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“Demonic Realism” and the “Socialist Market Economy”: 
Language Game, Natural History, and Social Allegory 

in Mo Yan’s The Republic of Wine

for those who strive in vain  for a definition or a mere coherent 

description of post-Tiananmen China, Mo Yan’s Jiuguo (The Republic of 

Wine) offers an imaginary solution, aesthetic pleasure, and even moral ca-

tharsis. This, of course, does not mean that one sees a clear picture of what 

China actually is in Mo Yan’s fiction. Rather, in The Republic of Wine, all the 

murkiness, contradictions, and chaos associated with contemporary China 

that prove so frustrating to analytical reason become the poetic norm within 

the confines of a narrative artifice and thus reach a state of autonomy in the 

world of the probable (as opposed to the actual)—the more philosophical in

the Aristotelian sense. The novel, which is grotesque, hilarious, nauseating, 

and seductive all at once, is an experiment of literary coarseness and stylistic 

boundlessness. In this experiment, the sheer energy, variety, and playfulness 

of the writing open up new possibilities for representation while constantly 

driving the very form of the narrative to the brink of collapse. Within this fic-

titious space, which borders on the fantastic at one end and reportage on the 

other, there is always something thrillingly “realistic” both in terms of the 

familiar and recognizable and in the stronger sense of historical truth and 

value judgment. All this makes the reader wonder if the intense language- 

and formalistic game in The Republic of Wine is mobilized just to provide an 

aesthetic sanctuary from which to launch the most ruthless and irreverent 

social satire and moral-allegorical assault vis-à-vis the social landscape of the 

“socialist market economy.”

One must observe from the onset, however, that Mo Yan, a modernist 

with a peasant background, has never been explicitly associated with the re-

alist penchant for social analysis, moral critique, and political engagement; 

nor has he committed himself to any entrenched position with regard to the 
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dazzling variety of styles available to the Chinese field of literary produc-

tion. Even though there is obvious stylistic continuity in Mo Yan’s literary 

production, which dates back to the mid-1980s when he was dubbed as a 

“magical realist,” in Mo Yan one tends to see a literary guerrilla warrior 

with peasant wisdom and cunning, who keeps a weary eye on the rapid 

urbanization and commodification of Chinese everyday life, and whose eva-

siveness and aloofness on the sociopolitical level are only matched by his 

intensity, radicality, and boldness at the formal and allegorical level. The 

phenomenological world is rarely represented in Mo Yan’s writing, instead, 

it is devoured by the formal-narrative space and turned into allegorical im-

ages by an unrelenting logic of fabulation. To this extent, the reverse seems 

to be true: Rather than a vehicle for representing the real, the narrative en-

terprise in Mo Yan is where the fragmented realities of postsocialist China 

find their own formal and moral certainty, even meaningfulness—often in 

the form of dazzling ambiguity, excess, blasphemy, and nonsense. It is, for 

an age without sociohistorical framing and moral-political constitution, a 

privileged if not destined symbolic dwelling for all the eradicated, homeless, 

and roaming experiences, images, memories, and specters in the Chinese 

1990s. In this light, the Liquorland in The Republic of Wine is, quite literally, 

what China may appear to be to the eyes of the intoxicated: blurred and yet 

vivid; bizarre, absurd, and yet singularly logical; maddeningly incoherent 

and yet astonishingly, shamelessly articulate. On the one hand, this is a 

swamp of natural history with all the mumbo jumbo of outdated or freshly 

minted expressions, gestures, and logos. On the other hand, the Liquorland 

is also, to borrow Jacques Lacan’s observation on the unconscious, orga-

nized as a language. To read The Republic of Wine beyond cynicism or the 

temptation to endorse the most negative and subversive possible view of 

China today is to grasp this language at work and to figure out its gram-

mar, which defies the conventional, rational language of communication, 

representation, and codification. The world captured in The Republic of Wine

is a dream world mapped against sober consciousness. It is also a disori-

ented, schizophrenic, and defeated state of mind projected onto the objec-

tive world of postsocialist China. In this mirror house, both the internal and 

external realms are reduced to scattered “body parts” of shock experience, 

floating helplessly in the sociocultural phantasmagoria where all those who 

dare not speak their own names during the daytime of the “socialist mar-

ket economy” find freedom and ecstasy in the nocturnal, underground (but 

legitimate) world of debauchery, binge drinking, cannibalism, sycophancy, 

seduction, lust, bribery, conspiracy, brutality, and death.
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this is a part opener page

Division of Narrative

The Republic of Wine consists of not one but three concurrent and interre-

lated narratives. The division and unity of the narratives lie at the heart of 

the novel’s structural design, which in turn gives rise to a dialectical tension 

conducive to its allegorical poignancy and representational productivity.

At the forefront is the main text, so to speak, which is about Special De-

tective Ding Gou’er’s investigation on a case of alleged cannibalism in the 

Liquorland. We can call it narrative 1, “the properly fictional.”

The second narrative is constituted by a series of correspondences be-

tween “Mo Yan” the writer and a would-be writer, Li Yidou, or Doctor Li-

quor, a researcher at the Food Institute in Liquorland. The content of the 

letters back and forth is mostly about Li Yidou’s asking “Mo Yan” to help 

him get his writings published in a national literary magazine, completed 

with Mo Yan’s eventual trip to Liquorland and his meetings and activities 

there at the very end of the novel. Like most personal correspondence, these 

letters touch on a wide range of issues large and small, with references to 

and comments on contemporary Chinese society. Among the sundry topics, 

mentioned in passing in most cases, two consistent veins of development 

are noticeable: One is Mo Yan’s mostly discouraging advice on Li Yidou’s 

literary career, which are as self-referential or even autobiographical as they 

are socially critical—in both “real” and doubly fictional terms. The other is Li 

Yidou’s tireless linguistic idiosyncrasies and excesses: a flood of anecdotes, 

gossips, complaints, reports, and introductions made by a self-appointed 

native informant and a pushy, flattering amateur writer in the provinces 

begging for help and favor from a major writer. Here we have the author of 

a fiction using his real name to communicate with a fan who is not only a 

fictional creation in the general sense, but a “real person” living, working, 

and reporting from the fictional place featured in narrative 1—the Liquor-

land. We can call this narrative 2, “the fictional nonfiction.”

The third layer or dimension is constituted by a miniseries of nine semi-

connected short stories written by Li Yidou, the supposedly real person or 

nonfictional character in narrative 2. These stories can be properly described 

as creatively bad writing, whose singular failure to achieve any fictional co-

herence, or even basic formal adequacy, let alone autonomy, betrays a whole 

network of overlaps, parallels, blanks and omissions, and cross-references 

among the three narratives. To this extent, something bad or substandard 

by the conventional notion of fiction writing turns into something hilari-

ous, productive, and enjoyable in the realm of allegory. In a way these short 
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stories constitute a semisystematic parody of the major paradigms of mod-

ern Chinese literary history, with its mimicry of the major styles and topical 

concerns, most notably that of Lu Xun’s “Medicine” in Li Yidou’s “Meat 

Boy.” But in a more immediate sense, those stories seem to mock the 

breathless chase of the international literary trends throughout the Chinese 

Reform era in the name of “innovation” and “modernization.” A combina-

tion of the most “realistic” portrayal of things real and surreal in Liquorland, 

on the one hand, and the most fantastic, shapeless, or unconventional form 

of storytelling, on the other, these stories offer a manual of ham-handedness 

in literary writing, and a bombastic dropping of “experiment” of stylistic 

attempts and labels called variably—by Li Yidou, the author—“severe real-

ism,” “demonic realism,” “magical realism,” “neorealism,” “the combina-

tion of revolutionary realism and revolutionary romanticism,” and so forth. 

We can call this narrative 3, “the fictitious fiction.”

The division of narrative as well as the overlap and interpenetration of 

the three differentiated, semiautonomous narrative domains are central to 

the organizational structure and representational-allegorical ambition of this 

novel. First of all, this technique expands and deepens its formal space by 

internal differentiations which correspond to the complexity and multifac-

etedness of the socio-experiential totality that is the referent of a symbolic-

allegorical totality. Not only the multiple as opposed to single narrative voices 

or viewpoints—Mo Yan, Mo Yan–Li Yidou, and Li Yidou—create a highly sup-

ple and productive perspectival fluidity, which allows repeated entry into the 

same allegorical space (but from different angles and with different moral 

and representation interests)—this narrative design also initiates and gener-

ates the subfictional and the metafictional out of an otherwise convention-

al fictional operation trapped in its own formal-stylistic confines, however 

“modernistic” or “experimental” that might be. The invention of the sub-

fictional (the “fictional nonfiction,” the “journalistic,” etc.) and the metafic-

tional (suggested by Mo Yan’s fictional dilemma about the writing of this 

novel, or the narrator’s exposure, display, and demonstration of the entire 

productive process of the making of the novel, among them the author 

as producer at work), interestingly, do not undermine the fundamentally 

realist nature of fiction as mimesis and representation but rather reinforce 

it, repositioning and reestablishing the properly fictional as the properly 

realist (the “main text” or narrative 1 in The Republic of Wine) vis-à-vis the 

journalistic, the documentary (narrative 2), on the one hand, and the fan-

tastic and the allegorical (narrative 3), on the other. If Mo Yan’s most am-

bitious stylistic experiment in the 1990s can be regarded as a persistence 
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of modernism, then it is a kind of late modernism willing and able to form 

a historically and politically necessitated alliance with realism: In the case 

of Mo Yan’s writing in the 1990s, the two traditions seem to reunite in the 

more “severe” and “demonic” land of allegory, a mode of writing which is 

both far more ancient and yet, at least potentially, far more “modern” in the 

sense of the postmodern.

This is evidenced by The Republic of Wine’s wide-ranging presentation 

of postsocialist actuality, above all its incredible representational capacity 

to accommodate and cover a bewilderingly discontinuous, schizophrenic, 

and yet productive and energetic reality by means of narrative expansion 

through its internal division, fragmentation, and radical piling and stretch-

ing into the allegorical, which borders on the collapse and dispersal of form 

itself. The aesthetic adventure or gamble seems nearly to pay off, as the loss 

of subject-position or self-consciousness, its breakdown, stoppage, dissolu-

tion, and appropriation by the world of alienation—including its becoming 

animal, becoming an object, becoming the other, and becoming the antiself 

by exchanging its qualities with its opposite—all become meaningful and 

active elements of narrative mobilized to present a disjointed age compre-

hended in thought or, to be exact, in allegorical contemplation. Notably, this 

representational totality is achieved not by falling back to any fixed moral, 

ideological, or aesthetic position and uniformity, but by living with or being-in 

the world shared by new demons of the commodity economy as well as old 

ghosts of a multiplicity of traditions—dynastic as well as revolutionary, Mao-

ist as well as post- or anti-Maoist, urban as well as rural, rational as well as ir-

rational, cosmopolitan as well as provincial. All of these prove to have a claim 

on social and everyday life in China today, and an invitation to participate in 

Mo Yan’s allegorical carnival which wholeheartedly, though with a tinge of 

allegorical cunning, sarcasm, and distance, welcomes them all.

The Breaking of the Subject

The detective story as a genre is quickly reduced to a pastiche in the open-

ing chapters of The Republic of Wine. Everything that could go wrong does 

for this crack investigator. Before even reaching Liquorland, Ding Gou’er 

finds himself flirting with a female truck driver, whom later he sleeps with, 

only to realize that the vulgar and yet irresistible seductress is the wife of 

Diamond Jin—the deputy head of the Party Propaganda Department, and 

the chief suspect of Ding Gou’er’s special investigation on cannibalism—

who works as a bait. The investigator’s wanton behavior is, throughout the 
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narrative, accompanied by sober, often self-critical and self-mocking reflec-

tions and assessments of the situation. It is interesting to notice that Ding 

Gou’er, though intensely self-conscious, never even tries to resist the temp-

tation, and he would probably not be willing or able to had he known the 

truth beforehand. The inevitability is suggested, indeed, defined, when, af-

ter a vulgar round of exchange, Ding Gou’er, with barely repressible excite-

ment, feels “like a budding potato that had rolled into her basket” (2/2).1

This apparent failure of judgment and self-control results not from a lack of 

experience and professionalism, but rather, paradoxically, from too much of 

them. From the outset, Ding Gou’er’s lustful attraction to the sensuous lady 

truck driver is mixed with guardedness, suspicion, and even disgust—at her 

coarseness, propensity to rough, even violent moves, and her physical pecu-

liarities, such as her lips feeling “cold and mushy, not resilient; freakish, like 

puffs of cotton waste” (4/3).

And yet the cat-and-mouse game continues unabated, following its pre-

destined route of boredom, instantaneous gratification of desire, jealousy, 

and drive toward self-proof, all of which play only a formalistic role to get 

the narrative going at the allegorical level, rather than drawing critical at-

tention to these motifs. “Your task may be important, but no investigator 

of his caliber would allow those tasks to be in conflict with women”—the 

thought passes through Ding Gou’er’s mind as a reminder of his above-

normal skills and professional pride, which are confirmed by his reputation 

among his colleagues that he can “solve cases with his dick” (3).2 The special 

investigator eventually falls in love with the female trucker and shoots her 

between the eyes out of jealousy, when he realizes that she is also the Con-

cubine No. 9 of Yu Yichi, the dwarf owner of Yichi Tavern.

The special investigator’s entire submission to lust or his overconfidence 

in his own experience and skills, which justifies his unprofessional, reck-

less behavior, is not portrayed in the novel as a personal weakness but as a 

central characteristic of the protagonist. And, given the fact that this is not 

a realist hero but an allegorical figure in an ambitious, innovative work by a 

veteran modernist writer, the central characteristic must be in turn under-

stood as a representational and allegorical device conducive to social satire 

and moral critique, as well as pertaining to the formal necessity of narrative. 

The subversion of the conscious-unconscious hierarchy, or the breakdown 

of authority in the face of the libidinal is accompanied by the reversal of the 

gender role, even body position, in the steamy, bizarre, and violent sex scene 

between the special investigator and the lady trucker, in which the lustful 

and weary male pursuer of the lady trucker is portrayed as a powerless rape 
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victim, not to mention the mouse in a trap. Even his pistol is captured by the 

lady trucker and pointed at him during foreplay. While chasing the object 

of his desire and trying to legitimate the deviation, the special investigator 

is totally at the mercy of a nebulous criminal world and completely pre- and 

overdetermined by a more mysterious force field of fatal attraction.

The same logic can be seen in his relationship to alcohol. If the special 

investigator’s appetite for sex prey is as casual as it is insatiable, then he 

should be on more solid ground when it comes to binge drinking, as his 

status always puts him in a perfect position to refuse. If the special investi-

gator falls into the sex trap voluntarily, then he can be credited as putting up 

some fight against alcohol—if only because banqueting is invariably close 

to the lion’s lair and the issue of cannibalism—only to lose miserably each 

and every time. The first encounter is a full-blown battle, a fierce duel of 

words, cunning, wit, and skills of mobility, bending and twisting written 

or unwritten social customs, cultural norms, and the moral-emotional con-

stitution to one’s advantage and the opponent’s submission, all of which 

explodes in endless verbal fireworks, a signature Mo Yan moment.

The drinking scene in the first section of chapter 1 unfolds along the fa-

miliar Chinese pattern of tirelessly proposing toasts and forcing the guest 

to drink at a banquet. The special investigator has explained his mission to 

his hosts, the Party secretary and director of the Luoshan coal mine on the 

outskirts of Liquorland, followed with a no-nonsense declaration of his no-

drinking policy. Yet the pages to follow are filled with various ways by which 

the local hosts persuade or trick the special investigator into drinking more 

and more, until he is drunk as a fish. The process of Ding Gou’er’s letting 

down his guard and his loss of consciousness through steady increasing al-

cohol intoxication or poisoning is meticulously, hilariously, and religiously 

documented in wave after wave of verbally dazzling proposals for yet another 

round of bottoms-up toasts. The reasons to drink are, to be sure, as numerous 

as they are convincing: The rhetoric of patriotism (resist foreign liquor, drink 

Chinese!); contribution to the state (the liquor tax being an important source 

revenue for the central government); improvement of the relationships of 

leaders to the masses; local customs (drink in even numbers); working-

class solidarity in a toast for the charcoal-faced coal miners who cannot 

be at the banquet; filial piety (in the name of aging mothers), and so on and 

so forth, all the while with the necessary erotic distraction in the form of 

eager young waitresses “flutter[ing] around the room like so many bright red 

flags blown in the wind” (44/41; translation modified). The list of propos-

als stands as an objective index of the messy, conflicting, and overlapping 
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social, ethical, cultural, and psychological codes of persuasion and legitima-

tion available or at work in postsocialist China. Each time someone proposes 

and urges, Ding Gou’er ends up having to drink the hard liquor in front of 

him, one cup after another. Before long, he is no longer dealing with poten-

tial criminals but rather his own brothers, as all he can hear is this:

Comrade Old Ding, in fact we are family, we are dear brothers coming from 

the same mother, brothers as we are, we must drink together to exhaust the 

fun of drinking, as in this life we must explore pleasure fully, and happily 

we will go on to our graves together. . . . Here we go again, thirty cups, on 

behalf of Deputy Head Jin, thirty cups in your honor, drink drink drink . . . 

whoever doesn’t drink does not deserve to be called a man . . . Jin Jin Jin 

. . . Diamond Jin can drink an ocean of liquor, vast and boundless. (49/46; 

translation modified)

The moral and consumer equalization in the banquet scene is only a hint 

of what is to come in Mo Yan’s allegorical representation of China today. 

The general exchange and reversal of the roles—legal, moral, and of value 

and power—also finds its prelude in the way the special investigator is es-

corted into the underground banquet room, which makes him uneasy, as if 

he, not they, is the suspect, if not the criminal. Totally defeated by alcohol, 

the special investigator finds himself at the mercy of his dubious local hosts, 

the Party secretary and the director, who prop him on either side, “thump-

ing him on the back as they fed encouraging remarks into his waiting ears, 

like country doctors trying to save a drowned child or teachers trying to 

educate a wayward youth” (50/46).

While drinking and sleeping with the enemy do in a way lead him to the 

heart of darkness, represented by the triad of Diamond Jin the party leader/

ringleader (and the uncrowned king of drinking), the legendary dish of 

grilled baby boy, and Yichi Tavern on Donkey Avenue, his arrival invari-

ably resembles that of a loser, a victim, a deserter, a captive, if not a de 

facto complicit and defector. That is to say, his painstaking push toward 

the center of the crime scene seems to have the sole purpose of declaring 

victory for the criminal world and presenting a case for why it must be so. 

In the end, in his imaginary pursuit of criminals, who all party together 

on a boat, “our long-suffering special investigator” falls into an open-air 

privy “filled with a soupy, fermenting goop of food and drink regurgitated 

by Liquorland residents, plus the drink and food excreted from the other 

end, atop which floated such imaginably filthy refuse as bloated, used 

condoms . . . a fertile ground for all sorts of disease-carrying bacteria 
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and microorganisms, a paradise for flies, heaven on earth for maggots” 

(338–39/330). Before the “irresistible gravity [draws] him under” and the 

“pitiless muck seal[s] his mouth,” he shouts his last words: “I protest, I 

pro-” (338/330).

While the dissolution of the Subject in the properly fictional is narrated 

in terms of the special investigator’s demise, whose allegorical significance 

is transparently embedded in storytelling, the theme or argument is shown

in the fictional nonfiction as well as the fictitious fiction, in the form of the 

formless verbal and imaginary excesses of Li Yidou, which requires a dif-

ferent kind of hermeneutic approach. In both his letters to Mo Yan and his 

own short stories, Li Yidou demonstrates a tendency to bundle vocabularies, 

idioms, and expressions from vastly different social, political, historical, and 

cultural contexts; wander in and out of them without any qualification or 

discrimination; allude to them and quote them completely out of context; 

and twist and bend them to the purposes of his own observations and ar-

guments. Howard Goldblatt, the able English translator of The Republic of 

Wine, acknowledges that “Mo Yan has filled his novel with puns, a variety 

of stylistic prose, allusions—classical and modern, political and literary, el-

egant and scatological—and many Shanghdong localisms,” but concludes 

that “it would serve little purpose to explicate them here, particularly since a 

non-Chinese reader could not conceivably ‘get’ them all” (v). For the critical 

audience, however, such explication might be necessary and plausible, if 

one can gain an appreciation of the interconnection between the linguistic 

level and the semantic level; between verbal constructions and social experi-

ences; between discursive sedimentations and the multiplicity of historical 

memories—all of which correspond to the interconnection between the al-

legory of the breaking of the Subject and the breakdown of its sociomoral as 

well as cultural-intellectual form.

An example of Li Yidou’s use of language can be found in his early letter to 

Mo Yan expressing his resolve to become a writer: “Your comment was like 

a clarion, a solemn wake-up call for our fighting spirit. I want to be just like 

you were then: sleeping on brushwood and eating gall; sparks leaping from 

your eyes; tying your head to the roof beam and stabbing your hip with an 

awl; using your pen as a weapon; preferring death over retreat; either suc-

cess for the present or honor in eternity” (58/54–55; translation modified). 

At first glance, this seems sheer nonsense, and to this extent the English 

translator is right in deciding that it would make little sense to the non-

Chinese reader. What is registered in this sequence, however, is something 

readily recognizable and identifiable as verbal usages rooted in particular and 
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distinctly different historical periods. “Clarion,” “wake-up call,” and “fighting 

spirit” are all stock quasi-military language or imagery of Cultural Revolu-

tionary–era editorials and propaganda materials. It is followed, however, by 

a five-character couplet and a slew of three-character phrases, a pastiche of 

the classical form of five-character verse and the Three-Character Classic, a 

popular children’s primer in imperial China. “Sleeping on brushwood and 

eating gall” stems from the ancient proverb woxin changdan, which refers to 

the Warring States–period story about Gou Jian’s (the King of Yue’s) daily re-

minder of his own humiliation as a prisoner of Fu Chai (the King of Wu) and 

his determination to take revenge. This allusion to the classical texts, however 

vulgarized, is followed by a surprising, completely flat, mundane line, albeit 

in five characters, which is a more than ordinary way of describing stars pop-

ping up in front of one’s eyes after some head concussion. The “tying your 

head to the roof beam and stabbing your hip with an awl” is lifted from 

the Three-Character Classic, which describes the drastic measures by which a 

would-be scholar keeps himself from dosing off while preparing for the civil 

service examination. This popular form of “classicism” is followed by a sud-

den leap into a revolutionary call to arms, perhaps a corrupted form of Mao’s 

praise of Lu Xun’s unrelenting, uncompromising writings as “daggers and 

javelins aimed at the enemy.” This, again, abruptly turns into something mil-

itary about holding one’s position till death, with the truly comic twist in the 

last couplet of a three-character phrase (buchenggong, bianchengren), which is 

known to be Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek’s expectation from or decree to 

his generals in case they face a choice between death and surrender, a phrase 

popularized by all those early prc  war movies depicting the corrupt Nation-

alist military defeated by the Communist troops in the battlefield.

There are many other examples, as this is the way Li Yidou writes, not 

only in his letters to Mo Yan, but also in his short stories. The straying, 

deviating, flattening, and collapsing of language as a social convention, its 

decentralization, dehistoricalization, excessive-obsessive prolongation, and 

its ultimate free-floating dispersal in the timeless space of the now in nar-

ratives 2 and 3 are in themselves and by themselves a potent allegorical 

supplement to the representation of the destruction of the self in narrative 1. 

The subjectless plethora of wanton energy seems to be the invisible force ap-

propriating and manipulating these linguistic residues and wastes from all 

past eras, ancient and modern, and across the political spectrum. Embodied 

by Li Yidou, the wannabe writer of China today, it registers the breaking of 

form, subject, and tradition during the upheaval of the 1990s commodity 

economy. But as Mo Yan’s invention, however, Li Yidou seems also, in his 
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cheerful, mindless way, to make possible a melancholy contemplation on 

the swamp of forgetting which, dialectically and allegorically speaking, is 

also a channel house of memory.

Homelessness and Nostalgia

Paradoxically, for the special investigator, the seal of fate is not death drive 

but rather attraction and love, to be precise, a peculiar longing for love and 

belonging framed and defined by his adventure in the Liquorland. If it seems 

strange that the sight of the well-illuminated city of Liquorville at a distance 

makes him sentimental, it is because the secret longing for a home is mixed 

with a fatalistic intuition or presentiment that this is going to cost him his 

life. It is only fitting that the special investigator enters the city accompanied 

by a femme fatale, a dubious woman from a dubious place, whose being 

available as an object of desire gives an otherwise purposeless drifting and 

roaming a purpose, even though it works against the mission and the goal of 

the investigation. This supplement to the lack of purpose in the sociomoral 

sense by means of a purpose in an existential, libidinal sense highlights the 

alienation of the individual from the collective in a didactic sense extrinsic 

to the narrative, and in a hermeneutic sense that is intrinsic to the texture of 

the narrative. The latter is made explicit by the special investigator’s mood 

oscillating back and forth between the gloomy and brooding, on the one 

hand, and the utopian and optimistic, on the other. The sense of loss and 

aimlessness is registered in the following:

The dog ran off, leaving Ding Gou’er standing there in disappointment. If I 

thought things out objectively, he was thinking, I’d have to say I’m a pretty 

sorry case. Where did I come from? I came from the county seat. What did 

I come to do? Investigate a major case. On a tiny speck of dust somewhere 

in the vast universe, amid a vast sea of people stands an investigator named 

Ding Gou’er; his mind is a welter of confusion, he lacks the desire for self-

improvement, his morale is low, he is disheartened and lonely, and he has 

lost sight of his goal. Bereft of that, with nothing to gain and nothing to lose, 

he headed toward the noisy vehicle at the coal-loading area. (125/118)

What is remarkable is not the sudden absence of worldly motivation and 

sense of direction, but, rather, the vanishing of all social and ethical ties to 

the community to which the special investigator belongs. From the leap 

from the mechanical memory of the “county seat” as a nexus in the social 

organization, which designates Ding Gou’er’s institutional power, prestige, 
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and duty, to the cosmic image of “a tiny speck of dust somewhere in the vast 

universe,” the move completes the transformation from history to natural 

history that corresponds to the general breakdown of any collective concep-

tion of time, history, and value. Such radical nihilism sets the stage for the 

seemingly unexplainable transition from an existential mood of ennui to an 

erotic jouissance from working with or for the lady trucker, a bodily plaisir

whose articulation is as expressive as it is socio- and culture-specific: “It was 

an extraordinary appealing, wholesome, lively night in which exploration 

and discovery went hand in hand, study and work stood shoulder to shoul-

der, love and revolution were united, starlight above and lamplight below 

echoed one another from afar to illuminate dark corners” (134/126).

The familiar binaries of “exploration and discovery,” “study and work,” 

“love and revolution” constitute the ironic justification of the libidinal by 

the moral codifications of the revolutionary and socialist tradition, as well 

as a paradoxical valorization of libidinal value to the pale, nominalistic sig-

nifiers of the empty shell of the official state discourse, which functions 

more like a flashback from a previous life in the strange landscape of the 

“socialist market economy.” Even though the siren songs of temptation are 

correctly perceived by the special investigator as an omen and a star of bad 

luck, he no longer has the energy or resolve to muster the epic will or disci-

pline of an Odysseus who ties himself to the mast. Instead, the rudderless 

drifting across the treacherous sea of the early years of postsocialist China 

is experienced by the special investigator as a rather shock-riddled but amo-

rous adventure of self-exploration and self-realization through temptation 

and seduction, whose pleasure and gratification are rhythmically disturbed 

by boredom, self-doubt, and melancholy. The lady trucker, instead of em-

bodying a home away from home, is a nihilistic phantom leading to the 

next nihilistic phantom. After embracing the lady trucker with a passion-

ate kiss, the special investigator climbs into the cab with her, like a wolf 

collecting his newest prey. Gazing at the bright lights of Liquorland in the 

distance, however, he is “struck by feelings of loneliness, like a lamb that’s 

strayed from the flock” (173/165).

Through a series of twists and turns, the investigator finally acknowledges 

that things are much worse than he initially thought: “The worst possible 

has happened: He had fallen in love with this demonic woman, and now 

their lives were bound together like a pair of locusts on a string” (240/231; 

translation modified). Once this fateful bond is established and recognized, 

the centrality of this illicit relationship shifts from the collapse of conscious 

into unconscious, the rational into the irrational, to the mind’s eye of this 
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unconscious and the irrational as an allegorically truthful viewpoint of rep-

resentation. Thus, the more bizarre, twisted, incredible, and surreal the 

images appear to be in the fictional dimension, the more objective, lucid, 

credible, and real they become in the socio-allegorical dimension. From this 

moment on, the female truck driver is transformed from a sex trap into 

a tour guide and travel companion through whom and with whom Ding 

Gou’er experiences the Kafkaesque urban labyrinth of Liquorville.

This repressed homesickness seems to be the content of his feeling “sen-

timental,” which can be glimpsed through the image of his son flaring up 

before him as he is driven deeper and deeper into the unfathomable prov-

ince of alienation and self-alienation. On the way to this irreversible exile 

or self-exile, even the most familiar becomes estranged, as embodied by 

those by-now period-specific proper names associated with the socialist or-

ganization of production, technology, state institutions, and the work-unit 

system—such as Liberation truck, Victory Avenue, Hero 800 gold fountain 

pen, and ccp  central committee directive, including a whole, nearly ex-

haustive list of various bureaucratic sections (Technical Section, Production 

Section, Accounting Section, Financial Section, Dossier Room, Reference 

Room, Laboratory, Video Room) of a certain Special Food Cultivation Insti-

tute in the middle of nowhere, which Ding Gou’er bumps into on his way 

into the Liquorland along with the lady trucker (137/129). It must be added 

that if there is a tinge of nostalgia in this enumeration, it is a nostalgia 

barely separated from the familiar and the ongoing, which still repulses and 

even disgusts the senses. A more vivid picture of the mixed, lawless state of 

postsocialist or “preliminary socialist” (shehuizhuyi chujijieduan) mode of 

production can be found in the following description of the road leading to 

Luoshan Coal Mine on the outskirts of Liquorville:

The narrow road twisted and turned like an intestinal tract. Trucks, tractors, 

horse carts, ox carts . . . vehicles of every shape and hue, like a column of 

bizarre beasts, each linked by the tail of the one in front and all jammed up to-

gether. The engines had been turned off in some, others were still idling. Pale 

blue smoke puffed skyward from the tractors’ tin exhaust stacks; the smell 

of unburned gasoline and diesel oil merged with the stink of ox and horse 

and donkey breath to form a foul, free-floating miasma. At times he brushed 

against the vehicles as he shouldered his way past; at other times he had to 

lean against the squat, misshapen roadside trees. Just about all the drivers 

were in their cabs drinking. Isn’t there a law against drinking and driving? 

But these drivers were obviously drinking, so the law must not exist, at least 
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not here. The next time he looked up, he could see two-thirds of the towering 

iron frame of the windlass at the mouth of the coal mine. (6/5)

In fact, this strain of hidden codes—embodied by the specific adminis-

trative units, ranks, and zoning, means of transportation, and social orga-

nization of socialist industrial production—can be found in the very first 

sentence of the novel: “Special Investigator Ding Gou’er of the Higher 

Procuratorate climbed aboard a Liberation truck and set out for the Luoshan 

Coal Mine to undertake a special investigation” (1/1).

These names, in their strange and estranged way, are proper names of 

nostalgia and forgetting at one and the same time. Always popping up in 

the middle of nowhere and completely out of context, these proper names or 

lists of names encircle and mark the isolated, petrified space of the socialist 

past, as ruins in the wilderness of commodity and desire, to be encountered 

unexpectedly by the special investigator in pursuit of his phantom happi-

ness. In this light, the missing link or the mediation between the existential 

“bad mood” and the erotic “good mood” of the special investigator can be 

located very precisely, that is, in the spatial passage through which the fa-

miliar becomes unfamiliar, and the unfamiliar becomes familiar. It is fitting 

that this middle place is the outskirts of the city, where the disappearance 

of the countryside of Mao’s China meets the emergence of the shapeless, 

unpleasant urban development of the Chinese 1990s:

Reluctantly, Ding Gou’er picked up the bucket, parted the yielding roadside 

shrubbery, stepped across the shallow, bone-dry roadside ditch, and found 

himself standing in the middle of a harvested field. It was not one of those 

fields to which he was accustomed, where you can see for miles in every di-

rection, like a vast wilderness. Having made it to the outskirts of the urban 

center, he could see signs of where the city’s arms, or at least its fingers, had 

reached: here a lonely little multistory building, there a smokestack belching 

smoke, dissecting the field in crazy quilt fashion. Ding Gou’er stood there 

feeling unavoidably, if not overwhelmingly, sad. After a reflective moment, he 

looked up into the setting sun and its layers of red clouds on the western hori-

zon, which effectively drove away his melancholy; he turned and strode in the 

direction of the nearest, and strangest-looking, building he saw. (132/124)

The barren, harvested field perturbed by the fingers of the extending city 

now stands as a passage of time connecting the past and the future; it is 

also, literally, a maze in which a lost special investigator experiences a lost 

sense of belonging, a profound sadness which gives rise to an unsuccessful, 
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misplaced search for a home. As proper names they are more like ghosts 

and specters visiting the living from the by-gone era. Instead returning to 

claim their right in the world of being, they blend thoroughly into the ghost-

ly landscape of demons and monsters of Liquorland, utterly undistinguish-

able from what constitutes its natural-historical swamp.

This repressed homesickness cannot be quenched by the special investi-

gator’s getting lost in the labyrinth of Liquorland, not even by the compan-

ionship and guidance of the lady trucker. Most immediately and in a techni-

cal sense, the special investigator’s fall from hero to criminal, his aimless 

and futile flight in Liquorland, is not caused by the traps and pursuits of the 

enemy, but by his own murder of the “demonic woman,” his femme fatale.

Natural History

If alcohol intoxication lubricates the narrative, enabling the special inves-

tigator to stumble into a blurry-eyed discovery of the world of alienation, 

it is also the natural historical constant which equalizes all things in the 

present and anchors them in a borderless, timeless past extending back into 

time immemorial. Quoting from an authoritative scholar in liquor stud-

ies, Li Yidou lists names for various alcoholic drinks in different languages 

(li in ancient Chinese; bojah in ancient Hindu; bosa in an Ethiopian tribal 

language; Cer visia in old Gallic; Pior in old German; eolo in old Scandina-

vian; bere in old Anglo-Saxon; koumiss in a language spoken by an ancient 

Mongol tribe; mazoun in Mesopotamian; melikaton in ancient Greek; aqua

musla by ancient Romans; chouchen by the Celts) and goes on to conclude: 

“The natural appearance of liquor and the emergence of plants with sugar 

content probably occurred at about the same time. So it is safe to say that, 

before there were humans, the earth was already permeated with the aroma 

of liquor” (281/291). This natural-historical framing quickly unfolds beyond 

a mere imagined viewpoint, into the allegorical correlations which form 

the narrative substance of The Republic of Wine. In “Ape Wine,” one of Li 

Yidou’s subfictions, the mutual borrowing, exchange, and appropriation be-

tween man and animal, culture and nature evolve into satirical hilarity:

but even more inspiring is the fact that my father-in-law, Professor Yuan, 

went up to White Ape Mountain alone, his hair matted, his face dirty, an old 

man with a ruddy complexion, making friends with the apes and learning 

from beasts in the wild, absorbing the apes’ wisdom, continuing his ances-

tor’s tradition, and drawing lessons from outsiders’ experience, making the 
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past serve the present, foreign things serve China, and apes serve humans, 

until, at last, success was his and he could take his place as a world leader with 

his city-toppling ape wine. (331/322–23)

If Professor Yuan, the quoted authority, needs to go primitive in order 

to recover the recipe of the legendary “Ape Wine” in Li Yidou’s severe-

demonic-neorealist fiction, then in Liquorland in Mo Yan’s properly fictional, 

the special investigator must be driven by a similar obsession into a natural 

historical setting to retrieve the treasures of allegory. Here the luring mech-

anism beyond rational resistance is, obviously, sex—sex not as an end but as 

a trigger for a semiabstract pursuit and state of anxiety, absent-mindedness, 

void, and aimlessness. From the distance of detachment, loss, boredom, 

and melancholy, the road to Liquorland opens up a strange yet familiar land-

scape: “Powdery black smudges disfigured the leaves and weeds. Beyond 

the ditches lay autumnal dry fields, their withered yellow and gray stalks 

standing ethereally in the shifting winds, looking neither cheery nor sad. . . . 

A mountain of waste rock pierced the sky ahead, releasing clouds of yellow 

smoke” (4/3).

Against this sullen background the city (Liquorville) is experienced. The 

bizarre love affair, which turns the investigator’s mission on its head, brings 

him, at long last, from the “periphery” to the center of consumption, deca-

dence, conspiracy, gore, and mystery in the capital city of Liquorland: “Don-

key Avenue was virtually deserted. Potholes filled with water like frosted 

glass gave off a dull glimmer. Just how long he’d been in Liquorland he 

couldn’t say, but he’d spend all that time on the periphery of the city; the city 

itself was a mystery, one that finally beckoned to him on this later night. For 

the investigator, Donkey Avenue, with its long history, brought to mind the 

sacred conduit between the legs of the lady trucker” (212/204).

Dark and narrow, Donkey Avenue appears to be “a place of horror, a lair 

of criminal activity” (213/205). Given the fact that Donkey Avenue is the 

center of consumption and entertainment in the Liquorland, it is a plain 

observation that the “heart of darkness” is nothing else than the mysteri-

ous power and “soul” of commodity. The “theological clothing” provided by 

commodity fetishism observed by Karl Marx in the early European context 

finds its substitution or allegorical variation in the fantastic, the bizarre, the 

grotesque, and all kinds of precapitalist or postsocialist corruption, indul-

gence, and power relations. The cobblestones on Donkey Avenue therefore 

can be just as mysterious to the special investigator as those in the streets of 

nineteenth-century Paris were to bourgeois observers when the stones were 
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moved around during the construction of barricades. In the latter case, what 

remained unseen, as Walter Benjamin sharply points out, is the hands of 

the proletarian rebels who moved them. In the former case, the mystery is, 

ultimately, endowed by an incipient commodity economy and all the social, 

political, and sexual energy and activities it mobilized, to which the cobble-

stones on Donkey Avenue serve as passive, ancient, and timeless witnesses, 

an allegorical viewpoint, even an aesthetic form by which to comprehend 

the utter formlessness of a historical substance.

After a nasty fall on the slippery cobble street, Ding Gou’er has to lean on 

the lady trucker who now, ironically, looks like a “battlefield nurse.” More-

over, as the female body now finds its socio-allegorical counterpart in the 

city (and vice versa), the adventure into this body-polity unveils, through the 

sentimental eyes of the special investigator, an unsentimental metaphysical 

picture of the natural-historical being of Liquorland cast in the illuminating 

shadow of defeat, decay, and melancholy:

Arm-in-arm they strolled out onto Donkey Avenue under a dark sky; the in-

vestigator’s gut feeling told him that the sun had already settled behind the 

mountains—no, it was just then sinking behind them. Drawing upon his 

imagination, he pictured the fabulous scene: the sun, an enormous red wheel, 

forced earthward, radiates thousands of brilliant spokes to dress the rooftops, 

the trees, the faces of pedestrians, and the cobblestones of Donkey Avenue in 

the tragically valiant colors of a fallen hero. The despot of the Kingdom of Chu, 

Xiang Yu, stands on the bank of the Wu River, holds his spear in one hand and 

the reins of his mighty steed in the other as he gazes blankly at the angry wa-

ters rushing by. But at this moment there was no sun above Donkey Avenue. 

Immersed in the enveloping mist, the investigator was mentally engulfed by 

melancholy and sentimentalism. Suddenly he was struck by the absurdity of 

his trip to Liquorland—absolutely ridiculous, a ludicrous farce. Floating in the 

filthy water of a ditch running alongside Donkey Avenue were a rotten head 

of cabbage, half a clove of garlic, and a hairless donkey tail, silently clumped 

together and giving off muted rays of green, brown, and blue-gray under the 

dim streetlights. The investigator mused agonizingly that these three lifeless 

objects should be taken together as emblems on the flag of a kingdom in decay; 

even better, they could be carved on his own tombstone. (210–11/202–3)

The sun is setting on Liquorland as the investigator contemplates the 

strange place, which is in turn reduced by his vision to a sheer natural, that 

is, dehistoricized landscape: external, timeless, and yet enveloping him in an 

enormous, meticulously planned conspiracy, so much so that it almost feels 
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like home in transcendental homelessness or, more concretely, a tomb in the 

graveyard. The stock image of the King of Chu bidding farewell to his concu-

bine, Yu, leaps into the investigator’s mind’s eye, a hint of the impossibility 

of return to homeland and, with that, death in a strange, accidental place.

Yet the most astonishing images in this land of ruins are not even the 

emblems of decay and death, they are the silent herd of donkeys passing 

down Donkey Avenue on their way to being slaughtered at the numerous 

restaurants specializing in donkey dishes:

The donkeys were huddled closely together. A rough count revealed twenty-

four or twenty-five of the animals, every one of them glossy black, down to 

the last hair. Drenched by the rain, their bodies glistened. Well fed, with 

handsome faces, they looked to be quite young. Either to combat the cold or 

because they detected something frightful in the air of Donkey Avenue, they 

huddled as closely together as possible. . . . They pressed forward, squeez-

ing in and being squeezed out, their hoofs clip-clopping and sliding on the 

cobblestone road, raising a sound of the masses clapping. The herd was like a 

mountain in motion as it passed in front of [Ding Gou’er]. (213/205; transla-

tion modified)

It is hard to determine the full or exact content of the symbolic association, 

resemblance, and thus empathic identification between the special inves-

tigator and the herd of donkeys traveling silently to their slaughter, but a 

partial list would not be difficult. First of all, through his adventure, Ding 

Gou’er demonstrates an intense, if unreflected, interest in the animals, ob-

sessed not so much with their animality as with their nonhuman perspective 

and mysterious depth. When a dog runs away from him, he feels like “ask-

ing it why” (8/7; translation modified). It may not be far-fetched to assume 

that this fascination with the animal is born out of a narrative search—not 

necessarily Mo Yan’s, but out of the formal necessity of his fiction—for an 

“objective,” that is to say, allegorical, framework by which the utter chaos of 

the social world can be organized through a drifting, subhuman viewpoint 

in order to make sense but only in terms of natural history, in terms of alien-

ated experiences.

Second, beyond the formal concern with narrative and representation, the 

man-animal association seems to confirm the hero’s scattered experiences, 

often reduced to the sheer abstract, that is, bodily and neurobiological level 

(pain, fear, anxiety, euphoria, intoxication, depression, etc.), in which the 

only consistent and reflective element is an ominous presentiment about 

his own being hunted and ultimate downfall. Third and strikingly, one may 

Downloaded from https://read.dukeupress.edu/books/chapter-pdf/221224/9780822388937-007.pdf
by NEW YORK UNIVERSITY user
on 13 October 2018



258

Six

find it hard not to read the herd of donkeys on their way to the slaughter-

house transparently as a metaphor for the masses silently going through the 

chute of a new, social-Darwinian arena of division of labor, competition, ex-

ploitation, and victimization. This moral-allegorical critique, though thinly 

disguised, functions at the same level of explicitness as the allusion to Lu 

Xun’s Diary of a Madman (in one of the short stories composed by Mo Yan’s 

literary fan, Li Yidou, the “doctor of liquor studies” from Liquorland) and its 

central theme of cannibalism and paranoia. If the special investigator’s last 

utterance (“I protest. I pro-”) can be read as a comic repetition and pastiche 

of the tragic battle cry, “Save the Children!” in Lu Xun’s masterpiece, then 

the symbolic equalization and identification are pointedly and ingeniously 

differentiated with a sensitivity to changed historical circumstances. That 

the hoofs clip-clopping and sliding on the cobblestone road raise a sound 

of “the masses clapping” is an unmistakable reference to the socialist po-

litical culture and social condition which by now serve as the point of de-

parture for the new capitalist development. Once again, we see the overlap 

and juxtaposition of socialist-era sensibilities and formal memories with the 

shock of the new, with the former functioning now as a shelter and a screen 

of protection, now as a representational tool and channel house of stock 

images. It is the reconfiguration of those stock images as scattered, free-

floating linguistic, visual, or symbolic residues which objectively gives shape 

to an otherwise unrepresentable reality of postsocialist China.

Allegorical Exchange and Moral Critique

The allegorical tension in Mo Yan’s juxtaposition of man and animal does 

not stop at implicit or explicit moral, political intuitions and accusations. 

For at a higher level of ironic intensity, the natural-historical allegorization 

of man by means of his becoming animal and the social allegorization of 

animal by means of its becoming human seem to be deliberately blended 

with one another: they are one and the same thing. They are both produced, 

traded, mutilated, slaughtered, and eaten up by a ruthless and completely 

amoral force, of which the underworld of consumers and criminals in Li-

quorland is but one comic embodiment. Therefore, the moral as well as 

formal-aesthetic certainty of Mo Yan’s narrative can be found most readily 

not in the properly fictional of narrative 1 by the modernist Mo Yan, but in 

the fictitious fictional of narrative 3, that is, in Li Yidou’s “demonic realism” 

which, in its shamelessly bad writing, offers an “objective,” transhistorical, 

wanton, mindlessly playful and yet allegorically exact list or index of the
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sociohistorical content of the natural-historical swamp. In “Donkey Ave-

nue,” nature and history are thoroughly blended in a chronicle of slaughter 

and consumption, a memory preserved in the very form of forgetting that 

is the timeless and yet astonishingly time-specific celebration of the scope 

and intensity of social production and consumption that is particular to the 

Chinese 1990s and the beginning of the twenty-first century.

Donkey Avenue is Liquorland’s great shame as well as its great glory. You 

might as well not come to Liquorland if you never stroll down Donkey Av-

enue. This street boasts the shops of twenty donkey butchers. Ever since the 

Ming Dynasty, owners of these shops have butchered their way through the 

entirety of the Manchu dynasty, plus all the years of the Chinese Republic. 

When the Communists came to power, donkeys were labeled a means of 

production, and slaughtering them became a crime. Donkey Avenue fell on 

hard times. But in recent years, the policy of “revitalize internally, open to the 

outside” has sparked a rise in the people’s standard of living and an increase 

in meat consumption to improve the quality of the race. Donkey Avenue has 

sprung back to life. . . . When you stand on Donkey Avenue, you see delicacies 

that cover Liquorland like clouds, more than the eyes can take in: Donkeys are 

slaughtered on Donkey Avenue, deer are butchered on Deer Avenue, oxen are 

dispatched on Oxen Street, sheep are killed on Sheep Alley, hogs meet their 

end in pig abattoirs, horses are felled in Horse Lane, dogs and cats are put 

to the knife in dog and cat markets . . . in mind-boggling numbers, so many 

the heart is disturbed, the mind thrown into turmoil, the lips chapped, the 

tongue parched. In a word, anything that can be eaten in this world of ours—

mountain delicacies and dainties from the sea, birds and beasts and fish and 

insects—you will find right here in Liquorland. Things available elsewhere 

are available here; things unavailable elsewhere are also available here. And 

not only available, but what is central, what is most significant, what is truly 

magnificent is that all these things are special, stylistic, historical, traditional, 

ideological, cultural, and moral. While that may sound boastful, in fact, it’s 

anything but. In the nationwide craze over getting rich, our Liquorland lead-

ers had a unique vision, a pioneering inspiration, a singular plan to put us on 

the road to wealth. (146/138–39)

What this long, wordy passage makes clear is, among many other things, 

the fact that in the making of The Republic of Wine, there is no Mo Yan 

without Li Yidou, even though the former has to invent the latter. Once he 

comes into being, Li Yidou instantaneously gains his own life and seizes 

on reality in a way Mo Yan himself, while being properly or only Mo Yan, 
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cannot achieve. Li Yidou is not a mere extension of the author, a narra-

tive proxy in the technical sense, because what he has to offer is not only 

a perspective, not even in the fullest allegorical sense. Rather, he is an ob-

jectified consciousness, a being-in-itself, a ghostly, selfless subject after the 

breaking of subject in terms of position, experience, cunning, and politics 

all at once, which, as an organic voice from the womb of nature that is the 

Liquorland, stands as a crystallization of a corrupted, distorted, opposite, 

or negative form of epic wisdom necessary for a critical comprehension of 

China not only in its own terms, but in terms of the larger natural histori-

cal context (of which the force field of global capital is a key component). 

Such corruption, distortion, opposition, and negativity as a mode of experi-

ence and perception are hinted and illustrated, repeatedly and strategically, 

throughout The Republic of Wine. Thus in the moment following the special 

investigator’s nasty fall on the slippery cobbles of Donkey Avenue, he suf-

fers a possible concussion, during which time everything he sees looks like 

“a photographic negative,” and the lady trucker’s hair, eyes, and lips are all 

“pale as quicksilver” (214/206).

Unlike Li Yidou, the invented interlocutor, who simply is, Mo Yan’s hero, 

the special investigator, has to argue and strive to know who he is and what 

he is becoming. To become, for Ding Gou’er, means to become his own op-

posite, a process he both accepts and resists, but in the end with the frightful 

and self-pitying realization that he is turning into something alien while 

pursuing the irresistible which is against his own interest and his own be-

ing, like “a moth drawn to the light” (243/233). The light in this case is 

“sinister” (242/233), a combination of the neon advertising and the well-lit 

interior of the Yichi Tavern; the city of Liquorville glowing in the dark; and 

the lady trucker brightened by the flame of the special investigator’s lust. 

In the face of this light, the special investigator feels that he is turned into 

“a pile of urban garbage” (242/233). Through dramatic and shocking alle-

gorical empathy and metamorphosis, the special investigator perceives the 

street of Liquorville from the perspective of the thing:

The forces of agony pried open his mouth; he felt like howling, but as soon as 

the first howl broke from his throat, it rolled and rumbled atop the stones in 

the roadway like a wooden-wheeled water wagon. Prompted by the rumbling 

sound, his body began to roll around on the ground uncontrollably, first chas-

ing the wooden wheels, then rolling out of the way so they wouldn’t crush 

him, then being transformed into a wooden wheel and fastening itself to 

other wooden wheels; as he rumbled along with those other wooden wheels, 
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he could see the street, the wall, trees, people, building . . . all turning around 

and round, over and over, in an endless revolution, from zero degrees to 360 

degrees. (241–42/232–33)

It seems that only from this alienated perspective, in the special-investigator-

turned-wooden-wheels’ rolling, rumbling, and turning against the hard, wet 

stones of the street, in this endless, dizzying revolution, can a panoramic 

view or some visual coherence of the urban landscape become possible. A 

key word revealed in this passage is “uncontrollably” or buyouzizhu, liter-

ally, “not governed by oneself.” As if to make the intertextual cross-reference 

between the three narratives even tighter, Mo Yan uses the word buyouzizhu 

repeatedly in the last scene of Mo Yan’s own arrival in the Liquorland. At 

the welcoming banquet, he “uncontrollably slides under the table” trying to 

greet the female party leader; “uncontrollably opens up his mouth” for more 

hard liquor offered by her; and, within close range to her “angelic face” and 

immersed in her body scent, uncontrollably (zhibuzhu) sheds some happy, 

grateful tears (365–66).3 It is through the uncontrollable, which signifies the 

overdetermination of the natural-historical, that allegory exercises its power 

and supremacy throughout The Republic of Wine at all levels.

Such allegorical ambiguity, metamorphosis, equalization, or identification 

supplies a kind of narrative motivation driving toward an allegorical synthe-

sis of all the symbolic fragments, wastes, and body-parts floating around in 

Liquorland, a synthesis whose critical rage in the moral dimension can be 

fully grasped only through the formal playfulness in the stylistic, aesthetic 

dimension. Thus the blunt, rough-edged old revolutionary’s scornful obser-

vation in narrative 1, which is made in reference to the “demon-obsessed” 

special investigator, must be taken literally, as the collective generational 

judgment of Mao’s China on post-Mao China in a caricature: “We take 

the seeds from tigers and wolves, and all we get are some snotty worms” 

(257/247). The same satirical, allegorical logic, however, allows Li Yidou’s 

mother-in-law, a cutting-edge researcher at the Brewer’s College in nar-

rative 3, to remind her students in a professional manner that the babies 

they are about to slaughter and cook are not human, but “small animals in 

human form that are, based on strict contractual agreement, produced to 

meet the special need of Liquorland’s developing economy and prosperity. 

In essence, they are no different than the platypuses swimming in the tank 

waiting to be slaughtered” (231/222). Dubious resemblance and identity can 

be found in many places in The Republic of Wine: The lady trucker (in narra-

tive 1) and the female sedan driver (in narrative 3) look like twin sisters; so 
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do the two kindergarten teachers who appear in passing in chapter 1. The 

Party secretary and the director of Luoshan Coal Mine can never by distin-

guished by the special investigator, so much so that Mo Yan has to resort 

to “the Party secretary or the director” each time he mentions either one of 

them in narrative 1. The description of the two dwarf waitresses at the front 

door of Yichi Tavern goes like this: “Standing beside the flower-bedecked 

front door were two serving girls less than three feet tall. They wore identi-

cal red uniforms, sported the same beehive hair style, had nearly identical 

faces, and wore the same smile. To the investigator, extreme similarity only 

betrays artificiality; they looked like mannequins made of plastic or plas-

ter. The flowers between them were so lovely they, too, seemed artificial, 

their perfection lifeless” (214–15/207; translation modified). The “extreme 

similarity” not only suggests a kind of interchangeability and lack of quality, 

substance, and identity; by the perception of the artificial, it also exposes the 

manufactured nature of the individual akin to that of lifeless commodities. 

These pairs of semblance and similarity contribute to a perception of hallu-

cination based on the experience of simulacrum, uniformity, and fakeness 

in a more general sense. Gazing at the young lady working on the boat, the 

investigator feels that her labors are somehow artificial, as if “she were act-

ing on stage, not performing her task on the boat.” “Her boat glided past, 

followed by another, and another and another and another. All the passen-

gers were love-struck young men and women, and all the women on the 

sterns performed their tasks with the same artificial air. The investigator 

felt sure that the passengers and the women sculling them along must have 

undergone some sort of rigorous training in a technical school” (336/328). 

This perception forms the backdrop of his experience of the city, in which he 

senses a “a fake, ahistorical atmosphere,” with “pedestrians glid[ing] along 

like ghosts” and the observer himself “feel[ing] as light as a feather,” as if 

“his feet didn’t touch the ground” (337/328; translation modified).

The artificial, standard, plastic, and ghostly feel of the facade of Liquorville 

is only matched by a singular organization and productivity behind the scene, 

in this case, in the kitchen of Yichi Tavern. The legendary delicacy made of 

donkey vagina and penis and the equally legendary dish featuring something 

that resembles a baby-boy do belong to the same allegorical realm, but not 

because in both cases one sees the boundary between man and animal, civili-

zation and savagism, legitimate world and illegitimate world are blurred and 

ultimately erased. Rather, it is because they both, as a product of a process, 

point to a busy, vigorous, and elaborate world of social organization of labor. 

Running for his life from the crime scene, the special investigator finally 
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stumbles into the inner space of Yichi Tavern and gives the reader a rare and 

hasty glance at the kitchen as opposed to the banquet room, the equivalent of 

a workshop as opposed to the front store, with his peripheral vision:

Finally reaching the end of the corridor, he turned the corner and pushed 

open a greasy door, where he was greeted by a potpourri of smells—sweet, 

sour, bitter, spicy—and a cloud of hot steam that swallowed him up. A bunch 

of little men were rushing around in the steamy room, coming in and out of 

view as they bustled about like a covey of little sprites. Some, he saw, were 

carving, others were plucking hairs and feathers, yet others were washing 

dishes, and others still were mixing ingredients. Chaotic at first appearance, 

there was a distinct sense of order there. (238–39/229)

This distinct sense of order, to be sure, stems from a chaotic mode of pro-

duction in China today, which mixes the cutting-edge technology, organi-

zation, and management and advertising skills of a developed consumer 

society with local features of the astonishingly “primitive” and “exotic” raw 

materials such as the frozen donkey genitalia lying on the floor, to be turned 

into Dragon and Phoenix Lucky Together at the all-donkey banquet. It is 

this order, which is captured by Mo Yan’s allegorical logic of narrative, that 

absorbs the hard actuality underneath this order into its irreverent, carni-

valesque, playful equilibrium of disorderly, heterogeneous, and explosive 

images, anecdotes, and stories.

“Nothing but beauty”

“Don’t accuse me of being magical, what I am doing is actually realism” 

(Bushi wo mohuan, ershi wo xieshi, 325/315; translation modified), pro-

claimed Li Yidou in his last short story sent to Mo Yan, “Liquorville,” before 

he describes the Boeing jets doing loop-the-loops “in spry yet intoxicated 

innocence” over Liquorville with the fragrance of liquor hitting the high 

heaven. And it is indeed with attention to and fascination with graphic de-

tails that he depicts the minute processes by which cross-gendered donkey 

genitalia are, step by step, turned into Dragon and Phoenix Happy Together. 

Li Yidou, moreover, has a general theory and methodological reflections on 

what literature is or, to be exact, an understanding of literature in terms of 

preparing the culinary delicacies of the Donkey Avenue:

What we are pursuing is beauty, nothing but beauty. It is not true beauty if 

we didn’t create it. Creating beauty with beauty is not true beauty either; real 
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beauty is achieved by transforming the ugly into the beautiful. . . . Sir, sud-

denly I sense how similar the process of producing Donkey Avenue’s most 

famous culinary dish is to the creative process in literature and the arts. Both 

originate from life yet transcend life. Both transform nature to benefit the 

human world. Both elevate the vulgar and obscene to the level of nobility, 

convert sensual desire into art, convert grain into alcohol, and turn grief into 

power. (168/160–61)

In the world of allegorical ambiguity, ambivalence, and irony established 

in The Republic of Wine, “transcending the ugly into the beautiful” easily gets 

mixed with other signs, meanings, and gestures. If one sees the ongoing 

modernization or capitalization of China as the transformation in question, 

then the beautiful or the aesthetic can be regarded as but one of the meta-

physical forms or appearances by which the concept of time becomes pal-

pable. And in this regard, there is indeed no difference between the process 

of producing Donkey Avenue’s most famous dish and the creative process 

of literature and arts, or that of advertising and other forms of the culture in-

dustry, or that of the production of ideology, be it state sanctioned or market 

driven, or both. But the eerie, surreal, fantastic and yet “severely realistic” 

scenes presented by Li Yidou’s demonic realism, along with its parallel in or 

confirmation by Mo Yan’s properly fictional world, makes one wonder if the 

reverse is more true: As the Liquorland strives for its aesthetic form, what 

is originated from everyday life seems transcended by life in its alienated 

forms; the human, historical world overcome by nature or natural history; 

the noble is elevated—concretized and allegorized—into the vulgar and ob-

scene; art is converted to sensuous desire or uncontrollable intoxication; 

and power, in both individual and collective senses, is turned into grief—the 

mournful fixation and the melancholic void, which constituted the allegori-

cal truth-content of the fictional and metafictional carnival in The Repub-

lic of Wine. If the beautiful in the sense of appearance and form (Schein)

provides an as yet preconceptual grasp of historical movement, then the 

critical observation and the penetrating allegorical perspective in the fol-

lowing passage below, more so than an obsession with the purely aesthetic, 

seem to capture not only the sensuous form but the ruthless law of our 

natural-historical age: “None has a firm place in the world, firm, inalienable 

outlines. There is not one that is not either rising or falling, none that is not 

trading qualities with its enemy or neighbor, none that has not completed 

its period of time and yet is unripe, none that is not deeply exhausted and 

yet is only at the beginning of a long existence. To speak of any order or 
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hierarchy is impossible here.”4 This, of course, is Walter Benjamin remark-

ing on the world of Franz Kafka, compared to which even the world of myth 

that promises us redemption is “infinitely younger” (Illuminations, 121). 

That the paragraph reads as if tailored for Mo Yan’s fictional world of The

Republic of Wine is as accidental as it is thought-provoking. Everything is cer-

tainly exchanging qualities with everything else in Liquorland; everything is 

either rising or falling, either hanging on to its borrowed time or striving to 

break free from its old confines. None is exhausted or ready to settle, which 

hints at the beginning of a long existence whose meaning must be read 

against and redeemed from all the chaos and meaninglessness of the now.
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