范小青《赤脚医生万泉和》
Barefoot Doctor Wan Quanhe, by Fan Xiaoqing
Fan Xiaoqing’s novel tells the story of a barefoot doctor in a rural Chinese village. However, Wan Quanhe is not the hardy, enthusiastic village hero that one might imagine. Rather, Wan Quanhe’s career as the village’s barefoot doctor turns out to be reluctant, haphazard and often quite absurd!
The story starts against the backdrop of the Cultural Revolution and ends with a China experiencing industrialisation and rapid economic growth. Wan Quanhe, a farm worker and also son of the village’s first barefoot doctor, has always dreamt of becoming a carpenter. Nonetheless, the head of the village brigade has other plans in store for him and—equipped with nothing more than an almost-complete primary school education—Wan Quanhe is sent to the nearby commune medical clinic for on-the-job training.  When Wan Quanhe returns to his village just a few months later, his father is paralysed after being denounced and injured at a public pidou (“criticism and struggle”) meeting. Wan Quanhe subsequently replaces his father as village doctor. 
Wan Quanhe’s personal life and career are in fact both largely uneventful. Nonetheless, the semi-comical tale of his life takes the reader through the development and problems faced by rural healthcare provisions since the introduction of barefoot doctors, as well as the complementary roles of Chinese and Western medicine. More importantly, with his position as doctor to an entire community, Wan Quanhe is able to narrate the goings-on of a cross-section of characters and families, thereby offering a glimpse into village life and the socio-political changes that have taken place in rural China over the past several decades. The patchwork of storylines are recounted in an unhurried and often trivial way, reflecting the pace and outlook of village life. The discovery near the end of the book that Wan Quanhe has a low IQ because of childhood disease explains why he narrates many scenes in the apathetic—and slightly bemused—tone of a bystander. His inability to analyse or offer personal opinions on certain situations leaves it for the reader to “read between the lines” and guess what is likely to happen next.  
In contrast to Wan Quanhe’s light-hearted narration, the stories he describes cannot hide the signs of the stresses and strains in rural China. While villagers certainly benefit from the increased economic prosperity around them, they also suffer from growing inequalities, greed and exploitation. Particularly striking is the rural-urban divide, with a number of scenes portraying elderly peasant farmers being subject to severe prejudice, misunderstood or simply ignored by their urban counterparts. 
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