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unconditional sacrifice, loyalry and collectivity—of" the Cultural Reveolu-
tion. By contrast, Golden Age, by focusing on a margin:ﬂizcd ﬁgurc eager to
go be‘yond the sociopolirica.l margins, deconstructs the good—vcrsus-evil bi-
nary that the Cultural Revelution rhetoric employed so often. Both writers
began publishing in the early 1980s. When Liang was trumpeting heroism
and idealism, Wang was :Llready turning his eyes away from polirics to per-
sonal and private life, Wung’s earliest published work, Auld Lange Syne, al-
ready showed such features as the absence of political ideals, loose structure,
and a polirc distance from mainstream polirics, as well as a rudimcnrary
sense of black humor Newly emergent from the Cultural Revolution, the
two writers were rreading on different lircrary parhs. Later, :Llrhough Liang
Kiaoshcng seemed to drift away from Cultural Revolution ideals as well, he
could never go as far as Wang, and his drif'ﬁng was marked by ambivalence
and confusion,

Aside from such factors as personal temperament and educational back-
ground, some important reasons that account for the two writers’ different
attitudes toward the Cultural Revolution are to be found in their differ-
ent experiences in the Cultural Revolution itself. These factors shaped their
commitment to, and investment in, the idealistic causes of sent-down youth
during the Cultural Revolution, and subscqucnrly influenced how soon and
how far each would go in post-Mao years to break away from the Cultural
Revolution rhetoric.

One such shaping factor is family background. Due to different family
origins, one writer was located in the mainstream, while the other landed
on the margins during the Cultural Revolution, With both parents illiter-
ate, Liang was one of the few writers of the sent-down generation who came
from a “good” f:a.mily. By contrast, born of intellectual parents, it would
have been difficult for Wang to become a mainstream political activist dur-
ing the Cultural Reveolution, even if he wanted to. Wang’s father, a famous
philosophcr of logic, was labeled a “class alien” (fieri y{r'fﬁn:ﬂ and exp elled
from the party in 1952, the year of Wang Xiaobo's birth. The incident was a
disaster for the Fa.mily. » Fortunarely, in Ap ril 1957, Wang’s father was sum-
moned to discuss issues of logic with Mao Zedong, The two even had lunch
togcther. Perha_ps _protected by this roya.l patronage, the senior Wang did not
suffer much during the Cultural Revolution. Yet his children were still mar-
ginalized. Wang Xiaobo's elder brother later complained that as the child of
a “class alien,” he could never hope to join the red guards.3°
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Liang Xiaosheng had the class credentials to become a red guard. An “en-
thusiastic supporter of Mao’s rustication program,” he went to Heiiongjiang
Province as early as June 1968, six months before Mao's directive officially
initiated the movement, 3! Srrictiy spea_i«'.ing, Liang was not sent down, but
went down by himself, like many others at that time. Wang, however, lik-
ened the experience of being sent down to being packed on to a train like
luggage.®*® Their experiences during the Cultural Revolution were different
as well, Liang said later, not without pride, that as a sent-down yourh, he

was always the keynore speaker in strug le meetings or euiogy meetings,

g
and that his writing career began with writing “struggie drafts” (pipan gao)
or “experience drafts” (jidng)fanggda].33 Liang was recommended to go to
Fudan University as early as 1974 as a worker-peasant-soldier (gong nong
évx'ng) student, showing that by the poiitica_i and moral standards of the time,
he was a “good” sent-down yourh. Wang, however, did not enter university
until he passed the national examination in 1977.

The family background of the two writers further affected the places to
which they were assigned. Heilongjiang and Yunnan meant very different
rhings to sent-down yourh. Heiiongjiang, on the border with the Soviet
Union, was deemed a highiy strategic and romantic place, typica_ily assigned
oniy to students from “reliable” farniiy backgrounds. Zhu Lin, a writer of
the same generation, said that “places such as Heiiongjiang required higher
poiitica_i standards. Ewven if you wanted to go there, you might not get per-
mission.”* In fact, thanks to the efforts of such sent-down authors as Liang
Xiaosheng, the dry name Heiiongjiang was almost replaced in the 1980s
and 1990s by the highly suggestive and emotionally charged name “Wild
North.” To go to the Wild North was evidence ofpoiiric:ﬂ recognition,
and the pride of actually being there reinforced the commitment of youth.
Yunnan, a.lthough also a border province and a roemantic place, had far less
milimry and strategic importance. To use Wang Xiaobo's own words, in less
than a month after the sent-down yourhs arrived there, their revoiurionary
fervor dampened.35 Instead, the wild mountains and ethnic minority groups
provided space and inspiration for 1‘Wang’s imagination. Moreover, sent-
down youth in Heilongjiang lived in highly militarized regiments, while
official discipline in Yunnan was far less effective. That Wang-er in Golden
Age could live in the mountains for halfa year, and return without punish-
ment, is evidence of this lax discipline, which left more room for individual
freedom.
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Age also played an important role. Perhaps unlike most other genera-
tions of writers, even a minor difference in age was crucial to these sent
down writers, because age determined their lik.ely emotional investment in
Cultural Revolution idealism, and the extent to which this idealism would
shape their most formative years. Liang was born in 1949, and Wang in 1952.
Both became sent-down yourh in 1968, when Liang was a senior high school
gmduate, and Wang only a junior high school graduate. Commenting on
the difference between herself and such writers as Liang Xiaosheng, Wang
Anyi, another important writer from the sent-down generation, stressed the
importance of age: “Tf T were only two years older, T might have had differ-
ent experiences. *° Liang Xiaosheng was so steeped in Cultural Revolution
education and propaganda during his formative period that it was extremely
difficult, if not irn_possible, for him to break entir'ely away from its ideology.
Wang, only sixteen when he went to the counrryside, could at least remain
partly indifferent and “unscathed. ™’

These personal histories are helpful in explaining seme of the differ-
ences between Liang and Wang, and hence between Snowstorm ?E;m'_g'ﬁf and
Golden Age Some perhaps more important reasons for the differences be-
tween the two novellas and their receptions lie in the respective perieds in
which rhey were written and published. Tt was 1rnpossib1e for Geolden Age,
an “obscene” book with a hooligan as its hero, to get published in the early
1980s, let alone to be recognized as a literary feat. Similarly, it was also hard
to imagine a novella like Snowstorm Tonight appearing in the late 1990s. It
is true that Gelden Agewas not written sp eciﬁcally for the market, and that
it became the focus of mass media largely through “mistake and misread-
ing. "% Yet it surely is not a sheer coincidence that readers in the late 1990s
began to appreciate Wang, Written between 1984 and 1988, Golden Age can
be said to have anticipated sentiments that became widespread only later.

Wang Meng’s praise of both novellas shows that the differences between
the two cannot be attributed only to personal styles. In 1983, responding
quickly to Snetwstorm Enxlg'ﬁf, Wang Meng penned a eulogy titled “A Cou-
rageous and Sublime Monument to Sent-down Youth.” Reading the novella
with “p rofound respecr,” he commented that Liang Xiaosheng, “more than
any Prolcessional novelist, commands our veneration and admiration. "3 Six-
teen years later, Wang Meng, joining the chorus eulogizing Wang Xiaobo,
concluded that Wang Niaobo was first of all “a person of reason,” in other
words, a person with sober common sense who never gave himself to fanati-



