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Revisiting the 1980s

In the face of radical marketization and global consumerism, a wave of
nostalgia for the 1980s is sweeping across China’s cultural landscape. The
1980s is often commemorated as a golden era when Chinese intellectuals
were idealistic iconoclasts who stood at the center of the cultural
transformation that would lead to China’s modernization. Viewed through
such a nostalgic lens, the 1980s’ intellectual-led “new enlightenment
movement” (xin gimeng yundong) is comparable to the earlier May Fourth
movement in terms of their common agenda of bringing enlightenment,
humanism, scientific knowledge, and modern consciousness to China. In
the past few decades, scholars such as Wang Hui, Xiaomei Chen, Jing Wang,
and Tani Barlow have written critical reflections of the 1980s.' Nonetheless,
none of these studies considers the interaction between the dominant
intellectual discourse of the decade and the drastically changing social life
in rural areas, particularly with respect to the “private” sphere.

Outside of the field of literary and cultural studies, Susan Greenhalgh
provides an ethnographic account of Dengist China‘s turn to scientism in the
1980s.? Specifically, she reveals the ways in which a group of cyberneticists



“scientized” the “one-child policy” and how this radical policy affected
Chinese society, particularly peasant family life. However, Greenhalgh's
groundbreaking work focuses on the policymaking process, not of the
day-to-day lives of the Chinese peasantry. Furthermore, Greenhalgh
emphasizes the natural scientists’ crucial role in the 1980s’ “scientizing
moment” without taking into consideration the interaction, cooperation,
and contestation between scientists and humanists during this transitional
period. As a result, many pressing questions have been left unanswered:
what structures of classification and domination were built up and
sentimentalized in the process of institutionalizing the mechanism of
scientific knowledge production and dissemination? What role did literary
representations play in legitimizing 1980s intellectual discourse centered on
the “emancipatory capacity of knowledge”? In what ways does an alliance
of scientific modernity and literary representation affect the reimagination
of the “private life”?

In this essay, | address these questions through a reexamination of
two controversial short stories written jointly by Chen Kexiong and Ma
Ming in the 1980s. In both pieces the power of scientific knowledge is
constantly invoked to naturalize strategies of political domination and to
intrude in people’s marital life. The first story is “Dujuan tigui” (Return,
cries the cuckoo). First published in the literary magazine Qingchun (Youth)
in 1980, it won the national Youth Literary Prize and aroused a heated
debate regarding the tension between tradition and modernity, acommon
theme of intellectual debate at this historical moment. Shi Ping, the male
protagonist, is a married peasant from a remote village. At the end of the
Cultural Revolution, Shi is admitted into college for his literary talent. There,
he falls in love with a girl (Qiu Fei), studying nuclear physics, stirring up a
deep dissatisfaction with his rural lifestyle. When graduation approaches,
he is forced to make a choice between staying with the well-educated girl
in the big city and going back to his peasant wife and young daughter in
the countryside. After a long bitter internal struggle, he finally decides to
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return to his peasant wife’s side.

Discussing their motivation for composing such a highly controversial
story, Chen and Ma revealed that they had witnessed many similar
divorce cases when they attended Fudan University in Shanghai. Some of
their fellow students came from the countryside while many others had
been xiaxiang zhishi qingnian (“sent-down” youths) during the Cultural
Revolution. These students had gotten married and had children in their
rural homes before attending university in a big city. Chen and Ma decided
to write this story in order to expose their marital problems and internal
agonies.

One year later, Chen and Ma composed a widely acclaimed sequel,
“Feixiang yuanfang” (Flying afar, 1981), to their first story. As the title
indicates, the second piece resonates with the Chinese intellectuals’ desire
to zouxiang shijie (marching toward the world) and to connect with the
global metropolitan modernity lurking on the distant horizon. Almost an
allegory of this new global imaginary, “Flying Afar” completely rewrites the
ending of “Return, Cries the Cuckoo”: the male protagonist finally divorces
his peasant wife and chooses to dwell permanently in the city in the name
of pursuing free love, individual development, and a modern lifestyle. In
the reform era, as “sent-down” youths returned to the City, the City itself
also returned to the center stage of modernization. | capitalize the first
letter of the word City to emphasize that it does not refer to any specific
city, but to a deterritorialized space of modernity in which the modern
subjectivity and the values of modernity can be pursued and realized. In
addition, what is especially interesting in this new narrative of modernity is
the explicit evocation of the power of modern/Western science, mediated
through poetic aesthetics, to resolve the protagonist’s marital problem
and internal conflict.

Through a close reading of these two short stories contextualized
within the political climate and the cultural parameters of the 1980s,
| intend to challenge the conventional wisdom that the paradigmatic



shift in the early reform era took place within the boundaries of the
public domain (J. Wang 1996: 20). Even as it denounces the socialist state
intervention into the domestic sphere, | argue, the early 1980s’ intellectual
discourse subjugates the “private” realm to regulation by a new dominant
ideology of scientific modernity. As Jing Wang (1996: 89) has noted, the
reconfiguration of the social stratification and power structure caused an
“epistemological reorientation” in the 1980s. While this “epistemological
reorientation” took place mostly on the rational level, | propose that
there was also a pervasive reconfiguration of the structure of feeling in
the domestic sphere. Educated elites dominated not only the emerging
“technocratic class order” (Andreas 2009: 258) but also reconstructed the
familial order in which domestic power and affective value are reassigned
based on one’s access to “scientific knowledge” and urban civilization.
Moreover, literary representations played a central pedagogical role in the
process of narrativizing scientific modernity and modernizing the structure
of feeling through a formidable alliance of “science and poetry” at the
onset of the reform era.

Cooperation of Science and Poetry

To understand fully the broader cultural implication of the literary
representation of a poet’s difficult “personal® choice between his
peasant wife and his scientist girlfriend, it is necessary to first look at
the sociopolitical conditions under which the stories were composed and
discussed. A national craving for the development of science and a fever
for knowledge marked the early 1980s. As Marxist-Maoist ideology lost
its appeal, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) turned to science to regain
its legitimacy as a ruling entity and to reorganize political and economic
order.’ Disenchantment with the Maoist revolutionary ideology and political
idealism went hand in hand with the new enchantment of scientific
modernity and the development mentality.

In the late 1970s, a large amount of Euro-American scientific writing

! Susan Greenhalgh’s book Just One
Child: Science and Policy in Deng’s China,
particularly its introduction, offers an in-
depth discussion of the radical transition
from the Maoist party policy made
mainly on ideological grounds to Dengist
“scientific policymaking.”
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