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ence the writer’s own ignorance through her observations. 
The final example of the book, Hannah Dreier’s 2019 article “A Betrayal,” fur-

ther extends Martin’s concept of phronesis. Dreier’s trilogy, “A Betrayal,” published 
in ProPublica and winner of the Pulitzer Prize in feature writing, follows the life 
of Henry, a seventeen-year-old Salvadoran immigrant on New York’s Long Island. 
Henry was a member of the notorious MS-13 gang who became an FBI informer. 
Dreier and the magazine’s editorial team took responsibility for ensuring that Henry’s 
life was not at risk by speaking publicly about his story. Dreier also met with Henry 
while he was held in custody by the Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) 
and took dozens of his phone calls from prison. Dreier’s stories eventually led to his 
relocation to Europe under a new identity, and to a US government civil rights inves-
tigation and a policy change within ICE.

Dreier’s follow-up article about Henry in ProPublica, in which she reflected on 
the emotional labor and responsibility it involved, generated an outpouring of posi-
tive comments and community action from her readers. This included the admission 
from one that, “For the first time, I feel compassion for an illegal alien” (229). This 
remark appears to demonstrate literary journalism’s potential, through its masterful 
prose, detailed investigation, and compassion, to change readers’ minds. Martin’s 
book explores writers who have excelled at the phronetic function even though this 
virtue may now be endangered. 

Martin acknowledges the challenge of writing longform narratives in a post-
truth world, where “emotion in journalism” seems more vulnerable than ever to ex-
ploitation for political purposes. It is beyond the scope of her book to suggest how 
literary journalist practitioners and scholars might confront, let alone dismantle, the 
“justification machine” that Warzel and Caulfied described in the Atlantic. But per-
haps the mapping of narrative journalism’s virtues and the identification of its shared 
values, forged over centuries within representative democracies, is an excellent place 
to start that conversation. 
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Anyone who has studied literary nonfiction in Chi-
na over the past decade knows Liang Hong’s 中

国在梁庄 (China in One Village), which chronicles 
the complex lives of China’s villagers in the face of 
significant social transformations. During 2008 and 
2009, the author returned to her hometown, fictional-
izing its name as Liang Village, and spent five months 
interviewing villagers and government officials. Her 
immersive reporting provides astonishingly detailed 
accounts of how the villagers faced economic and po-
litical struggles and fading traditions. It was a wake-up 
call for China’s growing neglect of rural areas, as urban 
development has increasingly taken priority. The book 
also sold hundreds of thousands of copies and won 
many of China’s top literary prizes, pioneering a trend 
in contemporary Chinese feixugou (非虚构), or literary nonfiction. It marked a shift 
from event-focused reportage baogaowenxue (报告文学) to a style focused on the 
lives of ordinary people, inspired by Western literary journalism.

More than a decade after the original Chinese publication, Liang’s book prompt-
ed national discussions about the effect of modernization on rural life. It challenged 
the prevailing view that rural cultures should be abandoned to build modern cities, 
prompting many to reconsider the consequences of uprooting the villages. Despite its 
popularity and critical acclaim in China, the English version, China in One Village: 
The Story of One Town and the Changing World, was not published until 2021—over 
eleven years later—highlighting the gap in global awareness of the struggles of rural 
China. The social issues raised in the book, such as rural depopulation and juvenile 
delinquency, remain deeply entrenched, highlighting the continuing relevance of the 
book’s critique even in today’s more economically advanced China. 

Since the early aughts, few Chinese nonfiction works have reached international 
audiences. Only select works of reportage with subversive and political orientation—
like Chen Guidi and Wu Chuntao’s Will the Boat Sink the Water? The Life of China’s 
Peasants (2006)—or works by foreign authors who travelled to China for research, 
such as Leslie T. Chang’s Factory Girls: Voices from the Heart of China (2008) and 
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Peter Hessler’s River Town: Two Years on the Yangtze (2001), have been published 
overseas. In contrast, nonfiction books authored by Chinese writers have remained 
mainly confined to domestic circulation. China in One Village is a good example for 
English readers to understand the reality of a Chinese village through the eyes of a 
local author.

This book traces the author’s journey in her first-person voice, capturing her per-
spective as a returnee to her hometown in Henan Province, a place steeped in China’s 
complex history. The village’s past is intertwined with significant national events, 
from the Great Famine (1958–61), during which Liang’s grandfather died, to the up-
heaval of the Cultural Revolution (1966–76), which caused struggles for her father, 
as he became the target of political persecution due to his militant stance. Her mother 
also died early, affected by the trauma of her husband’s experiences. Subsequently, the 
economic reforms of the 1980s brought change, with the village experimenting with 
state-led grassroots democratic practices in 1987. This historical context shapes the 
complexity of the village, which Liang explores through interweaving personal stories 
with an analysis of broader issues of rural transformation in China. 

The book is structured into eight chapters, each focusing on different aspects of 
village life. The first two chapters lay the foundation by examining Liang Vil-

lage’s historical background, environmental decline, and depopulation crisis. In the 
middle chapters, Liang introduces personal narratives to highlight rural struggles, in-
cluding the plight of left-behind children, elderly isolation, and the challenges faced 
by migrant workers. These include the tragic case of the Wang boy, who raped and 
murdered an older woman, and the story of Chunmei, a rural woman whose sup-
pressed desires and the gossip surrounding her husband led to her tragic suicide. 
Beyond these personal accounts, Liang devotes an entire chapter to exploring the 
political unrest in the village. In this compelling chapter, Liang reveals villagers’ po-
litical experiences while subtly weaving in her own perspective on rural politics. The 
final chapter reflects on the author’s journey and expresses her concerns and hopes 
for the village’s future.

While readers experience the story of Liang Village through Liang’s first-person 
perspective, we also gain direct insight into villagers’ personal experiences through 
their accounts, presented without the author’s paraphrasing. Liang does not pretend 
to have witnessed everything the villagers went through; instead, she relies on their 
spoken recollections, preserving their dialects and natural tones. These narratives cap-
ture rural individuals’ raw emotions and realities, allowing readers to connect with 
them as authentic living beings. Even more compelling is how Liang responds to 
these accounts when she shifts back to her own voice, particularly in her interactions 
with government officials in the chapter “Rural Politics under Attack.” In their first 
meeting, the village party secretary—still visibly drunk after a social event—puts on 
an official-style reception to curry favor with Liang. She does not hold back, remark-
ing that he has “a strong performative streak” (198).

Liang’s deep-rooted family connections in Liang Village granted her exceptional 
access to villagers and government officials. Unlike many nonfiction writers who ap-
proach their subjects as outsiders, Liang grew up in Liang Village, where her family 

and friends still reside. These interviewees have known her since childhood. Indeed, 
this natural familiarity allows Liang to connect deeply with the villagers’ inner lives. 
However, this closeness raises ethical concerns. Liang does not clarify her criteria for 
selecting interview subjects or fully address the advantage her family ties gave her 
in securing interviews. She mentioned in a 2021 interview that she blurred the real 
names of some characters and altered details for ethical reasons, such as fictionalizing 
her hometown’s name. However, she does not explain how she handled other ac-
counts. It also remains unclear whether the interviewees fully understood that their 
personal lives, including the darker aspects, would be exposed publicly. She did not 
directly address this issue. 

But does she remain unbiased? Although Liang mentions in the preface of the 
Chinese version that she tried to avoid letting her belief—that the countryside is suf-
fering and in desperate need of rescue—affect her writing, her negative and helpless 
attitude toward her hometown persists. Her deep-rooted sentiments often lead to 
a tone of lament, as seen in her remark: “[The village] is utterly dead. It cannot be 
saved” (47). Much of the book reveals profound tragedies in Liang Village—deaths, 
crimes, and the villagers’ deep sense of powerlessness. These experiences make the 
author feel that rural life is like a big swamp, leaving her mind heavy and scattered: “I 
want to hurry away” (270). The author’s emotions undoubtedly add a darker under-
tone to the book. However, should we believe that pain and sorrow are the complete 
story of Liang Village? Every reader may form their own opinion after reading.


