

establishes censorship as a fact, in order to think of it instead as normativizing, 

establishing censorship as part of a process. Returning to the above case of Yan Lianke, I 

propose that censorship participates in a dual process of individualizing and massifying 

                                                 
15

 See Pickowicz, chapter 11.  
16 My use of “subject” may be best understood via the critical lineage of the discursively constituted 

subject in Louis Althusser, Michel Foucault, and Judith Butler. Althusser proposed the subject as a 

construct that is neither essential nor innate, but discursively formed through interpellation by state 

authority. Foucault wrests Althusser’s conceptualization from its dialectical, Marxist locations, presenting 

the individual who discursively participates in “subjectification” (assujettissement). Judith Butler offers a 

concise description of the performative subject qua discursive construct, germane to my own biopolitically 

invested understanding of the subject (See Butler, Chapter 3). 
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actions to define the individual subject position vis-à-vis a normative standard of being. 

More concretely, Yan Lianke’s experiences with censorship generate an individual 

narrative that situates his distinct subject position in relationship to a socially normative 

standard. Censorship is thus individualizing because it enables him to narrate his 

individual encounter with the figure of the writer as protagonist. Not only does this factor 

into the narrative of Yan’s personal life, as he has expressed it in multiple interviews and 

lectures (i.e., the Guardian interview above), but it also becomes material for his fiction 

(e.g., the character of the censored author in his novel, The Boomtown Chronicles). These 

examples vividly illustrate how censorship contributes to the production of an individual 

subject position. Contrasting this individualizing effect, acts of internalized censorship 

align individual “expressions” within a normative ideological standard deemed 

acceptable by state authority. Thus censorship has a “massifying” influence, drawing the 

work into a general category of ideological acceptability or casting it out altogether (i.e., 

Dream of Ding Village). How can individualizing and massifying forces be folded into 

the self-same gesture of censorship? 

 “Massifying” and “individualizing” effects of power were first proposed by 

Michel Foucault in 1976 and it is no coincidence that I invoke them here, for I find that 

the system of censorship in the contemporary Chinese literary field is the production of 

what Foucault defined as a “biopolitical” regime. The combination of individual 

discipline and mass campaigns developed by China’s Communist Party has laid the 

foundations for a contemporary system of biopolitical control in which censorship plays a 

critical role in defining the professional and aesthetic trajectory of writers like Yan 

Lianke. In order to establish the grounds for this argument, a considerable amount of 
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labor is necessary to delineate the genealogy of “individualizing” and “massifying” 

technologies in Communist Party policy and actual practice. While a comprehensive 

study lies beyond the realm of this project and risks taking us too far away from Yan 

Lianke, I will nevertheless hazard the journey through a series of historical interventions 

into the biohistory of the Chinese Communist Party. I beg the reader’s indulgence, for 

what at first may appear to be a digression ultimately yields a constellation of theoretical 

and historical coordinates within which Yan Lianke’s fiction emerges as a compelling 

engagement with the historical legacy of the Communist Party’s biopolitical regime. 

  In order to arrive at this analysis of Yan’s work, we must set forth on a series of 

historical incursions grounded in a firm understanding of what is meant by “biopolitics” 

as well as its relationship to “individualizing” and “massifying” technologies. Broadly 

stated, “biopolitics” describes an ensemble of theoretical interventions that emerged from 

continental philosophy in the late 20
th

 century as a critique of modern institutions of 

governance. Swedish political scientist Rudolf Kjellén first used the term in 1920 in order 

to describe an organicist conceptualization of the state (e.g., state qua organism). 

According to Thomas Lemke, organicist positions like Kjellén’s held that “only a politics 

that orients itself toward biological laws and takes them as a guideline can count as 

legitimate and commensurate with reality" (10). Kjellén’s critical maneuver to fold 

scientific discourse into political theory has excited much critique over the course of the 

twentieth century, catalyzing distinct schools of biopolitical thought in France, Germany, 

England, and the United States. Thomas Lemke’s history of biopolitics presents a concise 

summary of these schools, denoting a significant break in the field with French critic 

Michel Foucault’s interventions in the 1970’s. Foucault’s most striking contribution was 
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to identify an epistemic rupture at the horizon of 20
th

 century political institutions which 

may be broadly characterized as a shift from sovereign to biopolitical forms of power. 

For Foucault, the classical sovereign regime primarily concerned itself with exerting 

punitive power over political subjects by depriving them of resources, the extreme form 

of this being to take away life itself. In Foucault’s words, this is an exercise of the 

sovereign’s “ancient right to take life or let live” (2013, 43). A biopolitical mode of 

governance, on the other hand, governs the legal subject in order “to foster life or 

disallow it to the point of death” (emphasis in the original, Foucault 2003, 43). 

  In Foucault’s 1976 lecture, “Society Must Be Defended,” he conceptualizes the 

functioning of a biopolitical regime through two modes that have already been introduced 

above in regards to censorship: individualizing and massifying. Individualizing 

technologies are characterized as disciplinary, having emerged in conjunction with 

modern European institutions of law, education, and medicine by the early 18
th

 century.17 

They exercise power over the masses by isolating them into individual bodies “that can 

be kept under surveillance, trained, used, and, if need be, punished” (64). At the same 

time, Foucault also describes more recent technologies of power addressed not to the 

individual, but the multitude:  

So after a first seizure of power over the body in an individualizing mode, 

we have a second seizure of power that is not individualizing but, if you 

like, massifying, that is directed not at man-as-body but at man-as-

species...what I would call a “biopolitics” of the human race (64). 

 

  With respect to the modern Chinese institution of censorship, it would be 

insufficient to argue that it belongs to a biopolitical order merely because I can argue for 

characteristics comparable to Foucault’s “massifying” and “individualizing” effects. 

                                                 
17 See Discipline and Punish part 3, sections 1 and 2. 
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What is so compelling about censorship in China’s contemporary literary field is the 

fecund historical genealogy of its mechanisms, with roots deep in the Communist Party’s 

nascent biopolitical regime. Simply put, understanding the forces directing the censor and 

internalized censoring of contemporary Chinese authors requires a turn to the history of 

the People’s Republic of China. Foucault himself invites such a turn at the end of this 

same lecture. Having argued for the role that race has played as a “massifying” and 

“individualizing” category in the history of colonial governance as well as the Nazi 

regime (76-77), he then turns to the modern Socialist state to identify racism based not on 

ethnicity, but “racism of the evolutionist kind, biological racism…in the way socialist 

States (of the Soviet Union type) deal with the mentally ill, criminals, political 

adversaries, and so on” (80). While Foucault concludes his lecture by merely speculating 

on this as a future field of inquiry, I wish to give serious consideration here to the 

strategies of massifying and disciplinary power developed, systematized, and 

institutionalized by the Chinese Communist Party from its early inception in the 1920’s 

through the contemporary period of state-directed liberalization. For the present analysis, 

I will not focus, as Foucault suggests, on race as the grounds for China’s biopolitical 

governance. The materialist philosophy, political orientations, and pragmatic demands 

influencing the Chinese Communist Party have fostered the development of massifying 

categories based not on race, but economic class. Mao Zedong’s Marxist, materialist 

theoretical locations led him to conceptualize class categories as the external, formative 

power giving shape to the interior, subjective realm of each individual. This theoretical 

position, developed in his early writings as a party member, was later coupled with a 

series of disciplinary practices during the Yan’an Rectification Movement. Massifying 
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class categories were thus disciplined into the individual in an effort by the party to 

exercise a new form of “care” over its adherents. All ideologically wayward members 

were diagnosed as sick by the Party’s Doctor in Chief, Mao Zedong. Their only cure was 

a new form of disciplinary care administered by party cadres. A similar regime of 

treatment would be prescribed on a national level during the mass-line campaigns of the 

1950’s and 1960’s, when the population was diagnosed according to their class category 

in the framework of the Chinese Communist Party’s nation-building project. Finally, 

Deng-era economic liberalization largely removes the state from the position of caretaker 

while maintaining the disciplinary institutions established in the founding decades of the 

party-state. While China’s new literary marketplace exposes writers to hitherto unknown 

economic vicissitudes, writers must continue to navigate the vestiges of the former 

regime of “disciplinary care,” in which the writer is cared for by the state in exchange for 

voluntary submission to internalized censorship. This is the biopolitical regime that has 

rendered internalized censorship ubiquitous, as well as the history that Yan Lianke’s 

recent writing on censorship seeks to critique.  

  The present inquiry thus approaches literary theory via history; yet it would be 

more apt to say “biohistory.” Michel Foucault proposed the term “biohistory” in his first 

major intervention in biopolitical theory, the closing section of History of Sexuality 

Volume 1, “Right of Death and Power Over Life.” Articulating an epistemic shift in the 

deployment of power from sovereign to biopolitical, Foucault charted out this 

redefinition of power as the movement from controlling “legal subjects over whom the 

ultimate dominion was death” to mastering living beings by applying power “at the level 

of life itself.” In such a context, biohistory accounts for “the pressures through which the 
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movements of life and the processes of history interfere with one another,” resulting in 

intensified efforts to master the very ways that life can be lived (47). While it is far 

beyond the scope of this project to establish a comprehensive biohistory relative to 

China’s experience with modernity, I will nevertheless seek to delineate in further detail a 

biohistorical account for the Chinese Communist Party’s development of individualizing 

and massifying technologies of power. 

THE MASSIFYING FORCE OF CLASS 

 

 The year 1927 marks a turning point not only in the history of the Chinese 

Communist Party, but also in the future regime’s biohistory. The Nationalist Party’s 

Communists purge in the spring of that year marked a definitive break in the First United 

Front, creating the conditions for Mao Zedong to advance his distinctive ideological 

innovations in Marxism. In brief, Mao conceptualized class, particularly the peasant 

class, as an objective field of theoretical production. For Mao, all individual subject 

positions should be regulated in respect to the objectively “correct” coordinates of this 

field. In this conceptual framework, class operates as a massifying category that would 

play a critical role in the history of Chinese Communist Party policy, working in tandem 

with a series of disciplinary technologies that would be developed and institutionalized in 

a national biopolitical regime over subsequent decades.  

  Mao’s novel theorization of class categories may be characterized through a 

reading of his 1927 Report on an Investigation of the Peasant Movement in Hunan 

(Hunan nongmin yundong kaocha baogao), a document with theoretical valence that is 

due in part to the historical conditions of its appearance. As a party cadre, Mao Zedong 

had become increasingly invested in work with peasantry in the mid 1920’s. Jonathan 
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Spence has noted that Mao’s studies of local economic conditions while working with 

local Peasant Training Institutes were executed with meticulous detail, providing Mao 

with an arsenal of data in developing an argument for a peasant-led mass revolt (69). Mao 

postulated that newly formed Peasant Associations across the region would play a key 

role in rallying support for an overthrow of the ruling landlord class. Yet Mao’s position 

presented a political threat in the eyes of party leader Chen Duxiu. As head of the 

Communist Party, Chen was responsible for maintaining an alliance with the Nationalist 

Party, which had many officials who were members of the very landlord class Mao 

advocated overthrowing. In addition, Stalin sent Chen direct orders discouraging a 

confrontational stance with Chiang Kai-shek (Pantsov 162-163). It was in this fraught 

political climate that Mao Zedong departed on a 32 day inspection tour of five counties in 

Yan’an in January of 1927. The conclusions that Mao would draw from this period, 

presented in his Report on an Investigation of the Peasant Movement in Hunan, ran 

contrary to Chen Duxiu’s political agenda. While many in the party may have initially 

dismissed Mao’s ideas as too radical, the Nationalist Party’s betrayal only months later 

discredited Chen Duxiu’s leadership, garnering newfound acceptance of Mao’s position. 

Brantley Womack has identified two key political points in Mao’s report. First, Mao 

proposed a fundamental transformation of the traditional Chinese village structure, an 

idea that came to full fruition during the collective agriculture campaign of the 1950’s. 

Secondly, Mao charted out a new form of Marxist leadership characterized by “flexible 

closeness to the masses,” which would ultimately develop into Mao’s policy of “mass 

line” (Womack 84). These ideas offered an alternative strategy for a Communist Party 

that had been forced into hiding in rural areas following wide-scale persecution 
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coordinated by the Nationalist army. This strategy not only refocused the party’s modus 

operandi on a peasant-led revolt, but it would also go on to structure political policies in 

future nation-building projects. 

  Several scholars have already offered comprehensive analysis of the essay in 

question; I will therefore address concerns pertinent to my argument in lieu of further 

elaboration on the text’s content.18 Mao Zedong’s class analysis builds upon a thesis in 

his former essays; to whit, that the external economic conditions of any given class 

wholly determine individuals’ internal subject positions.19 Drawing from materialist 

philosophy that will be expounded upon below, Mao privileges environmental 

circumstances as the sole generator of subjectivity. This is most starkly illustrated in his 

characterization of the lowest class of peasants as the very source of revolutionary 

discourse. Having categorized peasants into three different classes, Mao labels the most 

disenfranchised class as the most ideologically pure, describing their behavior as a direct 

manifestation of revolutionary action:  

Without the poor peasants there would be no revolution. To deny their role 

is to deny the revolution. To attack them is to attack the revolution. They 

have never been wrong on the general direction of the revolution.[...] A 

good many chairmen and committee members of township associations in 

Hengshan and Hsianghsiang Counties have been thrown in jail. […] To 

judge whether or not it is a mistake, you have only to see how joyful the 

lawless landlords become and how reactionary sentiments grow… (32). 

 

Mao’s analysis situates emotional and intellectual gestures of the individual on an 

externalized surface, as readily discernible as the economic conditions that shape them. 

While the poor serve as the definitive source of legitimacy for revolutionary action, the 

                                                 
18 See, for example, Pantsov, Chapter 13; Womack (68-77). 
19 Mao forwards the primacy of class in determining ideological orientation and revolutionary potential a 

year earlier in his 1926 essay An Analysis of the Classes in Chinese Society: “to distinguish real friends 

from real enemies, we must make a general analysis of the economic status of the various classes in 

Chinese society and of their respective attitudes towards the revolution” (emphasis mine, 13). 
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landlords’ emotional responses are reducible to a barometer for counterrevolutionary 

subterfuge. Economic hierarchy thus provides the ideological grid for discerning 

revolutionary “friends” and “enemies.”  

  Mao’s analysis also standardizes class categories as a framework to distinguish 

between objectivity and subjectivity. Mao’s own theoretical position, for example, stakes 

a claim to objectivity via its peasant-focused class analysis while paradoxically 

expressing its authorial position through a strikingly subjective voice. Brantly Womack’s 

reading points out that each of the essay’s three sections opens with an appeal to Mao’s 

own investigative experience as proof of his own legitimacy. Mao contrasts his 

authoritative personal experience with the views of other party members who would 

make pronouncements on the peasant revolts from the remove of Shanghai (70-71). 

Likewise, Jonathan Spence comments on the uncharacteristically personal style of Mao’s 

writing in this essay, speculating that this is perhaps due to his personal connection with 

Hunan’s peasants. Not only could Mao relate to them in local dialect, but he had close 

family ties in two of the counties under consideration (69-71). Aesthetic appreciations 

aside, my own reading is primarily concerned with how such rhetorical flair is expressive 

of a distinct, subjective authorial position. Subjectivity is frequently a target of Maoist 

critique, and only a few years later he wrote a three-point condemnation of subjectivism 

in his 1929 essay, On Correcting Mistaken Ideas in the Party. In this later work, Mao’s 

critique contrasts a “subjective analysis” with “the Marxist-Leninist method in analyzing 

a political situation and appraising the class forces…” (112). Objectivity is thus primarily 

a question of method, irrespective of personal position. According to Mao’s own logic, 

his political alignment with the lowest peasant class endows his argument with objective 
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legitimacy. Indeed, one could even argue that his “personal style,” an affective response 

to the peasants’ conditions, only serves to intensify his claim to objectivity. Indeed, his 

1929 essay argues that intimacy with the peasants is precisely the means to an objective 

view: “The higher bodies [of the Party] must be familiar with the life of the masses and 

with the situation in the lower bodies so as to have an objective basis for correct 

guidance” (109). In the following years, having shorn up his own ideological stance 

against accusations of objective bias, he thus advocates “to educate Party members so 

that a political and scientific spirit pervades their thinking and their Party life” (Mistaken 

Ideas, 112). Mao’s theoretical position thus combines discourse that is highly subjective 

(i.e., rhetorically expressive, based in empirical evidence) with claims to a scientifically 

objective political analysis. Mao’s move to fold the peasants’ subject position into a 

stable, objectified field of discourse is his earliest and most enduring theoretical gesture 

seeking to bridge the gap between life and politics. The life of the peasants is imagined as 

generative source of (revolutionary) political science. Yet Mao’s conceptualization also 

raises a troubling implication that will be born out in the following decades: if the life of 

the peasant produces “legitimate” politics while the experience of others (i.e., the 

landlord class) is a source of “incorrect” views, then it follows that the life of the former 

has more value to the socialist nation-building project than the latter. In lieu of class 

hierarchy, Mao forwards a hierarchy structured by the value of human life vis-à-vis a 

quantification of the material conditions of lived experience.  

  The ontological coordinates for Mao’s politically strategic bridge between life and 

politics are founded in his materialist worldview. Yinghong Cheng has traced a 

philosophical genealogy of Mao’s thought through Marxist dialectical materialism to 
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origins in German and French Enlightenment philosophy.20 In Marx’s own words, “it is 

not the consciousness of man that determines their existence, but on the contrary, their 

social existence determines their consciousness” (quoted in Cheng, 13). Liu Kang has 

traced a similar philosophical genealogy, adding that the defining feature of Chinese 

Marxism is its emphasis on class struggle (33-34). It is class, then, that becomes the most 

prominent “massifying” category by which Mao’s Chinese Communist Party will reify its 

political subjects under the slippery labels of revolutionary “friends” and “enemies.”21 

Yet there remains a striking paradox within Mao’s writing on these class categories. Mao 

and his fellow Party leaders frequently affirm that class is constructed by external, 

environment conditions and is therefore susceptible to change. Liu Shaoqi, Mao’s second 

in command for many years, even delivered a prolific speech on how environmental and 

behavioral factors can be manipulated in order to cultivate a “good communist.”22 Yet, 

although Communist Party Members were ideologically rectified in order to align with 

the poor peasants’ objective position, is not the peasants’ position materially constructed 

as well? How can the poor peasants possess an unquestionably correct ideological 

position when it is contingent upon the same external, material conditioning as those 

ideologically misguided classes in need of rectification? A similar critique has been 

extended to the theory of alienation in early Marxist thought (Cheng 14). Yet the 

historical conditions of Mao’s writing suggest the young revolutionary was faced with 

pragmatic historical concerns that account for this ideological inconsistency. As Brantly 

                                                 
20 See Cheng, chapters 1 and 3, especially pg. 53-67. With regards to Marxist theory, Cheng argues that it 

is the first time an Enlightenment Project of “social engineering” is legitimized with a discourse of 

“scientific law” (12-13). In terms of constructing a biohistory, Cheng’s observation suggests that Marxist 

ideology played a crucial role in folding scientific discourse into modern political structures.    
21 See Dutton, introduction.  
22 Liu Shaoqi’s “How to Be a Good Communist” will be examined in further detail below. 
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Womack has noted, Mao adapted his proposed class categories multiple times in the 

1920’s and 1930’s, narrowing and expanding scope of possible classes in order to suit the 

immediate political needs of his analysis (74). It would therefore be an error to regard 

Mao’s writing as a stable philosophical framework applied to history; Mao’s theoretical 

positions were interventionary strategies responding to immediate political 

circumstances. Mao’s “philosophy,” then, was developed in a manner consistent with 

Marx’s famous thesis: “The philosophers have only interpreted the world, in various 

ways; the point is to change it.” A decade later, Mao would underline the need to adapt 

Marxist theory to local conditions in his 1938 report to the Sixth Enlarged Plenum of the 

Central Committee: “There is no such thing as abstract Marxism, but only concrete 

Marxism…Marxism applied to the concrete struggle in the concrete conditions prevailing 

in China...” (cited in Schram, 538-539). 

 With the mass purge of Communists by Nationalist forces in the spring of 1927, 

Mao and other surviving party leaders were forced to critically reassess their military 

operations and short-term political ambitions. With Communist survival in urban centers 

increasingly imperiled, Mao’s proposition to begin the revolution with the peasantry 

gained growing support among powerful members of the Chinese Communist Party. 

While Mao’s disputes with central Party leadership were far from resolved, he 

nevertheless established himself as “chairman” of the Jiangxi Soviet at the border of 

Fujian from approximately 1930 to 1934 (Spence 80-81). In Jiangxi, we see the 

beginnings of a critical shift in Mao’s idea of class. Given the uncertain motives of 

Jiangxi’s neophyte troops, Mao increasingly raised the possibility of an “enemy within.” 

This evoked, first and foremost, Nationalist sympathizers or spies among their ranks. In 
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his analysis of class from the period, however, Mao also invoked a “politics of blood,” 

reasoning that hereditary connections to the landlord class could render an individual 

ideologically suspicious (Dutton 45). The “enemy within” that Mao spoke of was thus 

found not only in the ranks of Communist soldiers, but in the very body of the politically 

committed party member. Class was no longer a simply a result of material conditions, 

but it began to resemble a “racial” category. This may be the earliest indications of a 

future form of widespread “class racism,” which will be explored further in the fourth 

section of this chapter. 

  The crude purging tactics that Mao and other base leaders employed during this 

period relied principally upon confessions made under torture, yet circumstances would 

change radically approximately a decade later in Yan’an.23 It was during the Yan’an 

Rectification that the Chinese Communist Party would develop a series of sophisticated 

disciplinary technologies intended to align the ideological coordinates of individuals with 

the “objective” field of the poor peasantry class. These technologies would later go on to 

be institutionalized, at a national level, in the Chinese Communist Party’s new 

biopolitical regime. The particular features of these methods and their relationship to 

massifying class categories are the subject of the next section. 

MAO’S DISCIPLINARY CARE 

 

  During Mao’s formative years, he defined a theory of class struggle distinct to 

China; disciplinary practices developed during the subsequent Yan’an period permitted 

the transposition of this theoretical model into the practice of everyday life for those 

living under party rule. During his years at Yan’an, Mao Zedong sought to consolidate 

                                                 
23 See Dutton (chapter 1) and Pantsov (chapter 18). 
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his power by distancing himself from the Communist Party’s recent, violent methods of 

domination. Mao’s new policies marked a sharp departure from the mass purges of the 

Jiangxi Soviet period as well as the wave of show trials undertaken by the Chinese 

Communist Party’s neighboring mentor, Stalinist Russia.24 As I will argue further below, 

pragmatic concerns catalyzed Mao’s new policy of reforming individuals through 

disciplinary exercises rather than simply putting them to death. In addition to being 

useful, this ensemble of disciplinary tools also served to invest the daily life of party 

members with the ontology of class categories laid out in early Maoist thought. 

  This new disciplinary order set the scene for a debate in Yan’an on the question of 

care: who is best suited to exercise care of the self, the collective or the individual?25 

More specifically, these debates intervened on the constitution of the “self” and its 

relation to the political body. Is the individual a materially-produced construct that the 

collective is responsible for managing? Or is it possible to conceptualize an individual 

“self” distinct from the politics of the collective, an autonomous self that may be cared 

for through an extra-political framework? In this period, the party under Mao’s leadership 

firmly takes the former position. Seeking to close the gap between life/politics and 

theory/practice, Mao bolstered his arguments for the Party’s objective legitimacy by 

metaphorizing the party as a doctor, caretaker, and guide to salutary transformation. In 

Mao’s terms, ideological discrepancies were recast as maladies, and the Communist Party 

was presented as the exclusive ideological apparatus capable of exercising care for the 

(ideologically wayward) individual.  

                                                 
24 This is not to say that party purges and public trials came to an end in Yan’an; rather, they served as a 

supplement to the deployment of new forms of disciplinary power. By Michael Dutton’s count the 

Communist Party organized 192 show trials during the Yan’an period (90). 
25 The contours of this debate between Mao and party intellectuals, which I will omit from covering in this 

current project, are detailed in Goldman, chapter 1. 
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  This section proceeds from the historical conditions that defined the Yan’an 

Rectification Movement to the discourse on care that it generated. From the premise that 

China’s Communist Party was the steward of an objective (e.g., exclusive and legitimate) 

grid of interpretation for reality, the Yan’an Rectification deployed an ensemble of 

disciplinary tools meant to reform and redeem ideologically misguided individuals. 

Michel Foucault’s distinction between disciplinary and penal power helps clarify Mao’s 

unique contribution in systematizing a regime of exercises aimed at improving the 

ideological health of an ailing nation and its people. Yet these practices of “disciplinary 

care” are quite unlike those of Foucault’s study in that they are drawn from the 

ontological framework of class struggle that Mao had been developing since the 1920’s. 

While I have already argued that Mao established class as a massifying category, it is 

during the disciplinary regime of Yan’an that his massifying theory was transposed into 

an individualizing practice, embedding the ontological framework of class struggle into 

the “rectification” of individuals. 

  The disciplinary regime developed for the Yan’an Rectification Movement 

responded to challenges against Mao Zedong’s authority without instituting a mass purge 

like those from the Jiangxi Soviet period, which cost the party dearly in terms of human 

resources. Given the siege atmosphere of the Sino-Japanese war and the uneasy second 

alliance with the Nationalist Party, the Communist Party could hardly afford to lose any 

manpower (Goldman 18). Stuart Schram’s analysis of economic reports issued during 

this period finds that the combined Japanese and Nationalist blockades of the 

Communist-occupied regions added to the Party’s woes, forcing them to develop enough 

agricultural resources to achieve complete self-sufficiency (Mao Tse-tung 220). In 
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addition, the war resulted in a mass influx of refugees and recruits pouring into the 

Communist base-camp. Understandings of Communist political ideology varied wildly 

among them, inspiring doubts in leadership about their reliability, especially given the 

prospect that the Communist and Nationalist Parties could become embroiled in a Civil 

War (Cheng 60). Mao thus faced the challenge of guaranteeing the ideological allegiance 

of an increasingly diverse multitude of new recruits. Finally, a growing opposition within 

party ranks confronted Mao. These cadres, recently returned from Party schools in the 

Soviet Union, benefited from a specialized education in Marxist-Leninist theory. Pointing 

out that Mao never had such training, these younger party members began questioning his 

depth of theoretical sophistication (Spence 92-93). Mao responded to such criticisms 

initially by engaging theoretically-versed party member Chen Boda as his secretary 

(Pantsov 331). While Chen could lend increased legitimacy to Mao’s authority by further 

theorizing his political positions, Mao still faced another important political rival hailing 

from Stalin’s inner circle: Wang Ming. 

  Wang Ming was emblematic of the opposition to Mao’s leadership from the 

Soviet sphere. In Russia, Wang had been appointed to the Executive Committee of the 

Comintern as Stalin’s resident China expert. Wang’s return to China in 1937 thus 

established him as a major threat to Mao’s authority. In particular, the two leaders 

disagreed on how to direct the Second United Front with the Nationalists, with Wang 

Ming insisting upon a conciliatory approach (Rice 97). While it is not necessary to 

venture into the minutia of political intrigues in this period, it bears noting that Mao’s 

new theoretical direction was first and foremost a pragmatic response to political and 

practical conundrums. In the case of his rival, Wang Ming, Mao seized the upper hand 
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when Wang’s conciliatory approach to relations with the Nationalists was rebuffed by 

Chiang Kai-shek himself in January of 1941. Dissatisfied with the continued presence of 

a Communist military headquarters in Nationalist territory, Chiang ordered an attack on 

the Communist New Fourth Army. The Nationalists killed nearly ten thousand troops, 

sundering the fragile coalition and destroying Wang Ming’s efforts to bolster the alliance 

(Rice 95-96). From this, Mao Zedong denounced Wang, defining all ideological 

opposition to him as part of a “Wang Ming line” of thought. It was along this ideological 

line of combat that Mao would justify launching the Rectification Movement.26 This 

movement, already in its preparatory phases in 1941, would be Mao’s move for full 

dominance over the party. The challenge by Wang Ming and other Soviet-trained 

intellectuals would serve as a foil for his launch and intensification of a new disciplinary 

regime. In 1943, Mao invokes the threat of Nationalist spies and sympathizers of the 

Wang Ming line amongst his ranks as a precedent for his head of security, Kang Sheng, 

to intensify methods of rectification to focus on individual cases. It is precisely this 

intensified focus on individuals that provides the grounds for a new ensemble of 

disciplinary techniques that become the hallmark of what I call the Party’s “disciplinary 

care.” It is disciplinary care because party authority maneuvered not like an oppressive 

warlord, but a physician dispatched to diagnose the ills of the party and prescribe 

necessary treatment. In Mao’s metaphorical framework, political enemies who subscribed 

to the Wang Ming line were not only misguided, they were sick. The healthy constitution 

of the body and state were thus claimed as the new rhetorical province of Mao’s 

authority.  

                                                 
26 In Marshal Nie Rongzhi’s recollection of the Rectification Movement, this was its defining feature: 

“The purpose of distinguishing between right and wrong in the Party’s lines [during the Rectification 

Movement] was to eradicate the influence of the Wang Ming line…” (484).  



 

 

  29 

  In February of 1942, Mao delivered two speeches that lay down his fundamental 

argument for a disciplinary intervention based on the notion of care. The first speech, 

“Rectify the Party’s Style of Work,” was delivered on the occasion of the opening of the 

Party School of the Central Committee of the Chinese Communist Party. It identifies 

three major problems amongst party members: subjectivism, sectarianism, and 

stereotyped writing (Rectify 35). Mao states explicitly that, among the threats the party 

faces, the most prominent is the subjective position of a theorist who fails to understand 

how to apply their knowledge to a specifically Chinese context (43). Appealing once 

again to the objectivity of his position, Mao underlines that these theorists are ultimately 

a source of harm:  

Marxism-Leninism is the most correct, scientific and revolutionary truth, 

born out of and verified by objective reality, but many who study 

Marxism-Leninism take it as a lifeless dogma, thus impeding the 

development of theory and harming themselves as well as other comrades 

(hai le ziji, ye hai le tongzhi) (40).  

 

Not only does Mao maintain the same strategy of invoking scientific objectivity that he 

used in the 1920’s, but he now argues that subjectivism can propagate harm (hai). In the 

concluding section of his essay, Mao further metaphorizes this theme, arguing that the 

only way party members can avoid self-harm or harm to others is by exposing themselves 

to the Party in order to be cared for: 

A person with appendicitis is saved when the surgeon removes his 

appendix. So long as a person who has made mistakes does not hide his 

sickness for fear of treatment or persist in his mistakes until he is beyond 

cure…we should welcome him and cure his sickness so that he can 

become a good comrade...In treating an ideological or a political malady 

[maobing], one must never be rough and rash but must adopt the approach 

of “curing the sickness to save the patient,” which is the only correct and 

effective method (50). 
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Mao thus describes an “enemy within;” yet this is not merely an enemy within the ranks 

of the party, but an ideological enemy couched in the body of an otherwise healthy party 

member. While it is the individual’s responsibility to make their ailment transparent to 

authorities, it is the Party that will exercise necessary “care,” playing physician, 

prescribing treatment, and even cutting out the offending element. As I will explore 

further below, the prerequisite of the “patient’s” voluntary self-exposure is also a key 

feature of the disciplinary techniques that would be instituted by authorities only a few 

months later.  

  One may object that it is imprudent to read so much into a single metaphor, but in 

a speech delivered only days later, Mao intensified his focus on the wayward subjectivist 

as a patient and proposed a more concrete plan of treatment. In Oppose Stereotyped Party 

Writing, a speech delivered to the Yan’an party cadres, Mao argues that the most 

effective way to root out the ills afflicting the party is through a thorough process of 

criticism and self-criticism (58). It is only by “reasoning” that ideological errors may be 

identified and corrected: “The first thing to do in this reasoning process is to give the 

patient a good shake-up by shouting at him, ‘You are ill!’…and then to give him sincere 

advice on getting treatment” (56). Again, the illness may dwell in the body, unbeknownst 

to its carrier, like a parasite hiding in the body of its host. What, precisely, is the nature of 

this illness? Mao’s second in command, Liu Shaoqi, spoke similarly of an enemy within 

two years earlier in his now canonical speech, How to Be a Good Communist: “Lenin 

said that Party members of worker origin have the innate qualities of the proletariat. It 

follows then that Party members of other class origin naturally have the innate qualities 

of other classes” (158). Lui’s pronouncement lays bare the meaning behind Mao’s 
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metaphor. The primary concerns of interrogations and self-criticisms during the Yan’an 

Rectification are all class-related. The materialist, class-based ontology of early Maoist 

thought has reemerged during the Yan’an period as a viral infection requiring the 

intervention of the party. Nor was such discourse restrained to Mao himself. The 

testimony of party cadre Zhang Xianling, for example, echoes several of Mao’s core 

ideas: “This petit bourgeois individualism took deep root in your innermost 

thought...although petit bourgeois thought was bad, it had been in your mind for more 

than twenty years and you were somehow fond of it and could not be so determined to 

completely cut it off” (quoted in Cheng, 66-67). The omnipresent danger of harm is thus 

implanted deep within the bodies of fellow comrades, sometimes unbeknownst to them, 

and Mao’s directive in February of 1942 was clear: “In any case, we should cure our own 

disease quickly” (Oppose 45). Indeed, the cure had already begun: the “preparatory” 

phases being launched in 1940, the “mass organizational stage” taking place in the same 

winter that Mao delivered these speeches, and the “cleanup of tails” stage winding up in 

October of 1943.27 Before Mao’s party could serve the people, they had to cleanse 

themselves through a regime of disciplinary care. 

  How, then, did the Communist Party deploy its treatment? First, an extensive 

program of education was instituted in order to establish a basis of shared ideological 

values. Organized study groups focused on a prescribed corpus of theoretical texts 

(Cheng 61-63), while exceptional cases of ideological deviance were dealt with through 

                                                 
27 (Dutton 108). Dutton also notes that “the rectification campaign would take place in three stages, and 

this was to become the metronome of virtually all future campaigns in China” (108). I highlight this 

compelling observation in light of the argument that I will develop in the following section; to whit, the 

nationwide campaigns of the 1950’s and 1960’s were the institutionalizing mechanism by which the 

Chinese Communist Party stabilized its biopolitical regime. It is striking that Yan’an serves as a model for 

both the campaigns as well as the disciplinary individualizing techniques that would come to define them.  
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public struggle sessions.28 It took a state of emergency, however, to unleash the 

individualizing disciplinary mechanisms that would become the legacy of Yan’an. In 

March of 1943, Mao alerted party officials to the menace of Nationalist spies within their 

ranks and gave his chief of security, Kang Sheng, permission to intensify his methods to 

address individual cases (Dutton 116-117). It is at this juncture that the focus of the 

authorities shifted to the autobiography of each individual in Kang Sheng’s “Campaign to 

Check on Cadres” (shengan) campaign. To briefly summarize, Kang’s autobiographical 

method of “checking” required the suspected individual produce multiple written and oral 

accounts of their personal history. Kang emphasized that each one should be composed 

under different conditions, maximizing the possibility for contradictions to emerge 

between different versions. For example, one autobiography could be a journaling 

exercise, written at the individual’s residence, while another would be orally delivered to 

authorities in an interrogation cell (Dutton 118, Cheng 65-66). Investigators would then 

read these autobiographies against each other, seeking to identify contradictions in 

narrative that could potentially indicate a fundamentally ideological conflict.  

  The turn to autobiography in the Rectification Campaign is a key moment in 

Chinese Communist Party history when self-criticism became a generalized technique of 

individualizing discipline. Similar to Foucault’s analysis of 19
th

 century European 

institutions in Discipline and Punish, we may draw a distinction between the disciplinary 

power exercised over cadres here and the penal authority of the sort that confined 

dissidents like Wang Shiwei to prison, for the former disciplinary care is primarily 

“corrective” (Discipline 180). Wang Shiwei’s confinement and eventual execution by 

                                                 
28 Such was the case of Wang Shiwei, whose insistence on public dissent contributed to a particularly 

draconian response on the part of the authorities. See Apter and Cheek (xxiv).  
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Mao was an explicit exercise of sovereign authority; whereas Kang Sheng’s 

autobiographical exercises were meant to identify and correct errors, realigning wayward 

party members within the scope of the party’s normative ideological line. When Kang 

Sheng’s “rescue campaign” in April of 1943 risked developing into a party purge 

reminiscent of the Jiangxi Soviet period, Mao issued an explicit order: “Don’t execute a 

single one, and arrest only a few” (Dutton 127).29 Penal authority, while never totally 

eliminated, was thus tampered down in favor of a corrective approach. 

Disciplinary correction, for Foucault, unfolded through a regime of exercises: 

“intensified, multiplied forms of training, several times repeated” (Discipline 180). It is 

precisely this sort of exercise that emerged in Yan’an through the systematic repetition of 

autobiography, self-criticism, and struggle sessions. Kang’s design for these exercises 

shows careful attention to the arrangement of space and time, another critical point in 

Foucault’s analysis. For Kang, the location in which one writes an autobiographical 

account bears a direct influence on narrative content. By dividing the act of writing into 

different spatial environments, Kang illustrates Foucault’s argument that disciplinary 

techniques partition space into distinct, analyzable units (141). Through this partitioning 

of space and the voluminous production of written self-documentation, disciplinary 

power seeks to render the subject visible. Contradictions in the cadre’s self-history, once 

revealed to investigators, were subsequently used as points of departure for an 

interrogation into the individual’s class background, etcetera. In Foucault’s explication of 

                                                 
29 Based on this initiative, memoirs from the period cast Mao as the savior of the Rectification Movement. 

Marshal Nie Rongzhen, for instance, castigates Kang and lauds Mao (487, 490). He also describes the 

movements goals in the following terms: The principle laid down by Comrade Mao Zedong for the 

rectification movement was to learn from past mistakes to avoid future ones, cure the sickness to save the 

patient and achieve clarity in ideology and unity among comrades” (486-487). Nie’s verbatim citation of 

Mao’s medical metaphor evokes the impact of this language on the imagination on Mao’s audience.   
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the exam qua disciplinary procedure, he notes how individual examinations establish an 

“economy of visibility” in which the political subject is objectified by authority as an 

observable entity (181). It is via this process of objectification that the individual is in 

fact created as a thinkable entity within the economy of power. By documenting an 

objectified, individual being, power stabilizes their identity as “a describable, analyzable 

object… under the gaze of a permanent corpus of knowledge” (190). As will be seen in 

the following section, this autobiographical disciplinary exercise, established as a 

generalized technique during the Rectification Movement, would go on to become a 

hallmark of Communist Party’s national campaigns following the 1949 success of the 

Communist Revolution. In this light, the regime of self-criticism and public struggle may 

be understood as key generative force of the individual subject in Communist China’s 

modern state.  

  With the winding down of the Rectification Movement, two historic events 

signaled an important shift in China’s biohistory. First, practices of “disciplinary care” 

were applied on the rural population in the campaign against spirit mediums, launched in 

1944. The first application of disciplinary care among the general population thus pivoted 

on the question of medicine: who could exercise better care, spirit mediums steeped in 

local “superstition” or medical science endorsed by the party?30 Secondly, the Chinese 

Communist Party institutionalized Mao Zedong’s political-theoretical positions as the 

standard of legitimacy. At the April 1945 expanded plenary session of the Sixth Central 

Committee, the preamble to the Constitution of the Communist Party declared:  

The Chinese Communist Party takes Mao Zedong’s thought- the thought 

that unites Marxist-Leninist theory and the practice of the Chinese 

revolution- as the guide for all its work, and opposes all dogmatic or 

                                                 
30 See Xiaofei Kang. 



 

 

  35 

empiricist deviations (quoted in Spence 101).31 

 

With the ratification of the Communist Party’s new constitution, Mao’s framework of 

class analysis was thus legitimized in the juridical realm. With the declaration of the 

People’s Republic of China in 1949, Mao would lead the Communist Party in rolling out 

a series of national campaigns undergirded by his massifying categories of class. 

Regimes of disciplinary care developed during the Yan’an Rectification would be 

deployed throughout these campaigns, inscribing Maoist class analysis into the practice 

of citizens’ everyday life. According to this preliminary sketch of China’s biohistory, this 

process of national institutionalization marks a fundamental shift towards a new regime 

of biopower. 

 

THE BIRTH OF BIOPOLITICAL CENSORSHIP 

 

  The above elaboration of historical and theoretical forces undergirding China’s 

biopolitical regime lays out coordinates to account for the biopolitics of censorship that 

were integral to the nascent People’s Republic of China. This is not to say that censorship 

“originates” with the foundation of the Mao’s regime; indeed, I should emphasize that 

censorship is hardly a new phenomenon in China.32 What is distinct about censorship in 

the 1950’s is that it is mobilized as part of a nation-building project, operating as a 

normativizing operation to bridge the individualizing and massifying dimensions of the 

new biopolitical regime.  

  In the two prior sections, I examined the massifying class categories and 

                                                 
31 See also Rice 99. 
32 For a broad history of pre-Republican history, see Chen and Tan (2004). For censorship in the 

Nationalist-controlled zones of the 1930’s, see Michael Hockx 1998. Finally, for an overview of censorship 

of Chinese intellectuals in Yan’an, see Goldman, chapter 1. 
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individualizing disciplinary care that became integrated into the modus operandi of the 

Communist Party before the end of the war against the Nationalists. With the 1949 

Communist victory in mainland China, these massifying and individualizing frameworks 

were integrated into the Party-State’s new nation-building project. The first two decades 

of the People’s Republic of China were marked by wave upon wave of mass campaigns 

intended, among other pragmatic goals, to generalize class consciousness and disciplinary 

techniques of the Yan’an period throughout the entire population. The government sought 

to invest the quotidian of individual citizens with new forms of biopolitical valence, 

directed by a utopian vision of founding an exemplary socialist society. To this end, the 

Communist Party worked to transform virtually every sector of society in order to 

establish a new norm that would ultimately encourage individuals to self-regulate and 

transform into a nation of new socialist citizens. In Michel Foucault’s biopolitical 

framework, a norm “can be applied to both a body one wishes to discipline and a 

population one wishes to regularize…The normalizing society is a society in which the 

norm of discipline and the norm of regulation intersect along an orthogonal articulation” 

(2013, 72). Censorship in the People’s Republic of China emerges as such an articulation, 

a nodal point among different operations of power in China’s newly established regime, 

functioning through dual movements of censor and censure. The first of these registers is 

a massifying, categorical censure that applies to the population writ large. This is a form 

of censorship that emerged from Mao’s massifying class categories, introduced above. 

During the early years of CCP rule, these class categories were institutionalized as part of 

a nation-building, purification project that transmogrified them into what scholars have 

termed “class racism.” Class racism unfolds categories of mass censuring that structure 
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institutionalized censorship. In addition, it encourages an anticipatory form of 

internalized censorship on the part of individual artists. It is at the level of the individual 

that we can see the second register of censorship, an effect of disciplinary power that 

frequently manifests as internalized censorship (a markedly ideological “self-discipline”). 

In the 1950’s, a series of localized “mass-line organs” were established to foster 

conditions that would pressure individuals’ to internalize and undertake the mechanisms 

of censorship institutionally demanded of them. Following these historical developments, 

this section will thus continue to lay out a tentative sketch of China’s modern biohistory 

through the establishment of censorship as a distinctly biopolitical institution, unfolding 

through a dual movement of mass censure and individual censoring.33  

  The Communist Party’s series of mass-line campaigns implemented a new 

normative order focused on the censure and purification of the general population. I 

emphasize that this was part of a nationalist project, established through a combination of 

ideological training and practical experience. In terms of education, the state organized 

ideological instruction sections for “every branch of the administration, every school, 

every enterprise, every quarter, street, and village” during the first four years of 

Communist rule (Guillermaz 19). The principle tenets of Maoist thought were thus 

intended to be standardized on a national scale, indoctrinating the population with Party 

politics much in the same way that new recruits in Yan’an had been “rectified” in the 

1940’s. Yet an education in ideas alone did not suffice; practical experience was another 

critical component of this normativizing training. In October of 1950, the Communist 

government formally announced its first mass-line campaign, seeking to incite the masses 

                                                 
33 As the introduction of “censure” and “censor” suggests, a biopolitical conceptualization of censorship 

requires going beyond the conventional definition of censorship as a bureaucratic operation. This 

rethinking of censorship as a category will be developed more explicitly below. 
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to action in what Michael Dutton defined as the first formal institutionalization of mass-

line politics (141). Similar mass-line campaigns would be rolled out by the government 

over the following decades based on the three-phase organization of the Yan’an 

Rectification Movement.34 Each of these campaigns hinged on the question of purifying 

the population of destructive ideologies and political behaviors. The drive for purity 

underlying these campaigns became overt in the political rhetoric used to legitimize them. 

State rhetoric used to condemn writers in this period alluded to their texts as unhealthy 

(bu jiankang). Mao himself famously branded works of ant-rightist fiction as “poisonous 

weeds” (ducao) (cited in Link 2013, 254). Yet it was not merely writings that were 

labeled as impure. Mobilizing the population against reactionary party members in the 

1960’s, for example, one of Mao’s speech-writers metaphorized mass execution as the 

defecation of the body politic (in MacFarquhar and Schoenhals, 253). Similarly, an 

article in The People’s Daily formalizing the launch of the Cultural Revolution in June of 

1966 described it as a sort of garbage disposal: “…hundreds of millions of workers, 

peasants and soldiers, and vast numbers of revolutionary cadres and intellectuals, all 

armed with Mao Tsu-tung’s thought, have been sweeping away a horde of 

monsters…routing the bourgeois ‘specialists,’ ‘scholars,’ ‘authorities,’ and ‘venerable 

masters’ and sweeping every bit of their prestige into the dust” (quoted in Guillermaz 

378). Considered from a different angle, these mass campaigns of purification asserted 

that China suffered from a national crisis of impurity. During the “Anti-Rightist 

Campaign” of 1957, for example, directives were issued requiring individual work units 

to produce a minimum quota of leftists in need of ideological correction. The movement 

of purification thus functioned according to an economic logic, wherein state power 

                                                 
34 For an elaboration of these phases, see Dutton (108). 
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targeted an evenly distributed percentage of the population. While the historical 

contingencies of each mass-line campaign varied, official rhetoric and policy consistently 

sought to compartmentalize a segment of the population that stood accused of rendering 

the body politic impure. This mass censuring of the population established a 

normativizing program in which the very health of the population was at stake.  

  This massifying ideological imperative to purification has been read by critic Lee 

Hai-yan as indicative of an emergent form of “class racism” in the first two decades of 

Mao’s regime. She finds that, over the course of these campaigns, “pure” and “impure” 

class categories were used to delineate a biologically-based interpretive grid for the 

population (2014, 206-207). Class was now legislated against on the basis of heredity, 

stemming from the idea that bad class elements could transmit their “impurity” through 

their bloodline. Drawing from Etienne Balibar, Lee argues that policies of this period 

gave rise to a form of “class racism” driven by the ideal of establishing an ethnically pure, 

imagined community for the new socialist state. Nationalism thus intensified the divisive 

implications of Mao’s class categories, creating a system in which “class becomes an 

identity fortified by a quasi-biological theory of ‘political bloodline’ (zhengzhi xueyuan); 

and the idea of ‘class origin’ is institutionalized in the chengfeng system” (207). The 

massifying operations of biopolitics in this period were thus produced from an 

intensification of Mao’s earlier class categories, imagined as a sort of racial pollution that 

permitted the censuring of mass segments of the population.  

  In concert with these massifying operations of censure, disciplinary care on the 

individual level instilled a generalized economy of internalized censorship. The writer, 

seeking to avoid accusations of ideological impurity, would seek to write works that did 
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not transgress established norms (or, in the case of writers like Shen Congwen, they 

would simply stop writing altogether). In the early 1950’s, the Chinese Communist Party 

developed a national project of disciplinary care through an ensemble of institutions that 

Mao called “mass-line organs” (Dutton 162-163). While the mass campaigns described 

above sought to establish common ideological norms nationwide, these mass-line organs 

were characterized by a decentralization of authority. In effect, mass-line organs allowed 

the national program to be implemented at the regional level in ways that respected local 

conditions. Among the localized institutions enforcing disciplinary care of the individual, 

a key organ was the danwei, or “work unit.” For Mao, the danwei was a solution to an 

economic market that was “unscientific and inefficient” as well as a source of 

exploitation and alienation (164). This new system brought formerly individual concerns 

(e.g., accommodation, food) into the danwei’s sphere of control. The labor unit was thus 

established as a political structure that would care for the individual’s moral and 

economic needs, a system that Dutton has likened to Marcel Mauss’ notion of “total 

services” (165). By de-centering the significance of money (via ration coupons) and 

developing an internal infrastructure of institutions (hospital, schools, shops, etc), the 

danwei created a basis for Mauss’ “gift economy,” replacing familial kinship with one 

based in politics. 

  In biopolitical philosopher Roberto Esposito’s reading of “community,” there is 

not only the Latin root donum (“gift,” which is precisely the origin for Mauss’ 

theorization of “gift economy”), but also onus, which may be understood as “obligation” 

or “lack.” Community, in other words, describes those united by a debt, “a limit that is 

configured as an onus” (2009, 6). The biopolitical valence of the danwei as an institution 
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becomes clear in the consequences for community members who neglect their onus. 

Given the effort to erase boundaries between life and labor, political transgressions in the 

danwei could be punished by downgrading an individual’s living assignment, access to 

basic resources, etcetera. In fact, another mass-line organ nested within the danwei served 

to supplement it as a disciplinary structure. The guanzhi, or “mass surveillance and 

control” system, was used for prisoners who did not merit being branded “counter-

revolutionary.” Instead of imprisoning the offender, the guanzhi imposed temporary 

restrictions upon activities external to their work (Dutton 167). One may thus speculate 

whether it would be more apt to rename these “work units” as “life units,” in which the 

conceptualizations of private life were radically reorganized. Within such a system, “care” 

of community members via provision of basic living necessities was contingent upon 

their demonstration of respect for normative ideological standards. As Perry Link’s 

research on authors in danwei systems has shown, this system of surveillance and 

discipline fostered a widespread trend of internalized censorship (2000, 82-87). The onus 

of the danwei-structured community incentivized the writer to produce material in accord 

with ideological norms by putting their livelihood and well-being at stake. Mass organs 

thus created a quotidian regime of discipline that made internalized censorship an act of 

self-care. In this regard, we may say that internalized censorship manifests a movement 

of disciplinary care from an imposed political program to recognition of normative 

ideological standards. This form of censorship is the internalization of disciplinary care. 

BIO-CENSOR: REDEFINING CENSORSHIP IN A BIOPOLITICAL AGE 

 

  As intimated above, it is necessary to redefine our understanding of censorship for 

China’s biopolitical epoch. In prior scholarship on modern Chinese “censorship” or “self-
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censorship,” critics have focused on evaluating cultural production to argue that censorial 

power restricts artists to the detriment of their work.
35

 While my present analysis is only 

possible due to the invaluable research carried out by such prior investigations, I will 

nevertheless insist that their critiques of censorship risk obfuscating how censorial 

mechanisms can be (re)productive.36 It is beyond the scope of this project to offer a 

comprehensive biohistory of China’s biopolitical regime and the role of censorship from 

1949 until today; however, the preceding three sections have at the minimum sought to 

establish the fundamental movements of biopower that brought about the birth of China’s 

biopolitics, all the while indicating how censorship was bound in with this emergent 

biopower. The following section defines how this genealogical biohistory continues to 

operate in the case of Yan Lianke. In doing so, I will also revisit the foundations of 

biopolitical theory in order to rethink censorship as it relates to the viral phenomenon of 

internalized censorship in China’s contemporary cultural field. I find that censorship in 

the biopolitical mode primarily operates to intensify internalized censorship at the level 

of the individual political subject. To characterize this process, I propose we go beyond 

speaking of mere political censorship in order to address an operation of biopower that I 

term bio-censoring.   

  While China’s political and cultural fields have undergone profound change 

between the establishment of the People’s Republic in 1949 and the post-Tiananmen era 

of market reform, certain normative mechanisms of censorial power discussed in the 

                                                 
35

 McDougall’s chapter on censorship, in particular, exercises categorical value judgments upon the literary 

production of the entire Maoist period, asserting that “in the twenty-five years between the establishment of 

Communist Party rule in China and the last phase of the Cultural Revolution, very little writing of any 

merit appeared either inside or outside the system.” Most texts produced since 1949 are “pallid and bland” 

(208, 211). 
36 In contrast, the introduction to Kirsten Cather’s recent study of censorship in postwar Japan offers a 

compelling articulation of censorship’s productive dimensions. 
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previous section have only grown more robust. China’s economic and political reforms 

may have wound down the normativizing mass-line policies in effect under Mao, but the 

institutions of propaganda and censure put into place have developed and diversified. 

Political scientist Anne-Marie Brady, for example, traces direct ideological links between 

Mao’s attitude towards art and literature during the Yan’an Rectification and the political 

stance of Jiang Zemin in the wake of the 1989 Tiananmen crackdown (46). While Brady 

is careful to emphasize that the Party itself is hardly univocal, with fractious ideological 

disagreements about the future of the state, she nevertheless shows an increased 

coordination between the Party leadership and organs of state propaganda in the 1990’s 

(44-50). Brady’s intervention is critical to understanding the powerful ideological 

connections between techniques of state control deployed in the 1990’s and their 

ideological origins in the Rectification Movement. Chronologically, this also brings us to 

Yan Lianke’s 1994 eruption onto the literary scene, as well as his first serious experience 

with state censorship. A closer look at the case of Yan Lianke helps shift our 

conceptualization of censorship, particularly internalized censorship, to its operation in 

the contemporary realm of Chinese biopolitics. 

Following the publication of his first novel, Summer Sunset (Xia ri luo, 1994) by 

the literary journal Yellow River (Huang he), Yan’s book was not only banned, but he 

was required to write several self-criticisms (shumian jiantao) over the course of four 

months. Yan recounts that his own work unit supervisor aided him in personally revising 

these criticisms to satisfy authorities (2010, 184).
37

 Harkening back to the dynamics of 

the Rectification Movement, a disciplinary exercise in autobiographic composition was 

deployed in order to re-inscribe Yan into the category of an ideologically “correct” 

                                                 
37

 See Yan, “「Xia ri luo」 bei jin shimo” in Xia ri luo (2010). 



 

 

  44 

subject. His four months of supervised revision illustrate that, in the eyes of the state, the 

regime of disciplinary care still has the potential to reform or even re-form the life of the 

individual subject. Pushing this operation to its most radical conclusion, the exercise of 

disciplinary care may be understood as a productive force, giving birth to a new form of 

life.38 The (deeply biopolitical) notion that state power is capable of creating life has 

even received a fictionalized treatment by Yan Lianke in his recent novel, Boomtown 

Chronicles. Giving the censorial effects of censorship on human life a metaphorical cast, 

the novel depicts government-issued edicts causing plants to blossom or wither (2013, 72, 

97); characters respond to reading official memos with bouts of sexual arousal (142). In 

brief, Yan’s creative prose presents the language of the state as biopower. The demand to 

rethink the category of censorship has thus already emerged in Yan Lianke’s own fiction 

and these literary interventions will be explored in more detail in the following section.  

  Momentarily setting aside the case of Yan Lianke, we can also read censorship as 

biopolitical in the founding text of Michel Foucault’s biopolitical theory. In The History 

of Sexuality: Volume 1, Foucault formulates a new theory of biopolitics based on his 

analysis of repression and censorship vis-à-vis sexuality in 18
th

 and 19
th

 century Europe. 

His inquiry begins by raising doubts about what he calls the “repressive hypothesis.” 

Foucault asks whether we can truly call the Victorian era sexually repressive when it 

produced a “veritable discursive explosion” on questions of sexuality (10, 17). He then 

proceeds to detail different cases of legal and medical discourse in order to argue that the 

so-called “repression” of sexuality is in fact an incitement to discourse by state 

institutions (hospitals, schools, etc.). The subject who speaks about sexuality (or does not 

                                                 
38 This is precisely the conclusion of historian Gao Hua reached in his analysis of disciplinary techniques 

during the Yan’an period: “Having gone through all of these processes, the new man was finally born” 

(quoted in Cheng 68) 
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speak, as silence itself is part and parcel of discursive production39) is thus exposed to 

categorization, diagnosis, and/or education by state institutions. To rephrase Foucault’s 

point in Maoist terms, it is only by encouraging the hundred flowers to blossom that one 

can define the poisonous weeds.40  

Biopolitical philosophers, when taking stock of Foucault’s theoretical 

contributions, frequently discuss his History of Sexuality in reference to its final section, 

“Right of Death and Power Over Life.”41 As introduced above in the opening of this 

chapter, this is the oft-cited passage in which Foucault distinguishes modern regimes of 

biopolitical governance from the rule of sovereign power, describing the biopolitical 

regime’s efforts to “make live and let die” (2013, 43). This, Foucault’s concluding 

section, establishes how techniques like population census, medicine, education, and 

penal reform work in concert to enforce a power invested in how life is lived rather than 

one merely legislating whether it can be lived, power of life instead of power over life. I 

speculate that Foucault’s major interlocutors in biopolitical theory choose to limit their 

focus to this final section of The History of Sexuality: An Introduction because it offers a 

clear, concise definition of biopolitics. Looking at Foucault’s concluding passage on 

biopolitics in the scope of his volume’s broader argument, however, sheds light on my 

own investigation into the censor’s biopolitical function in modern China.  

The original French title of the History of Sexuality Volume 1 bears the subtitle 

The Will to Knowledge (La volonté de savoir). Foucault’s concluding formulation of 

                                                 
39 Foucault, (1976, 27). 
40 Here I am referring to Mao’s famous 1957 “incitement to discourse” through the “100 Flowers” 

campaign, an invitation for intellectuals to critique the party that unleashed an overwhelming disapproval 

of the Communist Party’s rule. Once articulating their positions, however, these critics were subsequently 

exposed to the state’s anti-rightist campaign and harshly repressed. Incitement thus gave way to indictment 

in the end. See Dikötter (2013, chapter 14). 
41 See for example Esposito (38-44); Agamben (3).  



 

 

  46 

biopolitics emerges from his critique of the modern state’s “will to know” its own 

subjects via discourse. As described above, the “incitement to discourse” plays a key role 

in producing subjects that are intelligible to the state. Once inscribable into a regime of 

intelligibility, the subject can be regulated via state institutions. Yet this is not merely a 

question of regulating the subject; incitement to discourse participates in the formulation 

of the very subject being regulated. While the institutions analyzed by Foucault are 

markedly different from those of the Chinese Communist Party, they both emphasize 

language (e.g., what Foucault calls “discourse”) as a means to remake and thereby master 

the political subject.42 An explicit illustration of the Communist Party’s incitement to 

discourse, analyzed above, is autobiographical self-criticism (jiantao). By obliging an 

individual to write and verbalize their personal history, this technique of thought reform 

bears a striking resemblance to the “confessional” tradition of Catholicism that Foucault 

argues set the stage for Europe’s later, secularized “incitements to discourse” (1976, 78-

80). In both cases, discourse produced by the subject is presumed to reveal truth about 

their identity which can then be situated within the state’s power-knowledge matrix. 

Another similarity between biopolitics and Chinese state censorship is that both fold 

medical and legal discourse together, unleashing the state’s legal authority as overseer of 

the individual body’s physical constitution. Roberto Esposito, a philosopher who has 

developed a sustained engagement with Foucault’s work on biopolitics, isolates the shift 

from sovereign authority to biopower in “the entrance and then subtle colonization of 

                                                 
42For a close reading of Foucault’s biopolticial concepts and their relation to literature, see the introduction 

to Arne De Boever (2013). Rey Chow has used biopolitics to critique the roles of ethnic constructs in 

global networks of commodification (2002); Sheldon Lu has brought Hardt and Negri’s biopolitical 

theorization of “Empire” to bear on a broad range of works from modern Chinese literature and cinema; 

and Chien-hsin Tsai has already used Derrida’s biopolitically informed theorization of immunization to 

analyze Yan Lianke (Autoimmunity 2011). 
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medical knowledge in what was first the competence of law.” The resulting biopolitical 

regime “pivots no longer on the abstraction of juridical relations but on the taking on of 

life in the same body of those who are its carriers” (27-28). Similarly, the Chinese 

Communist Party’s regime of disciplinary care, described earlier in this chapter, posits 

the state as caretaker of the (ideologically) sick patient. Anne-Marie Brady’s research on 

the Ministry of Propaganda shows how the discursive valence of disciplinary care 

continues to shape contemporary Chinese political institutions through her analysis of the 

Central Propaganda Department. Describing itself as the “life line” (shengmingxian) of 

the Party-State, this department is divided into sections focused on “spiritual cultural 

(jingshen wenming) and physical well-being, health, and sanitation (25). In the case of the 

Council for Patriotic Health Campaigns (Aiguo weisheng yundong weiyuanhui), this state 

organ regulates information regarding the control of health crises like SARS (27-30). 

Other offices, like the CCP Central Spiritual Civilization Construction Council 

(Zhongyang jingshen wenming jianshe zhidao weiyuanhui), organize spiritual civilization 

campaigns across the country, manifesting the government’s attention to the life of the 

citizens’ mind and spirit. The Propaganda Department thus continues to advance a 

program of disciplinary care, as articulated by Deng Xiaoping in 1981. For Deng, the 

government should “stress culture, manners, hygiene, order, and morality; and beautify 

soul, language, behavior, and environment” (cited in Brady, 25). Deng’s outline for the 

government in China’s post-reform era attests that economic reform would do little to 

blunt the state’s Maoist era biopolitical agenda.43 

                                                 
43 This is not to say that the neoliberal economic reforms of recent decades have played a negligible role in 

China’s biohistorical development. While the present report does not include a section dedicated to this 

critical biohistorical shift, section seven does propose a direction for future research. Please see my reading 

of the economic man in Boomtown Chronicles. 
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Returning to the place of authors like Yan Lianke in relation to China’s 

biopolitical regime, the instruments of control that I have described as “censorship” to 

this point clearly exceed a traditional understanding of censorship as legal sanction. The 

thought work that continues to be deployed by China’s institutions of state propaganda 

and control does not simply censor the author’s work, it censures the author’s 

ideologically undesirable person in an effort to reconstitute and regulate the state subject. 

Given the profound biopolitical investment and even procreative dimensions of this 

operation, I will stop describing it as “censorship,” for the banal ubiquity of the word 

falls far short of what I am seeking to describe. Turning to the etymological and historical 

roots of censorship in the Latin censere, I will rethink how we evoke this institution of 

censoring and censuring. 

 Censere, the Latin origin of censorship, unfolds the dual movement of censoring 

and censuring within both the etymological and historical locations of this concept. 

According to Smith and Wayte's Dictionary of Greek and Roman Antiquities, both 

“censor” (to assess) and “censure” (to condemn) trace back to censere. The dual actions 

of censere, assessing and condemning, were bound up in the legal office of the Censor, a 

special rank of magistrate during a span of the Roman Empire (from approximately BCE 

443 to BCE 22). The Censor’s two major responsibilities were undertaking the censum 

agere (census) and enforcement of the regimen morum. The Roman census required that 

each citizen who appeared before the Censor give a verbal account of their family and 

property, a process described as censere, which may be rendered as “to be valued or 

estimated.”  Implicit in this vested state power of assessment was determining the 

economic value attached to each state subject. The second role of the Censor was 
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imposing the regimen morum, meaning the regulation of moral standards in the private 

and public life of each citizen. In a language prescient for its biopolitical valence, Roman 

historian Titus Livius, imagining the war-ravaged Roman state as a human body “broken 

down by protracted disease,” charged the Censor with the office of physician to the ailing 

state (24.18). 

  This etymological analysis is by no means intended to establish an “origin story” 

of biopolitical censorship that can be traced from modern China to Ancient Rome. Rather, 

I wish to underline that a movement of censure has a long tradition of being bound within 

the activity of the censor. Indeed, if we follow the Latin distinction between the two uses 

of censere, then we find that they are two functions of the same political office. 

Returning to our discussion of biopolitics, it follows that we could characterize 

biopoltitical censorship as biocensure (“the censure of life”) and/or biocensor (“the 

censoring of life”). The former emphasizes the disciplinary and punitive actions of 

biopolitical censorship, while the latter underlines the institutional operations that seek to 

collapse politics into the category of life. For the present, I will use these terms sparingly, 

referring to an umbrella concept of bio-censor that envelops them both.  

  Before returning to the case of Yan Lianke, it also warrants noting that 

biopolitical philosophers have read early Roman law as the earliest attempt at a legal 

formulation of juridical power seeking to fold state authority into the category of life 

itself. These include Ed Cohen’s study of legal immunity (40-41) and Giorgio 

Agamben’s famous theorization of homo sacer. For Agamben, “biopolitics is at least as 

old as the sovereign exception” first articulated in Roman law (8). Finally, Foucault 

himself described technologies like the census, developed in the Roman legal code, as 
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critical to biopolitical governmentality. Under such a regime, “it is the population itself 

on which government will act either directly, through large-scale campaigns, or indirectly, 

through techniques that will make possible...the stimulation of birth rates, the directing of 

flow of population into certain regions or activities, and so on” (2001, 216–17). The 

deployment of China’s bio-censorship thus echoes the central place that “censor/censure” 

occupies at biopolitical theory’s historical horizon in Roman law. This is an inviting topic 

for further investigation; however, I shall now return to the case of Yan Lianke and his 

novels to examine how he has used literature to challenge modern Chinese operations of 

bio-censorship.  
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Chapter 2:  Writing Beyond Biopolitics 

 

 

BIO-CENSORSHIP IN THE LITERATURE OF YAN LIANKE 

 

I return to the case of Yan Lianke by revisiting his account of internalized 

censorship: “I censored myself very rigorously...My greatest worry is that self-censorship 

has drained my passion and dulled my sharpness."
44

 Yan intimates that internalized 

censoring exacted a transmogrification not only of his planned work, but perhaps even of 

his very faculties as a writer. Such concern distinguishes the efforts of bio-censorship to 

reconfigure the ontological coordinates of the discursive subject. The paradoxical 

movement of this bio-censoring is that it at once generates discourse while demarcating 

the forms it can take.  

In spite of the extent of his internalized censorship, A Dream of Ding Village was 

still banned in Mainland China. Since then, Yan’s novels have taken a markedly different 

approach to the state censor, integrating the author’s conflicts into the novels themselves. 

These works are The Book of Songs (2009), The Four Books (2011), and Boomtown 

Chronicles (2013). If his earlier writing sought to duck authorities at the Department of 

Propaganda, then these three novels confront the censor on the battleground of fiction. 

Each work stages a conflict between author and authority allowing Yan to unfold acts of 

writing that intervene in the operations of censorial authority. The critical point, however, 

is that Yan does so not only by writing against censorial authority but by writing against 

the biopolitical mechanisms undergirding Chinese modernity. In The Book of Songs, 

disciplinary care is laid bare through a satirical exploration of the medical-juridical 

                                                 
44

 Quoted in Watts. 
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institutions exercising control of individual subjects. In The Four Books, a system of 

rewards and punishments is developed to expose how the Maoist state folded the 

concerns of labor and life into each other. Consequently, patriotism and juridical coercion 

are shown working in concert to mobilize individuals for the execution of Party policy. 

Finally, Boomtown Chronicles explores bio-censorship as part of a broader regime of 

power during the age of economic reform, when a figure akin to Michel Foucault’s 

“economic man” exercises patriotic duty simply by turning a profit. Directly evoking 

Yan’s own situation in an exaggerated, satirical form, success or failure on the rapidly 

neoliberalized market becomes the new interpretive grid for ideological legitimacy. 

The first novel of Yan’s triptych, The Book of Songs, may be read as the author’s 

most explicit critique of national institutions of disciplinary care. The opening chapters of 

the novel, situated in the university and an insane asylum, critique institutions that reify 

what is ideologically acceptable for the “health” of the individual in respect to the 

regulatory norm of the nation. Yan’s novel thus eloquently stages the deployment of 

disciplinary care in order to enforce a normative line of nationalism. Yan’s satirical 

portrait of the state’s efforts at reform not only reveal the failure of these institutions, but 

they also chart out the protagonist’s quest for self-understanding beyond the “care” 

offered by the state. The novel is recounted in the first person by Yang Ke, an assistant 

professor at the prestigious (and fictive) Qingyan University.45 At the start of the novel, 

Yang Ke has just completed a new study, The Book of Songs: Regarding an Investigation 

of the Classic of Poetry’s Spiritual Origins (2008, 27). His hopes of publishing his 

research are dashed, however, when a photograph captures him at the head of an 

                                                 
45 Critics have argued that Yang Ke is in fact a fictive incarnation of author Yan Lianke. See Tsai, 

(Museum, 2011). 
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impromptu student protest. The photograph “goes viral” in the international media, 

creating a political imbroglio centered on the figure of the hapless professor. Summoning 

Yang Ke into his office, the University president declares that “since last night, media 

across the world have focused their gaze on our university” (96). The image of protest, 

replicated throughout the press worldwide, constitutes a clear embarrassment for the 

university that, given the international scope of the exposure, also ushers in a markedly 

nationalist set of concerns. The national humiliation is made all the more potent by the 

revelation that Yang’s act of protest happened to fall on the anniversary of the June 4
th

 

Tiananmen massacre, something which the University Party Members can only allude to 

by references to the date (101).46 The mechanisms of disciplinary care activated in the 

wake of Yang Ke’s blunder are thus informed by a defense of the Party-state’s 

(inter)national image. Nationalism thus asserts itself as the normative line that will drive 

Yang’s ideological rehabilitation. 

 Yang’s transgression triggers the response of institutions of disciplinary care 

which seek to reengage him as a subject who endorses these national interests. Indeed, 

the initial exercises in disciplinary care are voluntarily taken up by Yang himself, who 

offers himself up to a regime of ideological reform to cure his political “malady.” When 

the scandalous photograph is first published, Yang immediately begins a flurry of oral 

and written self-criticism to placate the university administrators and faculty. He even 

professes his willingness to submit to a struggle session before the entire assembled 

university (97). Yang’s dramatic response is laden with comic satire; yet it also suggests 

                                                 
46 This passage was not included in the mainland edition of the novel (published in 2008 by Jingsu press). 

Yan Lianke claims to have written two totally different versions of this novel, one intended for the 

mainland and one for overseas audiences (See Cody, 2007). His action of internalized censorship has thus 

taken on a new form, purposively playing on the ideological difference in domestic and international 

markets.  
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the extent to which state power constitutes Yang Ke’s subject position. Faced with a 

political controversy, he spontaneously submits himself to self-criticism. In spite of his 

efforts, the Qingyan University Party Committee votes to resolve the situation by 

declaring Yang Ke insane. Consequently, the hapless assistant professor is confined to an 

asylum. Yang Ke’s ideological faux pas is addressed by authority as a question of 

psychological health, confining him to the ward for several months in spite of protests 

that he is not sick. The medical institution functions as a penitentiary, playing out the 

biopolitical integration of medical and legal discourses described in the final section of 

the previous chapter. Furthermore, the very conceit that Yang Ke’s ideological 

indiscretion should be treated as a medical problem powerfully echoes Mao’s evocation 

of the Party as physician seeking to restore ideologically wayward individuals to health.  

  The asylum in Yang’s novel is thus a vivid illustration of disciplinary care. Indeed, 

the entire institution may be read as a social microcosm in which individuals like Yang 

Ke are coerced through a series of punishments and rewards into not only tolerating their 

confinement, but supporting the very system that causes their oppression. Yang Ke is first 

confronted by the threat of corporeal punishment following a violent outburst instigated 

by the visit of his wife, Ru Ping (114-115). Escorted into the hospital director’s office, 

Yang is threatened with a treadmill-like device designed to administer electroshock 

therapy (dianliao ji) that reduces a fellow patient to a “death-like” state before his eyes 

(117). Faced with the threat of severe corporeal punishment, Yang readily assents to the 

director’s alternative proposition: he may leave the asylum if he can deliver a lecture to 

the inmates on classical Chinese poetry without arousing their interest (119). Absence of 

interest, the director reasons, would mean that Yang’s lecture is destined for a sane 
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audience, and this would suffice as a demonstration of his recovery. The director’s 

proposition draws a divide between language which is comprehensible to the “sick” and a 

discourse of the “sane” on the exterior; these terms demonstrate the critical role that 

language plays in ideological reorientation. Yet rather than proving his sanity, Yang’s 

lectures (a pastiche of dryasdust academic analysis) excite the audience and begin to earn 

him the avid appreciation of all the inmates. While Yang’s celebrity status in the hospital 

dashes his hopes of being released early from the asylum, it nevertheless offers him a 

privileged position in the functioning of the institution. If we read the asylum as a 

microcosm of the Chinese state, then Yang’s situation is analogous to controversial 

writers who accepted high-ranking positions in the party Writer’s Association. It is a 

position that at once invests them with privilege and discourages them from making 

criticisms against state authority. This is precisely what Miklós Haraszti emphasized in 

his analysis of Soviet-style censorship, The Velvet Prison. It is also a point cited by Perry 

Link and Paul Pickowicz in their studies of censorship in China’s modern cultural field.47 

In Haraszti’s own remarks on the position of the state-sponsored artist, he described how 

the artist exchanges guaranteed material comforts and professional legitimacy for the 

freedom to express themselves as they please: “Their position is not competitive, but 

hierarchical: they gain a measure of control over the consumers of their art in exchange 

for being controlled themselves by the coordinating authority of the state” (67). While I 

reserve some suspicions about Haraszti’s argument that censorship stamps out “creative 

freedom” only possible in a liberal market economy, I will take up these concerns in the 

opening of the following section. What is relevant here is Haraszti’s point that the 

material rewards of cooperating with authority assist in cultivating an internalized 

                                                 
47 See chapter 1. 
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censorship, a phenomenon echoed by Yang Ke’s own dilemma in the asylum. Indeed, 

Yang is later offered a permanent position as a teacher within the asylum itself, where he 

is promised roomfuls of rapt audiences far more gratifying that the disinterested students 

at Qingyan University. Yet Yang Ke ultimately refuses to enter the fold of disciplinary 

care, escaping from the asylum to embark on a journey across the countryside. In doing 

so, Yang Ke maps out a new network of kinship and sexual relations that provides a stark 

contrast to those prescribed by authority. This dimension of Yan’s Book of Songs will be 

taken up in the next section. 

Yan’s subsequent novel, The Four Books, goes even further to fictionalize the 

efforts of authority to assert power over life. The novel’s conceit is that it is an 

assemblage of four different texts by (possibly) three authors, edited into the titular four 

books. Three of these books intertwine to tell the story of political prisoners in a 

“reeducation zone” (e.g., work camp) from the Great Leap Forward through the 

subsequent famine. The camp, Zone 99, is supervised by a young, enigmatic party figure 

known only as the Child.48 The first two thirds of the narrative describe the prisoners’ 

efforts to navigate a system of rewards and punishments put in place by the Child in 

hopes of winning their liberty. Similar to the asylum of The Book of Songs, the 

reeducation zone (yu xin qu) is based on a system of rewards and punishments that 

suspends each inmate between the promise of freedom and the threat of death. The “Red 

flower five star system” (hong hua wu xing zhi) features most prominently as a system of 

tokens that the Child offers the prisoners as rewards or revokes as punishment (71). Once 

having acquired a certain number of tokens, prisoners are promised that they may leave 

                                                 
48 A distinctive convention in this novel is that none of the characters have a proper name. In fact, each 

person is labeled mainly according to their former profession (Writer, Music, Religion, Scholar, etc.). 
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the camp. The Writer, describing this new system, notes that it instills self-governance 

and self-management (zizhi zili) amongst all of the inmates (77). Cadre members like the 

Child are incentivized in a similar fashion by party leadership. The novel includes several 

scenes in which the Child competes with other local cadres to report the highest crop 

yields and steel production in exchange for various prizes, passages that will be examined 

in detail below. More broadly, Yan’s fictionalization is related to the historical 

circumstances of the Great Leap Forward. Competitions to raise productivity were 

encourages to create a “great leap” in national resources through the incitement of 

ideological fervor.49 Yan describes such a scene, with cadres avowing to grow upwards 

of 5,000 jin in a plot that would typically yield 500 jin (66-67). The County Chief 

presiding over this hallucinatory scene calculates the totals “like a doctor reading a 

thermometer” (69). Not only does Yan’s metaphor invoke Mao’s evocation of the party 

as doctor, but it compares a scientific measurement with the ideologically impassioned 

but foolhardy claims of party cadres. Yan’s metaphor harkens back to Mao’s politicized 

deployment of an “objective” ideological field in order to bolster his political goals, as 

described in the first chapter. Simply put, the self-proclaimed patriotism of the cadres 

claiming unreasonably high crop yields was expected to suffice to instigate an 

agricultural revolution. The cadres’ intensified political commitment was thus understood 

as productive of (agricultural) life itself. Here, Yan’s fictionalized world again echoes 

real historical circumstances. During the Great Leap Forward, government propagandists 

believed that crop yields could intensify not simply because of a new technology, but 

rather from the sheer ideological engagement of the citizens.  

  Yan’s prose pushes these ideas much further than a fictionalization of a medico-

                                                 
49 See Dikötter (2010, chapters 1-2) and Yang Jisheng (chapter 15). 



 

 

  58 

juridical state power. While The Book of Songs offers a critique of disciplinary care, The 

Four Books intensifies its conceptualization of biopolitical authority to present leaders 

through a theological framework. One of the four books, “Child of Heaven,” occasionally 

recounts events through biblical language, with excerpts from the bible intruding into the 

narrative itself. By juxtaposing the Child’s gestures of authority with the biblical God’s 

acts of creation, “The Child of Heaven” unfolds power in a theological-juridical register. 

For example, in the novel’s opening passages, the Child returns to Zone 99 to announce a 

new series of “commandments.”50 The language presenting them is recorded in a highly 

stylized prose recalling the Book of Genesis; in addition, the Child’s return to Zone 99 is 

interrupted by fragments of the Genesis creation myth:  

God speaks [shen shuo]: “In the space between the waters let there be 

firmament. May it divide the waters into an above and below”...and so it 

was. The space above became the sky, the space below became the 

earth…The Child speaks [haizi shuo]: “I have returned from above, from 

the village. To announce ten commandments” (30-31).51 

 

Within the above text, God and the Child are structurally related by the incantatory 

moment of their address. The God of Genesis speaks to create the universe; likewise, the 

Child speaks to institute his commandments. The novel thus juxtaposes theocratic and 

juridical registers to suggest that the Child’s commandments possess a procreative 

valence. Furthermore, the rules themselves impose restrictions on the thought and 

physical movements of the inmates. Like a deity, the Child dictates the prisoners’ proper 

physical place and delimits their interior gestures of thinking. Following the Child’s 

                                                 
50 The Child’s ten commandments (shi jie) are homophonous with the translation that Yan gives to Moses’ 

ten commendments later in the book (shi jie) (located on pages 31 and 179, respectively). Graphically, the 

two terms are only distinguished by the addition of a single radical: the former being 十戒 and the latter 

十誡, 
51 Sebastian Veg also argues that Yan’s use of biblical language establishes the religious dimension of 

Maoism (11). 
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pronouncement, the narrator presents yet another scene of biblical creation: the voice of 

God summons living creatures into existence, naming them and establishing their 

respective place (i.e., birds in the sky, animals on the earth, etc.) (31). Authority is thus 

associated with language that not only creates (for indeed, the voice of God makes 

manifest these organisms by the act of naming) but quite literally puts them in their place 

by delimiting their respective roles. This is a fictionalization of politics working to 

delimit how life can be lived as well as the very forms it can take.  

 Yan selectively uses biblical language throughout “The Child of Heaven” 

primarily to highlight moments an authority figure employs the system of rewards and 

punishments, described above, to “reveal” a new prize for the cadres. It is important to 

note that the Communist Party and figureheads of the Chinese state are never explicitly 

identified (much like the names of the characters themselves). Instead, party authorities 

are referred to only by the more colloquial term “higher-ups” (shangbian). When the 

higher-ups deem fit to unveil a new possibility within the system of potential rewards, it 

unfolds within biblical language like a divine revelation. Shifts in the characters’ fortune 

are couched in a theological language that evokes the salutary role of the political 

structure, seated on high or at least “higher-up.” Just as the prisoners vie to collect 

flowers and stars in their pursuit for freedom, the Child in unflagging in his efforts to 

accrue ever higher honors from his superiors. These include the competition among local 

zones to report the highest crop yield and a subsequent, higher-stakes contest to produce 

the largest amount of iron. After the Child’s camp becomes the first zone to produce over 

100 tons of iron, the narrator describes the scene in which the Child is treated to a 

congratulatory dinner by the higher-ups:  
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Originally the world was light. Saying let there be light, there was. God 

saw that it was bright and good, so he divided the light and dark… 

Twilight was coming. In the red yellow light of the setting sun…[The 

superior] shook the Child’s hand: “You’ll go to the provincial meeting to 

represent the entire district. You’re the first to pass 100 tons” (163). 

  

Juxtaposing the separation of light and dark in the creation myth with twilight at the 

moment of the Child’s award, the scene is again lent a biblical cast. The text relates the 

decision of the higher-up to invite the Child to attend a provincial meeting with the all the 

import of cosmic creation. Furthermore, the interplay of lyrical, semi-formal biblical 

prose and the superior’s dialogue intermeshes two different registers of textual 

representation. The quotidian dialogue is transformed by the adjacent passages, 

composed in a more formal style, narrating the Child’s “miraculous” ascension in the 

party hierarchy.  

Yet this advance in the Child’s standing comes on one condition: the superior 

stipulates that the Child should only present himself at the provincial meeting if he is able 

to bring along within a new piece of forged iron to be entered in a province-wide contest. 

The iron must be of superior quality, yet produced from the crude metallic sand salvaged 

along the banks of the Yellow River. The narrator punctuates this proviso by noting: 

“The sun departed. Twilight had come” (164). The light of creation thus vanishes like an 

ephemeral holy vision; yet the Child has internalized its creative valence. He returns to 

the camp and begins scheming with prisoners to craft a superior piece of iron, 

demonstrating how the system of rewards incentivizes a constant productive drive in the 

individual. Yet the drive is not merely for material gain; it is for the ascension of the very 

soul. At the provincial meeting, the Child manages to present a piece of iron that gathers 

everyone’s attention, but ultimately is only awarded second place. Yet another 
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miraculous possibility arises, driving the Child to even further lengths, when the 

provincial chief learns of the Child’s wheat production goals. The chief says that, if the 

Child can produce a yield of 10,000 jin with wheat grains the size of corn, then he will 

personally escort him to the seat of government at Zhongnanhai and introduce him to the 

nation’s leaders. In response, the Child “saw the whole room was white light. He saw 

countless angels standing, crowded together in mid-air. Everything was filled with 

splendid music and song” (194). Biblical symbols no longer erupt uniquely in the 

narration; they now structure the Child’s own imaginary. This is not merely a vision of 

personal success, but of national salvation. The imperative to demonstrate a farming 

method fuels the Child’s dream of finding himself in Zhongnanhai, the seat of national 

authority. The offer of miraculous “salvation” from above is thus bound up together in 

the Child’s hallucination to become a national savior. This is precisely the point where 

biopolitics align with theological nationalism: the interests of the nation, bound in a 

transcendent (e.g., religious) narrative, structure the most private desires of the individual. 

The Child’s dream is a “China dream.” While this reward fuels the Child’s personal 

imaginary, he also makes clear that mobilizing his prisoners will require a more 

intimidating form of punishment. As part of his agreement to meet this fantastical 

production goal, the Child asks that the Chief supply him with a gun (192). This new 

opportunity to rise to the level of national savior is thus underscored by the threat of a 

more swift and efficient sovereign authority, capable of dealing out a death sentence at a 

moment’s notice.52 

  A nationalist strain echoes throughout The Four Books, driving characters to 

                                                 
52 I should qualify this, however, by noting that the Child primarily uses the gun as a means of coercion, 

asking the prisoners to use it to shoot him if they refuse to cooperate. 
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moments of extreme excess. The Child, for example, seems ready to sacrifice his life any 

time that he encounters resistance from prisoners in the fulfillment of his (sometimes 

obviously absurd) goals. In each case, the Child imposes a choice: either the prisoner 

must kill him or consent to his bidding. To coerce prisoners, the Child proposes a 

different mise en scene for his death, with requirements about the choice of weapon and 

method of execution. In one of his most elaborate scenarios, he explains that he wants the 

prisoners to chop his head off with a massive blade, just as Japanese soldiers were 

reported to have done to a young Chinese girl during the Second World War (75). By 

positioning himself as the innocent girl, he implies that his murderer would have to 

assume the role of the invading aggressor. Dying this way would also satisfy his personal 

desire:  

After the founding of the nation, [the murdered girl] became a national 

hero…I’ve thirsted for this ever since I was a kid, yearning day and night 

to be like that girl, to have someone cut off my head—I’m begging 

you—cut off my head!—I’m begging you, cut off my head (75). 

 

The Child’s dream to give his body for the sake of the nation is thus rooted in a 

nationalist, symbolic imagery that, in a total inversion of disciplinary care, would have 

him destroy his body and render his life in order to care for the state. The fever of 

nationalism is not contained to the Child either; it has infected his fellow cadres as well. 

Indeed, their patriotism becomes a testament to the legitimacy of their hallucinatory 

nationalist aspirations. When the cadres leading each reeducation zone are gathered 

together to report their predicted crop yields for the forthcoming year, the assembly 

quickly devolves into a shouting match. Incentivized by prizes (e.g., farming tools and 

miscellaneous equipment), the cadres “made mad reports…Some even had the gall to 

report a crop of fifty thousand jin. All of them shouting. All of them waving their arms. 
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Patriotic to the point of 100,000 jin” (66). When the County Chief tells them that their 

reports cannot exceed 10,000 jin, a cadre retorts: “Won’t you let me be patriotic (bu rang 

wo aiguo ya)? If I cannot do 100,000 jin, then next year take my whole family, the whole 

village, and cut off their heads!” (66). Next to such zeal, the Child’s willingness for self-

sacrifice seems modest. The break-neck climb of statistics is thus paralleled by a 

willingness to gamble with an ever-growing number of lives in the name of production. 

The dream of national salvation thus becomes a wager in which the livelihood of the 

entire country’s welfare is at stake.  

  The cadres in Yan’s novel, like those directing the actual Great Leap Forward, 

risked too much: the famine that resulted from agricultural mismanagement was a 

historical tragedy. It also serves as the backdrop for the narrative climax of Yan Lianke’s 

novel. Only a few dozen prisoners survive as starvation, suicide, and cannibalism become 

commonplace. As described above, these prisoners have also been bound up in a system 

of rewards and punishments throughout the novel. Yet their aspirations are never 

expressed in the nationalist terms of the cadres. Instead, their constant goal is release 

from the reeducation zone. Just as the Child offers himself up for martyrdom, the 

prisoners expose their bodies to harm for the sake of flowers and stars that could be 

exchanged for their release. Scholar and Music, for example, submit to being insulted and 

beaten in regular struggle sessions in exchange for flowers from the Child (154-155). In a 

further act of self-debasement, Scholar thrusts his face into a jet of hot steam and is 

awarded a flower for each of his blisters (157). While the prisoners submit to such 

masochistic acts in hopes of release, their dreams of liberty are not shrouded in 

transcendent visions of salvation. These inmates, already cast out from the state, are a 
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priori excluded from the dreams shared by cadres for success and enrichment within the 

party bureaucracy.  

 Once the famine has killed most of the prisoners and the Child has disappeared 

for two months, the surviving inmates decide to liberate themselves by simply marching 

out of the prison zone. Their narrow pass to escape is marked by a “Patriotic Inspection 

Point” (Aiguo jiancha zhan) (360), a guarded road that they are unable to circumnavigate. 

In order to cross the threshold between prisoner and “free” citizen, each individual must 

submit to inspection. The word that I render here as “inspection” (jiancha) is precisely 

the same Chinese word used for “census” (although not “censor,” as in the English usage 

“to ban”). The boundary between the prisoners’ state of exemption and the rest of society 

is drawn along this line. The inclusion of “patriotism” (aiguo, which may be literally 

rendered as “to love the nation”) identifies the nationalist dimension of this exclusionary 

reeducation system, in which the ideologically wayward are to be rectified through a 

regime of labor. While The Book of Songs offers a critique of China’s institutions of 

disciplinary care, The Four Books unfolds “nationalism” as a regulatory norm within its 

exclusionary regime. Even at the height of the famine, the fleeing prisoners may only 

cross the boundary if they carry five stars, proof that they have been sufficiently 

cooperative with authorities through the “flowers and stars system.” In biopolitical terms, 

carrying five stars immunizes them against charges of ideological waywardness. Five 

stars, like the five stars on the national flag of the People’s Republic of China, are a 

symbol of patriotism, if here we define patriotism as recognition of compliance with 

party authority. The process of inspection/census/jiancha ultimately defines the 

individual in respect to the regulatory line of “love of country” (aiguo), a love that is 
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expressed first and foremost through submission.  

  Near the novel’s conclusion, the prisoners finally receive their stars and make 

their way past the checkpoint. As they march out of the reeducation zone, they spy a herd 

of people marching towards them: families in wagons, suffering from starvation and led 

by the Researcher, a former prisoner who had negotiated his release early in the novel 

(371-372). Those who are “free” are now storming the prison zone in hopes of finding 

food for survival. It is tempting to read this passage as a total breakdown in national 

authority, a collapse of the “Patriotic Inspection” line; however, the author is careful to 

note that each refugee is brandishing five stars. Even in a state of national emergency, 

certain laws maintain their valence. The refugees are willing to enter the reeducation zone 

to survive the famine, but they still maintain their position as “free” citizens. This 

extreme state of affairs questions how we can define “freedom” in such a violent, 

nationalist-centered economy of exclusion. Is “freedom” simply the ability to circulate 

over borders? Yan’s novel addresses this question in depth, and I will return to it in the 

final section.  

 While The Four Books explores dreams invested by the salutary narrative of a 

great leap into socialism, the characters of Yan Lianke’s following novel, Boomtown 

Chronicles, are driven by a new sort of dream in the age of economic reform. This is the 

dream of the economic man, whose most “intimate” desires are the production of a 

nationalist agenda that binds military, economic, professional, political, and sexual 

conquest into a universalizing matrix of desire, distinguished primarily by its highly 

“personal” nature. The private, internalized sphere of human desire is first and foremost 

what it claims not to be: an ideological production of the state. Michel Foucault proposed 
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the homo œconomicus, or “economic man,” as a theoretical articulation of how the 

neoliberal economy ideologically produces the individual qua entrepreneur. As Chi-she 

Li and Tsung-yi Michelle Huang have argued, conditions of writers in the People’s 

Republic of China since the economic reforms have largely born out Foucault’s argument: 

in this new political landscape, the economic man’s situation is less dependent on 

ideological compliance than it is on economic success or failure.53 It would be more apt 

to say that the criteria defining “ideological compliance” have in fact shifted. The very 

notion of ideological compliance has transformed along with the development in 

epistemic framework from Maoist China to the reform era. In The Four Books, 

ideological obedience manifests itself in a language of commitment to the Party’s stated 

values and objectives. I would not, for a moment, suggest that the reform era Communist 

Party has abandoned enforcing such obedience; nor do I suspect would Yan Lianke. His 

Book of Songs, also set in post-reform China, evokes the Party’s authoritative nature in 

contemporary China. Saying, however, that the state’s regime of disciplinary care (and its 

occasional, well-publicized usage of hard-line suppression) persists is not to say that the 

overall episteme has remained constant. The emergence of the economic man in the 

1990’s has brought about profound changes in social and political structures. As David 

Harvey noted in his study of China’s neo-liberalization, the emergence of “individual 

responsibility” agricultural systems dismantled the social protections provided by former 

communes (126-127), while State Owned Enterprises began offering labor contracts 

without the former welfare packages that defined the party’s “iron rice bowl” of social 

protection (130). This has led to an environment of intensified competition and social 

inequality, in which “capitalist enterprises can both form and function freely. In doing so, 

                                                 
53 See Li and Huang, 2014. 
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it has achieved rapid growth and alleviated the poverty of many, but it has also embraced 

great concentrations of wealth in the upper echelons of society" (150). These are 

precisely the conditions that Foucault defined as essential to neo-liberalism. In his 

account, competition between individuals is intensified by deregulating certain aspects of 

the market and increasing regulation in others in order to generate social inequality. For 

Foucault, inequality is a fundamental dynamic in neo-liberal operations; rather than a 

push for equality, social policy should only function “to make sure that those in the 

maximum state of need received a minimum level of assistance.” In other words, the only 

social policy is economic growth, a policy that “does not involve providing individuals 

with a social cover for risks, but according everyone a sort of economic space within 

which they can take on and confront risks” (2008, 144). 

 This is the context in which the “economic man” emerges. In Foucault’s reading 

of neoliberalism, the economic man is an entrepreneur of himself who must compete in 

the economic marketplace (e.g., the source of veridiction) (226).54 Success on the 

marketplace becomes not only a source of legitimacy, but a source of ideological 

obedience. China’s economically successful sometimes appear to gain a wider margin of 

ideological expression precisely because their ideological investment in the nation has 

already been attested to in economic terms. It is in this context that we should understand 

Yan Lianke’s encounters with the state censor. In interviews, the author repeatedly 

expresses his aim to write creative prose critical of the state; yet it is precisely this 

“personal desire” that makes him marketable to domestic and international readers. Yan 

Lianke’s navigation of the literary market and his repeated conflicts with state censors 

                                                 
54 In Jason Read’s succinct interpretation of Foucault’s economic man, the field of economics even 

becomes the generative force for a new form of subjectivity. (See Read 2009). 
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eloquently articulates the dilemma of China’s contemporary economic man, an 

entrepreneur vying for economic success while being paradoxically impeded and 

catalyzed by state apparatuses of disciplinary care. Perhaps what makes Yan’s particular 

case so compelling is the degree to which the author reflexively engages with these 

circumstances in his fiction. It is fitting then that Boomtown Chronicles, Yan’s richest 

exploration of China’s emergent economic man, is also his baldest declaration of his own 

complicit position as an author vying for economic success. 

    The introductory chapters of Boomtown Chronicles present the novel as an 

object of “personal” economic and sexual desires, penned by a fictional author named 

“Yan Lianke.” Like the actual author, this fictive “Yan” is also a Beijing-based professor 

who comes from a village in the Balou mountain region. The fictionalized Yan, however, 

comes from a village called Boomtown (zhalie, which may be literally rendered 

“explosion”) that has become a thriving metropolis on par with Beijing since growth 

spurred by the economic reforms. The book’s introduction establishes the novel’s 

premise: Yan Lianke has been proposed an exorbitant amount of money by a committee 

charged with the compilation of Boomtown’s historical records to novelize the city’s 

history. From the opening lines of the novel, Yan lays bare his motivation: “Reader, 

forgive me. I really needed that pile of money; just like a man over-charged with 

hormones needs a woman” (30). It is hardly incidental that Yan charts this metaphorical 

relationship between economic and sexual desire. As I will argue below, accession to 

political power in Boomtown is driven by the interplay of sexual and economic desires. 

What is striking here is that Yan Lianke also suggests that these desires played a key role 

in the production of the novel itself. Of course, this can be read satirically; one could 
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contend that Yan Lianke’s self-deprecating, materialist position at the novel’s start is 

meant to downplay the work’s pointed political critiques. In fact, the situation is precisely 

the opposite. The author’s agenda of political critique is wholly bound up within his 

entrepreneurial project; Yan Lianke’s novels make money (at least in part) because they 

are controversial. For an economic man like Yan Lianke, economic success can serve as 

an immunizing agent, a new set of stars with which the author can transgress the “love of 

country” regulatory limit. This is not to dismiss the threat that censorship poses to his 

commercial success in the domestic market; however, this same threat continues to be 

part of his cultural capitol. The scenario of censorship elaborated by the fictional “Yan 

Lianke” in Boomtown Chronicles attests to the author’s desire to aestheticize, critique, 

and profit from this risk.55 In this respect, Yan Lianke is the economic man par 

excellence, and Boomtown Chronicles is his manifesto. 

 In addition to this framing device, the economic man is also situated at the core of 

Boomtown’s historical narrative. Although the introduction states that the novel is meant 

to be a novelization of all of Boomtown’s recorded history, the novel moves from the 

Song Dynasty to the end of the Cultural Revolution in four pages. This leaves a 

whopping three hundred and eighty-two pages devoted exclusively to history since 1978, 

which the author describes as a “rebirth” (a Buddhist term, lunhui), the beginning of a 

new historical cycle (40). This nascent moment is marked by the prophecy of Kong 

Dongde, a man recently released from over a decade of imprisonment in a labor camp. 

On that night in 1978, Kong intuits a change so momentous that even the lizards and 

spiders on the walls of his house lean in to hear: the coming epoch will belong to the 

                                                 
55 The “scenario of censorship” written into Boomtow Chronicles is described above, in the opening of 

chapter one. 
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Kong family (42).  He then orders his four sons to set off in four directions from an 

intersection at the center of the village. The first object that they find will define the role 

each son will play in China’s coming society. With his sons departed, Dongde becomes 

overwhelmed with sexual desire (for the first time, the narrator underlines, in a very long 

time) and seizes his wife (41-42). At the same moment that Dongde is having intercourse 

with his wife, all of the inhabitants of Boomtown are awoken by a dream in which 

Dongde comes to them, issuing the same instruction that he gave to his sons (42-43). The 

entire village thus sets out from their homes, seizing upon the first object they find, 

believing it bears a prophetic significance. I have taken some time to elaborate this 

scenario because it binds together the coordinates of economic/sexual/political pursuit 

that unfold over the subsequent course of the novel. The imperative to seek a material 

object defining the course of one’s future comes first as a prophetic vision to Dongde and 

then as a dream to the villagers. The future is thus framed in a present, material pursuit 

arising from the dream space of each individual. Yet the “individual” is called in an 

emphatically universalizing manner, with Dongde manifesting in each dream to make the 

same demand. Furthermore, the viral spread of Dongde’s prophecy is contained within 

the same temporal passage as coitus with his wife. The prophecy thus can be read as a 

climax, the coming moment of a (phallocentric) will to power which is disseminated into 

the psychic interior of each individual. The (re)birth of Boomtown begins with a sexually 

charged explosion into a new age of privatization, when the individual will be invested 

with the capacities and responsibilities of creator, entrepreneur, and economic man.    

 In this new era, a system of rewards and punishments like the flowers and stars of 

The Four Books is replaced by money. Economic success or failure becomes the 
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legitimizing force to establish authority, as is eloquently demonstrated in the local 

election between Kong Mingliang and Zhu Ying. When Mingliang realizes that he will 

likely lose the election for village chief to Zhu Ying, he sets out to visit the electorate, 

offering gifts and spreading gossip about his rival (86-88). When over half of his gifts are 

returned by supporters of Zhu Ying (94), Mingliang enlists the support of his brother, 

Mingyao. Mingyao is a member of the People’s Liberation Army who brings a strong-

arm, military approach to solving the problem. Marching through the villages, Mingyao 

brandishes his weapon and issues veiled threats (96-98). In stark contrast to this brute use 

of authority, Zhu Ying’s campaign is a display of economic wealth. Zhu Ying parades 

through the town dressed in a cape made of money, handing out stacks of cash to 

villagers. When confronting her political rival on the eve of the election, Zhu Ying 

remarks: “Money is greater than a gun” (qian bi qiang lihai) (103). The difference in 

their approaches is made even clearer in their campaign speeches before the assembled 

village. While Mingliang takes great pains to outline his plan for stimulating economic 

growth, Zhu Ying simply stands at the podium, hurls a stack of bills into the air, and cries 

“If I am elected chief, every family will have an unlimited supply of cash” (108). Zhu 

Ying easily wins the vote of the majority, demonstrating that in the age of economic 

reform, money is indeed the more persuasive form of coercion. Mingliang’s hope to sway 

voters by reminding them that Zhu Ying has in fact been professional sex worker or 

intimidating them with force are in fact his misunderstanding of the changing society. 

China has entered a new epoch in which economics is the new interpretive grid for 

legitimacy.  
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  Boomtown’s embrace of new forms of labor also demonstrates the rise of 

economic power as legitimizing force. Desperate to enrich the entire population, 

Mingliang devises a scheme to dispatch all men and women from the ages of 18 to 40 to 

local cities to find work. These migrant workers are released into the cities with blank, 

signed letters of recommendation and advised to earn a living however they can. Should 

they return to Boomtown before 6 months have elapsed, they are required to pay a heavy 

fine (75). This system is an inversion of the Maoist era “iron bowl”; now, each individual 

must engage their individual “freedom” to choose any line of work that they want, as 

long as it makes money. With this freedom of choice comes a new moral system that may 

be crudely summarized as profitability being the new bottom line for moral legitimacy. 

When men are hauled back to Boomtown by city authorities for theft, they are chastised 

by local leadership for their pettiness and encouraged to thieve on a grander scale. 

Likewise, women sent back home for the crime of prostitution are chastised for taking up 

the vulnerable position of sex worker, lacking the imagination to open their own brothels 

(78). In the episteme of the economic man, ethical concerns are thus understood wholly at 

the level of economics. 

 Beyond charting out a fictional history of the emergent economic man in reform 

era China, Boomtown Chronicles also presents the biopolitical valence deployed by 

contending regimes of authority. Politics (and economics) unfold at the level of 

biological life, conceptualizing the profound extent to which the new order of the 

economic man and the persistence of disciplinary care exact their effects over life itself. 

From the earliest signs of economic success in Boomtown, the narrator begins noting the 

appearance of hitherto unseen flowers blooming in a myriad of colors (57). The town’s 
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rapid growth ushers in increasingly baffling phenomenon. For instance, an official 

communiqué is delivered to Mingliang authorizing the promotion of the burgeoning 

Boomtown from a village (cun) to township (zhen). When Mingliang places the piece of 

paper next to a dying bamboo plant, the withered bamboo suddenly bursts to life again 

before his very eyes. Mingliang then wields the same paper before his secretary, who 

immediately disrobes and has sex with him. “The flower bloomed again” she declares 

after he brings her to orgasm (141-144). Again, economic and sexual desires are brought 

together in a joint event of (pro)creation. The “personal” fulfillment of the individual is 

synchronized with the enrichment of the state and the well-being of its citizen-producers 

(e.g., laborers).  

While wielding economic growth exercises biopower, displays of disciplinary 

force lead it its inversion, a kind of necropower. This is powerfully expressed by 

Mingliang’s brother, Mingyao, in the scene when he tours the villages with his gun, 

making threats to sway the election. As Mingyao brandishes his firearm in each village 

square, he declares that it would be in the interest of their safety to cast their ballot for his 

brother, Mingliang. His declaration not only causes the surrounding plants to 

immediately wither, but ushers in a cold front that freezes the village’s crops, ruining 

their harvest (97-98). The hidden violence of Mingyao’s announcement is thus actualized 

in the effects of necropower on the natural environment. Yan’s fictional inversion of 

biopower thus operates like a form of pollution. When power speaks in Boomtown 

Chronicles, it exercises bios or thanos that exceeds the literal signification of the 

utterance. Here I would like to return to the description of the election between 

Mingliang and Zhu Ying that led Mingyao to coerce the villagers in the first place. As I 
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described above, Zhu Ying ultimately swayed the electorate; however, she finally 

convinces county officials to announce that Mingliang has won the election when he 

agrees to marry her. The reasons for this turn of events are too complex to elaborate upon 

here; the key point is that Mingliang wins the elections and installs the Kong family in 

the highest positions of Boomtown’s growing economy. Yet what happens when the 

necrotic, disciplinary force wielded by Mingyao is invested in the entrepreneurial regime 

of the economic man? In short, Mingyao becomes a force of creative destruction on an 

apocalyptic scope. Dissatisfied with climbing the ranks of the People’s Liberation Army, 

Mingyao resigns and establishes his own private militia funded by Boomtown’s 

unbridled economic growth. While the city attracts extraordinary profits from 

international investors, Mingyao also develops an increasingly extreme nationalist 

position towards foreign investments. The 1999 bombing of the Chinese embassy in 

Belgrade, which is an actual historic event that caused outraged protests across China, 

infuriates Mingyao to the point that he wants to declare war on the United States.56 

Dissuaded from doing so, he nevertheless takes out his anger on a group of American 

investors living in the outskirts of Boomtown. Deploying his private militia to their 

luxury residence, he forces them to watch a mise en scene of the entire Clinton family 

being mutilated and burned (298-299). 

Mingyao’s theatrics finally spill over into an operatic thanopolitics in the novel’s 

final chapters, when he stages a coup in which his brother, the political chief of 

Boomtown, is assassinated. Mingyao’s militia seizes control of the state and he appears 

on television to announce his plan for Boomtown: with America and European powers 

reeling from the world financial crisis, he insists that now is the moment to launch a full-

                                                 
56 See Kuhn (8-11). 
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scale military assault on both of them (416-418). In his speech, he claims that “the reason 

Taiwan wants independence, that Japan is wildly arrogant, that little neighboring 

countries like Vietnam and the Philippines all dare to shit and piss on China’s head—it’s 

all because of the prejudice and haughtiness America and Europe show towards us” (418). 

Mingyao’s violent rhetoric may easily be read as a pastiche of the uncompromising 

nationalist positions popularized in China by recent publications like the 2009 best-

selling Unhappy China (Zhongguo bu gaoxing: da shidai, da mubio ji women de 

neiyouwaihuan). Yan’s novel, however, carries these political orientations to their most 

bellicose manifestation of China’s sovereign power. Mingyao’s war results in the death 

of most of Boomtown’s inhabitants and the end of its “boom.” The necropolitical valence 

of Mingyao’s sovereign and disciplinary exercise of power thus reaches its most 

unbridled expression through a nationalist framework. It is crucial to note, however, that 

Mingyao’s violent rise to power, as well as its catastrophic consequences, are made 

possible due to his participation as an “economic man,” an entrepreneur capable of 

turning his profits towards a nationalist crusade. Ultimately, Mingyao proves that Zhu 

Ying’s money was not more powerful than his gun. Yan’s novel thus shatters the neo-

liberal fantasy that humans are logical actors who will behave rationally in their best 

interests. While this self-legitimizing neo-liberal hallucination holds that globalized 

economic networks would render war with its economically damaging effects 

unthinkable. In Yan’s novel, however, the new paradigm of economic enrichment exists 

among other modes of power, including Mingyao’s xenophobic nationalism. The 

economic man is not a universal power dynamic, but a new logic of power within China’s 

contemporary epistemology. This insight, suggested by Yan’s novel, alters us to the 



 

 

  76 

danger of drawing too definitive a breaking point between dynamics of power in China 

before and after its economic reforms.  

While these three novels offer very different historical and ideological 

perspectives for reflecting upon how power has been used to control and censor human 

life, nationalism functions as a regulatory mechanism in each one, providing a raison 

d’etre for the deployment of discipline, punishment, and even economic competition. To 

this point, I have been reading Yan Lianke’s novels against the backdrop of my above 

delineations of China’s biohistory. While I maintain that Yan’s fictional texts are 

interrogating and critiquing elements of this history, this is not to say that I view these 

fictions as “histories” themselves. Yan’s texts at once engage with recounting historical 

events while quite consciously distending the verisimilitude of historical narrative itself. 

In one respect, this intervention may be understood as exposing the narrative 

craftsmanship of constructing history itself, a project similar to Haden White’s concept of 

“metahistory.”57 Yet a more salient feature of Yan’s novels than his fictionalizations of 

history is his presentation of writers who are writing about history. This is where his 

broader engagement with China’s biohistory focalizes on a critique of bio-censorship. 

The authors in his novels struggle to write from a position autonomous from authority, a 

desire that Yan Lianke has articulated as a writer multiple times. Yet is it possible to 

fulfill a desire for freedom in a biopolitical regime invested in structuring the same 

desires of its subjects? The dilemma of freedom from the bio-censor, critical to Yan’s 

most recent literary interventions, will be the taken up in the next and final section.  

                                                 
57 In Hayden White’s historiographic intervention into history as a practice of narrative construction, he 

defines the historical work as a structure of "narrative prose discourse that purports to be a model, or icon, 

of past structures and processes in the interest of explaining what they were by representing them" (3). 
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YAN’S LITERARY CARE 

 

In both creative fiction and interviews, Yan Lianke repeatedly expresses his desire 

to carve out a space of liberty, an autonomous space where he is free to exercise his craft 

without the interference of either the state censor or the necessity to exercise internalized 

censoring. In the opening of Boomtown Chronicles, the fictive authorial persona demands 

that he be allowed to write his history in his own personal style (34). This is more than a 

romantic turn-of-phrase; it is the expression of an aesthetic conceptualization of the artist 

as an independent agent. Again, at the start of Boomtown Chronicles, the fictive "Yan 

Lianke" declares that "The novelist's greatest significance lies in alienation (geyihua)" 

(31). Beyond the realm of his novels, author Yan Lianke has given voice to similar 

thoughts in his published interviews. In a recent editorial in the New York Times, for 

example, Yan describes a meeting between Xi Jinping and an assemblage of writers that 

includes luminaries like Mo Yan. Yan takes exception to Xi’s exhortation that writers 

should get close to the people and serve them like an ox: “…only the pursuit of true art, 

unencumbered by anyone, can help us find the delicate light, beauty, warmth and love 

that are hidden in the darkness” (Yan 2014). In another recent interview with translator 

Chenxin Jiang, Yan states his position even more explicitly, all the while paradoxically 

musing that repression structures the very desire for liberty. While discussing the banning 

of The Four Books, Yan expresses hope that the book can one day be published in China. 

Jiang presses him on this point, asking what it is that he truly desires. Yan responds: 

 

I want to liberate my writing as much as possible, and I want my work to 

reach readers. I’ve turned fifty…so while I still have the imagination and 

energy, I want to write novels that are true to my vision for them. Living 

in China gives you, as a writer, an explosive degree of energy. Perhaps if 
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we had one hundred percent freedom, we wouldn’t be able to write 

anything. (cited in Jiang) 

 

His desire for a maximum amount of freedom is paradoxically followed by an 

acknowledgement that the censor plays a fundamentally productive role in the conditions 

generating creative work. Indeed, all three novels I have considered here exist in a 

creative tension with censorship, both within the narrative conceit of the work and the 

actual circumstances of their publication. What, then, does Yan Lianke mean when he 

expresses the repeated desire for an autonomous space for his artistry? In respect to 

internalized censorship, we may also ask the following: how can one claim to be 

“autonomous” from the state censor when one already does the work of the state censor 

for them?  

If being “free” from censorship was simply a question of lifting political 

restrictions on artistic expression, then the conundrum faced by artists like Yan Lianke 

would be simple enough to resolve. A change in political winds would suffice to bring an 

end to the meddling of China’s state bureaucrats in the culture industry, inaugurating a 

newfound era of unrestricted publication. This, however, is not the case. As I have sought 

to argue over the length of this report, the most puissant and pervasive form of censorship 

in contemporary China is internalized, generated from artists themselves. It may be 

argued that relaxation of state censors would remove the cause for internalized censorship, 

but I harbor reservations about this argument. Regimes of disciplinary care have been 

institutionalized and developed for over half a century, instilling political operations of 

power at all levels of the contemporary Chinese quotidian. It is difficult to imagine 

changes in official censorship policies sundering these networks of power overnight, let 
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alone within several decades. To state the problem more plainly, the dilemmas of 

censorship in contemporary China are not effect of an authoritarian government tout 

court; they are the result of biopower that has been unfolding in myriad fields of human 

activity since at least 1949. Can one truly claim literature as a space of freedom from the 

power structuring individuals’ most “intimate” sexual, political, economic, and – of 

course- artistic desires? Or, in the case of Yan Lianke, can the novel serve as a statement 

of autonomy when the very desire for autonomy is itself a production of biopolitics?  

 More broadly, within such an environment, can critics still speak unreflexively 

about “authenticity,” “autonomy,” or “artistic freedom” without their own discourse 

inscribing itself into this same biopolitical economy of intelligibility?58 The dream of 

“freedom” in a biopolitical age infects both the production of creative prose as well as its 

critique. We cannot unreflexively assume a stance “outside” of biopolitics, for that very 

desire to stand outside contemporary power structures is constituted by this same power; 

indeed, it may even be understood as a defining feature of its efficaciousness. These 

issues invite reflection and analysis far beyond the scope of this current project; for the 

time being, I will focus uniquely on how Yan Lianke responds to this imperative for 

freedom. I find that his novels present a far more complex and troubling 

conceptualization of autonomy than what may be understood from his public discourse. 

This may be attributed partly to the fact that interviews in which he makes such 

declarations are typically geared towards western readers- and consumers- of his novels. 

This is not to question the sincerity of Yan’s sentiments, nor is it to suggest that he makes 

such statements simply to court a “pro-freedom” western readership. Unlike his public 

                                                 
58 While his theoretical position is at a considerable remove from biopolitics, Peter Button nevertheless 

historicizes the deployment of such aesthetic categories in critiques of Chinese literature that are relevant to 

the concerns of this paper. See Button 2009, introduction and chapter 3.  
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discourse, however, his novels offer a far more sophisticated and paradoxical 

conceptualization of the quest for liberty by an individual who is already co-opted by 

dynamics of power. Rather than focusing uniquely on the goal of artistic autonomy or 

freedom from state oppression, the characters of Yan Lianke’s novels engage in 

expressions of care for the self and the other that, in some aspects, are contrary to 

autonomy. The professor Yang Ke in The Book of Songs, the Scholar in The Four Books, 

and Kong Minghui in Boomtown Chronicles are all characters who care for excluded 

forms of life. When I use “care” here, I am describing something quite distinct from the 

Maoist “disciplinary care” described in the previous chapter. These expressions of “care” 

are not structures within a regime of ideological indoctrination aimed to delimit how life 

can be lived. On the contrary, through these expressions of care, Yan’s characters chart 

out a super-political conception of life. By “super-political,” I do not mean a material that 

is autonomous from politics, but rather a material that manifests a “between-ness,” 

overflowing from a purely political framework and groping towards other, alternative 

ways of being. These are expression of care by subjects who do not seek to “escape” or 

extricate themselves from politics; rather, they operate within political realities while 

expressing a form of care that resists total cooptation by them.  

Within Yan Lianke’s works, expressions of care also manifest through acts of 

writing. The writing of his characters, as well as Yan Lianke’s literary interventions 

themselves, may be read as forms of literary care, charting out a language for life that 

resists politics as the sole, sovereign organizing logic. Yan’s literature mobilizes 

corporeal gestures of writing in order to shatter the politicized order of things, 

safeguarding forms of life that biopolitics cannot manage to categorize and consequently 
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will fail to control. These politically unintelligible forms of life, Yan’s literature suggests, 

are pregnant with hitherto unthinkable thoughts. By expressing a sort of literary care for 

life forms that are incommensurate with current political imperatives, Yan offers his most 

salient critique not only of the bio-censor, but of modern Chinese biopolitics.  

In The Book of Songs, the eccentric scholar Yang Ke continually finds himself 

placed under social censure for his acts of care. In the first part of the novel, his devotion 

to his research of the Chinese classic of poetry Shijing, has estranged him from his wife 

and left him ill-prepared to confront the cut-throat university politics unfolding around 

him. As described above, he becomes caught up in a student protest on the anniversary of 

the Tiananmen massacre that allows his political enemies to maneuver against him. After 

escaping from the insane asylum, he returns to his family home in a village of the Balou 

mountains. There, he begins frequenting a local ring of sex workers; although it would be 

incorrect to suggest that he is actually their client. Instead, Yang Ke offers to care for 

them in a purely non-sexual way, hiring them to simply spend time in their company and 

offering to pay for their education (188-190). Over time, Yang Ke’s intense fascination 

with the community of sex workers begins to resemble his earlier research on the Shijing. 

This parallel is not only ironically suggested the fact that Yang Ke uses the alibi that he is 

researching poems whenever he disappears to the brothel district, it is also more 

explicitly established during his New Year celebration. As all of the sex workers are 

unable to return home for China’s traditional New Year festivities, Yang Ke organizes a 

massive party in a hotel room, during which all of the sex workers assemble naked before 

him as an expression of gratitude (246-247). Rather than entertain their sexual 

propositions, Yang Ke assumes the role of professor, lecturing them on classical poetry 
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and using a calligraphy brush to write lines of verse over their bodies (252). Just like his 

preoccupation with poems played a role in his being outcast from the city, Yang Ke’s 

infatuation with these sex workers provokes his fellow villagers to chase him out of his 

country home (324). An outcast from life in both the city and the country, Yang goes into 

hiding in far-flung locales, wandering the banks of the Yellow River. There, he stumbles 

upon the ruins of an ancient city. These remains, recently uncovered by a shift in the 

river’s course, are marked with fragments of ancient poetry that he believes to be songs 

rejected from China’s canonical Shijing. Yang invites prostitutes and intellectuals facing 

political persecution to join him there in forming a new society (413). The “City of 

Songs,” as he calls it, thus becomes a physical space where Yang Ke can bring together 

the objects of his care, people and poetry that has been excluded from society.  

Yet by divorcing his objects of care from the society that produced them, Yang 

Ke’s “City of Songs” struggles to create a lasting form of social organization. At first, 

days and nights are spent in orgiastic pleasure; the only source of contention lies in 

choosing sexual partners. Sexuality is thus the primary force animating the organization 

of Yang Ke’s new city. This (pro)creative space is described by Yang himself as one of 

pure possibility: “Everyone here is part of a larger family, creators and experimenters of a 

new life” (415). Yet the hope for of a new society quickly crumbles into demands for rule 

of law and order. As the de facto leader, Yang proposes a new system of governance 

based upon biological criteria; authority will be granted on a daily basis to the man who 

can urinate the highest and the woman who urinates the furthest (416-418). The quest for 

a new life collapses into laws based on arbitrary biological constraints that, in their very 

absurdity, illustrate the serious difficulty of reconstituting a community without making 
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recourse to former social norms of organization. Yang’s “City of Songs” thus illustrates 

how even the most extreme flight of fancy can only temporarily disrupt structuring social 

forces. There is always a demand to reconstitute the law and reorganize society. Yang’s 

ability to craft out a new space for the objects of his care thus continues to be haunted by 

the society that relegated them there in the first place. The novel thus ends with Yang Ke 

taking flight yet again, leaving behind his “City of Songs” and disappearing into a snow 

storm. Having rejected the normative social order, Yan’s protagonist thus ends with a 

profoundly ambiguous gesture by refusing to endorse an alternative form of community. 

In The Four Books, a similar quest for individual liberty is more explicitly bound 

up with the act of writing itself. The Writer’s commitment to create his own, autonomous 

space is so intense that it requires the actual investment of his own flesh and blood. In the 

quest to write his own piece of creative prose, he literally sheds his viscera, making a 

sacrifice of his body. The Writer, constantly penning his work in service of the state, 

ultimately performs an act of masochistic literary creation in order to carve out a space of 

autonomy. Ironically, it is this visceral sacrifice that provides the state with precisely the 

material it requires for its political projects. The Writer of The Four Books thus 

articulates the hopelessness for autonomous acts of writing, suggesting that the deeper 

their “personal” investment, the more solidly entrenched they are within the biopolitical 

priorities of nation-building.  

At the same time, The Four Books also presents an alternative vision of writing as 

a gesture of care. Again, this is distinct from the “disciplinary care” described above, in 

which care is manifested as a form of corporeal exercise carried out for distinct 

ideological ends. The care exercised by the Scholar in The Four Books is an affective 
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manifestation described in the novel itself simply as “love” (ai). My use of “love” here 

should not be construed as a sentimental or depoliticized imagining of “love;” rather, the 

distinct deployment of “love” as an expression of care by the Scholar in The Four Books 

is a politicized yet super-political form of care.59 Articulated most potently in the 

Scholar’s philosophical treatise, which serves as the closing section of the novel The 

Four Books, this concept of love provides an alternative vision of writing as literary care, 

a politically engaged gesture of care for the other that disrupts operations of bio-censure. 

 From early in the novel, the Writer pens his desire to be free to write. Charged by 

the Child to secretly record the misdeeds of his fellow inmates in a book called “Criminal 

Records” (zuiren lu), he accepts a supply of pen and paper with the intention of 

ultimately writing a book of his own (48). Later, he expresses his goals more explicitly: 

“I want to write a truly sincere book, not for the Child, not for the country, and not for the 

People and readers, just for me” (211-212). Given the earlier passages describing the 

Child’s ideological commitment to patriotism, it is clear to see how the author means to 

distinguish his literary project from any such engagement. Ironically, however, the 

fulfillment of the Writer’s personal desire comes at the cost of repressing several of his 

fellow prisoners. In order to procure his writing instruments, he regularly submits 

passages of the “Criminal Records” reporting the transgressions of his inmates. The 

Writer shows he is willing to expose the secrets and betray the confidence of other 

prisoners in order to ingratiate himself with the party authorities and ultimately be 

granted freedom from the reeducation camp. Examples of the Writer’s treachery in the 

                                                 
59 I wish to emphasize that I am not endorsing love (ai) as a universal concept, and it should only be 

understood within this specific reading of Yan's work. Lee Haiyan has argued that Chinese modernity has 

offered entirely different epistemic frameworks for understanding concepts like love, which she 

characterizes as Confucian, Enlightenment, and Revolutionary structures. For more, see Lee (2007). 
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novel are so numerous that an exhaustive list would be unnecessary. By way of 

illustration, however, a prominent example would be when the Writer learns from a 

fellow prisoner, the Researcher, that Music and the Scholar are having secret sexual 

liaisons. He then sabotages the Researcher’s scheme to catch them in flagrante, reporting 

their sexual misconduct instead via his “Criminal Records” in order to take all of the 

credit for exposing them. As a consequence, Music and the Scholar are submitted to a 

regime of humiliation and torture that lasts for several months.60 In order to have the 

materials to write his own novel, the Writer shows himself willing to not only expose his 

fellow prisoners to severe harm, but to help police the prisoners in the most intimate 

details of their lives. While the Writer imagines he is writing a book just for him, 

innocent of the camp’s politics; this same book is rendered possible by his aggressive 

participation in these very politics.  

 In the realization of his book, the Writer ultimately shows he is not only willing to 

sacrifice the well-being of his inmates; he also exposes his own body to a nearly fatal 

regime of harm. Yan Lianke frames this scenario by juxtaposing the composition of the 

Writer’s novel with his cultivation of a field of carnivorous plants. The Writer, in order to 

grow monstrously large crops that will impress party authorities, begins feeding an 

experimental crop field with his own blood. At the same time, he also develops the basic 

framework for his “just for me” novel. The crops, like the ambition to complete the 

novel, nearly consume the Writer in service to the state. This passage begins when the 

Writer, who has been discovered as a traitor by his fellow prisoners and badly beaten, 

gets permission from the Child to retreat a far distance from the prison camp to develop 

his own experimental field. At the outset, the Writer wagers he will be able to grow crops 

                                                 
60 (See chapter 4, sections 1 and 2; chapter 5, sections 2 through 4). 
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large enough that the Child can take them to Beijing as a display for the country’s 

leaders. Should the Writer fail in his mission, he volunteers to submit to a daily regime of 

torture, in which the prisoners urinate and defecate on his head (231). As for his 

motivation for undertaking such a risk, the Writer is clear that he means to use the private 

time to write a “genuinely authentic book” (zhenzhen zhengzheng de shu) (229). 

 Once setting to work on his experimental field, the Writer’s inspiration for his 

book literally comes to fruition with the crops themselves, evoking the creation of a novel 

as an organic, even biological experience. Having toiled in the field for several weeks, 

the Writer awakes one morning to find the field in bloom. As he observes the surrounding 

plants, he catches sight of the “old path” of the Yellow River, (huanghe gudao), which 

also serves as the title for the book itself (233).61 The Writer then runs to a spring where 

he is confronted with the unsettling image of his own reflection stripped naked (234). In 

this moment of nudity and self-exposure, the Writer reaffirms: “I want to write. I must 

write...It’s only because I stayed up last night until I finally nailed down the book’s title 

and opening that spring has blossomed, the ground becoming a thick sheet of green” 

(234). In the Writer’s imaginary, the conception of his creative undertaking has resulted 

in the blossoming of the natural landscape. This, added to the other imagery of self-

reflection within the above passage, collapses the boundary between literary conception 

and the birth of biological life. Yet the Writer’s literary project is not only a work of self-

reflection echoed within his laboring in the field, it is also an extension of labor he is 

doing in service of the state.     

                                                 
61 This point could be debated; however, the conclusion that the Writer’s book is the Gudao portion of The 

Four Books is consistent with the explanation given by the anonymous narrator at the novel’s conclusion 

(374). 
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  The tension between the Writer’s assumed creative autonomy and the demands to 

labor for the state intensify as the plants continue to grow. By happenstance, the Writer 

discovers that feeding the plants his own blood causes them to develop with dizzying 

speed. He thus begins draining himself of blood in increasingly large amounts to maintain 

the growth of the wheat. Before long, these crops reach the size of trees, with wheat 

grains that swell with a curious vital fluid (244-245). The Writer begins exacting 

grotesque feats of self-mutilation in order to nourish his crops, developing a systematic 

approach to draining blood from his hands and legs in order to keep the carnivorous 

plants thriving. He even goes so far as to starve himself, feeding his food of crab and fish 

to the plants instead in order to sustain them (244-246). The plants that came into bloom 

with his novel’s inspiration soon “consume” him to the point that the Writer temporarily 

abandons his novel in order to focus entirely on the crops. Ironically, the Writer’s quest 

for artistic autonomy has exposed him to an all-consuming service for the state. Even 

more alarming in this passage is the implication that, should the authorities learn about 

the efficacy of feeding plants blood, then the entire nation would be similarly bled in the 

name of productivity, a concern that ultimately causes another prisoner to spirit away the 

Writer’s gigantic crops before they are seen by higher authorities (255). The Writer, fully 

aware of this risk, was willing to continue with his experiment in order to exercise 

literary autonomy and ultimately gain freedom from the camp. His character thus 

demonstrates a drive for freedom that not only exposes his fellow inmates to harm, but 

that ultimately mobilizes his own flesh and blood as a sacrifice in service to the state.  

  The Four Books presents creative autonomy, as well as the broader notion of 

“freedom,” as ideas that are intricately bound within the authoritarian power structure 
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confining the characters to the reeducation zone. Just as the Writer’s pursuit of autonomy 

only leads to futile acts of self-harm, virtually all of the inmates who concede to the 

Child’s demands in order to gain tokens towards their freedom are never actually released 

from Zone 99. In other words, the very concept of freedom sustains the violent economy 

of labor-production within the camps. The attentive reader will also note that outside the 

camps, where everyone is “free,” a similarly restrictive system of rewards and 

punishments is described as being enforced. Inmates who successfully flee from the 

prison zone and return home, for example, become a token of exchange for their families 

for further rewards from the government. When escaped prisoners are reported by their 

own family members, those who turn them in are handsomely remunerated by the state 

(51-52). These dimensions of Yan Lianke’s novel leave little grounds for optimism about 

the possibility of a truly distinct ideological sphere of freedom, to say nothing of artistic 

autonomy. Even more fearful is the implication that those works which claim a pure 

autonomy are most complicit in sustaining state power. 

 A powerful contrast to these ideas may be located, however, in the figure of the 

Scholar. Unlike the Writer, the Scholar repeatedly demonstrates a concern for the 

physical and mental well-being of his fellow inmates. In the early parts of the novel, he 

concedes to the Child’s demands in order to help his lover, Music. These expressions of 

concern extend to other prisoners as the famine arrives, threatening the lives of all of the 

prisoners. When all the inmates are too weak from starvation to move, the lone figure of 

the Scholar continues circulating among them, distributing the remains of food and 

encouraging them to stay alive (279). This concern for others is not merely a sentimental 

expression of altruism, it is firmly entrenched in the Scholar’s political convictions. 
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Encouraging other prisoner’s to resist death, he repeatedly cries that the prisoners are all 

intellectuals (dushu ren), and the country will need them in the future (279). The Scholar 

demonstrates a similar, vested interest in the well-being of his fellow citizens in response 

to the Writer’s experimental crops. Learning that the Writer has grown giant, carnivorous 

plants, it is Scholar who hides them, fearing that the government will similarly order the 

entire population to cultivate crops with their own blood (255). Finally, the Scholar 

gathers intelligence during the famine in order to assess the scope of the problem for the 

rest of the country (347). Having discovered that the famine affecting the reeducation 

zones is in fact plaguing the entire nation, the Scholar concocts a plan to send the Child to 

Zhongnanhai, the seat of political power in Beijing, with a memorandum that he has 

spent the last six years crafting. The Scholar instructs the Child to deliver it to the 

“highest of the higher-ups” (zuizui shangbian de) in hopes that his writing will move the 

government to resolve the current crisis (352). What I wish to emphasize through these 

examples is that the form of care the Scholar exhibits towards others is still grounded in a 

politicized set of concerns. In this regard, the “memorandum” that serves as the Scholar’s 

act of writing could be placed in direct opposition to the Writer’s novel. While the Writer 

imagines that he writes to disengage from politics only to be mobilized by the same 

political apparatus, the Scholar engages politics through writing in order to critique its 

very regime of mobilization.  

  The conclusion of The Four Books is in fact an excerpt of the “memorandum” that 

the Scholar submitted to Beijing’s “highest of the higher-ups.” The anonymous editor at 

the novel’s conclusion explains that, while most of the Scholar’s writings are difficult to 

understand, this particular segment is lucid enough to warrant inclusion (374). The text, 



 

 

  90 

entitled “The New Myth of Sisyphus,” offers a reinterpretation of the Greek myth made 

famous by French philosopher Albert Camus’ 1942 reading. In the Scholar’s 

reimagining, Sisyphus is similarly punished with the task of rolling a boulder to the top of 

a mountain every day, only to have it roll back down to the bottom. In this version, 

however, Sisyphus begins encountering a child on his daily journey up the mountain. 

After several days of greeting the child, Sisyphus comes to love him (376). This love (ai) 

endows his labor with a new sense of significance, attracting the attention of the god 

watching over him. The god subsequently redesigns Sisyphus’ punishment, forcing him 

to now roll the boulder down the mountain, only to have it roll back to the top at the end 

of each day. Under these new, disorienting conditions, Sisyphus no longer encounters the 

child; however, he is able to glimpse a town at the base of the mountain as he descends 

every evening. Spying a temple courtyard with children playing, Sisyphus once again 

falls in love with the vision before him. Now he hides his pleasure from the god watching 

over him, averting his gaze and controlling his outer expression in order to avoid further 

punishment (377-380). What I wish to draw attention to is that, throughout his 

increasingly absurd punishment, the force sustaining Sisyphus’ labor is “love,” an 

expression of care directed towards others that seeks to exact no demands upon them. 

Indeed, Sisyphus ultimately renders his sentiment of love for the town he passes invisible 

to the god watching him, relocating it as a completely internalized experience. The text 

on Sisyphus offers no psychological motivation for this love; it simply arises as a result 

of seeing. I submit that this particular expression of care, seen within the broader context 

of the novel, provides a powerful alternative to the form of self-preservation 

demonstrated by the Writer. While the Writer’s act of writing manifests in concert with 
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bodily gestures of destruction, the Scholar’s memorandum is bound in his expressions of 

care for the well-being of his fellow citizens. The Scholar’s act of writing is not imaged 

to be “free” from the biopolitical regime, but engages in a debate about its practices. The 

Scholar thus expresses a form of care that exceeds the logic of the “rewards and 

punishment” system without ignoring the politics undergirding its existence. Care, in the 

corporeal and written gestures of the Scholar, is a demonstration of love towards the 

other that is comprehensible to contemporary biopolitics without being wholly reducible 

to its logic.  

 Again, I wish to emphasize that “love,” as I am using it here, should be 

understood strictly within the context of its deployment in this novel. By no means am I 

trying to suggest a new conceptualization of “love,” literary or otherwise; rather, what 

interests me in this passage is love as an expression of care with three key features: first, 

it is a form of care that resists becoming construed as a depoliticized, uncritical 

expression of sentimentality; second, while politically engaged, it rejects the system of 

logic sustained by disciplinary care (e.g., engaging in forms of ideological compliance 

like rewards or punishments); and third, it is an expression of care that can manifest 

through acts of writing, a “literary care” that is particularly relevant to my readings of 

Yan Lianke.  

 The contemporary biopolitical regime is so all-pervasive in its deployment of 

power that it mobilizes its subjects to imagine being free as a mechanism of its 

enforcement. Yan’s novels are most incisive in their critique of bio-censoring not when 

they postulate freedom from its operations, but rather when they imagine what is 

excessive of its effects. Acts that are illogical, illegible, and irreducible to the current 
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biopolitical episteme are its most effective source of critique. This is precisely why I find 

the Scholar’s form of “care” articulated in his memorandum, a document written with no 

hope of gaining “freedom” from the camps, such a compelling example. Indeed, at the 

conclusion of The Four Books narrative, the Scholar willingly stays behind in the camps 

while the other prisoners try to escape; he also volunteers to remain behind a second time 

when the Child lacks enough silver stars to grant all of the prisoners an official pardon 

(356-358, 370). The Scholar’s willingness to surrender his freedom makes him illegible, 

as a subject, much like the professor Yang Ke in The Book of Songs, who is willing to 

abandon his professional prospects and the comforts of his village in order to continue 

searching for the fragmentary remains of neglected poetry among ancient ruins. These 

writers and their obscurantist texts testify to an expression of care that does not inscribe 

itself into society’s pre-established criteria of rewards and punishments. The professor’s 

care for poetry and the Scholar’s investment in philosophy and statecraft lie beyond 

existing criteria for social legitimacy; yet the persistence of such figures in Yan Lianke’s 

writing suggests that society should transform to allow for such expressions, rather than 

continuing to sustain the status quo. Such figures, Yan’s fiction suggests, even have a sort 

of social utility, in that they can expand the horizons of what is currently thinkable, 

allowing new forms of life to emerge amongst us that can share their off-kilter, obscure 

ways of knowing.  

 This becomes most clear in The Boomtown Chronicles, in which a character who 

consistently expresses this super-political form of care also wields a piece of writing with 

prophetic importance for the future of society. If the dominant logic of Boomtown is the 

entrepreneurialism of the economic man, then Kong Minghui is largely excluded from its 
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logic. The youngest of the four Kong brothers, Minghui distinguishes himself as uniquely 

disinterested in the competitive economic logic undergirding the town’s activity. While 

his brothers all profit from Kong Mingliang’s meteoric rise to power by taking high 

administrative positions, Minghui resists any kind of professional engagement. When he 

is finally coerced into accepting an administrative job, he finds himself thrust into the 

position of Director of the Civil Affairs Bureau, charged with registering Boomtown’s 

residents within the city’s expanding administrative framework. As the new director, 

Minghui receives an endless stream of “gifts” from citizens seeking his help, 

overwhelming him to the point that he categorically refuses to accept anything for his 

services. Locals respond to Minghui’s rejection of this underground economy of 

exchange by wondering if he is mentally ill (jingshen bing) (312-313). Similar to The 

Book of Songs, psychological illness is used to explain a form of ideological 

transgression, although here the ideological “deviance” is understood through economic 

enrichment rather than fealty to the party. Having convinced the people of Boomtown 

that he is indeed insane by rejecting his position, Minghui retires to his family home in 

order to become the caretaker of his mother. Just as the Scholar cares for the inmates of 

Zone 99 and Yang Ke takes outcast prostitutes under his wing, Minghui assumes the role 

of caring for those who do not fit within Boomtown’s new economic logic. Beyond 

looking after his ailing mother, he also is the only Kong son who undertakes the funeral 

rites for his dead father (225) and the only member of Boomtown to come to Zhu Ying’s 

aid after Mingliang bribes the townspeople to abuse her father to death (54). Minghui is 

thus at once Boomtown’s most caring and least (economically) productive resident. In a 

moment of self reflection, he attributes his own behavior to the object that he found in the 
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novel’s prophetic opening sequence, when his father ordered he and his brothers to seize 

the first object they find as representative of their future: “Yet he stumbled upon a gentle 

cat, and now all he can do is keep house and care for mother…” (328). According to this 

logic, Minghui’s inconsequential role as a caretaker was his destiny. 

 Yet a revelation late in the novel shows that this is not the case. The first object 

Minghui found was in fact not a cat, but an almanac (huangli wannian shu) containing 

notes on Minghui’s past and future. As a child, Minghui had hidden the book in a tree 

and only recovers it after Boomtown has become a burgeoning 21
st
 century metropolis. 

For the date of its recovery, the almanac notes: “Lost, but recovered” (329). Minghui’s 

almanac is thus a prophetic work, although the pages recording Boomtown’s future have 

been badly damaged and can only be painstakingly deciphered (342-343). Yan Lianke 

offers scant details about what Minghui is able to decode from the almanac, and what he 

ultimately learns is insufficient to stop the Mingyao’s catastrophic war at the novel’s 

climax. Ironically, the character endowed with the knowledge of Boomtown’s future is 

the least-equipped to act.  

 As explained above, Minghui consistently expresses a concern for the well-being 

of others that is not inscribed into the economic logic of Boomtown’s growth. While he 

explains his own lack of professional success as “weakness,” and others characterize his 

rejection of financial gain as “mental illness,” Minghui is by no means an irrelevant 

character in the novel’s narrative trajectory. While he only appears surreptitiously 

throughout the novel and rarely intervenes in his family’s political intrigues, Minghui 

ultimately is entrusted with the care of Zhu Ying and Mingliang’s sole child, Shengli 

(“success”). While the war at the novel’s close brings about the death of most of 
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Boomtown’s inhabitants, Minghui continues in his role as caretaker for the future of the 

Kong family line (421). The seeming irrelevance of Minghui’s character throughout the 

novel, his utter incapacity to participate in the city’s economic growth, is thus reversed by 

the novel’s conclusion, when his expression of care endures beyond the wave of deadly 

violence unleashed by the economic and nationalist paradigms that define Boomtown’s 

explosive finale. 

An important difference between Minghui and the Scholar is that Minghui is not a 

writer. The figure of the writer in this particular novel remains largely “off-stage,” as are 

his acts of writing. The fictionalized “Yan Lianke” only appears in the novel’s 

introduction and afterword; yet by virtue of the novel’s very framework, it is itself an “act 

of writing” made by the fictional author “Yan Linke” whose story frames it. While such a 

device is hardly new or unique to Yan Lianke’s novels, the presence of the almanac in 

Boomtown Chronicles nuances its significance. Just as Minghui’s almanac reveals the 

future of Boomtown, the fictional Yan Lianke’s historical chronicles unfold an imagined, 

catastrophic future for the city of Boomtown. The novel, like the almanac, serves as a 

clear warning for the future of the city. This offers insight into how Yan Lianke presents 

literature and its relationship to history and politics. On the level of production, he is 

clear that literature is an industry, bound up in a concern for profitability. This is stated 

boldly enough in the novel’s introduction, as discussed above. Yet the act of literary 

writing, while acknowledging and engaging the political and economic conditions of its 

production, also operates according to principles that allow it to critique these 

contingencies and explore forms of being that do not take them up as the sole or 

necessary determinants of reality. Literature can articulate other ways of being, forms of 
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care, that refute the logic of disciplinary care that has been exercised as part of the 

Chinese citizen’s quotidian for over half a century. More than restaging history or 

critiquing politics, literature affords a glimpse into ways of being that exceed current 

conditions of possibility delineated by history and politics. It is this excess of possibility, 

articulated through an alternative form of care, that distinguishes Yan Lianke’s literature 

as an effort to think beyond the contemporary regime of Chinese biopolitics. 
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Conclusion: Writing with Care 

 

 For all of their taboo content, Yan Lianke’s novels never break with the realistic 

conventions that dominate the contemporary Chinese literary marketplace. Even in The 

Four Books, the most formally unorthodox of Yan’s works under consideration here, the 

narrative itself is still grounded in a cogent representational economy. The formal 

features of these novels consistently gesture towards a representational logic 

characterized by verisimilitude and mimesis, never going so far as to put the 

conceptualization of reality itself into question. Indeed, Yan’s realistic mode bears echoes 

of Lu Xun, drawing from a genealogy that extends to the emergence of Chinese literary 

modernity. Echoes of the relationship between Yan Lianke and China’s modern realist 

legacy may even be heard in critic David Der-wei Wang’s reading of Lu Xun. Wang 

argues that, for Lu Xun, "defining the real entails political scenes of assimilation and 

persecution, naturalization and censorship" (1992, 8).62 As the examples considered here 

demonstrate, the same could readily be said for Yan Lianke’s own work.  

 Yan Lianke’s literary project conceives of reality as representable in order to 

engage with and change that reality. While I could certainly take issue with the question 

of representability itself, this paper has argued that Yan Lianke’s corpus seeks to restage 

and critique history in ways that challenge social taboos and the censorial mechanisms 

                                                 
62 For more on the relationship between Yan Lianke and Lu Xun, see Tsai (Redeemer, 8). 
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regulating them. Were Yan Lianke’s literature to examine more basic presumptions about 

the nature of reality and literary representation, it would fundamentally transform the 

questions raised by his literature. To state my point more bluntly, it would difficult for 

Yan confront social taboos through a creative prose that destabilizes the very ontological 

coordinates rendering these taboos intelligible in the first place. 

 Operating through conventions of literary realism, Yan Lianke’s novels reimagine 

threads of China’s historical narratives as a metahistory. Within this framework, Yan 

develops a rich presentation of power in various manifestations, from the heavy-handed 

state authority imposed by institutions, to the self-policing of individuals, to the more 

recent ideological productions of neo-liberal economic logic. Operations of power are 

rigorously historicized, generating reflections beyond the scope of literature. In the first 

chapter of this report, I sought to trace out major characteristics of power in Chinese 

modernity, a mode of governance collapsing the categories of power and life that I read 

as biopolitical. Among the most striking and distinctive features of China’s biopolitical 

governance are the tools of thought work (sixiang gongzuo), which I have characterized 

as “disciplinary care.” While this regime of ideological reorientation could be dismissed 

as a coercive program of torture and brainwash, my historical reading of the emergence 

of these technologies suggests a more complicated picture. To be sure, they could be 

torturous and coercive; however, I find that these techniques were also born from a 

concerted effort to remold people in the form of the new socialist human. A salutary 

mission undergirded the deployment of these techniques, seeking to exercise care for the 

body politic and all of its “ailing” citizens. That said, I leave my formulation of 

“disciplinary care” open to be read as sincere or ironic, as suits the reader’s judgment. I 
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find that multiple understandings of the term may legitimately exist in tension with each 

other when considering the historical period under consideration. 

 Yan Lianke’s writing maintains a sustained critique of different metahistorical 

manifestations of disciplinary care. Rather than imagining an escape from its effects, 

Yan’s characters endure regimes of disciplinary care while some even articulate 

alternative forms of caring that disregard society’s underlying disciplinary logic. This is 

the fundamental intervention of Yan Lianke’s literature in China’s biopolitical regime: it 

engages the legacy of literary realism to craft out imagined metahistorical times and 

spaces where an alternative form of caring is possible. Characters continue struggling 

among networks of control situated both within and outside of themselves, articulating 

forms of care that are illegible to the powers structuring their reality. Care of the self and 

care of the other need not be yoked to an ideology of political complicity or disobedience. 

There are ways of being, expressions of life, that exceed political/economic interpretive 

frameworks. What I am suggesting here is not an autonomous sphere of artistic 

expression nor is it a simplistic defense of intellectual liberty. This care is an approach to 

writing that never neglects the relations between life and politics, while tracing out ways 

of being that maintain one is not reducible to the other.   

 This paper set out to explore the relationship between censorship and Yan Lianke. 

Yet, it quickly became apparent that the more pressing concern of Yan and many of his 

contemporaries is the way that the effects of censorship have been internalized and 

manifested within the very person of the writer. It is fitting, then, that Yan’s most 

trenchant intervention into censorship should be a literary rethinking of care. How do I 

care for myself, when I understand myself to be constituted by the very powers that I 
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wish to critique? How do I create literature that expresses a care for the other, when those 

powers I am critical of are operating within me, manifesting their effects within my 

literature, and may even propagate their unique form of epistemic violence through my 

own writing? Returning one final time to Yan Lianke’s reaction to his own act of 

internalized censorship in Dream of Ding Village, I wish to emphasize that Yan Lianke 

articulates a disappointment with the novel not only because he censored it, but because 

the novel did not have the impact he hoped it would.63 Yan Lianke’s literary project was 

itself an expression of care for the victims of the AIDS crisis in Henan who had been 

marginalized and silenced by state authorities. Yan’s internalized censorship was thus an 

impediment to his own expression of literary care, an expression of concern for the 

people of Henan that only the most cynical of critics would reduce to a mere ideological 

crusade against the government.64 On the contrary, I suspect that Yan Lianke’s 

dedication to that particular project, which entailed an extensive period of on-site, 

undercover research posing as an assistant to an anthropologist, was undertaken in a spirit 

like that of the Scholar, penning his memorandum to Beijing at the conclusion of The 

Four Books.65 In other words, Yan Lianke’s literature, while stylistically conventional 

and ideologically attention-grabbing, is also an expression of love (ai), a sincere act of 

care that recognizes the political and economic conditions of its possibility while seeking 

to operate beyond the limits of their logic.    

 Yan Lianke’s experience with Dream of Ding Village also marks the turn of his 

literature to focus directly on the relationship between writers and the state, beginning 

                                                 
63 See Watts 
64 Yan has reflected on his personal investment in this particular project: “All my relatives live in Henan, 

one of the poorest areas of China. When I think of people's situation there, it is impossible not to feel angry 

and emotional. Anger and passion are the soul of my work" (See Watts). 
65 Ibid. 
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with the hapless professor of The Book of Songs and culminating with the most recent, 

fictionalized version of “Yan Lianke” writing a fantastical version of Chinese history that 

infuriates the authorities in Boomtown Chronicles. Throughout his three most recent 

novels, the dilemma of the writer who writes as an expression of care takes a central 

position. What Yan Lianke seems to be suggesting throughout these works is that when 

bureaucratic censorship impinges our capacity to care, it is an unfortunate political reality. 

Yet, when we internalize and passively reproduce such censorship in our own thought, 

we are no better than the Writer of The Four Books, bleeding into the dirt to ingratiate 

oneself with the state. It would be better, Yan Lianke’s novels suggest, to engage with 

political pragmatics so that we can better manipulate them, crafting out a way to care for 

ourselves and others that transcends the violence of their exclusionary logic. This is 

certainly a decisive victory that Yan Lianke has won against the censors, gaining an 

international readership for his novels that has only served to place increased pressure on 

the authorities censoring him domestically. 

 At the conclusion of Boomtown Chronicles, the fictional Yan Lianke submits the 

finished manuscript for his history of Boomtown, complete with the apocalyptic ending 

in which the Mayor is killed and the city destroyed, handing this text over to the Mayor 

himself. What follows is a confrontation in which Yan sits in silence as the enraged 

Mayor Kong burns his manuscript and issues a dire warning: “As long as Boomtown and 

I are around, don’t even think about publishing this book in China. If you dare publish it 

anywhere else, then you can forget about ever coming back to your hometown in the 

Balou Mountains.” Smiling, Yan responds: “Thank you, Mayor Kong, you are the first 
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one to have read this book. Your words have assured me that what I wrote isn’t half bad” 

(426-427). 
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