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“Forward, into the fields!”: 

Reimagining the rural in 1950s China with the lessons of Soviet experience  

 

 In 1956, the female Chinese author Luo Hong published a piece of literary reportage 

presenting a young peasant woman as the vanguard of an international socialist project. As a 

literary editor and representative for the China’s Writers Association, Luo Hong had spent 

extensive time living in the countryside to observe the process of agrarian collectivization.
1
 Her 

reportage piece, “The day the collective farm was formed,” details a peasant woman’s reception 

at a Sino-Soviet Friendship conference, where she reflects on the contribution of China’s 

countryside to the creation of a socialist world. Throughout the 1950s, China’s literary journals 

were teeming with similar works of reportage, essays, and short fiction which charted out 

possibilities for China’s agrarian transition to socialism. To date, many scholars of literary and 

cultural history have given little attention to such texts, dismissing them out of hand as 

propaganda serving the “cultural front” of a centralized political project. This paper, however, 

draws from new scholarship on China’s political and cultural fields of the 1950s in order to argue 

that these spheres were a site of constant struggle over what course the socialist project should 

take; cultural “propaganda” was therefore a means for cultural workers to participate in this 

struggle. In this vein, such cultural works were not simply “representations” of the world; they 

were undertaken as a direct intervention to help establish a new, socialist world. Furthermore, 

Sino-Soviet exchanges played a key role in both imagining what this world would look like, as 

well as informing the political and cultural strategies to construct it.  

This paper will focus on the role of Sino-Soviet relations in shaping the aspirational 

horizons and practical implementation of cultural politics in China’s agrarian reform, particularly 

from 1953-1957. In the first part, I will briefly survey recent literature on agrarian reform and 

cultural politics. New scholarship has demonstrated that China’s agrarian reforms, far from an 
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imposition of totalitarian control, were in fact a complex negotiation between contending 

political factions and peasants’ interests. Meanwhile in scholarship on the cultural field of the 

1950s, the notion that state-sponsored cultural production was shallow propaganda has been 

challenged by scholars who approach cultural mobilization as a multifaceted historical project. 

Building upon these insights, the second part of this paper will contextualize China’s agrarian 

reform of the 1950s within a longer, historical view, arguing that the cultural mobilization used 

to support China’s agrarian projects was developed through a decades-long history of Sino-

Soviet engagement, stretching back to the 1920s. In this way, we may say that China’s revolution 

was always an international revolution, and it was always a cultural revolution. Indeed, agrarian 

restructuring and cultural mobilization were always integral to the historical experience of 

China’s revolution, with Bolshevik models serving as sources of inspiration and critique. The 

third part will turn to China’s agrarian reform of the 1950s and the formative role that the Soviet 

Union’s historical experience played in China’s new policies. Drawing lessons from Soviet 

history, the Chinese Communist Party pursued a non-coercive process of mobilization in which 

culture was to play a key role. Yet Chinese intellectuals did not content themselves to draw 

strictly from the Soviet past; they were also actively engaged with Soviet contemporaries 

throughout the 1950s, a period of daring intellectual activity within the Soviet Union, broadly 

referred to as the “thaw”.
2
 The fourth section will examine Chinese intellectuals’ engagements 

with Soviet “village prose” (derevenskaia proza), which served as a groundwork to critique 

aspects of collectivization even while advocating for it. This paper will specifically focus on the 

reportage, introduced above, by Luo Hong. Luo Hong’s writing advocated for a new world that 

would be built upon a politics of international solidarity, while offering new leadership roles to 

women, particularly those from a peasant background. It is important to note that Luo Hong 

forwarded this argument, in the state-sanctioned language of international friendship, in a period 

when many cadres actively opposed allowing women to take up political positions. In this way, 

Sino-Soviet friendship acted as a basis to advocate for women’s equality through the political 

structures of a Communist Party whose cadres at times neglected or even opposed it.  
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1. Rethinking the 1950s 

 

While early scholarship on China’s political history of the 1950s demonstrated that 

agrarian reform was a site a fractious debate amongst party leaders, more recent work has 

considered the uneven and de-centralized processes of implementing land reform at local levels.
3
 

For example, in his study of early land reform (1947-1950) projects, Li Fanchun found that much 

of its violence was the result of what some Party leaders called “too much democracy”: peasants, 

led by young, local cadres, would take violent measures against former landlords in spite of 

opposition by the Party’s central leadership, the latter advocating for re-education and reform in 

lieu of punitive violence (Li, 2012). In other words, China’s land reform projects created new 

and divergent forms of local power. Examining agrarian reform from the perspective of peasant 

women, Gail Hershatter has also demonstrated how women gained new means to participate in 

local politics (2011). Further complicating the relations between local and central authorities, 

Daniel Vukovich has argued that some historians neglect the state’s efforts to de-centralize its 

authority through the establishment of locally-run, agrarian communes (2013). Finally, Zheng 

Wang’s new study of the All China Women’s Federation finds that the organization was 

developed out of land reform projects and the formation of “women’s congresses” in villages. 

These local organs were run by women and defended a political program specifically addressing 

concerns of women, notably domestic labor. Zheng takes seriously the history of such 

institutions as being a viable resource for women to advocate for their own interests (2017). In 

sum, scholars have discovered that the early years of China’s socialist experiment galvanized 

diverse political projects at the local level that diverged in various and significant ways from the 

Party’s central authority.  

Given this serious re-thinking of the state and its institutions during the 1950s, how might 

we think differently about the cultural efforts to mobilize the peasantry for agrarian reform 

within this same period? Exploring the complex history of the Chinese concept for “propaganda” 

(xuanchuan), Chen Xiaomei has shown that propaganda practices under the Communists had 

little to do with Cold War era notion of propaganda qua “mind control” or social engineering 
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(2017). For Chinese thinkers, according to Chen, “propaganda” signified nothing more than 

efforts to spread, or propagate, new ideas. Another major intervention in this vein has been Cai 

Xiang’s new book on cultural production of the Maoist period, which argues that mobilization 

was a form of cultural practice embedded within China’s revolutionary history. As such, it 

should be approached by scholars as having distinct aesthetic and historical features that cannot 

be compared with conventional and familiar disciplinary forms of cultural practice (2016). 

Literary scholars have also studied the influence of individual Soviet literary works within 

China’s cultural field.
4
 While it has been well established that Soviet culture played an important 

role in Chinese efforts to create a new, socialist culture in the PRC, how did this internationalist 

horizon for the revolutionary project concretely inform mobilization efforts? Before exploring 

this question, the following section will consider the intertwined roles of Sino-Soviet relations, 

cultural mobilization, and agrarian reform within the broader scope of China’s revolutionary 

history.  

 

2. Culture and agriculture in revolution 

 

 Cultural mobilization, notably forms adapted from Soviet Russia, have a history in China 

nearly as long as the Communist revolution itself, becoming an important part of Party policy 

during the Jiangxi Soviet period (1931-1934). At that time, China’s Communist party, retreating 

from urban centers in the wake of Chiang Kai-shek’s White Terror of 1927, regrouped in a 

network of soviet organizations among the highlands of Jiangxi and Fujian provinces. Claiming 

sovereignty from Nationalist China, these soviets were early experiments in reorganizing villages 

via land redistribution and the establishment of self-governing, peasant councils.
 5

 To facilitate 

the mobilization of peasantry in carrying out these reforms, Communists drew from past 

experience as well as the specialized training in propaganda, which certain cadres had received at 

the Moscow Sun Yat-sen University. For example, Lin Bozhao put her Moscow theatre training 

to use to organize a performing troupe in Jiangxi which would be integral to party cultural 
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5
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base army. Lanham: Rowman and Littlefield Publishers, inc., 2006. 
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politics throughout the coming decades.
 6

 It is important to note that, throughout the war to resist 

Japan (1937-1945) and the subsequent civil war against the Nationalists, the Communist Party 

maintained policies of agrarian reform and cultural mobilization in the areas under its control.
7
 It 

may therefore be said that cultural politics and agrarian reform were historically bound together 

as a basis for the Chinese Communist Party’s revolutionary project. Throughout the decades-

long development of said project, Soviet experience served as a point of critical engagement for 

China’s Communist leadership, with Mao Zedong taking a largely contrarian position to Stalin’s 

political path, which was only barely disguised immediately following the success of the 

Communist revolution in the “Great Friendship,” signed in February of 1950.
8
 The tensions in 

Mao Zedong’s nominal commitment to Stalin’s program for China’s socialist development burst 

forth, however, in Mao’s shift on agrarian policy in 1955, a move largely unanticipated by within 

the upper echelons of even the Chinese Communist Party.
9
 In brief, Mao sought to a focus on an 

accelerated agrarian collectivization program, a move which many party members objected to on 

the grounds that it risked inciting rural upheavals that would disrupt grain production levels 

essential to supporting urban industrialization (Meisner 133). Mao, however, expressed 

confidence that transforming rural relations of production would unleash a “high tide of socialist 

transformation” across the country, raising production across the board.
10

 Furthermore, cultural 

workers were given an essential role in making sure that this maneuver would be successful. 

Following Mao’s speech July 1955 speech announcing his new plan, “On the Cooperative 

Transformation of Agriculture”, a printed version appeared in the front pages of China’s 

Literature and Art journal, a hub of cultural debate in the early years of the People’s Republic of 

China.
11

 Several cultural workers would also be dispatched to the countryside to participate 

directly in the collectivization efforts, as will be discussed further below. This decision to 
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8
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9
 See Maurice, Meisner. Mao's China and after: a history of the People's Republic. New York, NY: Free Press, 1999. 

(pp., 136-138). 
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Foreign Languages Press, Peking, 1977. (pp., 184). 
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emphasize the role of culture in agrarian reform was certainly rooted in the Communist Party’s 

revolution tradition; however, Mao’s speech also takes up Soviet experience as a critical point of 

reference. Referring to Stalin’s egregiously violent agrarian collectivization launched in 1928, 

Mao argued that the Chinese Communist Party “must oppose any impetuous and rash thinking 

which ignores preparatory work and disregards the level of political consciousness of the peasant 

masses” (198). Here and throughout the rest of his speech, Mao, in the apt characterization of 

historian Maurice Meisner, “invoked the ideological authority of Stalin to launch a very non-

Stalinist mass movement” (148). 

   

3. The Soviet model for China’s agrarian collectivization 

 

Sino-Soviet Friendship was much more than a Soviet commitment of material resources 

to China’s fledgling socialist project. Within popular Chinese media, this friendship was 

understood within the horizon of an emancipatory project of political transformation, a 

productive dimension of this “friendship” that would have important implications for its role in 

subsequent cultural mobilization efforts. In concrete terms, economic commitments between the 

two allies were supplemented by a program of cultural and intellectual exchanges. These 

exchanges contributed to various aspects of China’s agrarian project, including in popular media 

where they agrarian reform was presented as an emancipatory movement for women, the 

peasantry, and ultimately the world. Take, for example, the visit of a Soviet Cultural Workers 

Team to China during the 1952 “Soviet Friendship Month”, a whirlwind tour accompanied by 

widely publicized lectures, interviews, and performances.
12

 Featured amongst the visiting Soviet 

cultural workers was M. K. Beloshapka, whose meeting with Chinese agrarian workers was 

scrupulously documented in a lengthy People’s Daily article entitled: “Soviet Agricultural 

Science belongs to the great popular masses: a meeting with the Soviet agrarian scientist M. K. 

Beloshapka”.
13

 Beloshapka’s speech, as recorded in the paper, narrates Soviet collectivization as 

a realization of ideals forwarded by pre-revolutionary agrarian scientists like Kliment 
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 Articles relative to this event were collated and published in Great Friendship 伟大的友谊. Sino-Soviet 

Friendship Association Editorial Board 中苏友好协会总会编. Beijing: Epoch Publishing 时代出版社, 1953. 
13

 Yan, Ling. “Soviet Agricultural Science belongs to the great popular masses: a meeting with the Soviet agrarian 

scientist M. K. Beloshapka”. Great Friendship 伟大的友谊. Sino-Soviet Friendship Association Editorial Board 中

苏友好协会总会编. Beijing: Epoch Publishing 时代出版社, 1953. (pp., 200-205). 
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Timiryazev (201-202). “Soil,” Beloshapka argues, “is not the sole concern of an individual’s 

personal profit, but belongs to the concern of all people’s happiness within a socialist country” 

(202). Results from scientific experiments across Soviet Russia, Beloshapka explains, are 

therefore to be freely shared and tested under different conditions, in order to formulate the best 

methods for an innovative agrarian science. Beloshapka details Soviet institutions which exist in 

order to advocate for science that comes from the masses, articulating an ambition for “mass 

science” which was also being encouraged in the PRC.
14

 We may therefore understand this 

framing of the Soviet agrarian project within China as one which promised to empower the 

masses, and demanded the creation of cultural forms which could support it. To this end, 

Belashopka invokes the necessity to promote innovations through mass media like cinema, using 

“the most correct scientific thought and...the most popular language” (203). Finally, it is worth 

noting that this empowerment of the masses highlighted the role of women. At the end of the 

interview, Beloshapka reveals that she was born into an exploited peasant family. “Thanks to the 

Party and Comrade Stalin,” she concludes, “Soviet women have gained a great deal of power” 

(205). My interest here does not lie in interrogating the veracity of these claims; rather, it is to 

think seriously about how Chinese press drew from narratives of Soviet experience in order to 

elaborate possibilities of China’s socialist emancipation, possibilities which also contained a 

commitment to a socialist feminist politics.
15

 Such visions were propagated throughout the PRC 

in the early 1950’s not only through state-sponsored visits, but also via the translation into 

Chinese of an unprecedented corpus of Soviet and pre-revolutionary writings. For example, 

Nicolas Volland has found that approximately “2,000 book-length translations of Soviet 

literature were published and circulated in the first five years of the PRC alone” (34). With 

respect to China’s agrarian projects, these translations ranged from technical manuals, 

dictionaries, and analyses of the Soviet history of collectivization, to a host of novels and plays 
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feminist “identified with theories of women’s liberation developed by socialists globally since the nineteenth 

century” while maintaining that “’thorough’ emancipation could only be achieved in a socialist country that would 

abolish private property and eliminate all social hierarchies” (5). Zheng Wang’s new monograph on “socialist state 

feminists” in the formation of the PRC has illuminated the key roles that those committed to a feminist politics 

played in crafting state policy. See Zheng, Wang. Finding Women in the State: A socialist Feminist Revolution in the 

People’s Republic of China, 1949-1964. Oakland: University of California Press, 2017. 
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that presented historical narratives of collectivization.
16

 While it is impossible to conclusively 

evaluate the contributions of these translated works, it is clear that within the political 

imagination of many Chinese, the Soviet Union served as a resource to reflect on the possibilities 

for their own socialist experiment. 

 

4. Collectivization and the critical imagination 

 

Given the ubiquity of Soviet culture in China’s 1950s cultural scene, it is little surprise 

that Chinese thinkers would take up Soviet works as resources for cultural mobilization. This 

final section will consider how this Sino-Soviet engagement provided the basis for cultural 

interventions seeking not only to represent society, but to actively critique and shape it.  

From the early 1950s, institutions of Soviet cultural politics were sites of increasingly 

divergent views on socialist realism, leading to debates which Chinese cultural workers followed 

with great attention.
17

 Within the Chinese literary scene, a particularly important Soviet 

phenomenon was the “village prose” (derevenskaia proza) of Valentin Ovechkin, written in the 

form of a journalistic sketch, or ocherk. In the words of critic Kathleen Parthé, Ovechkin’s 

ocherk was “stylistically close to Socialist Realism; [its] innovation lay in criticism of collective-

farm administration and admiration for the peasants” (Parthé 13).
18

 In Ovechkin’s own words, 

the ocherk was “a form of literary struggle. It is an artistic work, at the same time it is also in the 

form of a newspaper article” (36).
19

 Ovechkin’s ocherk, as he presented it during the Soviet thaw, 

was a sort of reportage literature which permitted cultural workers to use fiction as a medium for 

exposing the practical problems of Soviet collective farms.
20

 Yet the criticisms the ocherk 

leveled at the Soviet system were ultimately hospitable to its socialist project. It was this notion 

of the ocherk as a productive critique which was presented to Chinese audiences by Ovechkin’s 
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 For an analysis of Chinese writers’ engagement with Mikhail Sholokhov’s Virgin Soil Upturned, see Volland, 

chapter 2.  
17
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 Parthé, Kathleen F. Russian Village Prose: The Radiant Past. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1992.  
19

 Ovechkin, Valentine. “On the Ocherk” 谈特写. Arts and Literature 文艺报. Trans., Liu Binyan. 1955, Issue 7. 

(pp., 36). 
20

 See Wagner, Rudolf G. “Liu Binyan and the Texie”. Modern Chinese Literautre, Vol. 2, No. 1 (Spring 1986), pp., 

63-98. 
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Chinese translator, Liu Binyan, in 1955.
21

 Characterizing the ocherk (texie in Chinese) as a form 

of “party conscience”, Liu translated several stories and essays by Ovechkin before going on to 

write his own ocherk-style prose, garnering much attention for his fictive critiques of inefficient 

party bureaucracy.
22

  

Ovechkin’s ocherk style would become an important point of reference for Chinese 

cultural workers attending to agrarian reforms. For example, Chinese author Qin Zhaoyang, who 

actively promoted Ovechkin-style ocherk, argued that socialist realism had an obligation to 

represent conflicts within society from a Marxist viewpoint.
23

 Like Ovechkin or Liu Binyan, Qin 

Zhaoyang’s critique also extended to the party bureaucracy itself, which was most prominently 

on display in his 1955 novel Forward! Into the Fields. Chinese authors like Qin Zhaoyang and 

Liu Binyan distinguish themselves for their engagement in a critique of the Chinese Communist 

bureaucracy. Yet there was a somewhat different approach taken to the ocherk at this same time 

that has been relatively understudied: that which prioritized the promotion of Mao’s policy goals. 

While these works also may be read for implicit critiques of party bureaucracy, their most salient 

feature was the radical vision they espoused for the horizon of China’s socialist aspirations. In 

1956, Luo Hong published a texie (ocherk) in the Arts and Literature Monthly called “The day 

the collective farm was formed”, a piece which would be reprinted in a 1959 selection of 

representative ocherk from the first decade of the PRC.
24

 The story describes how, in early 1956, 

a young woman named Li Fubao was able to lead her cooperative, along with many others in the 

region, to form a commune. As recognition for her service, Li is sent to Shanghai to serve as a 

delegate for a Sino-Soviet Friendship meeting, where she is congratulated for ushering the 

country into socialism. This is not a texie which takes state policy or bureaucracy as the primary 

source of narrative conflict, as was explored above; on the contrary, Luo Hong’s work actively 

endorses the political line espoused by Mao in his 1955 call for cooperativization. That said, the 

story is still notable for several elements challenging the political status quo of the period. For 
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 Published as Ovechkin, Valentine. “On the Ocherk” 谈特写. Arts and Literature 文艺报. Trans., Liu Binyan. 
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23

 As a literary editor, Qin Zhaoyang actively promoted Ovechkin-inspired ocherk about rural development. For 
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fiction. London: Curzon Press, 1990. 
24

 A collection organized with the participation of prolific Chinese author Ba Jin (Li Yaotang). Selected Literary 

Reportage, 1949-1959. 特写报告选, 1949-1959. Editorial board of the Shanghai 10-year literary committee.  

Shanghai: Shanghai Literary Publishing, 1959. 
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instance, the protagonist Li repeatedly expresses concerns that lower-level cadres will reject the 

demand she files to collectivize. Citing Mao Zedong’s 1955 agrarian speech, she worries that 

party cadres will slow down the process like a “woman with bound feet” (271). This citation not 

only places Li’s ambitions squarely in line with Mao’s policy, but it also establishes a contrast 

between the progressive activist and potentially the slow-moving bureaucracy. Furthermore, Li’s 

fear that the bureaucracy would oppose her reflects actual problems of the epoch. Scholarship 

has demonstrated that Mao’s concerns over local-level resistance to his policies was more than 

rhetoric; implementation of collectivization was frequently undermined by rural cadres unwilling 

to upset peasants’ relative increase in prosperity and stability (Meisner 133). Luo Hong’s story 

therefore expresses a confidence not only that these political obstacles can be overcome, but that 

this can be accomplished by rural woman.  

It is the pride of place that Luo Hong’s story gives to a female activist that is perhaps the 

story’s most controversial aspect. As party documents from this era demonstrate, party cadres at 

the village level often dismissed the possibility that women could help in any capacity with party 

activities beyond their conventional, domestic roles. Even party documents lauding the success 

of collectivization reveal internal strife within the party about integrating women into the active 

labor force.
25

 If cadres were resistant to women merely participating in labor, then it is apparent 

that Luo Hong’s story of a woman taking a leading position in a political movement would have 

posed a serious challenge to orthodox attitudes about women and their role in the party. In this 

sense, Luo Hong’s writing adopts the Party’s discursive commitment to a rhetoric of equality in 

order to advocate for the role of women in state politics.
26

  Finally, this piece is notable for the 

ambitious role it imagines for a rural woman to play in the party structure. As the narrator points 

out, the rural protagonist acts swiftly to bring about a commune in order to outpace the 
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 See, for example, the objections by cadres to women’s participation in the Lu village commune, documented in 

“Women have advanced to the front lines of labor” 妇女走上劳动战线, in The High Tide of Socialism in China’s 

Countryside 中国农村的社会主义高潮. Vol. 1. Eds., Chinese Communist Central Party Bureau. Beijing: People’s 
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positions of political power. At the same time, Zheng also demonstrates that the while members of the Communist 
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women to make considerable advances, particularly in local leadership. (See Zheng, 2017, especially chapter 1). 

Furthermore, it should be noted in the context of the above disputes over women integrating into the “labor force” is 

that many Communist cadres did not recognize domestic labor itself as a form of labor. This was precisely one of 

the positions that the Women’s Federation advocated for throughout the 50s.  
26

 Zheng Wang has made a similar observation about how women operated within the All China Women’s 

Federation through tactics she terms a “politics of concealment”, in which women concealed their individual 

activism under the guise of official rhetoric (51).  
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communalization process elsewhere. This is therefore suggestive of the potential for China’s 

rural areas to actually take the lead as revolutionary vanguard, moving ahead of the cosmopolitan 

and conventionally “progressive” urban centers. It is therefore all the more significant that young 

Li Fubao is honored at the story’s conclusion, within the context of a Sino-Soviet friendship 

ceremony. Li, a young peasant woman, finds herself celebrated as a leader in a global socialist 

project. Recalling the 1952 visit of the Russian agrarian scientist M. K. Beloshapka, described 

above, this narrative poses a woman of peasant origins rising to a prominent position within the 

state’s socialist project.  While this is quite different from the critical vein of ocherk 

demonstrated by Ovechkin or Qin Zhaoyang, it should not be dismissed as “state propaganda” 

either. Adopting the language of internationalist socialism, Luo Hong’s text advances the case 

that women without the benefits of urban education are prepared to lead the way not only in 

China’s agrarian form, but in an international transition toward a new, socialist world.  

 

5. Conclusion 

 

This paper has sought to lay the groundwork for a broader exploration of the multivalent 

roles that cultural mobilization played in the early years of China’s agrarian collectivization 

movement. Moving beyond reductive notions of China’s Communist state as a totalitarian 

political machine, or its cultural mobilization as shallow propaganda, this paper approached the 

cultural politics of the period as having unfolded from a decades-long revolutionary history. The 

scope of this revolution was, from its earliest years, an international one in which culture played 

a decisive role. Mao Zedong’s political program prioritized the creation of cultural forms 

adequate to the revolutionary transformation of society; a program that engaged a wide range of 

cultural workers in experiments to create a new, socialist world. It should be noted, however, that 

many of these cultural workers were active participants in the anti-imperialist war against Japan 

as well as the subsequent civil war against the Nationalists. These were not closeted intellectuals 

struggling to cope with the upheavals unfolding in the streets; they actively threw themselves 

into all manner of political and cultural experimentation in order to advance the cause of the 

revolution. Their cultural work was therefore a site where they could struggle to work out what 

this cause should be, and how to best pursue it.  
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In developing these projects, Sino-Soviet relations were a powerful resource. In the 

sphere of political decision-making, the history of Soviet agrarian reform provided a model and 

counter-example for Mao Zedong’s non-coercive approach to collectivization. For cultural 

workers, Soviet writers like Ovechkin illustrated how culture could alert the nation to the 

political shortcomings of the Party’s agrarian policies. For writers like Luo Hong, Sino-Soviet 

Friendship also promised a radical hope not just for the transformation of the countryside, but the 

role that women might play in leading it. While it is beyond the scope of this paper to discuss the 

subsequent fortunes of these projects, suffice it to say that they were frustrated by the collapse of 

Sino-Soviet Friendship and the internal calamities provoked by the Great Leap Forward. Yet 

perhaps the most remarkable feature of this period is not that such aspirations were hampered, 

but that they endured. Through the 1960s, China’s cultural and political spheres continued to be 

sites where people advocated for such emancipatory aspirations. And while the hopes for Sino-

Soviet Friendship were short-lived, traces of this relationship still mark works even today from 

China’s postsocialist cultural landscape. Whether it be in films like Piano in a Factory (钢的琴, 

2010) or novels like Yan Lianke’s Lenin’s Kisses (收活, 2004), the history of this Sino-Soviet 

alliance, rooted in the possibility of socialist friendship, lingers on; yet it endures in these new 

works largely as a mark of nostalgia, melancholy, or even the absurd. By setting aside reflections 

produced at China’s present impasse and returning to the actual history of the Sino-Soviet 

Friendship, we can therefore grasp how these relations, at that time, meant much more than 

political, economic, and cultural exchanges. They also signified an expansive role for culture in 

imagining an internationalist, political experiment to create a new world.    
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