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I have known many poets. Only one was as he should be, or as I should wish him to be. The rest were stupid or dull, shiftless cowards in matters of the mind. Their vanity, their childishness, and their huge and disgusting reluctance to see clearly. Their superstitions, their self-importance, their terrible likeness to everyone else as soon as their work was done, their servile minds. All this has nothing to do with what is called literary talent, which exists in perfect accord with downright stupidity.

Paul Valéry, Cahiers, 1:1931

Mutual disdain among men of letters goes back to ancient times.

Cao Pei (186-226)


INTRODUCTION

The Yan’an “Talks” as Literary Theory

The writings of Mao Zedong have been circulated throughout the world more widely, perhaps, than those of any other single person this century. The “Talks at the Yan’an Conference on Literature and Art” has occupied a prominent position among his many works and has been the subject of intense scrutiny both within and outside China. Yet, despite its undoubted importance to modern Chinese literature and history, the “Talks” has never been thoroughly examined with regard to various elements of literary theory therein contained, i.e., with regard to Mao’s views on such questions as the relationship between writers or works of literature and their audience, or the nature and value of different kinds of literary products. While it can hardly be argued that a cohesive and comprehensive “theory” emerges in the course of Mao’s “Talks,” the purpose of this study is to draw attention to those of Mao’s comments whose significance is primarily literary, as distinguished from political or historical.

In light of modern Western literary analysis, Mao was in fact ahead of many of his critics in the West and his Chinese contemporaries in his discussion of literary issues. Unlike the majority of modern Chinese writers deeply influenced by Western theories of literature and society (including Marxism), Mao remained close to traditional patterns of thought and avoided the often mechanical or narrowly literal interpretations that were the hallmark of Western schools current in China in the early twentieth century. For example, Western-influenced critics and writers unconsciously assumed elite status and addressed an elite or potentially elite audience, implicitly accepting a division between high or elite audiences and low or popular audiences for literature; on the other hand, Mao seemed to take for granted a relative harmony between traditional Chinese elite and popular culture, such as may also have existed in the Western past but which had disappeared in the modern era. Moreover, Mao appears not to have been troubled by typical Marxist difficulties regarding “mind” and “matter”; like Marx himself, he did not feel constrained to establish a consistent material basis for every phenomenon in the nonmaterial superstructure. Finally, unlike most modern Chinese writers, who operated on the basis of a clearly defined (and therefore limited) school, Mao followed traditional practice in his own poetry, for which no explicit theoretical justification was required. As Matthew Arnold noted in a different context, being in touch with the mainstream of national life releases one from the need for continual self-assertion that obsesses the dissident. It may be argued that following traditional literary practice in his poetry left Mao free to form literary judgments on an instinctual and nondogmatic level, whereas the Westernized writers were obliged to rationalize their practice from given, specific theoretical premises. The freedom to draw with ease on his own experience and not restrict himself to any currently available model of Western literary theory or practice could also explain the combination of ontological simplicity in his general thinking on literature and keen insights into specific questions.

Detailed discussions on the “Talks” first appeared in the West in the fifties and sixties, notably in such works as C. T. Hsia’s History of Modern Chinese Fiction (1961), the special edition of China Quarterly on communist Chinese literature (1963),2 especially in the articles by Cyril Birch, Howard F. Boorman, and T. A. Hsia, Douwe Fokkema’s Literary Doctrine in China and Soviet Influence (1965), and Merle Goldman’s Literary Dissent in Communist China (1967). However, these discussions are almost solely concerned with the political significance and effects of Mao’s “Talks.” With some exceptions, they are also mostly concerned with the fate of Westernized writing and writers in China. Insofar as there are comments on the literary significance of the “Talks,” they are largely disparaging, such as Fokkema’s “[the ‘Talks’] deal only superficially with problems of literary form and are concentrated mainly on political and moral questions.”3 From T. A. Hsia comes a grudgingly favorable “one doesn’t have to quarrel so much with Mao’s theory as with the fact of control.”4 One reason for Hsia’s relatively mild attitude is perhaps that he alone of the writers listed above referred to the original version of the “Talks,” in which Mao’s literary theories are spelled out in more detail. I have no wish here to dispute the findings of these writers in regard to the political significance and effects of Mao’s “Talks,” and I endorse without reservation their condemnation of the harsh political control exercised over Chinese writers since the fifties; nevertheless, I take issue with them on the importance of the “Talks” to literature.

Turning now to accounts more sympathetic to Mao’s politics, we still find the same lack of detailed attention to Mao’s literary theory. Jaroslav Průs̆ek’s monumental Die Literatur des Befreiten China (1955) devotes a full chapter to a discussion of the “Talks,” but it is more explicatory than analytical and the perspective is more political than literary. Wang Yao’s Zhongguo xin wenxue shi gao [Draft history of China’s new literature] (rev. ed. 1954) provides a more rounded treatment; Wang elucidates the nature of the relationship between art and politics and echoes Mao in stressing the artistic need for reform of the May Fourth style of written vernacular. However, various discussions published in May 1957 in Chinese Literature and in Chinese literary magazines like Wenyi bao on the fifteenth anniversary of the “Talks,” for example, are couched in very general terms, and post-Cultural Revolution articles, such as those in Wenwu in May 1972 on the thirtieth anniversary of the “Talks” or in Shi kan in May 1976, all choose to focus on contemporary politics rather than pursue the theoretical implications of their text.

In contemporary Western Marxist literary criticism and theory the contributions of Chinese revolutionary literature and literary criticism have largely been ignored, though the works of its two leading figures, Mao Zedong and Lu Xun, and of many others have long been available in Western languages. Some Western Marxists (Christopher Caudwell, Terry Eagleton) seem to assume the existence of only one kind of art as a topic for discussion, that is, the art of the elite culture (or even more narrowly, the art of Western elite culture) with which they themselves identify, and they disregard the cultural life of the little- or noneducated masses as being of no artistic interest. Ernst Fischer, for instance, speaks of a “contemporary problem: the entry of millions of people into cultural life,”5 as if the Russian peasantry or the industrial West dwelt in some dark world where no cultural life could possibly exist. Others, like David Craig and Raymond Williams, broke through this conceptual limitation, and it is significant that these two critics are also exceptional in including modern Chinese literature and literary criticism in their investigations. Lu Xun and Mao, while conscious heirs to the elite classical tradition of their own country, nevertheless appreciated the diversity of currents within the bounds of traditional Chinese culture and drew attention to their artistic validity. Mao’s appreciation of this diversity has, however, often been overlooked by Western critics (Solomon, Rühle) who have in other contexts quoted from the “Talks.”6

In the face of this general inclination to regard the “Talks” as primarily a political document with little literary significance, it may seem foolhardy to insist that the “Talks” does have a specifically literary message worth examining in detail. My defense is twofold: since Mao is himself a literary figure of some importance in twentieth-century China, it seems worthwhile to follow up his published remarks on the nature and source of literature and the means of its evaluation; more importantly, it seems that a deeper understanding of the complex and revolutionary ideas contained in the “Talks” may lead us to the necessary analytical tools for a more fruitful investigation into contemporary Chinese literature.

According to Cyril Birch, the prevailing attitude among participants at the 1962 China Quarterly conference on Chinese Communist literature toward contemporary Chinese literature was “the ‘particle of art’ approach.” The expression “particle of art” was derived from Pasternak: art is in this sense defined as “an idea, a statement about life”; in other words, an ideology. Pasternak also states, “I have never seen art as form but rather as a hidden, secret part of content.”7 In this definition, art approximates ideology, especially implicit ideology, and the “particle of art” is the detail that expresses the kind of ideology about life which Pasternak and the China Quarterly conferees find congenial. Birch notes that conference participants examined their literary texts with a view to exposing the “detail on the margin” that might contain this “particle of art.”8 Thus, with the outstanding exception of Birch’s own article on the persistence of traditional storytelling techniques, the works that emerged from the conference concentrate primarily on the search for anti- or noncommunist attitudes in the texts chosen for examination. While there are signs that this approach is being discarded in the seventies, there still remains the question of what is to replace it. There is, for instance, the possibility that in the more favorable political climate of this decade the old attitude of political disapproval will merely be replaced by the equally unfortunate one of undiscriminating approval. Another possibility was offered by Birch at the conference: “If we study problems of literature at all, we must concentrate on works of art as the essence or basis. After we have done enough close observation of this essence, we may expatiate on the social significance and political connotations of the work.”9 This is a much fairer approach than the “particle of art” method, but is still conspicuously guilty of what Mao has constantly been accused of, namely, the lack of a sense of the interaction between politics and art, or for that matter, between form and content in literary and artistic works. The “essence” of art may turn out to be a conceptual fantasy, a delusion that leads our research into a dead-end of unexamined prejudices about literature and art. Mao’s “Talks” read in the context of modern Western literary criticism provides an alternative to the “essence” or “particle of art” approach by relating both form and content to specific audiences and their requirements.10

From the outset we are faced with the problem of which text to use. Mao spoke in Yan’an on 2 May and 23 May 1942, but despite subsequent conventional reference to the “publication” of his speeches that year, they were not actually published until 19 October 1943 in commemoration of the seventh anniversary of the death of Lu Xun. (The decision to publish at this particular time is likely to have been made for political rather than purely literary reasons.) During the forties and early fifties, the “Talks” was published in over eighty editions, all based on the same text. After the establishment of the People’s Republic of China in 1949, Mao published a new collection of his pre-1950 writings, heavily revised; a further edition of his collected works, with an additional volume and in simplified characters, appeared in the sixties. All versions of the “Talks” published after 1953 are based on the revised text and are identical except for pagination. We can therefore distinguish two main versions: pre-1953 and post-1953.11 Of the pre-1953 text there are no published English translations that are both complete and accurate, and no complete translation is currently in print. The official Peking translation of the post-1953 text, published in 1965, is accurate and reliable, but rather stilted in places.12 For existing translations of the “Talks” and other writings by Mao on literature and art and a brief statement of my own policy as a translator of the pre-1953 text, see Appendix 3 below.

The differences between the two versions of the “Talks”13 may be categorized as formal or substantive, though the dividing line between these two categories is by no means always easy to determine.14 Under the heading of formal changes we may include such things as changes in punctuation or wording that do not alter the basic meaning but involve more vernacular or grammatically correct usages; the elaboration of geographic or political terms no longer meaningful to a post-1949 readership; and the attempt to “polish” the text by eliminating the occasionally coarse language of the original. The substantive changes are harder to summarize. Viewed as simply a statement about the nature of literature and its function in a revolutionary context, the revised version is more rigid in its dialectical materialist analysis and yet broader in its ability to appreciate popular culture. As an instrument of literary policy, the revised text assumes a kind of historical ambiguity very different from the clearcut circumstances of its initial presentation. That is, some of the revisions indicate that a wider audience than the workers, soldiers, and peasants of the original is being sought, obviously in response to the historical and social changes that have taken place; yet, the account of the historical determinants on which his initial analysis is based is not simply updated in response to these same changes. In general, the revised version is neither a rewriting of past history in the light of fresh knowledge nor an attempt to offer a new policy in terms of a new historical context: it is instead an attempt to update a policy without reviewing the concrete historical conditions that gave it its validity. As a model for literary analysis based on historical determinants, therefore, the original text is more important than the revised version. Since the comparison of two different versions of the same text is a useful device for gaining a deeper appreciation of the real intent of the author in either version, a detailed comparison of both versions at specific points of literary or political significance can be very revealing, in regard both to what has remained unchanged and to what has undergone revision. Finally, the historical impact of both versions has been considerable, so that for a proper understanding of the literature of the Yan’an period, when the influence of Mao’s “Talks” was deeper than at any subsequent time up to the Cultural Revolution, we must obviously refer to the pre-1953 versions, while for the literature of the fifties and later we must look to both the later text and to the changes in policy or thinking revealed by the revisions.

As for the possible sources of Mao’s remarks on literature and art, it is clear that much of what he has to say is derived from the literary policies adopted in the Soviet Union and has more to do with Leninism than with Marxism. As several Western scholars have pointed out,15 Mao has also incorporated into the “Talks” many of the theories on revolutionary literature that had been circulating in China since the mid-twenties, his criticisms of the Westernization of Chinese writers in particular having been anticipated by Qu Qiubai. The originality of Mao’s thinking does not seem to me a central issue, and I do not intend to pursue it further; nevertheless, it is apparent that in some respects, such as the relative importance of the audience (seen as an immediate, local, peasant audience), the political importance of literary forms, and the formation of literature in the individual mind, Mao goes beyond Qu and all other left-wing writers with the possible exception of Lu Xun.16 The major reason for the importance of the “Talks,” however, is that it embodies Mao’s ability as a political leader to organize the loose body of current literary doctrines among the left in China, formulate them with sufficient clarity and understanding as to make them a comprehensive literary policy for the present situation, and see to their immediate implementation in Yan’an. In its subsequent enshrinement, in revised form, as a literary policy for the whole country and for all writers, regardless of political affiliation, the political importance of the “Talks” increased enormously, though it may be argued that its literary interest was diminished.

The political and social background against which the Yan’an conference itself was held, being familiar, of course, to the participants, was described in the “Talks” only briefly. As was generally accepted, Mao assigned the beginning of the modern literary movement in China to the “New Culture Movement,” which attempted to overthrow traditional Chinese culture and which found its first political expression in the May Fourth Incident of 1919, when students, heading a short-lived coalition of small businessmen and workers, demonstrated against their country’s inability to resist foreign intervention. This movement combined nationalistic feelings of anger toward Western and Japanese aggression in China with an enthusiastic internationalism that sought Western remedies for Chinese ailments; the rejection of traditional Chinese social and cultural values was also joined with attempts to reassess the tradition and extract its democratic and populist elements. In the twenties and thirties a vast number of new ideas on social justice, national liberation, and individual fulfillment jostled for supremacy in the minds of China’s new young elite, while the economic and social condition of the great majority of the population continued to grow steadily worse. Attempts at reform by the Nationalist (Guomindang) government in the thirties served only to prove the inadequacy of its gradualist, piecemeal, and authoritarian measures. The radicalization of the educated youth over this period was reflected in a turn to the left in literature, and many of the most respected writers openly advocated a Marxist or communist discipline. The harsh suppression of left-wing activities by the government turned writers and students into revolutionary agitators and conspirators, living in constant expectation of betrayal, imprisonment, and martyrdom. The pressure of Japanese aggression in China effected a truce in 1937 between the Nationalists and the Communists, but their uneasy alliance by the early forties barely concealed the mutual hostility of both parties. In Chongqing, the wartime government seat in remote Sichuan Province, the Nationalists ignored social reform and reserved their crack troops for the coming internal struggle. At the same time, hemmed in by both government and Japanese forces in the even more remote north Shaanxi town of Yan’an, the Communist party initiated wide-scale social experiments which both overturned existing social structures and mobilized the peasants for guerrilla warfare against the Japanese. To Yan’an, therefore, came the intellectuals from the cities, to observe and participate in a kind of social change that seemed the only path to a vigorous and independent new China. Some were old hands at revolution (though not especially successful at it), and some were stirred by frustrated patriotism and impatience at government corruption in the Nationalist interior. These people were needed in Yan’an for administrative and educational work, but conflicts soon arose between them and the Long March veterans in the party leadership. Following the particularly acute crisis in manpower, morale, and materiel caused by the Japanese campaigns of 1941 and the tightening of the Nationalist blockade, the party began in 1942 the movement to increase discipline and improve bureaucratic styles of work that became known as the Rectification Campaign. Responding quickly to the invitation to criticize work and lifestyles in Yan’an, the revolutionary writers became articulate critics not so much of themselves as of the party leadership. After two months of their forthright attacks in Yan’an newspapers, a meeting of writers, intellectuals, and leading party cadres was convened. Zhu De, commander-in-chief of the Communist armed forces, opened the conference, and Mao, party chairman and leading theoretician, addressed its first and last sessions.17

The account that follows here seeks primarily to examine the elements of literary theory that arise in the text of the “Talks”; it also touches on the political overtones of the Yan’an conference, the contributions of others both before and during the debates, and some effects of the conference and the “Talks.” It assumes the reader’s familiarity with the text, to which this account is more a commentary than an introduction. Not all of Mao’s thinking on literature and art is explicit in the text, however, and in the discussion that follows I have read between the lines for Mao’s unspoken assumptions as well as to comment on his better-known propositions on the politics of literature and art. His speculations on the nature and origin of literature and art, for instance, seem to rest on an underlying conception of poetry as the paradigm of literature and art generally, a concept common in traditional societies and unsurprising in someone who himself wrote poetry. Many of the arguments raised in the “Talks” become clearer if we see them as referring primarily to poetry and as stemming from Mao’s own practice as a poet. First, Mao describes literature and art (i.e., poetry) as basically the result of a mental process of “polishing” or refinement wherein the greater the degree of polishing the greater the artistic merit of the finished work. From this position, the writer or artist is seen as a craftsman or technician whose talent is improved by training as a social accomplishment, in contrast to the view of the artist as seer or extrasensitive being with unique insight into the workings of the universe or the human mind. It follows, then, that writers and artists have no special claims, per se, on privilege or moral responsibility, such as were made by Yan’an writers like Ai Qing and Wang Shiwei. Another traditionalist attitude shows up in Mao’s lack of enthusiasm for May Fourth literature, a sentiment he probably shared with other educated people of his own generation. Like Marx and Engels, he was more interested in the masterpieces of the past than in the new works of the present. His favorite reading was traditional novels, and he himself wrote in Tang and Sung metres; moreover, his utilitarian approach to literature and art bears a strong resemblance to Confucius’s instructions to his disciples. Mao’s disdain for other writers, of a younger generation and different school of thought, also lies well within the tradition of Chinese men of letters. While the decision to discipline the Yan’an writers was a political one (and not necessarily Mao’s alone), Mao could well have seen himself entitled by virtue of his senior literary status to legislate over the May Fourth writers.—None of the positions I have outlined here is overtly expressed in the “Talks,” and Mao may have held them without having been conscious of doing so. Nevertheless, I believe that such interpretations or speculations help to explain both the text itself and its history.

*  *  *  *  *  *  *

Mao’s introductory speech at the conference and his concluding remarks three weeks later both begin in a typically pragmatic way. The Introduction commences with a statement of purpose, which is the fairly limited goal of defining the relationship between works of literature and revolutionary work in general. He sets forth the specific context of this goal, which is a situation of prolonged civil war, armed revolution, and foreign invasion. In the midst of these struggles, Mao is interested in literature only as an instrument for inspiration and education. The Conclusion opens with an even more specific description of the historical and literary context, which carries the even clearer implication that since the goals for literature depend so much on circumstances that are continually liable to change, the goals themselves can hardly be fixed or absolute. Mao is particularly insistent on the uselessness of textbook definitions of literature and art. Definition-seeking was a favorite May Fourth approach to literary research, especially in the period from 1917 to the early twenties, an approach that sometimes bordered on the ridiculous in its intensity and may have had harmful effects on the new literature (for example, encouraging a tendency toward remoteness from reality). We may note, however, that the pragmatism recommended by Mao implies a theoretical flexibility which was in practice replaced by a fairly rigid and literal-minded dogmatism, a transition over which Mao himself presided and which, on the whole, he did little to discourage. His ambivalence on the question of flexibility is borne out by the highly selective and limited revisions made in the “Talks” in the early fifties, which ignore the fundamental difference in the specific historical context.

The structure of the Introduction is rather loose, with five topics (position, attitude, audience, work, and study) that have no obvious conjunctive relationship. (In the Conclusion, Mao combines the first three topics into one, namely, the problem of determining the audience, and the remaining pair, work and study, disappear as separate topics.) Under the topics of work and study in the Introduction, Mao defines the relationship between literary studies on the one hand, and organizational or other work and the study of Marxism on the other; in each case, literary studies take a second place. To emphasize the point, Mao repeatedly refers to writers and artists as “workers in literature and art” throughout the Introduction and the Conclusion. The section on work also contains Mao’s well-known anecdote about his early attitude as a would-be intellectual toward physical labor and is the central part of the Introduction.

It is difficult for Westerners to appreciate the depth of the distaste for manual labor that the new intelligentsia inherited from the old gentry class. In the West it is not uncommon for writers or intellectuals to have worked with their hands, if not for a living then for a temporary need or as a hobby. (It is unthinkable, by contrast, that any Chinese statesman from Confucius to Chiang Kai-shek could boast that his hobby was bricklaying.) In the twentieth century, it has become almost obligatory for an aspiring writer to serve an apprenticeship as stevedore, farmhand, short-order cook, and taxi driver, but we look in vain for signs of this kind of personal experience in May Fourth literature. Instead we find what has been called the “rickshaw boy mentality,” or overabundance of stories and poems about coolies, servants, and rickshaw pullers, the only members of the working classes with whom writers come into direct contact. Poverty is a frequent element in May Fourth writing, but the possibility of an intellectual seeking factory work or any other kind of manual labor never seems to occur to the student or writer protagonist, or to the author.

The new intellectuals were in fact distant both from the realities of the Chinese present and its past. Their gentry forebears at least maintained a kind of contact with the peasantry impossible for the urban-centered and Westernized intellectuals of the twentieth century: no longer were there shared assumptions on social values and morality, which enabled certain kinds of popular oral literature and performing arts like fiction and opera to be enjoyed by all social classes. As Paul Cohen described a situation that began almost a hundred years before, the acculturated Chinese of the We stern-controlled littoral were to prove ineffective agents of change in the hinterland. Even if writers came from fairly humble backgrounds in the interior, Mao points out that by the time they become writers in the cities, they have already been “estranged” from the masses. Mao’s criticism of May Fourth writers on this point is not only accurate but apposite. By and large, May Fourth writers wanted to reach out to the people, but found themselves unable to do so. In a very poignant phrase, Mao calls them “heroes without a battlefield, remote and uncomprehending.” He does not criticize the goals of May Fourth writing, but rather its failure to achieve a more gritty kind of realism and a vitality based on a knowledge of reality as experienced by China’s masses—not merely on student enthusiasm.

The main body of the “Talks,” the Conclusion, is also divided into five sections. Its most striking feature is the way in which Mao’s attitudes have changed or hardened in the intervening weeks. Instead of being swayed by the arguments of the Yan’an writers present at the conference, Mao has become more certain of the correctness of his own views and the harmfulness of the opposition. He has also come to see, more clearly and precisely than before, the source of the basic problem. Instead of the five topics of the Introduction, with their fine distinctions between position, attitude, and audience, Mao has narrowed his focus to the basic and essential problem: the question of the audience. All else is regarded as dependent upon this; the first problem to be solved is whom we serve and how we can best reach our audience. In taking this stance, Mao came remarkably close to some recent preoccupations of modern Western literary criticism.

In the history of the formation of literary theory in both China and the West, the first stage consisted primarily of an examination of the structure of the literary work itself: rhetorical devices, genre distinctions, rules of prosody, and so on. In the West at least, these studies gradually developed into a search for the basic nature or “essence” of literature and other forms of art, and the attempt to isolate and define the essence of art or the essence of beauty in metaphysical terms ultimately led to the sterility of neoclassical theories. The romantic movement of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries shifted the emphasis somewhat away from the art object to the artist himself. The nature of inspiration became a favorite topic, together with such related themes as the role or function of the artist in society or in the universe at large. Biographical studies of writers and artists became popular as the artist appeared as an independent member of society materially and intellectually. The growth of realism in literature or materialism in social philosophy subsequently led to an emphasis on the influence of the environment on the artist or writer, and conversely, the social function of art or the influence of art on society. When China first came into contact with Western literary theories in the second and third decades of the twentieth century, the elevated position of the artist as a focus of literary interest was seen as compatible with the traditional role of the scholar/writer as social leader. Traces of such unconscious gentry attitudes, in spite of objections raised by Lu Xun and others, can be found in the exalted description of the writer as a “standard-bearer of the revolution,” which was written into the manifesto of the League of Left-wing Writers at its inauguration in 1930.

The growth of interest in Western literary studies regarding the audience for literature and art, sometimes known as reception studies or included in the “sociology of literature,” is a relatively recent phenomenon dating back perhaps only twenty years or so.18 The fragmentation of the reading audience into sectional groups in the nineteenth century, the new awareness of “impact” and “response” that arose from new theories of psychology and physics, and the growth of democratic and left-wing groups seeking wider audiences for serious literature are among the causes for this trend. Studies in the sociology of literature by no means proceed inevitably or exclusively from a Marxist standpoint. As a contemporary Marxist writes, “There has been some excellent work in this field, and it forms one aspect of Marxist criticism as a whole; but taken by itself it is neither particularly Marxist nor particularly critical. It is, indeed, for the most part a suitably tamed, degutted version of Marxist criticism, appropriate for Western consumption.”19 Indeed, little attention is given to the question of audience in the writings of Marx and Engels: both seem to envisage a cultural continuity with the classics of the past and present, as workers of the future achieve leisure and education under a socialist system.20 Marx’s “characteristically intelligent and informed incidental discussions of actual literature are now often cited, defensively, as evidence for the humane flexibility of Marxism, when they ought really to be cited (with no particular devaluation) as evidence of how far he remained, in these matters, within the conventions and categories of his time.”21 When Marx and Engels called for a new literature to serve the interests of a new class, they gave no hint as to its basic nature. Lenin shared Marx’s respect for the European literary heritage and also had some understanding of the need for the proletariat to develop its own literature.22 This need was certainly acknowledged by left-wing May Fourth writers like Qu Qiubai and Guo Moruo,23 but it was Mao who brought the audience to the forefront of the discussion in China, and his analysis of audience needs and the influence of audiences on writers remains one of the most important and innovative sections of the “Talks.”

In his Introduction, Mao still sees the audience as a reflective and passive element, in contrast to the writer, the active element. He appeals to writers to write for the audience in the base areas, trying to encourage their compliance by stressing the greater size of the Yan’an literate audience in comparison to the audience in Chongqing and the potential influence and significance of this audience in Chinese history. He also indicates an audience among the illiterate, but does not stress it at this point. According to the Introduction, writers are obliged to get to know the masses, but their duty is to educate them rather than simply to appeal to them. The only role given to the audience is a passive one: they can reject writers who try to put on airs. Even the term used for “audience” shows its passivity: duixiang or “opposite image,” “object of attention”; alternatively, duixiang is also defined in the text as “whom we give [works of literature and art] to look at.”

The discussion of audience in section one of the Conclusion almost reverses this relationship: the writer loses his primary importance, while the audience gains immensely in relative status. The relationship is now defined as one in which the writer serves the people. Literature and art are described as “being for the masses” (wei dazhong), and there is no longer any distinction made between position, attitude, and audience; there is no longer even the theoretical possibility that writers may be on the side of the masses and yet write for a different audience. “To be for” here includes two concepts: to be in the interests of (the masses) and to take (the masses) as an audience.

Under this new definition of the relationship between the writer and the audience, Mao formulates two new demands on the writer: the writer must now produce works welcomed by the masses, and must also learn from them and be guided by their “budding forms of literature and art.” In the passage concerning these “budding forms,” Mao accuses some writers of adopting a patronizing attitude toward popular forms of literature and art: for the most part, he claims, they hardly bother to notice them at all, and if they do, it is often for the wrong reasons, like searching out the more backward elements of popular art for use as embellishment in their own work. (Mao is here probably referring to the folkloristic studies popular in Peking in the twenties, and writers like Shen Congwen.) The “budding forms” are enumerated as wall newspapers, wall paintings, folk songs, folk tales, and popular speech (the last item omitted in the revised version). The most noticeable omission is village opera, whose praises had been sung by no less a figure than Lu Xun; the forms of village opera around Yan’an were still considered too backward to reform and were identified more with the interests of the local elites than the masses. (In spite of persistent attempts after 1942 to weed out the most reactionary elements in plots and staging, Peking and other regional opera forms continued into the sixties with traditional stories of prime ministers and generals, scholars and ladies, ghosts and demons. The transformation of these characters into worker, peasant, or soldier protagonists had to wait another twenty years for simple antifeudal attitudes to be refined sufficiently to deal with this hitherto intractable mainstream genre of popular culture.)

The important implication of this passage lies not so much in the forms that are mentioned but in the elevation of the masses to equal or at least active participation in the creation of works of literature and art. Their participation has two facets. On the most fundamental level, the masses are seen as spontaneously producing their own forms of literature and art, which professional writers and artists must use as a basis from which to proceed. (We are evidently still in a stage before the masses can produce their own finished products.) Among these forms, Mao includes popular speech, which he sees as more lively and hence more artistically interesting than educated speech. (Although popular speech is omitted from the revised version at this point, other lines are added elsewhere to indicate its important role.) What is most strongly implied here is the validity of popular forms of literature as literature. The masses may be uneducated, but they are not idiots to be written down to; their art forms are primitive, but they still constitute art. Mao therefore recognizes their rightful demand to force writers to take into account their literary expectations, conventions, and beliefs, along with the fact that writers in practice invariably shape their means of expression with a preconception, however vaguely envisaged, of a given audience, however miniscule. Wayne Booth, a modern American critic, in analyzing the use of rhetorical devices similarly came to the conclusion that “the ultimate problem in the rhetoric of fiction [i.e., the way in which the author chooses to narrate the story], is then, that of deciding for whom the author should write.”24 Booth would hardly agree with Mao that the undifferentiated masses had a supreme right to form this audience and exercise exclusive rights over authors, but both Mao and Booth were equally impatient with such formulations as “the author writes for himself.” Booth emphasizes the essential if sometimes unacknowledged or denied wish of the author to communicate, while Mao writes with a satire equal to Lu Xun about those who maintain that their writing has no audience in mind.

The next major topic raised by Mao in section two is the source of art. It arises in the context of a familiar left-wing problem: whether to concentrate on producing the kind of art that would reach the widest possible audience or on an art that raises the cultural level of the audience by presenting artistically advanced material. Mao’s main argument is that both advanced and elementary forms of art come from the same source, the life of the people. The paragraphs dealing with the source of art are not only interesting in themselves, but are among the most heavily and significantly revised passages in the text. A comparison between the two versions elucidates the basic meaning of both.

In the first version, Mao states that “rich deposits of literature and art actually exist in popular life itself,” and goes on to say that “life itself is literature and art in their natural form.” The theory develops as follows: “literature and art in natural form” are lifted onto a “conceptual level” after being “reflected and processed in the mind of the writer.” The nature of the final product, conceptualized literature and art, depends on the quality or nature of the writer’s mind and on the amount of processing given it by the writer; for example, a revolutionary writer will produce revolutionary literature, and the more processing the writer devotes to his art, the more polished and advanced in quality the literary work will be.

In the revised version, there are two significant changes. First, “literature and art in natural form” are reduced to “the raw materials of literature and art,” which are to be found not in “popular life” but in “a specific social life” (a narrower focus requiring a definite social framework). Second, this “raw material” is only “reflected” in the mind of the writer, who then “creates” the finished product. The replacement of “process” by “create” seems to divert attention from technique to originality (creativity). However, the Chinese word chuangzao, which was adopted to translate the English term “create,” does not necessarily carry the same overtones of originality and individuality that the word possesses in English. It is possible that Mao simply wished to use a more fashionable or critically acceptable word than the rather humble “process”; nevertheless, there remains some de-emphasis on the idea of the finished product being improved by lengthy processing. The substitution of “the raw materials” for life itself may indicate that Mao wanted to adopt a more conventional literary vocabulary, but it also suggests a more narrowly materialistic and mechanistic view of literature. As Schram remarks, the concept of life itself as a kind of living art is highly poetic,25 and reminiscent of early German romanticism and expressionism rather than realism.

What remains unaltered in the revised version is more significant than what has been changed. In most left-wing criticism, particularly of the twentieth century, attention is given primarily to the influence of the environment on the writer; specifically, the current modes of production in the society and the social class into which the writer is born and in which he lives. Mao manages to avoid this kind of reductionism by stressing the role of the mind of the individual writer—either reflecting and creating or reflecting and processing, but in both cases decisively influencing the finished product. It may be argued that in Mao’s view, the mind of the writer (consciousness) is in any case determined by the social environment (being), but by discussing the whole issue in terms of “mind” rather than environment, Mao seems automatically to imply and encourage the personal response to life (the raw material of literature), and to allow considerable room for the play of individual imagination and technique.

In general, this passage seems to indicate that Mao’s conception of the source and creation of literature derives less from standard literary theories of East and West than from his own experience as a writer and poet, and that the revisions were probably made on the advice of some more conventionally-minded professional like Zhou Yang. For example, in the pre-1953 versions, Mao uses the expression “proletarian realism,” which had briefly been in use in the Soviet Union but had been superseded since the early thirties by “socialist realism.”26 This suggests that Mao was not particularly well versed in Soviet literary criticism, or at least not up-to-date in its current usages.27

The difference between the earlier and later versions of the “Talks” is particularly striking in the passage in the same paragraph about using literature from the past or from foreign countries as a guide or basis for current literary production. Mao’s initial response is to assign a very minor role to these two possible sources of literary creation in an obvious reaction to the two currents of Westernization and neo-traditionalism in May Fourth writing. In the fifties, however, Mao’s attitude softened considerably on these two points. The literature of “dead people and foreigners” is revised to read the literature of “the ancients and foreigners,” and the initial instruction to “absorb these things in a discriminating way, using them as models from which we may learn what to accept or to reject when we process works of literature and art” becomes an instruction to “take over all the excellent tradition in literature and art, critically assimilating whatever is beneficial and using them as examples when we create works.”

There is little doubt that such a critical attitude toward the overemphasis on existing literary models in May Fourth writing was justified, but the question remains why these remarks were modified so greatly in the fifties. The reasons seem to be political rather than literary. First, the Communist Party was no longer a band of rebels, opposing the ruling classes and the culture that supported them, but the new ruling group and therefore themselves heir to that culture. Moreover, it was now more important than ever to unify the whole nation by appealing to a shared national pride in a shared heritage on the broadest basis possible. In addition, there may have been some influence from the Russian example, where nationalism had been strongly encouraged since World War II, and “rootless cosmopolitanism” had become a favorite term of abuse for the remnant traces of Western or Jewish internationalism.28 However, even more interesting is, again, what has not been changed: that is, that in both versions no distinction is made between foreign models and models from the past, either in potential harmfulness or in excellence. For “foreign,” of course, must include Soviet models, and at this stage there could be no public criticism of the Soviet Union. Nonetheless, the statement stands that foreign influences, just as much as native influences from the past, must be considered important, if only secondary, in the creation of China’s new literature.

To sum up this portion on his argument, Mao asks what, after all, is the difference between literature and life? The original answer is that literature is more organized, more typical, more ideal, and hence, more universal than life. The revised answer kept most of these attributes, but replaced “organized” with “on a higher plane, more intense.” The term “organized,” like “processed,” is a specific, concrete term implying reliance on structure and technique in literary creation. The substitute terms, on the other hand, are vague to the point of being quite meaningless, an echo of an expression used by Lenin. But we may assume that apart from invoking the authority of Lenin (though he does not cite Lenin by name), Mao wanted to de-emphasize again the importance of technique or processing in literature. This becomes even clearer from the revisions to the next paragraph, in which Mao returns to the original problem of deciding between literature that reaches wider audiences and literature that raises standards.

We have already noted the suggestion, especially in the first version, that the greater the amount of processing, the greater the literary merit of the finished product. Mao now makes this point explicit. He distinguishes between two levels of literature: a low level, where the processing has been “limited and crude,” and a high level, where the processing has been “extensive and skillful.” In the revised text, the low level is described simply as an “elementary” level and is characterized as “plain and simple,” while the high level is still “high,” but merely “more polished.” At the same time, the workers, peasants, and soldiers, who were first described as “illiterate, ignorant, and uncultured,” are in the revised version only “illiterate and uncultured”; their struggle is no longer just “bitter,” but “bitter and bloody.” (The latter change seems particularly unhistorical: a reminder to the present rather than a description of the past.)

Having described these two levels of literature as related rather than separate entities, Mao acknowledges in the first version the need among cadres for more polished literature, on a level that the uneducated masses cannot be expected to handle. However, in the revised version he omits the reference to this need, so that the potentially controversial question of what a cadre literature might be like is averted. A little further along, Mao makes a passing remark to the effect that low levels of art are not necessarily linked with low standards of taste; in the revised text, “low levels” are euphemized into “elementary levels” and the remark about taste is omitted altogether, possibly because Mao felt the very implication to be offensive.

There is a general and very widespread tendency among literary critics and scholars in both the East and the West to regard good or bad taste in art as a function of social class or education. The fallacy of this can easily be demonstrated by comparing, for example, the reading habits of a Western literate proletariat with those of the middle class. Without even going into definitions of “taste” or its standards, we find a range of interests in both classes going from the most ordinary kinds of pulp literature to the established classics.29 In the forties, Mao evidently felt the need to make a similar point, although the reason for its later omission is unclear.

The even greater fallacy that popular forms of art are technically more simple than forms of art produced by professional writers or scholars ignores the fact that popular forms of art are typically highly complex and stylized in structure. Either because his own literary appreciation of this point increased during the forties or because he tried to discard his elitist attitude for purely political reasons, Mao modified his views on the relationship between technical processing and popular literature, as shown in the revisions described above. The revisions also seem to indicate that Mao modified his views on the relationship between technical processing and the quality of the finished product in an opposite direction, that is, to reject the view that elaborate technique is a prerequisite for literature of high quality. Unfortunately, there is not a great deal of detail about either point, and our conclusions must remain very tentative.

We may now ask what is the ultimate difference Mao sees between “high” art and “low” art. On one level of interpretation, we might be tempted to conclude that his high art consists of the art of feudalism, while low art is the art of the proletariat, with the art of the bourgeoisie occupying an intermediate position. A more dialectical variant of this model would have the art of the bourgeoisie deposing or engulfing the art of feudalism as the bourgeoisie gains political ascendancy; similarly, the art of the proletariat would rise to the position of high art during the period of the dictatorship of the proletariat. There is, however, no evidence either in the “Talks” or in any other published remarks by Mao for such a schematic argument. It seems more likely from the text that both high and low art can and do appear within the broad category of literature and art for the masses and are not inherently linked with class or class struggle. One distinction that might be drawn, which would seem to complement the development of Mao’s thoughts on this topic, would be that low art makes relatively few demands on an audience by presenting familiar material in familiar ways, whereas high art could present material in relatively unfamiliar ways, introducing new techniques, rare or unusual vocabulary, unexpected imagery, or new modes of thought. A more educated audience could respond to such challenges in a way difficult for those whose experience is limited, but there need be no implication as to the audience’s level of taste (“high” art may well be in bad taste) or intelligence, or to the extent of stylization in the work presented. In addition, the only limiting factor in terms of choice of subject matter or genre would be the level of expectation of the audience. In such an argument Mao’s poems could share a place in literature for the masses, along with the novels of Hao Ran or contemporary quyi (minor musical/theatrical arts) performances: all three share considerable technical skill and a revolutionary ideology, but the language and imagery of Hao Ran’s novels are more innovative than quyi peformances, and Mao’s poems are more innovative than the novels. This approach obviously leaves some questions undecided, but it may prove useful in dealing with various trends in modern Chinese literature.

Returning to the strategical problem of choosing between literature that reaches a wider audience and literature that raises artistic standards, Mao seems to have settled on the role of synthesizer by pointing out the need for both types as well as their practical interdependence. By emphasizing both the common source and common goals of both kinds of literature, he is able to effect not merely a commonsense compromise but a genuine theoretical synthesis. A less attractive side of Mao, that of the authoritarian disciplinarian, also emerges in the final paragraphs of section two: “Once we agree on the fundamental goal . . . all our activities in literature and art should serve this goal. It would be wrong to deviate from this goal, and anything at variance with it must be revised accordingly.” Mao defines the goal in terms of concrete historical conditions, and his concept of the source of literary inspiration and the process of literary creation, especially in the pre-1953 versions of the “Talks,” is well-constructed and expressed, and pertinent to the problems of the contemporary literature. However, his account of this source and process is flatly universalistic and seems to rule out the possibility of other approaches being equally valid for different purposes or periods.

I have quoted above T. A. Hsia’s statement that “one doesn’t have to quarrel so much with Mao’s theory as with the fact of control.” It is this part of section two that tries to justify both the universal applicability of Mao’s literary thinking and the “fact of control.” The control described here relates only to deviations from agreed-upon goals, but even this limited kind of control is potentially harmful. The demand for a single goal for various kinds of activities ignores the value of the differences themselves between things. To give just one example, during times of warfare, national leaders can be expected to appeal for highly patriotic forms of literature, while writers may favor a kind of brutal realism. But to the soldier in the trenches, whose actual needs or wishes are rarely taken into account by either group, sentimental and idyllic literature, or literature concerned with personal, private feelings, may answer his needs more properly. To demand that all literature serve the revolution easily shades off into the demand that all literature be revolutionary, just as rigidity over goals easily extends to rigidity concerning ways to achieve those goals. Some effects of the authoritarianism in this and other parts of the text are described below.

In section three, which concerns the relationship between politics and art in general, Mao states that in the world today, there is no such thing as literature and art independent of politics, and that where classes exist, art follows the political demands of its class. He then further asserts that not only does literature in fact obey politics, but also that it should do so—thus, writers are under a specific obligation to discharge certain responsibilities to the masses and to the revolution. The sentence in which these two contradictory ideas appear is omitted from the post-1953 text, as if Mao himself was dissatisfied with the confusion he had created, but the underlying sentiment is retained. Along with the general theoretical weakness occasioned by Mao’s wavering between objective observation and normative projection, the section also constitutes the furthest deviation from a traditional Marxist attitude toward the relationship between art and society or art and politics.

The scattered remarks on literature and art in the writings of Marx and Engels are generally ignored by Mao, either because he was unaware of them or because he dismissed them as impractical or unsound.30 The fact that Marx and Engels themselves failed to provide a systematic text on problems of literature and art has not prevented others from producing various theoretical constructs under the name of Marxist aesthetics. The basis of most Marxist theories has been the statement in Marx’s preface to his A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy, to the effect that the economic basis of society determines its ideological superstructure, and that “being” therefore determines “consciousness.”31 According to this argument, literature and art, as part of the superstructure, would be determined by the economic base; the relationship between literature and politics, both parts of the superstructure, is not elaborated on. Marx himself substantially qualified the economic determinism of this approach, especially in regard to literature and art, in his draft introduction to A Contribution.32 Since it was not published until many years after and is only in draft form, his qualification has frequently been overlooked. Engels also warned against economic determinism in regard to literature, and in addition denied that the writer was obliged, in the present stage of social development, to take a partisan stand in his or her writing.33

It is Lenin rather than Marx or Engels who is chiefly responsible for the concept of art as a political weapon in class struggle and its further development into the more questionable concept of art as an organizational tool of a political party. Mao twice quotes him to the effect that literature is merely a cog or screw in the revolutionary process. It has been claimed that Mao misquoted Lenin by reading “literature” as “fine literature” rather than the “Party literature, i.e., Party press” of the original context. A close reading of Lenin’s complete text, however, indicates that he was referring to “fine literature” as much as any other kind, but that his talk was directed only at writers within the party and party sympathizers. His own literary tastes were highly cultivated along traditional lines, and he readily conceded that “cog” was a lame comparison for literature. Like Mao, Lenin was writing at a time when the party was an outlaw, a tiny fragment of society seeking to overthrow the state and its whole apparatus of legal and cultural legitimacy: the party’s weapons were body-and-soul exhausting dedication and voluntary acceptance of internal discipline. Unlike Mao, when his party finally seized state power, Lenin made no immediate attempt to impose party discipline in the arts as a matter of state policy, as he was sometimes pressed to do by more radical artistic groups.34

The question of Marxism and the arts became a crucial issue only after the establishment of communist state power, and was one for which little guidance could be found in the Marxist texts themselves. In Russia, however, the issue of art and politics already had a long history of theory and criticism: Lenin had developed a tradition begun by Belinsky, Dobrolyubov, and Chernyshevsky, and Zhdanov took Lenin’s ideas a step further.35 The subordination of literature in the Soviet Union to the service of the state took place under Stalin and Zhdanov with little theoretical justification from classical Marxism. In China there had been a long tradition of active involvement in literature by political figures, from rebels to rulers, and while the actual power of the state to direct the course of literature had been limited, its moral authority or responsibility could be justified by appeal to Confucian tradition. It seems that the position adopted by Mao was more a practical than a theoretically plausible one; it would indeed be very useful to a party or ruling class to be able to bend literature to serve its own needs.

Mao at least avoided the later vulgarizations of Marxist theory by Krushchev, who excused the current “backward” state of Soviet culture by referring to the country’s still low living standards, and predicted a steady rise in quality as the material life of the people improved.36 Mao showed a tendency in sections two and three of the “Talks” to regard literature of the feudal, landlord, and bourgeois classes as qualitatively higher than the literature of workers, peasants, and soldiers, presumably because of the higher living standards enjoyed by the upper classes, but he did not try to rank these literatures in order of merit according to modes of production or material conditions, and that tendency is largely eliminated from the revised text. While Mao stood firm on the issue of political control over literature (whether as a fact of political history or as a matter of party policy), he does not seem to have embraced the economic determinism of some Marxists. Mao tries to make party political direction over writers more acceptable by here defining politics as mass politics and not the maneuvering of small groups or of individual politicians. Nevertheless, he makes it clear that mass politics are only made vocal by a small group, and since this small group now consists of communist, politicians and not old-style careerists, it may be trusted to express the true needs of the masses. He implicitly rules out the possibility for writers to be their own judges of mass political needs.

In the context of the May Fourth movement and the critical political situation in China, and considering the limited audience he was addressing, Mao is to a large degree justified in asserting the writers’ political responsibilities. May Fourth literature may have encouraged students and members of the petty bourgeoisie to support the revolution, though there is not much concrete evidence to substantiate this. On the other hand; this Westernized literature certainly did not reach the great numbers of Chinese people who were most heavily burdened but whose power of resistance was low. It was most urgent that these people be persuaded or educated into rebellion and that their general level of consciousness be raised. The May Fourth writers who had come to Yan’an could well have accepted Mao’s criticism as deserved.

Throughout this section, Mao hardly bothers to establish the point that literature can exert influence in the political sphere or function as a weapon of class struggle since his audience is all agreed on that. It is the crucial question of party direction or control that is at issue. In this period of actual and acute peril, party direction or control might be a necessary discipline. However, this same text, unchanged in this regard even after the 1953 revisions, was used after 1949 as a literary policy for the whole country, a policy at once exclusive, binding, and universal. It seems in order for a political party to require its members to follow a particular line, and it also seems in order for the leadership of a country to urge its citizens to consider the whole people in their work. But at no point is Mao able to justify the total submission of all writers from whatever social class or group to the political demands of one class alone, as interpreted by a small minority claiming to represent that class.

Section four continues the same theme of the relationship between literature and politics, but in what seems to be a way more readily justifiable by reference to actual conditions. The general problem is that of evaluating works of literature and art; which criterion, the literary or the political, does in fact come first in literary evaluation, and what is the relationship between the two criteria? On the first question, Mao is quite definite: although the substance of both criteria differs according to social changes, their relationship is invariable—in every class and in every society, political criteria are always placed ahead of artistic criteria.

To many Chinese and Western readers, the blunt certainty of this statement seems a deliberately offensive attack on their own artistic sensibilities and fair-mindedness, and it would not be difficult for such readers to produce examples to prove Mao wrong. Nevertheless, as a general statement it is a very profound truth that just as a work of literature must be considered in terms of its rhetorical acceptability to its audience, its political acceptability to different audiences must be taken into account. We may be initially attracted to a work of art for its beauty of form or skillfulness of technique, but unless the basic values it represents are consonant with our own, it will not stick with us and become a part of our lives, no matter how skillfully it is presented. In the first place, there is the problem of comprehension, our understanding of the allocation of values within the work itself and the associated symbols; more important is the conflict that emerges in resistance to the author’s demands on our sympathy. The tendency toward moral nihilism in literary criticism has been vigorously opposed by critics ranging from I. A. Richards to Wayne C. Booth; the positions taken by Mao and Booth are again remarkably similar. One excellent example of the priority of political criteria is the response of most Western observers to contemporary Chinese literature: discussions about “revolutionary model operas,” for example, tend to criticize the use of stereotypical, black-and-white characters or stories, which is hardly relevant considering the nature of the genre from which these operas have sprung, Peking opera itself. It may be objected that the stereotyping in “revolutionary model operas” is not an artistic response to the demands of the genre itself, but is a political demand imposed on all literature and art, especially since the Cultural Revolution. This is to a large extent, though not entirely, true: the feature films that appeared in the aftermath of the Cultural Revolution, while avoiding the predominant “middle characters” (people who display both good and bad characteristics) of the fifties, did allow more realistic and varied portrayals than the model operas. The question of stereotypes is not simply a problem of content or form considered in isolation, nor is it identical with politicization in art. Stereotyped characters engaged in an eternal struggle between good and evil are a feature of almost every kind of popular art, from folk ballads and fairy tales to comic books and television series, and even of certain stylized art forms considered “high” in the Western tradition, like ballet and opera. We do not object to stereotyping itself, if the genre assumes it, but to the identifications of good and evil that conflict with our own.

Again, as in section three, Mao has a tendency to stray from description to prescription in statements that the bourgeoisie always rejects writers, whereas the proletariat must reject at least some aspects of bourgeois art. If we accept that the ruling ideology in any age is the ideology of the ruling class, and that the ruled are therefore to some extent forced to accept that ideology, Mao’s formulations are more logical.

A secondary topic in section four is the relationship between form and content. Unfortunately, Mao’s treatment of this relationship is only cursory, and it is not clear when he calls for their unity whether he really means their interdependence or their equivalent importance. In one formulation, he seems to point to the latter, more mechanical kind of “unity,” i.e., “high quality artistic form” plus “correct content.” The problem is compounded by the assumed formulas “form = art” and “content = polities”; elsewhere, however, “art” is also used to refer to the work of art as a whole, or “form + content.” Yet, in other passages, Mao is obviously conscious of the political nature of form or technique, such as the need to use the “budding forms” produced by the masses and the need for the masses to develop new literature along their own lines. Mao has been accused of being ignorant of the true relationship between content and form, particularly when he speaks of using old feudal forms and filling them with new content. In fact, Mao’s actual formulation here is “restructuring them and filling them with new content,” a process that evidently implies a change in form along with the new content. Conversely, it seems that Mao’s remarks on the hierarchy of criteria do apply to Western critics who persistently ignore the artistic significance of Mao’s literary theories.

Turning to current practice in literary criticism, Mao deals with some specific questions raised in the debates, which took place before and during the conference. The points raised during the conference have come down to us only in Mao’s one-line formulations, and in some cases at least, it is possible that Mao deliberately phrased these points so as to make them seem naive or ridiculous (for example, the supposed demand for fifty percent praise and fifty percent criticism for every literary work). The arguments and criticisms voiced before the conference, however, are available, and we can see that they were in fact largely concerned with philosophical or ideological attitudes and political needs, again bearing out Mao’s emphasis on critical priorities. The arguments concerning exposure, the essay form, and the Lu Xun style, for instance, relate to content (that is, the target of satire or criticism), and not to formal techniques.

A more interesting argument develops in regard to the final point raised by the dissident writers, the question of the “mistake of the dialectical materialist method of creative work.” This method, a transplant from the Soviet Union, was briefly popular in China in the thirties before it was discarded as too rigid in its effect;37 it was also discarded in the USSR. The “dialectical materialist method” required every work of literature to exhibit both the processes of decay and growth in society. It is possible that Mao was not really familiar with this kind of writing, which may not have circulated much outside of Shanghai, since he does not seem to address it in any precise way. His answer, however, is significant in its bold denunciation of all previously existing and current literary styles, from “feudal” through “liberalist” to “decadent.” About the style of the future, which is to flourish in the aftermath of general destruction, Mao is reticent. Although Mao twice mentions realism or socialist/proletarian realism in this speech as the required literary style, he does not define it and does not display any great enthusiasm for it. In an interesting parallel, we may note that Marx never backed realism as the literary style of the future, and it has been conjectured that Engels only took up the question as a courtesy to his correspondents.38

The remaining arguments in section four fall into two broad categories, namely, party discipline and basic ideology. Perhaps the most pressing demand made by the Yan’an writers was for the freedom and the right to criticize shortcomings within the party. Two of the most frequently cited of the essays or zawen that preceded the debates, Wang Shiwei’s “Ye baihehua” [Wild lilies] and Ding Ling’s “San ba jie yu gan” [Thoughts on March 8], do not touch on literature or writers in any way, but are direct social and political criticisms of life in Yan’an.39 Wang endorsed what he saw as general criticisms among young people in Yan’an that the party cadres fell far short of communist ideals, that they regarded themselves as a race apart from ordinary people, and were permitted special privileges in regard to food and clothing (privileges also enjoyed by intellectuals, as Wang frankly admits). What particularly incensed Ding Ling was the party’s backwardness in regard to sexual inequality: the old male attitudes still persisted and made life difficult for women on all levels of party and social life.

There is no doubt that these criticisms were based on fact and that Mao knew it; the unsatisfactory behavior of cadres was precisely the target of the Rectification Campaign. But to Mao this was a problem of intraparty discipline, a problem to be handled by the party and not one of major concern to writers as such. In one sense, writers were hardly qualified to mount such an attack, since they too suffered from the same shortcomings—a deeply ingrained sense of their own superiority as writers showed in their demands for special treatment and their patronizing and harsh criticism of fellow revolutionaries. In “Ru wu” [Entering the ranks],40 for example, under the guise of praising the simple, honest soldier, Ding Ling contrives an ill-natured and petty attack on the kind of vacillating intellectuals the party was still trying to win over. In his reply, Mao does not forbid such criticism outright, but confines himself to cautioning writers to choose their targets with an eye to the larger issues and not to attack mistakes made within the revolutionary camp with a ferocity appropriate to the enemy. The ferocity that Mao then extended in practice toward Wang is not hinted at in the reasonable tone of the “Talks,” but is nevertheless a widely acknowledged fact. One possible reason for the scapegoating and persecution of Wang above any of the other writers or critics in the Rectification Campaign was suggested at the time (but outside Yan’an) to be an oblique but sharp reference in “Wild Lilies” to the influence of Jiang Qing since her arrival in Yan’an.41 This may be given credence by the statement attributed to Mao that Wang’s execution during the evacuation of Yan’an in 1947 was not approved by the Central Committee.

The second main group of arguments raised by the writers concerned the question of which were the most fundamental: class or political values, to be determined by the party, or universal values of humanity, love, spirituality, and so on, more properly (in their eyes) the responsibility of writers and other intellectuals. Wang Shiwei, for example, asserted that the task of politicians was to reform society; that of writers, to reform men’s, souls.42 He further claimed that except for the very top political leaders, most of the leadership cadres used the revolutionary movement for their own benefit; writers, on the other hand, who are by nature “more passionate, more sensitive,” approach their fellow men from a feeling of love and an interest in all aspects of human nature. Writers, he therefore maintained, should not only be interested in changing the world, but should also be concerned with universal traits in man’s nature and personality. The general tone of this article, in contrast to Wang’s earlier cogent criticism, is abstract and theoretical.

Ai Qing’s article on the same topic is also general, but even more vague and at times self-contradictory.43 On the one hand, he agreed that the function of art is to promote social reform and prefaced his own critical remarks on Yan’an with the description of writers as loyal soldiers who defend the class or nation to which they belong, fighting on a spiritual plane. On the other hand, he quotes with apparent approval the “anti-utilitarian aestheticist” Théophile Gautier to the effect that art serves the spiritual rather than the material needs of mankind. Again with apparent approval he cites unnamed spokesmen for the capitalist and imperialist worlds, who claim respectively that Valéry’s “Cantate du Narcisse” was a more important event for France than World War I and that Shakespeare is more important to the British Empire than India. Having therefore established the importance of literature for national morale (whether shaking or bolstering it), Ai Qing concludes that writers are entitled to love and respect from their fellow countrymen. He asks that writers be allowed the freedom to criticize their surroundings on the grounds that writers put their heart’s blood into their work, and that surgical criticism is beneficial to social health. The possibility that sincerity or earnestness may not be sufficient qualification for wielding a surgeon’s knife does not seem to occur to him.

Although Mao does not spend much time contesting this point, it would seem to me that claims by Wang Shiwei and Ai Qing for the moral superiority of writers hardly stand up to scrutiny. Writers are just as venal as any other members of the human race, and their motives are just as mixed as those of politicians and bureaucrats: some have a genuine concern for humanity as a whole, some—even great ones—are highly egotistical and contemptuous of “ordinary” people. Neither politicians nor writers can claim a monopoly on passion, sensitivity, or any other virtue, just as abuses in power-holding or administration should be open to correction by any group or individual in society. This second pair of zawen, with their special claims for privilege, are less credible than the first pair (by Wang and Ding Ling). The second pair have been characterized as “literary” in that they refer specifically to writers, but they fail to present a convincing case for the independence of literature, let alone the special problems of writers who are also communist revolutionaries, and are thus easy targets for Mao’s satire.

What may have irritated Mao particularly was the accusation of spiritual or moral inadequacy in the party’s ideology. Marxism is not a purely mechanistic and materialistic theory for the promotion of economic well-being, but a highly idealistic (in the popular sense) philosophy seeking justice and emancipation for the impoverished, oppressed, and alienated of the world. The Maoist interpretation of Marxism even at this time had a strong tendency toward idealism (in the philosophical sense), and Mao was deeply concerned with the problem of changing human souls: his whole purpose in the Rectification Campaign was to alter people’s behavior by influencing their moral and philosophical attitudes, in an attempt to create a new mentality of resistance, self-reliance, self-sacrifice, generosity, and courage.

It is possible that Mao may have distorted or exaggerated for satiric purposes the writers’ claims that such things as love and human nature were universal or beyond class interests. Nevertheless, similar claims had been made by left-wing writers at other times, and in the heat of the debate following Mao’s introductory remarks, they may have been brought up again. Having lived and fought in a war that had already lasted some fifteen years, Mao was highly impatient with notions of universal humanity and love. His wife, his children, and his brother had been executed by Nationalists, and his comrades had all suffered similar losses; many had already fallen or barely escaped with their lives. The hardships they had endured were enormous, and the odds against them still great. More recently, their country had been overrun by invaders acting with unprecedented brutality. Mao’s satirical disbelief that a revolutionary could talk about universal love at a time like this may not be expressed in a way which is factually or logically justifiable, but in its exaggeration it was a true response to the realities of the time.

An implicit issue in the whole debate was who possessed the stronger claim to legislate on literary matters. Many of the May Fourth writers who came to Yan’an were seasoned revolutionaries as well as writers; not only had they actively pursued the study of Marxist or revolutionary literary theory for a decade or more, but they, too, had suffered deeply for their beliefs, enduring imprisonment, bereavement, and indigence. Writers like Ding Ling came to Yan’an covered in glory, heroes in their own eyes and in the eyes of their readers. As professional writers and revolutionaries too, they could claim precedence over Mao in literary matters: Mao had played no part in the literary revolution of May Fourth and showed little interest in its achievements. As revolutionaries they considered themselves Mao’s equals; as writers, they were the exclusive guardians of literary affairs.

Mao refused to accept this ordering of hierarchies. In his poem “Xue” [Snow], written six years earlier, Mao pictured himself as a “heroic character” who surpassed the great founders or empire-builders of former dynasties with his unique mastery over both politics and culture.44 He had been writing poetry in classical style since at least 1925 and was senior in age and literary experience to the Yan’an writers. Like many of his generation, moreover, he found May Fourth writing thin and insipid when compared to traditional fiction and poetry.45 The only May Fourth writer he publicly praised was Lu Xun, who was closest to him in age and in style. Mao had managed to overthrow the “foreign experts” in party policy, and was not about to be humbled by Westernized “experts” who claimed a monopoly on literary matters. Armed with the conviction of his own literary ability, and very likely egged on by his wife for her own complicated reasons,46 he marched into the writers’ camp and laid down the rules for its conduct.

Many commentators have noted the apparent gap between Mao’s directives on literature and his own practice as a poet. In fact, the gap was not so broad, and private statements made by Mao (some made public only after his death) indicate a possible further narrowing.47 Mao was a classicist in his attitude toward art; he regarded art as a skill that can be learned, not as a gift of sensibility or inspiration that comes mysteriously to a chosen few. The political allegiance of an artist determined the political nature of the artistic product, but its artistic quality was the result of patient and prolonged effort. In the world into which Mao was born, writing poetry was a social accomplishment to which all educated persons aspired. He was not the only poet among the Yan’an generals: also in the club were Zhu De, Chen Yi, Dong Biwu, Ye Jianying, and probably others. The only comparable situation I can think of where warriors and peasants alike composed poetry in intricate measures is the Iceland of the Edda and later.48 Not everyone, of course, wrote poetry, and the elite in China paid little attention to the efforts of the lower classes, but the course of Chinese poetry shows the interaction between these different levels. As Craig points out, “‘Poetry’ is a highly mixed entity—it is a term given to different things by different ages and different cultural groups. It can be used to cover forms of philosophy, propaganda, and prayer, and a host of directly functional forms that include lullabies, work songs, weather rhymes, and the bits in the ‘In Memoriam’ columns of the newspapers.”49 So in China has poetry been something of the same kind of workhorse.

The May Fourth writers tried to distinguish themselves from this “amateur accomplishment” tradition, partly by trying to establish themselves as a professional group whose function as writers set them off from the rest of society; they had their special status as writers, and society should respect this status. At the time of the Yan’an conference, Mao disputed their “special function,” although he did not really attack their professional status as he was to do in the late fifties. He demanded, however, that their professional concerns (e.g., the raising of cultural standards) not hinder the revolutionary cause. Throughout the “Talks,” he refers to writers and artists as “workers in literature and art” or “specialists,” rather than as professionals. He allows that they have special skills, but in demanding that these skills be shared with the masses, he deprives them of any exclusive mystique.

Mao’s understanding of the nature of poetry may be called classicist because of its similarities to the Western classicist, as distinct from modernist, poetics described by Barthes:

Classical poetry is felt to be merely an ornamental variation of prose, the fruit of an art (that is, a technique), never a different language, or the product of a particular sensibility. Any poetry is then only the decorative equation, whether allusive or forced, of a possible prose which is latent, virtually and potentially, in any conceivable manner of experience. ‘Poetic’, in the days of classicism, never evokes any particular domain, any particular depth of feeling, any special coherence, or separate universe, but only an individual handling of a verbal technique, that of ‘expressing oneself’ according to rules more artistic, therefore more sociable, than those of conversation, in other terms, the technique of projecting an inner thought, springing fully armed from the Mind, a speech which is made more socially acceptable by virtue of the very conspicuousness of its conventions. . . . [Modern] Poetry is then no longer a Prose either ornamental or shorn of liberties. It is a quality sui generis and without antecedents. It is no longer an attribute but a substance, and therefore it can very well renounce signs, since it carries its own nature within itself, and does not need to signal its identity outwardly: poetic language and prosaic language are sufficiently separate to be able to dispense with the very signs of their difference. . . . In modern poetics . . . words produce a kind of formal continuum from which there gradually emanates an intellectual or emotional density which would have been impossible without them; speech is then the solidified time of a more spiritual gestation, during which ‘thought’ is prepared, installed little by little by the contingency of words. . . . 50

The distinction perceived by Barthes between classical and modern poetry in French literature may also be seen in Chinese literature. Confucius comments on poetry thus:

My children, why do you not study the Songs? The Songs serve to stimulate the mind, and they may be used for observation. They teach the art of sociability, and how to express resentment. From them you learn the more immediate duty of serving one’s father, and the remoter one of serving one’s ruler. From them we become largely acquainted with the names of birds, beasts and plants.51

In these brief sentences, Confucius provides a multifunctional analysis of existing Chinese poetry as a means for enjoyment or entertainment, extension of knowledge or sharpening of perception, social communication, protest, promotion of domestic harmony, service to the ruler, and a mnemonic device or learning aid. There is nothing in this passage by Confucius that might be out of harmony with the fundamental attitudes of the “Talks.” Neither Confucius nor Mao allows for the role of the poet as prophet, in mysterious sympathy with the forces of history or the universe (or by extension a flagbearer in the vanguard of the revolution), by virtue of exalted powers of sensitivity or moral judgment. It may well be that these role types entered Chinese literature at a later stage of its development; nevertheless, it still seems that the immense gap in modern Chinese poetry is not between Mao’s theory and practice, but between Mao the classicist and the May Fourth moderns.

In the fifth and final section, Mao sums up the debates by putting them into the larger context of the whole rectification movement, his attempt to restructure the political hierarchy and thinking of Yan’an party members, intellectuals, and officials. His summary includes one very important literary point foreshadowed in the earlier discussion. In a passage relating to the writer’s attitude toward his audience, Mao talked at some length about the dialectical materialist view of the relation between motive, or subjective desires, and effect, or social practice; his conclusion was that in judging a writer’s work, we should not accept without question the motives professed by the writer, but should rather be guided by the effect of his work on social practice. The widespread tendency to take as infallible a writer’s comments on his own work, labelled by some Western literary theorists as the “intentional fallacy,” has been discredited as a method in literary criticism.52 No matter what the intentions of a writer when he or she starts to write, and no matter how sincere these intentions may be, the process of writing itself, of creating a work of art, involves more than the conscious mind itself and affects the original intention, so that the end product may produce an effect quite contrary to the author’s expectations or understanding. The need for such a concept in modern Chinese literature is very clear. Yu Dafu, for instance, was fond of saying that “all literature is autobiography,” and apparently was not averse to the notoriety that his explorations into more or less abnormal sexuality (masturbation, homosexuality, foot-fetishism, masochism, etc.) therefore drew; yet, as has been convincingly pointed out, the very versatility of Yu’s protagonists precludes their autobiographical authenticity.53 A similar example can be found in Lu Xun’s oft-stated purpose in writing, namely, to disturb the apathy of the Chinese and to transform their spectator mentality into rebelliousness. In effect, however, the propaganda value of Lu Xun’s fiction is debatable, whereas its artistic value is universally recognized.

The problem of authorial intentions in literary creation was certainly known to Marx and Engels. The locus classicus, frequently cited in Soviet literary criticism, is the passage by Engels on the historical value of Balzac’s descriptions of the last remnants of aristocratic society in eighteenth-century France. In his own political beliefs, Balzac was a professed legitimist, but as Engels points out in admiration, “his satire is never keener, his irony never more bitter” than when it is directed against “the people with whom he sympathises most deeply—the nobles.” In what Engels calls “one of the greatest triumphs of realism,” Balzac in his novels therefore goes against his own class sympathies and political beliefs.54 This example of contradiction between motive and effect was also quoted in Chinese literary criticism in the fifties. Mao’s own discussion on motive and effect is clear and persuasive; however, it conflicts with the earlier passages from section three of the Conclusion in which Mao insists that art always follows politics, and in a class society, serves its own class. In practice, Mao would seem to follow his more liberal line, so that he can admit the value of literature produced by the feudal class which criticizes and undermines the basic beliefs of that class.

The example of intentional fallacy given by Mao in the concluding passage of the “Talks” is in fact a kind of mirror image to the Balzac example. Mao points out that Fadeyev’s Razgrom [The nineteen] sets out to describe a small and socially very humble group of people, common soldiers, in a very narrow and specific setting, the revolutionary struggles of 1917; in addition, the author’s motive was consciously political, to serve immediate political ends. Nevertheless, the novel itself proved in practice to have widespread appeal and was highly acclaimed as a work of art. This was hardly a message that May Fourth writers needed spelled out, since a prominent feature of the May Fourth literary movement was the recognition that writers from poor and oppressed countries writing about their own backward people had created or were creating authentic national literatures deserving an honored place in world literature. It does, however, serve as a valuable reminder to writers and literary critics that the relationship between literature and politics is a complex one, and not necessarily one of irreconcilable conflicts.

Finally, a few words should be said about the effects of Mao’s Yan’an “Talks.” The most immediate and striking consequence was the silencing of the May Fourth writers in Yan’an, to be followed by the denial of the May Fourth tradition in China after 1949 (apart from brief periods of respite), and such personal tragedies as the purge of Ding Ling and the suicide of Lao She. But in terms of literature there is also a more positive effect that should be noted. Although the attention of left-wing writers was drawn to folk culture as early as the thirties,55 there was not only strong (if unexpressed) resistance to it on the part of professional writers, but also a tendency among party cadres to dismiss some of the most popular forms as too backward. In the immediate aftermath of the “Talks,” however, a new interest in popular literature and the theater was cultivated, and such forms as the yangge (“rice-sprout song,” a combined dance and dramatic performance) and kuaiban (“quicksticks,” a chanted narrative with castenet accompaniment) were adapted for political education. Among the foremost achievements of Yan’an literature and art were Bai mao nil [White-haired girl], based on yangge tunes, Zhao Shuli’s Li Yucai banhua [Rhymes of Li Yucai], incorporating traditional narrative techniques and ballads, and Li Ji’s Wang Gui yu Li Xiangxiang [Wang Gui and Li Xiangxiang], based on a local couplet form.

After 1950, Mao’s “Talks” were used to justify renewed attention to China’s classical tradition, and adaptations of folk literature to modern needs seemed to become less important. There seemed to be a revival of May Fourth modes, particularly in fiction. Ding Ling and Ai Wu were writing and publishing again, old May Fourth literature was reprinted and translated, and Zhou Erfu’s Shanghaide zaochen [Morning in Shanghai] and Yang Mo’s Qingchunzhi ge [Song of youth] appear as more tendentious sequels to Mao Dun’s Ziye [Midnight] and Ba Jin’s sentimental novels of revolutionary youth in the May Fourth period. According to Joe C. Huang, the most successful novels of the fifties and sixties were those owing most to traditional styles, but the use of these techniques does not seem to have formed a major issue in discussions on literature.56 In poetry, the dominant May Fourth mode of free verse retained its position, and in the theater the huaju (Western-style “spoken plays”) was the major vehicle for new writing.

During these years, Mao’s “Talks” was far from dominating the literary scene. Though it remained in service as official policy, the frequency of its citation declined markedly during the fifties. In Chinese Literature, for instance, under the editorship of Mao Dun, the debates on the relaxation of literary policy in 1957 barely mention Mao by name at all, and the “Talks” are not cited or referred to anywhere. (The “hundred flowers” directive is described only as “issued by the Central Committee.”) In the final issue for 1957, there are three short articles in honor of the fifteenth anniversary of the “Talks,” but no major article or glowing editorial. The anniversary was observed with more attention in Wenyi bao and other Chinese-language journals, but otherwise the “Talks” was not much emphasized. The sudden release of the first batch of Mao’s poems in 1957 can be seen as an attempt by Mao to reassert his claim for literary leadership.57 It was followed in 1958 by the Mao-backed “poetry campaign,” which, despite official support from Zhou Yang and Guo Moruo, can be seen as an attempt to undermine the monopoly on literature still exercised by the May Fourth old guard of professionals. In 1959 Zhou Yang struck out with the slogan “literature for the whole people,” and in the early sixties even announced that literature need not always be political in content.58 Unfortunately for Zhou, his attempt to alter policy in accordance with the spirit of the “Talks” was seized upon at the beginning of the Cultural Revolution as evidence of a deliberate betrayal of principles.

It was not until the Cultural Revolution that the “Talks” resumed its former prominence. On 1 July 1966, Hongqi [Red flag] reprinted the “Talks” in full, along with an editorial attacking Zhou Yang, and on 23 May 1967, the twenty-fifth anniversary of the “Talks,” Renmin ribao [People’s daily] also reprinted the “Talks.” During the Cultural Revolution, most journals suspended publication, so that from mid-1966 to 1972 the only cultural magazine in publication was Chinese Literature. In October 1966, August 1967, and May 1972, when special celebrations were held throughout the country, Chinese Literature reprinted the “Talks” in full, which it had never done in the fifties and sixties.59 Wenwu, which had steadfastly ignored the “Talks” throughout the fifties and early sixties (and which had just resumed publication in 1972), also marked the latter occasion with several articles on the history, bibliography, and general impact of the “Talks.”

Along with new emphasis on the “Talks” and the overthrow of the old Ministry of Culture under Mao Dun and Zhou Yang, Chinese writing over the last half-century was denounced as worthless (the only authors excepted from censure were Lu Xun, Hao Ran, and Mao himself). On the positive side, the major effect of the reversion to the principles of the “Talks” was the production of new scripts for Peking opera with workers, peasants, and soldiers as protagonists. These new scripts began to appear a few years before the Cultural Revolution and dominated the Chinese cultural scene up to 1976. Peking opera is one of the most stylized art forms of late traditional Chinese society, and simultaneously one of the most genuinely popular. The reforms instituted under the direction of Jiang Qing (whose role is now disputed) introduce Western music into the score and eliminate such anomalies as males in female roles, but many of the old conventions have been skillfully adapted to meet the needs of new stories and characters. In the countryside, illiteracy still narrowed the audience for novels and other forms of written literature, so that publication figures for even the most popular novels of the sixties only reached a few million in a population of six or seven hundred million.60 Beginning around 1970, many of the new operas were “transplanted” into regional forms, and new regional operas were encouraged in a further effort to reach wider audiences by using a familiar stylistic vocabulary. In the novel, Hao Ran was experimenting with a more traditional vocabulary and method, though the general short story writing of the seventies was so bland as to be difficult to categorize. In poetry, there was a minor revival of both classical and folk styles, and the nature of “new poetry” was once again a matter for debate. Both before and after Mao’s death, and with his direct encouragement, more emphasis was placed on the need for the “new poetry” to base itself on traditional and classical forms. Some of the publicity given to classical poetry is directly political, a desire to enhance the prestige of the old guard leadership; what remains significant is the continued prestige that classical poetry obtains among the elderly and not so elderly revolutionaries.

The further cultural liberalization that took place between 1976 and 1979 consisted first of the reissue of literature from before the Cultural Revolution, together with some May Fourth literature, traditional literature, and selected foreign (mainly Western) literature, and later (1978-79) of the production of literary works highly critical of the immediate past, for publication in both official and nonofficial media. It is too early to comment on the future of this “new wave” in Chinese literature, but in spite of the deep hostility now felt toward Mao and his policies, the influence of his “Talks” can still be discerned.

As expounded in the “Talks,” Mao’s views on the origins and use of literature are limited and overly simple for general use, but nonetheless valid and rational in regard both to the circumstances of war and revolution in which the “Talks” were given and to the nature of their audience of self-proclaimed revolutionary writers—those new arrivals from Shanghai with all their cliques and unsavory scandals. The “Talks” are broad enough to be put to many uses, including misinterpretation by selective quotation. While the practical effects of Mao’s “Talks” are dependent upon the general policy line at any given time, they also contain justification for the opposition to overturn policy when the political opportunity is there. For a reader not obliged to follow any exclusivist interpretation, the “Talks” remains useful as a historical document for elucidating works from their specific historical period and location, as a guide for general left-wing literary analysis, and as a model for literary policy in a revolutionary period. Nevertheless, we should keep in mind that the periods of greatest circulation of the “Talks” have coincided with the most intense censorship and persecution of individual writers. It would be a great pity if the Maoist injunction to use the past to serve the present found its chief example in a harsher suppression of popular culture than even the literary inquisitions of Yuan, Ming, and Qing.
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“Talks at the Yan’an Conference on Literature and Art”*

Mao Zedong

Translator’s note: I have retained the original number of sentences from Mao’s text. Punctuation within sentences, however, has been changed to conform to standard American usage.


October 19 is the seventh anniversary of the death of Lu Xun. We have specially published Comrade Mao Zedong’s talks at the Yan’an conference on literature and art to commemorate the greatest and most heroic standard-bearer of the Chinese cultural revolution.

People’s Daily editor, 1943

INTRODUCTION*

(2 May 1942)

Comrades! I have invited you to this conference today for the purpose of exchanging opinions with you on the correct relationship1 between work in literature and art and revolutionary work in general, to obtain the correct development of revolutionary literature and art and better assistance from them in our other revolutionary work, so that we may overthrow our national enemy and accomplish our task of national liberation.2

There are a number of different fronts in our struggle for the national liberation of China, civil and military, or, we might say, there is a cultural as well as an armed front. Victory over the enemy depends primarily on armies with guns in their hands, but this kind of army alone is not enough. We still need a cultural army, since this kind of army is indispensable in achieving unity among ourselves and winning victory over the enemy. Since May Fourth, when this cultural army took shape in China, it has aided the Chinese revolution by gradually limiting the sphere of China’s feudal culture and the slavish culture3 that serves imperialist aggression, and weakening their strength, so that now reactionaries are reduced to resisting new culture by “meeting quality with quantity”: reactionaries aren’t short of money, and with some effort they can turn out a lot even if they can’t come up with anything worthwhile. Literature and art have formed an important and successful part of the cultural front since May Fourth. The revolutionary movement in literature and art, which developed considerably during the Civil War period, had the same general direction as the Red Army struggles4 of that time, but there was no coordination between them in their actual work and each fought as an independent army.5 The reason was that the reactionaries at that time kept the two fraternal armies apart. After the War of Resistance against Japan broke out, the number of workers in the field of revolutionary literature and art who came to Yan’an and other anti-Japanese bases increased, which was very good. However, coining to a base area is by no means the same thing as integrating with the people’s movement6 there, and if we want to push ahead with our revolutionary work, we must integrate these two forces completely. Our meeting today is to ensure that literature and art become a component part of the whole revolutionary machinery, so they can act as a powerful weapon in uniting and educating the people while attacking and annihilating the enemy, and help the people achieve solidarity in their struggle against the enemy. What are the problems which must be solved in order to achieve this purpose? They are7 questions relating to our position, attitude, audience, work, and study.

The question of our position. We identify ourselves with the proletariat and the broad popular masses. Communist Party members must also identify themselves with the Party and with its basic character and policy. Is it true that some of our workers in literature and art still lack a clear and correct understanding of this question? I think so: many comrades have frequently strayed from their correct position.

The question of attitude. The question of the concrete attitude we are to take in regard to various concrete matters arises out of the question of our position. For example, whether to praise or expose something is a question of attitude. Which, ultimately, is the attitude we need to take? I would say that we need both kinds of attitudes; it all depends on whom we are dealing with. There are three kinds of people: our enemies, our friends,8 and ourselves; that is, the proletariat9 and its vanguard. A different attitude is required for each of these three kinds of people. Should we “praise” the enemy, Japanese fascists and all other enemies of the people? Certainly not, because they are the very worst kind of reactionaries. They may have some superiority on a technical level, so that we can say, for example, that their guns and artillery are quite good, but good weapons in their hands are reactionary. The task of our armed forces is to capture their weapons and turn them against the enemy to seize victory.10 The task of our cultural army11 is to expose the enemy’s atrocities, treachery, and inevitable defeat, and to encourage anti-Japanese forces to unite in complete solidarity to win a decisive victory.12 To our friends,13 our allies of various kinds,14 our attitude should include unity and criticism according to the circumstances. We support their resistance to Japan, and we praise any achievements they may make. But we should criticize and oppose15 anyone who is anti-Communist and anti-people, who goes on taking the road of reaction day after day. As for the popular masses, we should obviously praise their toil and struggle, their army and their party. Shortcomings exist even among the people: many members of the proletariat still retain petty bourgeois ways of thinking, and both peasants and petty bourgeoisie have backward ways of thinking which hamper them in their struggle. We must educate them patiently over a long period of time, helping them to cast off this burden from their backs16 so that they can advance with rapid strides. They have either reformed themselves or are in the process of reforming themselves in the struggle, and17 our literature and art should describe this process of their reform, instead of ridiculing them in a very narrow-minded and mistaken way, or even regarding them as some kind of enemy. What we write should help them to unite, to make progress and to struggle forward in complete solidarity, discarding their backward qualities and developing their revolutionary qualities. It certainly should not have the opposite effect.

The question of audience is the question of for whom we are writing. This problem is not the same in the anti-Japanese bases in the Border Area,18 northern China, and central China as in the general rear19 or20 in pre-war Shanghai. In the Shanghai period, the audience for revolutionary works of literature and art consisted primarily of students, office workers, and shop assistants. In the general rear19 after the war broke out, this circle expanded a little, but it still consisted primarily of the same people because the government there has kept workers, peasants, and soldiers away from revolutionary literature and art. It is a completely different matter in our base areas. The audience for works of literature and art here consists of workers, peasants, and soldiers, together with their cadres in the Party, the government, and the army.21 There are students in the base areas too, but they are either cadres already or cadres of the future. Once they are literate, cadres of various kinds, soldiers in the army, workers in factories, and peasants in the countryside want books and newspapers, while people who aren’t literate want to see plays, look at pictures, sing songs, and listen to music; they are the audience for our works of literature and art. Just to take cadres alone, you shouldn’t underestimate their numbers. They outnumber by far the readership for any book published in the general rear, where one edition usually consists of only two thousand copies, and even three editions only amount to six thousand; while cadres in the base areas in Yan’an alone include more than ten thousand who can read. What is more, many of these cadres are mature revolutionaries who have endured many trials; they come from all over China and they will go and work all over China, so that educational work among these people is of immense significance. Our workers in literature and art should work for them very conscientiously.

Since the audience for literature and art consists of workers, peasants, soldiers, and their cadres, the question then arises of how to get to understand and know these people properly. To do this, we must carry out a great deal of work in Party and government organs, in villages and factories, in the Eighth Route Army and the New Fourth Army, getting to understand all sorts of situations and all sorts of people and making ourselves thoroughly familiar with them. Our workers in literature and art must carry out their own work in literature and art, but the task of understanding people and getting to know them properly has the highest priority. How have our workers in literature and art performed in this respect until now? I would say that until now they have been heroes without a battlefield, remote and uncomprehending. What do I mean by remote? Remote from people. Workers in literature and art are unfamiliar with the people they write about and with the people who read their work, or else have actually become estranged from them. Our workers in literature and art are not familiar with workers, peasants, soldiers, or even their cadres. What do I mean by uncomprehending? Not comprehending their language. Yours is the language of intellectuals, theirs is the language of the popular masses.22 I have mentioned before that23 many comrades like to talk about “popularization,” but what does popularization mean? It means that the thoughts and emotions of our workers in literature and art should become one with the thoughts and emotions of the great masses of workers, peasants, and soldiers. And to get this unity, we should start by studying24 the language of the masses. If we don’t even understand the masses’ language,25 how can we talk about creating literature and art? “Heroes without a battlefield” refers to the fact that all your fine principles are not appreciated by the masses. The more you parade your qualifications before the masses, the more you act like “heroes,” and the harder you try to sell your principles to them, the more the masses will resist buying. If you want the masses to understand you, if you want to become one with the masses, you must make a firm decision to undergo a long and possibly painful process of trial and hardship. At this point let me relate my own experience in how feelings are transformed. I started off as a student at school, and at school I acquired student habits, so that I felt ashamed to do any manual labor such as carry my own bags in front of all those students who were incapable of carrying anything for themselves. I felt that intellectuals were the only clean people in the world, and that workers, peasants, and soldiers26 were in general rather dirty. I could wear clothes borrowed from an intellectual, because I considered them clean, but I would not wear workers’, peasants’, or soldiers’ clothes, because I thought they were dirty. When I joined the revolution and lived among workers, peasants, and soldiers,27 I gradually became familiar with them and they got to know me in return. Then and only then the bourgeois and petty bourgeois feelings taught to me in bourgeois schools began to undergo a fundamental change. Comparing intellectuals who have not yet reformed with workers, peasants, and soldiers,26 I came to feel that intellectuals are not only spiritually unclean in many respects but even physically unclean,28 while the cleanest people are workers and peasants; their hands may be dirty and their feet soiled with cow dung, but they are still cleaner than the big and petty bourgeoisie.29 This is what I call a transformation in feelings, changing over from one class to another. If our workers in literature and art who come from the intelligentsia want their work to be welcomed by the masses, they must see to it that their thoughts and feelings undergo transformation and reform. Otherwise, nothing they do will turn out well or be effective.

The final question is study, by which I mean the study of Marxism-Leninism and the study of society. Anyone who calls himself a Marxist-Leninist30 revolutionary writer, particularly a Party writer, must have a general knowledge31 of Marxism-Leninism, but at the present time, some comrades still lack fundamental Marxist-Leninist30 ideas. For example, one fundamental idea in Marxism-Leninism30 is that the objective determines the subjective;32 that is, the objective reality of class struggle and national struggle determines our thoughts and feelings. However, some of our comrades turn this problem upside down: they say that everything should proceed from “love.” Now love, in a class society, only exists as class love, but these comrades want to seek after some kind of love which goes beyond class, or love in the abstract; also abstract freedom, abstract truth, abstract human nature, and so on. This shows how deeply these comrades have been influenced by the bourgeoisie. They must eliminate this influence thoroughly and study Marxism-Leninism with an open mind free from prejudice. It is right that workers in literature and art should study literary and artistic creation, but Marxism-Leninism is a science that all revolutionaries must study, and workers in literature and art are no exception. In addition, you must study society, that is, you must undertake research on the various social classes, their mutual relations and individual circumstances, their outward features and their psychology. Only when these things have been clearly perceived can our literature and art become rich in content and take a correct direction.

Today I have only mentioned these things by way of an introduction; I hope that you will offer your opinions on these and other relevant questions.

CONCLUSION

(23 May 1942)

Comrades! Our conference has met three times this month, and in our search for truth several dozen party and non-party comrades have spoken, producing heated debates, bringing problems into the open and making them concrete; I believe that this will prove beneficial to the whole movement in literature and art.

When we discuss any problem we should start with facts rather than definitions. Looking up definitions of what constitutes literature or art in textbooks to use for setting goals for today’s movement in literature and art, or for judging various opinions and controversies arising today, is the wrong approach. We are Marxists, and Marxism tells us that in dealing with problems we should not start from abstract definitions but from objective facts, and that we should derive our goals, policy, and methods from an analysis of these facts. The same applies to our present discussion of the movement33 in literature and art.

What are the facts at the present time? The facts are: the War of Resistance which China has been waging for five years; the world war against fascism; the indecisiveness34 of the Chinese big landlord class and big bourgeoisie in the War of Resistance and their oppressive policies internally;35 the revolutionary movement in literature and art since May Fourth—its great contribution to the revolution over the last twenty-three years and its many shortcomings; the anti-Japanese democratic base areas of the Eighth Route and New Fourth Armies and the integration of large numbers of workers in literature and art36 with these armies;37 the difference in circumstances and responsibilities between workers in literature and art in the base areas and those in the general rear;38 the controversies and problems that have already arisen concerning work in literature and art in Yan’an and other anti-Japanese bases at the present time—these are actual and undeniable facts, and we must consider our problems on the basis of these facts.

Well, then, what is the central issue facing us? In my opinion, our problem is39 fundamentally one of serving the masses and how to do this. If we do not solve this problem,40 or if we do not solve it properly, then our workers in literature and art will not be attuned to their circumstances and responsibilities and will come up against a string of problems both internal and external. My conclusion will consist of some further explanation with41 this problem40 as the central issue and will also touch on a few other problems related to it.

1.

The first question is: who are the people our literature and art are for?42 It may seem to comrades engaged in work in literature and art in our various anti-Japanese base areas that this problem has already been solved and does not require further mention. This is in fact not the case, since many comrades have certainly not found a clear and definite answer to this question. Therefore, in their emotions, works, actions, and views on the question of the goal of literature and art, to some extent a situation inevitably arises that is neither appropriate to the needs of the masses or the actual struggle. Of course, although among the large number of cultural people, writers, artists, and workers in the field of literature and art in general who are now engaged in the great struggle for liberation along with the Communist Party, the Eighth Route Army and the New Fourth Army, there may be opportunists who will remain only temporarily, or even spies sent by the enemy or the Special Branch of the Nationalist Party masquerading as writers and artists,43 nevertheless, apart from such people, the rest44 work energetically for the common cause, and thanks to these comrades, great achievements have been made in all of our work in literature, drama, music, and art. Many of these workers in literature and art began to be involved in45 this work after the War of Resistance broke out, but many others were engaged in revolutionary work for a long time even46 before the war; they have undergone many hardships and have also influenced the broad masses both in their ordinary work and in their creative work. But why do we still say that even among these comrades there are some who have not clearly and definitely solved the question of who are the people our literature and art are for? Is it possible that they still maintain that literature and art are not for the popular masses but for exploiters and oppressors?

There is indeed such a thing as literature and art that serves exploiters and oppressors. The literature and art that serve the landlord class are feudal literature and art, that is, the literature and art of the ruling class in China during the feudal era. This kind of literature and art still has considerable influence to this day. The literature and art that serve the bourgeoisie are bourgeois literature and art; although people like Liang Shiqiu, who was criticized by Lu Xun, talk about some kind of literature and art that transcends class, in practice they uphold bourgeois literature and art and oppose proletarian literature and art. The literature and art that serve imperialism, represented by people like Zhou Zuoren and Zhang Ziping, is called slave culture or slave literature and art.47 There is also another kind of literature and art, which serves the Special Branch and may be called “Special” literature and art: it may be “revolutionary” on the surface, but in reality it belongs with the three categories above.48 for us, literature and art are not for those groups mentioned above but for the people. As we have said before, the new culture of China at its present stage is an antiimperialist, antifeudal culture of the popular masses under the leadership of the proletariat. Whatever genuinely belongs to the masses must be under the leadership of the popular masses. New literature and art, which are part of new culture, are naturally in the same category.49 We do not by any means refuse to use the old forms of the feudal class and the bourgeoisie,50 but in our hands these old forms are reconstructed and filled with new content, so that they also become revolutionary and serve the people.

Well, then, who are the popular masses? The broadest section of the people, who constitute more than ninety percent of the total population, are workers, peasants, soldiers, and the petty bourgeoisie.51 Therefore, our literature and art are in the first place for the workers, the class that leads the revolution. Secondly, they are for the peasants, the broadest and firmest allies in the revolution. Thirdly, they are for workers and peasants who have taken up arms, namely the Eighth Route Army, the New Fourth Army, and other popular armed forces; these are the chief strength in war.52 Fourthly, they are for the petty bourgeoisie,53 who are also allies in the revolution and can cooperate with us on a long-term basis. These four kinds of people constitute the largest sector of the Chinese nation and the broadest popular masses. We should also make alliances with anti-Japanese elements in the landlord class and bourgeoisie, but they do not support democracy among the broad popular masses. They have a literature and art of their own, while our literature and art are not for them and are in any case rejected by them.54

Our literature and art should be for the four kinds of people mentioned above. Workers, peasants, and soldiers are again the most important element in these four groups; the petty bourgeoisie are fewer in number, their revolutionary determination is weaker, and they have a higher cultural level than workers, peasants, and soldiers. Our literature and art are therefore primarily for workers, peasants, and soldiers, and only secondarily for the petty bourgeoisie. Here, we must not raise the petty bourgeoisie to a primary position and relegate workers, peasants, and soldiers to a secondary position.55 The problem we now have with one group of comrades, or the key to their inability56 to solve correctly the problem of who are the people our literature and art are for, is just this. I am not now talking about theory. On a theoretical level, that is,57 in what they say, not a single person in our ranks would regard workers, peasants, and soldiers58 as less important than the petty bourgeoisie.59 I am talking about practice, or what they do: do they still regard members of the petty bourgeoisie60 as more important than workers, peasants, and soldiers? I think they do. Many comrades place more emphasis on studying the intelligentsia61 and analyzing their psychology; their main concern is to show their side of things, excusing and even defending their shortcomings, instead of guiding the intelligentsia from petty bourgeois backgrounds62 and themselves as well towards closer contact with workers, peasants, and soldiers,58 to take part in their actual struggles, to show how things are with them and educate them. Coming from a petty bourgeois background and being themselves intellectuals, many comrades only look for friends among the ranks of the intelligentsia and focus their attention on studying and describing them. This would be quite proper if they did so from a proletarian position. But that is not the case at all, or only partly so. They identify themselves with the petty bourgeoisie and their creative work is designed to act as a means of self-expression for the petty bourgeoisie; we have seen this sort of thing in a fairly large number of works of literature and art. Many times they express heartfelt sympathy for the intelligentsia from petty bourgeois backgrounds, and even the shortcomings of the petty bourgeoisie63 win their sympathy or actual encouragement. But when it comes to workers, peasants, and soldiers,64 these people don’t have any contact with them, don’t understand them, don’t study them, don’t have close friends among them, and are no good at describing them. They can dress their characters up as workers, peasants, and soldiers,65 but these characters still have petty bourgeois66 faces. They do like some things about workers, peasants, soldiers, and cadres from worker-peasant-soldier backgrounds, but they don’t like them all the time or everything about them: they don’t like their emotions, their manner, or their budding literature and art (wall newspapers, murals, folk songs, folk tales, popular speech,67 and so on). Sometimes they even like these things, too, either out of curiosity or because they want to decorate their own work with them, or even to look for backward things about them. At other times they openly despise these things in their infatuation with the works of the intelligentsia, the petty bourgeoisie,68 or even the bourgeoisie itself. These comrades still have their arses69 on the side of the petty bourgeoisie,59 or to put it more elegantly, their innermost souls are still in the kingdom of the petty bourgeoisie.59 This is why they haven’t yet solved the problem of what sort of people to serve, or haven’t solved it clearly and definitely. I’m not simply talking about people who haven’t been in Yan’an for long; even people70 who have been to the front and who have carried out work in the base areas, the Eighth Route Army, or the New Fourth Army for several years, still haven’t arrived at a thoroughgoing solution. It may take as long as eight to ten years before this problem can be settled once and for all. But no matter how long it takes, it must be settled, and settled clearly, definitely, and thoroughly. Our workers in literature and art must fulfill this responsibility and shift their arses;71 they must gradually move over to the side of the workers, peasants, and soldiers72 by entering deeply into their ranks and the actual struggle, and studying Marxism-Leninism73 and society; this is the only way we can have literature and art that genuinely serve workers, peasants, and soldiers74.

The question of what sort of people we serve is a fundamental question, a question of principle. The controversies, disagreements, opposition, and disunity that have existed among comrades in the past have not been concerned with this fundamental question of principle, but with rather secondary questions that may not involve principles at all. But when it came to this question of principle, however, there was no real disagreement but almost unanimity on both sides, since both to some extent had a tendency to despise workers, peasants, and soldiers and to isolate themselves from the masses; I say to some extent, because generally speaking, the way in which these comrades despised workers, peasants, and soldiers and isolated themselves from the masses differs in some respects75 from the behavior of the Nationalist Party; but nevertheless, this tendency does exist, and unless the fundamental question is settled, it won’t be easy to settle many other questions either. Take sectarianism in the literary and art world, for instance, which is also a question of principle; the only way to get rid of sectarianism is by raising the slogan, “Serve the workers and peasants, serve the Eighth Route and New Fourth Armies, and go among the masses,” and actually carrying it out in practice; otherwise, the problem of sectarianism will never be solved. Lu Xun has said that disunity on the front of revolutionary literature and art is caused by lack of a common purpose, and that this common purpose is to serve the workers and peasants.76 The same problem existed then in Shanghai, and now it also exists in Chongqing; it is very difficult to solve it thoroughly in such places because people77 there oppress revolutionary writers and artists and do not allow them freedom to go among the masses of workers, peasants, and soldiers. Conditions here with us are completely different: we encourage revolutionary writers and artists to develop positive contacts with workers, peasants, and soldiers, we give them complete freedom to go among the meases, and we give them complete freedom to create genuinely revolutionary literature and art; we have therefore come close to solving the problem here. But coming close to solving a problem isn’t the same as solving it completely and thoroughly; our insistence on studying Marxism-Leninism78 and society is just for this purpose, a complete and thorough-going solution. What we mean by Marxism-Leninism78 is a living Marxism-Leninism,78 which is fully applicable79 in the life and struggles of the masses, and not a Marxism-Leninism78 which only comes from books.80 If we move this Marxism-Leninism out of books and into the masses so that it becomes a living Marxism-Leninism,81 sectarianism will be impossible, and many-other problems apart from sectarianism can be solved.

2.

Once the question of what kind of people we serve has been solved, the next problem is how to go about it. In your own words, should we put our efforts into raising standards or into reaching a wider audience?

A few comrades, some more seriously than others, have in the past despised or ignored the work of reaching a wider audience and have exaggerated out of all proportion the work of raising standards. Raising standards should be stressed, but it is wrong to exaggerate it out of all proportion.82 The83 lack of a clear and definite solution to the question of what sort of people we serve, which I spoke of above, is also evident in this question. Since84 there is no clear understanding of what people to serve, there aren’t any correct criteria for their discussions on reaching wider audiences or raising standards, while the correct relationship between the two is of course even more difficult to find. Since our literature and art are fundamentally for workers, peasants, and soldiers, reaching a wider audience means reaching a wider audience among them, and raising standards means raising standards among them. What are we trying to reach them with? Feudal things?85 Bourgeois things?86 Petty bourgeois things?87 None of these will do: we must use what belongs to88 workers, peasants, and soldiers themselves, and therefore, the task of learning from workers, peasants, and soldiers comes before the task of educating them. This is even more true of raising standards. There must be a basis from which standards are raised; for example, a bucket of water is raised from the ground, it can hardly be raised from midair. Well, then, where do we start off from? From a feudal basis? From a bourgeois basis? From a petty bourgeois89 basis? None of these will do: we must raise standards on the basis of workers, peasants, and soldiers,90 on the basis of their present cultural level and their budding literature and art.91 Instead of raising workers, peasants, and soldiers to feudal, bourgeois, or petty bourgeois89 heights92, we raise their standards in the direction of their own development93. Here, too, the task of learning from workers, peasants, and soldiers arises. Only by starting from workers, peasants, and soldiers can we gain a correct understanding of what it means to reach a wider audience and to raise standards, and find the correct relationship between them.

Reaching a wider audience and raising standards are both worthy activities, but from what source do they arise?94 Works of literature and art, as conceptualized forms on whatever level of operation,95 are the result96 of the human mind reflecting and processing97 popular life98; revolutionary literature and art are thus the result96 of the revolutionary’s mind reflecting and processing97 popular life. Rich deposits of literature and art99 actually exist in popular life itself: they are things in their natural forms, crude but also extremely lively, rich, and fundamental;100 they make all processed forms of101 literature pale in comparison, they are the sole and inexhaustible source of processed forms of literature and art. They are the sole source, because only this kind of source can exist; no other exists102 apart from it. Someone may ask whether works of literature and art in book form, classical or foreign works, aren’t also a source. Well, you can say they are a source, but a secondary and not a primary one103; it would be a distorted way of looking at things to regard them as primary. In fact, books and other works already in existence104 are not the source but the flow, they are things that the ancients and foreigners processed and fabricated from the literature and art105 they perceived106 in popular life in their own time and place. We must absorb these things107 in a discriminating way, using them as models from which we may learn what to accept or what to reject108 when we process works of literature and art as conceptualized forms109 from the literature and art110 in popular life in our own time and place. It makes a difference to have this model, the difference between being civilized or vulgar, crude or refined, advanced or elementary, fast or slow; therefore, we certainly may not reject the ancients and foreigners as models,111 which means, I’m afraid, that we must even use feudal and bourgeois things. But they are only models and not substitutes;112 they can’t be substitutes. Indiscriminate plagiarization, imitation, or substitution113 in literature and art of dead people114 or foreigners is an extremely sterile and harmful literary and artistic dogmatism, of the same basic nature as dogmatism in military, political, philosophical, or economic matters.115 Revolutionary Chinese writers and artists, the kind from whom we expect great things, must go among the masses; they must go among the masses of workers, peasants, and soldiers and into the heat of battle for a long time to come, without reservation, devoting body and soul116 to the task ahead; they must go to the sole, the broadest, and the richest source, to observe, experience, study, and analyze all the different kinds of people, all the classes and all the masses, all the vivid patterns of life and struggle, and all literature and art in their natural form,117 before they are ready for the stage of processing or creating,118 where you integrate raw materials with production, the stage of study with the stage of creation.119 Otherwise, there won’t be anything for you to work on, since without raw materials or semiprocessed goods you have nothing to process120 and will121 inevitably end up as the kind of useless writer or artist that Lu Xun in his will earnestly instructed his son never to become.

Although literature and art in their natural form are the sole source of literature and art in conceptualized form,122 and although the former is incomparably more vivid and interesting, nevertheless, people are still not satisfied with the former and demand the latter; why is this? It is because while both are beautiful, literature and art that have been processed are more organized and concentrated than literature and art in their natural form;123 they are more typical and more idealized, and therefore have greater universality. The living Lenin was infinitely more vigorous and interesting than the Lenin of fiction, drama, and film, but the living Lenin did so many things in the course of a single day, and so much of what he did was identical with other people’s work; besides, very few people ever saw Lenin, and after his death no one could ever see him again. In these respects the Lenin of fiction, drama, and film is superior to the living Lenin.124 Revolutionary fiction, drama, film, and so on125 can126 create all sorts of characters on the basis of real life and help the masses push history forward. For example, some people suffer from hunger127 and oppression while others exploit and oppress them: this state of affairs exists everywhere and no one gets upset about it; but literature and art organize and128 concentrate this kind of everyday occurence, making it typical129 and creating a work of literature and art which can awaken and arouse the popular masses, urging them on to unity and struggle and to take part in transforming their own environment. If there were no processed literature and art,130 but only literature and art in their natural form,131 it would be impossible to accomplish this task or at least to do it as powerfully and speedily.

Literature and art for a wider audience and literature and art to raise standards are both processed forms, so what is the difference between them? There is a difference of degree.132 Literature and art for a wide audience indicates that the processing has been relatively limited and crude,133 and therefore relatively easy for the broad popular masses at the present time to accept readily, while literature and art to raise standards indicates that the processing has been relatively extensive and skillful, and hence, relatively difficult for them.134 The problem which now faces workers, peasants, and soldiers is that they are engaged in a bitter struggle135 with the enemy and yet they are illiterate, ignorant, and uncultured136 as a result of prolonged feudal and bourgeois rule; their most urgent demand, therefore, is for a wide-reaching educational movement in the form of cultural knowledge and works of literature and art that they urgently need and can readily accept,137 which will heighten their ardor in the struggle and faith in victory, strengthen their unity, and make them struggle against the enemy in full solidarity. The first step for them is not a question of138 “pinning flowers on brocade” but “sending charcoal in the snow.” The most serious and central task in regard to the people, therefore, is initially the work of reaching a wider audience rather than raising standards.139 The attitude of despising or ignoring the work of reaching a wider audience is a mistaken one.

There is, however, no hard and fast line between the work of reaching a wide audience and raising standards. If the people providing the material for wider audiences aren’t on a higher level than their audience, then what is the point of trying to reach them at all?140 If their material stays constantly on the same level month after month and year after year, invariably141 consisting of the same old stock-in-trade like “The Little Cowherd” or “man, hand, mouth, knife, cow, sheep,” then what is there to choose between the people who prepare the material and the audience they are reaching?142 Wouldn’t it be pointless143 to reach a wider audience in this way? The people demand material that can reach a wide audience, but they also demand higher standards, standards that continue to rise month by month and year by year. Here, raising standards, like reaching a wider audience, is a popular concern; it does not take place in thin air or behind closed doors, but on the basis of reaching to a wider audience; it is determined by the needs of a wider audience and at the same time it acts as a guide to reaching a wider audience. In the case of China, the development of revolution and revolutionary culture has been uneven and their expansion gradual, so that in some places wider audiences have been reached and standards have been raised on that basis, while elsewhere we have not even begun to reach a wider audience; the experience144 gained in one area from reaching a wider audience and raising standards can therefore be applied in other areas, giving guidance to this kind of work to keep it on the right track there. In the international sphere, the experience of foreign countries, especially of the Soviet Union, can be used to guide our work of reaching a wider audience and raising standards,145 provided that their experience is good.146 In raising standards, therefore, we proceed on the basis of reaching a wider audience; in reaching a wider audience we proceed under the guidance of raising standards. But the material used in raising standards for guidance never involves crude imitation, since this would only destroy its usefulness.147

In addition to the direct need on the part of the masses for higher standards, they have also an indirect need, that is, the cadres’ need for higher standards. Cadres are the advanced element among the masses, who have generally already completed the kind of education currently offered to the masses;148 their ability to absorb things is higher than the masses, so that material intended for wider audiences among the masses at their present level, such as “The Little Cowherd,” cannot satisfy them.149 Literature and art on a higher level are absolutely essential for them. But for the time being this kind of need is confined to cadres and not generally felt among the masses; it should be our goal to meet this need, but it should not become the total or the central goal today.150 At the same time we should understand that in serving cadres151 we are still wholly concerned with serving the masses, since we rely on cadres to educate and guide the masses. If we violate this aim and give cadres material that can’t help them educate and guide the masses, there would be no point in our trying to raise standards, and we would be departing from our fundamental principle of serving the popular masses.

To sum up, the raw material of literature and art in popular life undergoes processing152 by revolutionary writers to become literature and art in conceptual form, which serve the popular masses; they include both an advanced mass literature and art,153 developed on the basis of lower-grade mass literature and art154 and serving the needs of the masses whose standards have been raised, primarily mass cadres, as well as a lower-grade mass literature and art,154 which in their turn come under the guidance of advanced mass literature and art153 and serve155 the primary needs of the broad masses today (which isn’t to say literature and art with low standards of taste).156 Whether at a high level or a low one, our literature and art serve the popular masses, primarily workers, peasants, and soldiers; they are created for workers, peasants, and soldiers and are used by them.

Now we have settled the question of the relationship between raising standards and reaching a wider audience, the question of the relationship between professional experts and comrades157 who carry out the work of reaching wide audiences can also be settled. Our professionals should serve not only cadres but more importantly the masses as well. Gorky was active in editing factory histories, guiding village correspondents, and guiding young people in their teens, while Lu Xun also spent a great deal of time on general correspondence with students.158 Our professional writers should give their attention to the masses’ wall newspapers and to reportage literature in the army and the villages. Our professional playwrights should give their attention to little theater groups in the army and villages. Our professional musicians should give their attention to songs sung by the masses. Our professional artists should give their attention to mass art. All of these comrades should develop close relationships with comrades who are doing the work of reaching wider audiences on the lowest level159 among the masses, helping and guiding them at the same time as learning from them and drawing sustenance from them, replenishing, enriching, and nourishing themselves160 so that their profession does not become an ivory tower isolated from the masses and from reality, devoid of meaning and vitality. We should respect professionals, who are very valuable to us in our cause. But we should tell them that their work as revolutionary writers and artists can only have significance if they ally themselves with the masses, express their point of view, and become their loyal spokesmen. The only way to educate the masses is by being their student. If professional writers and artists regard themselves as masters of the masses, as aristocrats on a superior level to “the lower classes,” then no matter how talented they might be, they are completely useless as far as the masses are concerned and there is no future for their work.

Is this attitude of ours utilitarian? Materialists do not oppose utilitarianism in general, but they do oppose feudal, bourgeois, or petty bourgeois utilitarianism, not to mention the kind of hypocrite who opposes utilitarianism in words but practices the most selfish and short-sighted kind of utilitarianism. There is no such thing as super-utilitarianism in this world; in a class society, utilitarianism is a property of class. We are proletarian, revolutionary utilitarians, who take as our starting point a combination of the present and future interests of the broad masses who constitute over ninety percent of the total population; we are therefore revolutionary utilitarians who adopt an extremely broad and long-range target, rather than guild utilitarians161 who are only concerned with the partial and the immediate. For instance, if someone tries to foist on the market and propagate among the masses a work that appeals only to himself and his friends or a small group of people,162 but which the majority does not need and which may even be harmful to it, all for the sake of promoting his own interests or those of a narrow group, and yet still finds fault with utilitarianism among the masses, then not only is he insulting the masses but also showing a total lack of self-knowledge. Nothing can be considered good unless a large number of people benefit greatly from it.163 Suppose you have something like “Snow in Spring” which aristocrats enjoy164 while the masses are still singing “The Sichuanese in the Countryside”; if all you can be bothered to do is curse the masses without trying to raise their standards, then all your curses are useless. The problem at the present time is to combine “Snow in Spring” with “The Sichuanese in the Countryside,” which is a problem of combining higher standards with wider audiences. If we don’t combine them, professional literature and art of even the highest quality will inevitably turn into the narrowest utilitarianism; you may say it is pure and lofty, but that’s only your judgment, the masses won’t accept it. Once we have settled the problem of serving the masses and how to go about it as our fundamental goal, we have in so doing settled all the other questions165 such as position, attitude, audience, material,166 the description of dark and bright sides, alliance versus opposition,167 utilitarianism versus super-utilitarianism and narrow utilitarianism versus long-range utilitarianism.168 If we169 agree on the fundamental goal, then our workers in literature and art, our schools for literature and art, our publications, organizations, and activities of every kind in literature and art should serve this goal.170 It would be a mistake to depart from this goal, and anything at variance with it must be revised accordingly.

3.

Since our literature and art are for the popular masses, we can now discuss two further questions, the first concerning the relationships within the party, i.e., the relation between party work in literature and art and party work as a whole, the other concerning relationships that go outside the party, i.e., the relation between party and nonparty work in literature and art—the question of the united front in literature and art.

Let us start with the first question. In the world today, all culture or literature and art belongs to a definite class and party,171 and has a definite political line. Art for art’s sake, art that stands above class and party,171 and fellow-travelling or politically independent art do not exist in reality. In a society composed of classes and parties, art obeys both class and party and it must naturally obey the political demands of its class and party, and the revolutionary task of a given revolutionary age; any deviation is a deviation from the masses’ basic need.172 Proletarian literature and art are a part of the whole proletarian revolutionary cause; as Lenin said, they are “a screw in the whole machine,”173 and therefore, the party’s work in literature and art occupies a definite, assigned position within the party’s revolutionary work as a whole174. Opposition to this assignment must lead to dualism or pluralism, and in essence resembles Trotsky’s “Politics—Marxist; art—bourgeois.” We do not support excessive emphasis175 on the importance of literature and art, nor do we support their underestimation. Literature and art are subordinate to politics, and yet in turn exert enormous influence on it. Revolutionary literature and art are a part of the whole work of revolution; they are a screw,!’”176 which of course doesn’t compare with other parts177 in importance, urgency, or priority, but which is nevertheless indispensible in the whole machinery, an indispensible part of revolutionary work as a whole. If literature and art did not exist in even the broadest and most general sense, the revolution178 could not advance or win victory; it would be incorrect not to acknowledge this. Furthermore, when we speak of literature and art obeying politics, politics refers to class and mass politics and not to the small number of people known as politicians. Politics, both revolutionary and counterrevolutionary alike, concerns the struggle between classes and not the behavior of a small number of people. Ideological warfare and literary and artistic warfare, especially if these wars are revolutionary, are necessarily subservient to political warfare,179 because class and mass needs can only be expressed in a concentrated form through politics. Revolutionary politicians, professional politicians who understand the science or art of revolutionary politics, are simply the leaders of millions of mass politicians; their task is to collect the opinions of mass politicians, distill them, and return them to the masses in an acceptable and practical form; they are not like the kind of aristocratic or armchair “politician” who acts as if he had a monopoly on brilliance—this is the difference in principle between politicians of the proletariat and the propertied180 classes, a difference that also exists between their respective politics.181 It would be incorrect not to acknowledge this or to see proletarian politics and politicians in a narrow or conventional182 way.

The second topic is the question of the united front in literature and art. Literature and art are subordinate to politics, and the first and fundamental problem in China today is resistance to Japan; therefore, party workers in literature and art should form an alliance on this issue with writers and artists outside the party (from party sympathizers and petty bourgeois writers and artists to bourgeois and landlord writers and artists183). Next, they should form an alliance around the issue of democracy; some writers and artists184 do not support this issue, so the extent of the alliance here will inevitably be somewhat smaller. Thirdly, they should form an alliance around specific questions among writers and artists—issues of artistic style.185 We advocate proletarian realism,186 which again some people do not support, and the extent of the alliance here will probably187 even be smaller. There may be unity on one question at the same time as there is struggle or criticism on another. Each question is both separate from and connected with the others, so that struggle and criticism continue to exist even on questions where an alliance has been formed, such as resistance to Japan. United front errors, such as alliance without struggle or struggle without alliance, or practicing as some comrades have done in the past either rightist capitulationism and tailism or “leftist” isolationism and sectarianism, all come under the heading of what Lenin called a hamstrung policy.188 This is just as true in art as it is in politics.

Petty bourgeois writers and artists are an important force in China among the various forces constituting the united front in literature and art. There are many shortcomings in their thinking and their works, but they show some tendency towards revolution and are fairly close to workers, peasants, and soldiers.189 It is therefore a particularly important task to help them overcome their shortcomings and win them over to the front that serves the masses of workers, peasants, and soldiers.190

4.

One of the chief methods of struggle among writers and artists is literary or art criticism. We should develop criticism in literature and art: our past work has been deficient191 in this regard, as our comrades have correctly pointed out. Literary criticism is a complex problem that requires a great deal of specialized study. Here I shall only discuss192 the fundamental question of the criteria to be used, along with a brief outline of my opinions on a number of miscellaneous193 questions and incorrect views raised by some comrades.

There are two criteria in literary criticism, the political and the artistic. According to the political criterion, everything that is in the interests of unity in the War of Resistance, encourages solidarity among the masses, opposes retreat and promotes progress is good or better,194 while everything that is not in the interests of unity in the War of Resistance, encourages a lack of solidarity among the masses, opposes progress or drags people backwards is bad or worse.195 Do the words good and bad in this context refer to motive (subjective desires) or to effect (social practice)? Idealists stress motive and deny effect, while mechanical materialists stress effect and deny motive; as dialectical materialists who believe in the unity of motive and effect, we are opposed to both of these approaches. Motives to serve the masses, and effects that win the approval of the masses, cannot be taken separately; the two must be unified. Motives that serve the interests of narrow groups or individuals are no good, but neither are effects that don’t win the approval of the masses or aren’t in their interests despite a motive to serve them. In examining a writer’s subjective desires, whether his motives are correct and upright, we don’t go by his declarations but rather by the effect that his actions (his works)196 produce among the masses in society. The criterion for examining subjective desires is social practice; the criterion for examining motives is their effect. We don’t want sectarianism in our literary criticism or art criticism; according to the general principle of alliance in the War of Resistance, we should tolerate works197 of literature and art that contain different kinds of political attitudes, but our criticism still takes a firm stand on principle, and we must pass strict judgment on198 works of literature and art that contain antinational, antiscientific, antimass, and antiparty views, because these kinds of so-called literature and art, both in motive and effect, damage unity in the War of Resistance. According to the artistic criterion, all works of higher artistic standards are good or better, while those of lower artistic standards are bad or worse; but even in making this distinction we must naturally consider social effect. There is hardly any writer or artist who doesn’t think his own work is excellent, and our criticism should allow free competition between different kinds of work; but it is also absolutely necessary to subject them to correct criticism according to scientific artistic standards, gradually raising relatively low levels of art to higher levels and transforming art that doesn’t meet the demands of the broad mass struggle (even if it is on a very high level of art)199 into art that does. Given both political and artistic criteria, what is the relationship between them? Politics is certainly not equivalent to art, and a general world outlook is certainly not equivalent to a methodology of artistic creation.200 in art, just as in politics, we do not acknowledge abstract and absolutely unchanging criteria, since in every class society and in every class in that society201 there are different political and artistic criteria. But in every class society and in every class within that society,201 without exception, political criteria are always placed ahead of artistic criteria. The bourgeoisie always rejects a proletarian work of literature or art however high its artistic quality.202 The proletariat must also reject the reactionary political qualities of bourgeois works of literature and art and accept their artistic qualities only with discrimination.203 There are some things which are fundamentally reactionary in political terms, and yet can have a certain artistry, for example, fascist literature and art.204 insofar as a work is reactionary, the more artistic it is the more harm it can do to the people and the more it should be rejected. The common characteristic of all literature and art of exploiting classes in their period of decline is the contradiction between their reactionary political content and their artistic form. What we demand, therefore, is a unity of politics and art, a unity of content and form, a unity of revolutionary political content and the highest205 artistic form possible. Works of art that lack artistry, however progressive politically, are nevertheless ineffectual. We are therefore equally opposed to works of art with a harmful content206 and to the tendency toward the so-called “slogan style,” which is only concerned with content and not with form;207 we should carry out a struggle on both fronts in questions of literature and art.

Both of these tendencies exist among many of our comrades.208 Many comrades have a tendency to ignore art and should pay attention to raising their artistic standards. But what I believe is more of a problem at present is still the political aspect. Some comrades, lacking a fundamental knowledge of politics, have come up with all sorts of foolish ideas. Let me give you a few examples from Yan’an.

“Humanism.” Is there such a thing as human nature? Of course there is. But human nature only exists in the concrete209; in a class society human nature has210 a class character, and human nature in the abstract,211 going beyond class, doesn’t exist. We uphold the human nature of the proletariat,212 while the bourgeoisie and the petty bourgeoisie213 uphold the human nature of their own class, although they don’t talk about it as such but make it out to be the only kind there is214; in their eyes, therefore, proletarian human nature is incompatible with human nature. The so-called215 “humanism” which some people in Yan’an at the present time uphold as a216 theoretical basis for literature and art goes along these lines and is completely mistaken.

“The fundamental starting point of literature and art is love, the love of mankind.” Love may be one starting point, but there is a more fundamental one. Love exists on a conceptual level, as a product of objective practice, and it is a fundamental principle that we do not start from concepts but from objective practice. The fact that our workers in literature and art who come from the intelligentsia love the proletariat stems from the fact that society has sentenced both to a common fate and integrated our two separate lives into one.217 Our hatred of Japanese imperialism stems from the fact that Japanese imperialism oppresses us. Nowhere in the world does there exist love or hatred without cause or reason. As for so-called “love of mankind,” there has never been this kind of unifying love since mankind split218 into classes. The ruling classes, Confucius, and even Tolstoy all upheld it,219 but no one has genuinely practiced it because it would be impossible in a class society. A genuine love for mankind will be possible when classes have been eliminated all over the world. Classes cause splits within society,220 and only when classes have been eliminated and unity restored221 in society will love for the whole of mankind exist; at the present time, however, it doesn’t yet do so. We cannot love fascists,222 the enemy or all the ugly and vicious things in society, since our aim is to eliminate them; this is just commonsense; it’s hard to believe that some workers in literature and art still can’t understand it!

“Works of literature and art have always given equal weight to descriptions of brightness and darkness, on a fifty-fifty basis.” There are a lot of muddled ideas contained here. It’s certainly not the case that works of literature and art always used to be like this. Many petty bourgeois writers have never found the brightness, and their works only expose darkness, under the name of “exposure literature”; some actually specialize in spreading pessimism and cynicism. Soviet Russian literature, on the other hand, in a period of socialist reconstruction, concentrates on descriptions of brightness; it also describes shortcomings in work,223 but these shortcomings224 only form a contrast to the overall picture of brightness; there is certainly no question of a “fifty-fifty basis.” Bourgeois writers and artists in their reactionary phase describe the revolutionary masses as hooligans and themselves as saints, which can be called reversing brightness and darkness. Only genuinely revolutionary writers and artists can settle correctly the problem of praise and exposure. They must expose every dark force that endangers the popular masses, and praise every revolutionary struggle of the popular masses: this is their fundamental task.

“The task of literature and art has always been exposure.” Explanations like this one and the one above show a lack of understanding of the science of history and historical materialism.225 I have already explained above that literature and art have by no means always been confined to exposure. The only targets that revolutionary writers and artists can take for exposure are aggressors, exploiters, and oppressors,226 not the popular masses. There are shortcomings among the popular masses too, but these are chiefly a result of the rule exercised over them by aggressors, exploiters, and oppressors, so that our revolutionary writers and artists should expose them as evils for which aggressors, exploiters, and oppressors are responsible,227 but there shouldn’t be any kind of “exposing the people” as such. Our attitude towards the people is only228 a question of educating them and raising standards among them. No one but counterrevolutionary writers and artists describe the people as “born stupid” and the revolutionary masses as “tyrannical hooligans.”

“It is still the age of essays, and we still need the Lu Xun style.” If we take the essay and the Lu Xun style just to mean satire, then this view is only correct when it applies to enemies of the people.229 Lu Xun lived under the rule of the forces of darkness, where there was no freedom of speech, and it was therefore absolutely correct of Lu Xun to use the essay form, with its cold ridicule and burning satire, to do battle. We also have a need for sharp ridicule to direct at fascism and Chinese reactionaries,230 but in anti-Japanese bases in the Shaanxi-Gansu-Ningxia Border Areas and elsewhere behind the enemy lines, where revolutionary writers and artists are given complete democratic freedom and only counterrevolutionary and Special Branch231 elements are denied it, the essay should not take232 the same form as Lu Xun’s; it can shout at the top of its voice, but it shouldn’t be obscure or devious, something that the popular masses can’t understand.233 When it came to the people themselves and not their enemies, Lu Xun even in his “essay period” never ridiculed or attacked revolutionary people or parties, and his style in these essays was completely different from the style he employed against the enemy. I have already said above that the people’s shortcomings must be criticized, but we must speak from genuine identification with the people and total devotion to their protection and education. If we treat comrades with the ruthless methods required against the enemy,234 then we are identifying ourselves with the enemy. Should we get rid of satire?235 There are236 several kinds of satire, for use against the enemy, friends,237 or our own ranks; each of these three attitudes238 is different. We certainly won’t get rid of239 satire in general, but we must get rid of its indiscriminate use.

“I am not in the habit of celebrating success or praising virtue; works that praise brightness are not necessarily great, nor are works that portray darkness necessarily trivial.” If you are bourgeois writers and artists, you praise the bourgeoisie and not the proletariat, and if you are proletarian writers and artists, then you praise the proletariat and the laboring people, but not the bourgeoisie: each takes its own side. Works that praise the bright side of the bourgeoisie are not necessarily great, and works that portray its dark side are not necessarily trivial; whereas works that praise the bright side of the proletariat are not necessarily less than great, but works that portray its “darkness” are definitely240 trivial: isn’t this a fact of literary and art history? What is wrong with praising the people, the creators of this world and of history?241 What is wrong with praising the proletariat, the Communist Party, new democracy, and socialism? A type of person does actually exist who has no enthusiasm at all for the popular cause and maintains a cold, detached attitude toward the struggle and victory of the people242 and their vanguard; the only thing he is interested in and never tires of praising is his own self and perhaps his sweetheart as well, plus243 a few celebrities from his own clique. This kind of petty bourgeois individualist naturally doesn’t want to praise the achievements of revolutionary people or inspire them to courage in battle and faith in victory. A type like this is only a termite in the revolutionary ranks, and the revolutionary people don’t need his “praise.”

“It is not a question of position; my position is right, my intentions are good, and I understand the issues, but because my expression is bad my work ends up having the wrong effect.” I have already explained above the dialectical materialist view of the relation between motive and effect; now I want to ask whether or not the question of effect is a question of position. For someone to perform a task solely on the basis of his motives and not bother about its effect is equivalent to a doctor only being concerned with making out prescriptions and not caring whether244 his patients die as a result, or like a political party only being concerned with issuing manifestos and not bothering to see whether they are carried out or not; how is a position like this still correct? Are the intentions still good? Of course, even when we take into account the possible effect of something beforehand, mistakes can still occur, but are our intentions still good if we persist in doing something that has already been shown to have a bad effect in practice? We judge parties or doctors by looking at their practice or their results, and the same is true of writers. Genuinely good intentions necessarily involve considering the effects of what we do, summarizing our past experience, and studying various methods or what are known as245 techniques of expression. They must involve totally sincere self-criticism of shortcomings and mistakes in our work and a firm resolution to correct them. This is how the method of self-criticism among communists was adopted. This is the only position that is correct. At the same time, the only way we can come to understand what the correct position is and maintain our grasp on it is through a process of serious and responsible practice along these lines. If we don’t advance along these lines in our practice and just say complacently that “we understand,” we haven’t really understood at all.

“Studying246 Marxism-Leninism247 leads to repeating the mistakes of the dialectical materialist method of creative work, which hinders creativity.” Studying Marxism-Leninism247 only248 requires us to observe the world, society, literature, and art from the point of view of dialectical materialism and historical materialism; it certainly doesn’t require us to write lectures on philosophy in works of literature and art. Marxism-Leninism247 can include but not replace realism in literary and artistic creation, just as it can include but not replace theories of the atom or electron in physics. It’s true that empty, dry, and dogmatic formulas will destroy creativity, but more than that, they will first destroy Marxism-Leninism.247 Dogmatic Marxism-Lemnism249 is not Marxism-Leninism247 at all but anti-Marxism-Leninism.247 Then Marxism-Leninism247 won’t destroy creativity after all? Yes, it will, it will definitely destroy feudal, bourgeois, petty bourgeois, liberalist, individualist, nihilist, art-for-art’s sake, aristocratic, decadent, pessimistic, and other kinds of creativity that are alien to the popular masses and the proletariat. Should mentalities like these be destroyed among proletarian writers and artists? Yes, I think so, they should be thoroughly destroyed, and while they are being destroyed, something new can be established.

5.

What does the existence of these questions among our writers and artists in Yan’an tell us? It tells us that three250 incorrect working styles still exist to a serious degree among our writers and artists, and that many shortcomings such as idealism, foreign dogmatism,251 idle speculation, contempt for practice, and isolation from the masses still exist among our comrades, a situation that requires a realistic and serious movement to correct our work styles.

Many of our comrades are still not very clear about the difference between the proletariat and the petty bourgeoisie. Many party members have joined the party on an organizational level, but haven’t made a full commitment on the ideological level, or even any commitment at all; these people still carry around a lot of exploiter’s filth in their heads and are fundamentally ignorant of what proletarian ideology, communism, and the party are. They think that proletarian ideology is just the same old story. Little do they realize that it is by no means easy to acquire: some people spend a lifetime without ever getting close to being a true party member and invariably end up leaving the party. Of course, some people are even worse: on the organizational level, they join the Japanese party, Wang Jingwei’s party, or the Special Branch of the big bourgeoisie and big landlords party, but afterwards they also bore their way into the Communist party or Communist-led organizations, advertising themselves as “party members” and “revolutionaries.”252 As a result, although the vast majority of people253 in our party and in our ranks are true, nevertheless, if we are to lead the revolutionary movement to develop in a better way and be the sooner completed, then we must conscientiously put in order our internal affairs254 on both ideological and organizational levels. We have to put things in order ideologically before we can tackle the organizational level and begin an ideological struggle between the proletariat and nonproletarian classes. An ideological struggle has already begun among writers and artists in Yan’an, which is very necessary. People of petty bourgeois origins always persist in expressing themselves through a variety of ways and means, including literature and art, propagating their own proposals and urging people to remake the party and the rest of the world in the image of the petty bourgeois intelligentsia. Under these conditions our job is to raise our voices and say, “Comrades,” this game of yours won’t work, the proletariat and the popular masses255 can’t accept your terms; following your course would be in fact following the big landlords and big bourgeoisie; that way we’d run the risk of losing our party, our country, and our own heads.256 who are the only people we can rely on? We must rely on the proletariat and its vanguard257 to remake the party and the rest of the world in their image. We hope that the comrades who are writers and artists recognize the seriousness of this great debate and participate actively in the struggle directed toward the enemy, friends, comrades, and ourselves,258 so that every comrade is strengthened and our entire ranks are genuinely united and consolidated on both the ideological and organizational level.

Because of their many ideological problems, many of our comrades are also largely unable to distinguish correctly between base areas and nonbase areas,259 and in consequence make many mistakes. Many comrades have come from Shanghai garrets, and the passage from garret to base area260 involves not just two different localities but two different historical eras. One is a semi-feudal, semicolonial society ruled by big landlords and the big bourgeoisie; the other is a revolutionary new democratic society under the leadership of the proletariat. To arrive in a base area260 is to arrive in a period of rule261 unprecedented in the several thousand years of Chinese history, one where workers, peasants, and soldiers, and262 the popular masses hold power; the people we encompass, the object of our propaganda, are now completely different. The eras of the past are gone forever and will never return. We must therefore join together with the new masses, without the slightest hesitation. If comrades living among the masses are still like the “heroes without a battlefield, remote and uncomprehending” that I spoke about before, then they will find themselves in difficulties not only when they go down to the villages but even right here in Yan’an. Some comrades think, “Why don’t I write for readers in the general rear,263 that’s something I know well and it’s also a matter of ‘national significance.’” This kind of thinking is completely incorrect. The general rear263 is also changing,264 and readers there don’t need to listen to writers from base areas265 repeating the same boring old tales; they’re hoping that writers in base areas265 will present them with new characters, a new world. The national significance of a piece of work, therefore, is wholly dependent on its serving the masses in the base areas.265 Fadeyev’s The Nineteen only describes a small guerrilla band, with no thought at all of appealing to the taste of old world readers, but its influence has spread throughout the world266. China is going forward, not back, and the force that is leading China forward is the revolutionary base areas and not a backward area in retreat; comrades engaged in correcting their work styles must first of all recognize this fundamental question.

Since we must join in the new era of the masses, we must thoroughly resolve the question of the relationship between the individual and the masses. Lu Xun’s couplet,

Stern browed I coolly face the fingers of a thousand men,

Head bowed I’m glad to be an ox for little children,

should become our motto. The “thousand men” are the enemy, we will never submit to any enemy no matter how ferocious. The “children” are the proletariat and the popular masses. All Communist Party members, all revolutionaries, and all revolutionary workers in literature and art should follow Lu Xun’s example and be an ox for the proletariat and the popular masses, wearing themselves out in their service with no release until death. The intelligentsia must join in with the masses and serve them; this process267 can and definitely will involve a great many trials and hardships, but as long as we are resolute, these demands are within our grasp.

In my talk today I have only covered a few fundamental questions on the direction to take in our literary and art movement, and there are still many concrete questions that require further study. I believe that our comrades are resolved to take this direction. I believe that in the process of correcting their work styles, in the long period ahead of study and work, our comrades can definitely transform themselves and their work, creating many fine works that will be enthusiastically welcomed by workers, peasants, and soldiers,268 and the popular masses, and pushing forward the literary and art movement in the base areas265 throughout the whole country toward a glorious new stage.

Note

* Numbers in the text refer to the changes from the 1943/1944 text to the 1953/1966 text, as listed in Appendix 1. All changes (except punctuation) that survive translation are listed there.


APPENDIX 1: MAJOR CHANGES FROM THE 1943/1944 TEXT TO THE 1953/1966 TEXT*

1. correct relationship: relationship

2. national liberation: popular liberation

3. slavish culture: compradore culture

4. Red Army struggles: revolutionary struggles

5. Omit: and each fought as an independent army

6. integrating with the people’s movement: completely integrating with the popular masses

7. They are: I believe they are

8. friends: allies in the popular front

9. proletariat: popular masses

10. Omit: Should we “praise” the enemy, Japanese fascists and all other enemies of the people? Certainly not, because they are the very worst kind of reactionaries. They may have some superiority on a technical level, so that we can say, for example, that their guns and artillery are quite good, but good weapons in their hands are reactionary. The task of our armed forces is to capture their weapons and turn them against the enemy to seize victory.

11. cultural army: workers in revolutionary literature and art

12. Add: over the enemy, Japanese imperialism, and all other enemies of the people

13. Omit: our friends,

14. of various kinds: of various kinds in the united front

15. criticize and oppose: firmly oppose

16. Add: and struggle with their own shortcomings and mistakes

17. Add: excepting only those who cling to their errors

18. Border Area: Shaanxi-Gansu-Ningxia Border Area

19. general rear: Nationalist-controlled areas

20. or: and even less so

21. cadres in the party, the government, and the army: revolutionary cadres

22. Yours is the language of intellectuals, theirs is the language of the popular masses.: That is, you lack an adequate knowledge of the rich, lively language of the popular masses. Because many workers in literature and art have cut themselves off from the masses and lead empty lives, they are naturally unfamiliar with popular speech, so that not only does the language they write in seem rather dull, but in addition they frequently insert strange and unfamiliar expressions which they have just made up and which are quite out of keeping with popular usage.

23. Omit: I have mentioned before that

24. we should start by studying: we should conscientiously study

25. the masses’ language: a great deal of the masses’ language

26. workers, peasants, and soldiers: workers and peasants

27. workers, peasants, and soldiers: workers, peasants, and soldiers in the revolutionary army

28. Omit: not only spiritually unclean in many respects but even physically

29. big and petty bourgeoisie: the bourgeoisie and petty bourgeois intelligentsia

30. Marxist-Leninist: Marxist

31. general knowledge: knowledge

32. the objective determines the subjective: existence determines consciousness

33. the movement: work

34. indecisiveness: vacillation

35. internally: in regard to the people

36. Insert: in the base areas

37. Insert: and workers and peasants

38. the general rear: Nationalist-controlled areas

39. our problem is . . . one of: our problems are

40. this problem . . . it: these problems . . . them

41. Omit: some further explanation with

42. Insert: This problem was solved long ago by Marxists, especially by Lenin. As far back as 1905 Lenin pointed out emphatically that our literature and art should “serve the millions and tens of millions of working people.”

43. Omit: or even spies sent by the enemy or the Special Branch of the Nationalist party masquerading as writers and artists

44. apart from such people, the rest: the vast majority

45. Omit: to be involved in

46. Omit: even

47. slave culture, or slave literature and art: traitorous literature and art

48. Omit: There is also another kind of literature and art, which serves the Special Branch and may be called Special literature and art: it may be “revolutionary” on the surface, but in reality it belongs with the three categories above.

49. Insert: We should take over the rich legacy and excellent traditions in literature and art that have been handed down from past ages in China and foreign countries, but our aim must still be to serve the popular masses.

50. the old forms of the feudal class and the bourgeoisie: the literary and artistic forms of past ages

51. the petty bourgeoisie: the urban petty bourgeoisie

52. war: revolutionary war

53. the petty bourgeoisie: the laboring masses and intelligentsia of the urban petty bourgeoisie

54. Omit: We should also make alliances with anti-Japanese elements in the landlord class and bourgeoisie, but they do not support democracy among the broad popular masses. They have a literature and art of their own, while our literature and art are not for them and are in any case rejected by them.

55. Workers, peasants, and soldiers are again the most important element in these four groups: the petty bourgeoisie are fewer in number, their revolutionary determination is weaker and they have a higher cultural level than workers, peasants, and soldiers. Our literature and art are therefore primarily for workers, peasants, and soldiers, and only secondarily for the petty bourgeoisie. Here, we must not raise the petty bourgeoisie to a primary position and relegate workers, peasants, and soldiers to a secondary position.: To serve these four groups of people we must identify ourselves with the proletariat and not the petty bourgeoisie. Today, writers who cling to individualism and identify themselves with the petty bourgeoisie cannot genuinely serve the revolutionary masses of workers, peasants, and soldiers; their interest is mainly in a small number of petty bourgeois intellectuals.

56. The problem we have now with one group of comrades, or the key to their inability: The key to the present inability of one group of comrades

57. that is: or

58. workers, peasants, and soldiers: the masses of workers, peasants, and soldiers

59. the petty bourgeoisie: the petty bourgeois intelligentsia

60. members of the petty bourgeoisie: the petty bourgeois intelligentsia

61. the intelligentsia: the petty bourgeois intelligentsia

62. the intelligentsia from petty bourgeois backgrounds: them

63. the shortcomings of the petty bourgeoisie: their shortcomings

64. workers, peasants, and soldiers: the masses of workers, peasants, and soldiers

65. workers, peasants, and soldiers: laboring people

66. petty bourgeois: petty bourgeois intelligentsia

67. Omit: popular speech

68. the intelligentsia, the petty bourgeoisie: the petty bourgeois intelligentsia

69. have their arses: stand

70. people: many people

71. arses: standpoint

72. Insert:, the side of the proletariat,

73. Marxism-Leninism: Marxism

74. Add:, that genuinely serves the proletariat.

75. Omit: in some respects

76. that disunity on the front of revolutionary literature and art is caused by lack of a common purpose, and that this common purpose is to serve workers and peasants.: “The prerequisite for a united front is a common purpose. . . . Our inability to form a united front shows our inability to reach agreement on our purpose, and that we are only serving the interests of a small group or even indeed one individual. If our purpose were to serve the masses of workers and peasants, then of course our front would also be united.”

77. people: the rulers

78. Marxism-Leninism: Marxism

79. is fully applicable: must actually have some effect

80. which only comes from books: in words

81. If we move this Marxism-Leninism out of books and into the masses so that it becomes a living Marxism-Leninism,: If we change this Marxism in words into a Marxism in real life,

82. Add: one-sidedly and exclusively

83. Add: fact of a

84. Add: moreover

85. Feudal things?: Things that are necessary to and readily accepted by the feudal class?

86. Bourgeois things?: Things that are necessary to and readily accepted by the bourgeoisie?

87. Petty bourgeois things?: Things that are necessary to and readily accepted by the petty bourgeois intelligentsia?

88. what belongs to: things that are necessary to and readily accepted by

89. petty bourgeois: petty bourgeois intelligentsia

90. workers, peasants, and soldiers: the masses of workers, peasants, and soldiers

91. Omit: on the basis of their present cultural level and their budding literature and art

92. heights: “heights”

93. Add:, in the direction of proletarian development

94. Reaching a wider audience and raising standards are both worthy activities, but from what source do they arise?: What finally is the source from which all kinds of literature and art arise?

95. Omit: on whatever level of operation

96. result: product

97. Omit: and processing

98. popular life: a certain social life

99. literature and art: the raw materials of literature and art

100. Add: in this respect,

101. Omit: processed forms of

102. exists: can exist

103. Omit: Well, you can say they are a source, but a secondary and not a primary one

104. books and other works already in existence: works of literature and art from the past

105. processed and fabricated from the literature and art: created from the raw materials of literature and art

106. perceived: found

107. absorb these things: take over all the excellent tradition in literature and art

108. using them as models [from which we may learn what to accept and what to reject]: critically assimilating whatever is beneficial and using them as examples

109. process works of literature and art as conceptualized forms: create works

110. literature and art: raw materials of literature and art

111. as models: as legacies and models

112. they are only models and not substitutes: they are legacies and models, and cannot in any way become substitutes for our own creative work

113., imitation, or substitution: or imitation

114. dead people: the ancients

115. Omit: of the same basic nature as dogmatism in military, political, philosophical, or economic affairs

116. devoting body and soul: devoting their entire energies to [Literally—with whole body and mind: with whole mind and will]

117. all literature and art in their natural form: all the raw material of literature and art

118. processing or creating: creating

119. Omit: where you integrate raw materials with production, the stage of study with the stage of creation

120. Omit: since without raw materials or semi-processed goods you have nothing to process

121. will: you will

122. Although literature and art in their natural form are the sole source of literature and art in conceptualized form,: Although human social life is the sole source of literature and art,

123. literature and art that have been processed are more organized and concentrated than literature and art in their natural form;: life as reflected in works of literature and art, compared with ordinary actual life, can and ought to be on a higher plane, more intense, more concentrated;

124. Omit: The living Lenin was infinitely more vigorous and interesting than the Lenin of fiction, drama, and film, but the living Lenin did so many things in the course of a single day, and so much of what he did was identical with other people’s work; besides, very few people ever saw Lenin, and after his death no one could ever see him again. In these respects, the Lenin of fiction, drama, and film is superior to the living Lenin.

125. fiction, drama, film, and so on: literature and art

126. can: should

127. hunger: hunger, cold

128. Omit: organize and

129. making it typical: making its contradiction and struggle typical

130. processed literature and art: literature and art of this kind

131. Omit: but only literature and art in their natural form,

132. Literature and art for a wider audience and literature and art to raise standards are both processed forms, so what is the difference between them? There is a difference of degree.: What do reaching a wider audience and raising standards mean in regard to literature and art? What kind of relationship exists between these two tasks?

133. Literature and art for a wide audience indicates that the processing has been relatively limited and crude,: Things for a wide audience are relatively simple and plain,

134. literature and art to raise standards indicates that the processing has been relatively extensive and skillful, and hence, relatively difficult for [the broad popular masses at the present time to accept readily].: advanced works are more polished, and hence difficult to produce, and often more difficult to circulate readily among the broad masses at the present time.

135. bitter struggle: bitter and bloody struggle

136. illiterate, ignorant, and uncultured: illiterate and uncultured

137. their most urgent demand, therefore, is for a wide-reaching educational movement in the form of cultural knowledge and works of literature and art that they urgently need and can readily accept,: they urgently demand a wide-reaching educational movement together with cultural knowledge and works of literature and art that meet their urgent needs and are easy to absorb,

138. The first step for them is not a question of: The first need for them is still not

139. The most serious and central task in regard to the people, therefore, is initially the work of reaching a wider audience rather than raising standards.: Under present conditions, therefore, the task of reaching a wider audience is the more pressing.

140. If the people providing the material for wider audiences aren’t on a higher level than their audience, then what is the point of trying to reach them at all?: Not only is it possible for some excellent works even now to reach a wider audience, but also the cultural level of the broad masses is steadily rising.

141. Omit: invariably

142. the people who prepare the material and the audience they are reaching? [the people who reach and the people who are reached?]: the educators and the educated?

143. Wouldn’t it be pointless to reach: What would be the point of reaching

144. the experience: good experience

145. Omit: of reaching a wider audience and raising standards,

146. Omit: provided that their experience is good

147. But the material used in raising standards for guidance never involves crude imitation, since this would only destroy its usefulness.: Precisely for this reason, the work of reaching wider audiences that we are speaking of not only does not hinder raising standards, but gives a basis for the work of raising standards, which is now limited in scope, and also prepares the necessary conditions for us to raise standards in the future on a much broader scale.

148. who have generally already completed the kind of education currently offered to the masses;: who have generally received more education than the masses.

149. Omit: their ability to absorb things is higher than the masses, so that material intended for wider audiences among the masses at their present level, such as “The Little Cowherd,” cannot satisfy them.

150. Omit: But for the time being this kind of need is confined to cadres and not generally felt among the masses; it should be our goal to meet this need, but it should not become the total or the central goal today.

151. At the same time we should understand that in serving cadres: In serving cadres

152. processing: creative labor

153. advanced mass literature and art: advanced literature and art

154. lower-grade mass literature and art: elementary literature and art

155. serve: mostly serve

156. Omit: (which isn’t to say literature and art with low standards of taste)

157. comrades: people

158. Omit: Gorky was active in editing factory histories, guiding village correspondents, and guiding young people in their teens, while Lu Xun also spent a great deal of time on general correspondence with students.

159. Omit: on the lowest level

160. replenishing, enriching, and nourishing: replenishing and enriching

161. guild utilitarians: narrow utilitarians

162. himself and his friends or a small group of people: a few people

163. a large number of people benefit greatly from it: it is in the real interests of the popular masses

164. which aristocrats enjoy: which, for the time being, a minority enjoys

165. all the other questions: the other questions

166. Omit: position, attitude, audience, material,

167. Omit: versus opposition

168. utilitarianism versus super-utilitarianism and narrow utilitarianism versus long-range utilitarianism.: and so on.

169. we: all of us

170. serve this goal.: act in accordance with this goal.

171. class and party: class

172. Omit: In a society composed of classes and parties, art obeys both class and party, and it must naturally obey the political demands of its class and party, and the revolutionary task of a given revolutionary age; any deviation is a deviation from the masses’ basic need.

173. “a screw in the whole machine”: “a cog and screw” in the whole revolutionary machine

174. Add: and is subordinate to the revolutionary task set by the party in a given revolutionary period

175. excessive emphasis: excessive emphasis to a mistaken degree

176. screw: cog or screw

177. other parts: other more important parts

178. the revolution: the revolutionary movement

179. Ideological warfare and literary and artistic warfare, especially if these wars are revolutionary, are necessarily subservient to political warfare,: Revolutionary ideological struggles and literary and artistic struggles are necessarily subservient to the political struggle,

180. propertied: rotten bourgeois

181. Omit:, a difference that also exists between their respective politics. Add: . It is precisely for this reason that there can be complete accord between the political character of our literature and art and their truthfulness.

182. narrow or conventional: conventional

183. bourgeois and landlord writers and artists: all bourgeois and landlord writers who support resistance to Japan

184. writers and artists: anti-Japanese writers and artists

185. artistic style: artistic methods and style

186. proletarian realism: socialist realism

187. Omit: probably

188. what Lenin called a hamstrung policy.: mistaken policy.

189. workers, peasants, and soldiers: laboring people

190. masses of workers, peasants, and soldiers.’: laboring people.

191. deficient: quite deficient

192. discuss: concentrate on discussing

193. miscellaneous: specific

194. good or better,: good,

195. bad or worse.: bad.

196. his works: chiefly his works

197. works: the existence of works

198. Add: and repudiate

199. Omit: (even if it is on a very high level of art)

200. a methodology of artistic creation: methods of artistic creation and criticism

201. in every class society and in every class within that society,: in every class in every class society,

202. artistic quality [degree].: artistic achievement.

203. reject the reactionary political qualities of bourgeois works of literature and art and accept their artistic qualities only with discrimination.: distinguish between works of literature and art from past ages by first examining their attitude towards the people and whether they have any progressive significance in history, and determine their own attitude accordingly.

204. Omit: for example, fascist literature and art

205. highest: most perfect

206. with a harmful content: with mistaken political views

207. which is only concerned with content and not with form;: which only has correct political views but no artistic power;

208. among many of our comrades.: in the thinking of many of our comrades.

209. Add:, not in the abstract

210. has: only has

211. Omit: in the abstract,

212. Add: and the popular masses

213. the bourgeoisie and the petty bourgeoisie: the landlord class and the bourgeoisie

214. Add: . The human nature encouraged by a few members of the petty bourgeois intelligentsia is divorced from or opposed to the popular masses, and what they call human nature is in fact nothing but bourgeois individualism

215. Omit: so-called

216. Add: so-called

217. society has sentenced both to a common fate and integrated our two separate lives into one.: society has made them feel that they share a common fate with the proletariat.

218. split: divided

219. The ruling classes, Confucius, and even Tolstoy all upheld it,: All ruling classes in the past and many so-called sages and wise men have been fond of upholding it,

220. Classes cause splits within society,: Classes divide society into many opposing groups,

221. Omit: and unity restored

222. Omit: fascists,

223. Add: and describes negative characters

224. shortcomings: descriptions

225. the science of history and historical materialism: scientific knowledge of history

226. Add: and the evil influence they have on people,

227. but these are chiefly a result of the rule exercised over them by aggressors, exploiters, and oppressors, so that our revolutionary writers and artists should expose them as evils for which aggressors, exploiters, and oppressors are responsible;: and these shortcomings should be overcome by criticism and self-criticism within the people’s own ranks, and one of the most important tasks of literature and art is to carry out such criticism and self-criticism;

228. only: fundamentally

229. Omit: If we take the essay and the Lu Xun style just to mean satire, then this view is only correct when it applies to enemies of the people.

230. Add: and everything that harms the people

231. Omit: and Special Branch

232. should not take: should not simply take

233. that the popular masses can’t understand.: that isn’t easy for the popular masses to understand.

234. with the ruthless methods required against the enemy,: in the same way as we treat the enemy,

235. Add: No, satire is always needed.

236. There are: There are, however,

237. friends,: allies,

238. each of these three attitudes: each attitude

239. get rid of: oppose

240. definitely: necessarily

241. world and of history?: history, mankind, and the world?

242. the people: the proletariat

243. Omit: his sweetheart as well, plus

244. whether: how many of

245. or what are known as:, what is known in creative work as

246. “Studying: “To uphold the study of

247. Marxism-Leninism: Marxism

248. Omit: only

249. Marxism-Leninism: “Marxism”

250. Omit: three

251. foreign dogmatism: dogmatism

252. Omit: Of course, some people are even worse: on the organizational level, they join the Japanese party, Wang Jingwei’s party, or the Special Branch of the big bourgeoisie and big landlords party, but afterwards they also bore their way into the Communist party or Communist-led organizations, advertising themselves as “party members” and “revolutionaries.”

253. the vast majority: the majority

254. put in order our internal affairs: put things in order

255. Omit: and the popular masses

256., our country, and our own heads.: and our country.

257. the proletariat and its vanguard: the vanguard of the proletariat

258. Omit: directed towards the enemy, friends, comrades, and ourselves

259. base areas and nonbase areas,: revolutionary base areas and Nationalist-controlled areas,

260. base area: revolutionary base area

261. period of rule: period

262. Omit: workers, peasants, and soldiers, and

263. general rear: ‘general rear’

264. is also changing: will also change

265. base areas: revolutionary base areas

266. Add:; at least in China, as you know, it had a very great influence

267. join in with the masses and serve them; this process: join in with the masses and serve them, they must go through a process where each side gets to know the other. This process

268. Omit: workers, peasants, and soldiers, and

Note

* These are the changes that survive translation. An exhaustive list of all changes can be found in Mō Takutō shū (see Appendix 2, item 8).


APPENDIX 2: SOME MAJOR EDITIONS OF THE “TALKS”

1. “Zai Yan’an wenyi zuotanhuishangde jianghua” [Talks at the Yan’an conference on literature and art], Jiefang ribao, 19 October 1943, p. 1.* This is the basic text for all editions up to February 1953. Unless otherwise noted, the title is the same in all subsequent editions.

2. Zai wenyi zuotanhuide jianghua—yinyan yu jielun [Talks at the Yan’an conference on literature and art—introduction and conclusion] (Yan’an: Jiefang she, October 1943). Cover title: “Wenyi wenti” [Problems of literature and art]. The first fourteen pages of text are numbered 317-30; the remaining twenty-two pages are unnumbered. This edition is not listed in the Wenwu bibliography (see below).

3. Eighty-four single volume editions of the “Talks” under various titles published between October 1943 and March 1953 are listed with brief descriptions in Wenwu, no. 5 (May 1972), pp. 17 and 29; for more details, see the accompanying article by Qi Si from Peking Library, ‘“Zai Yan’an wenyi zuotanhuishangde jianghua’ banben luetan” [A brief talk on the editions of “Talks at the Yan’an Conference on Literature and Art”], pp. 10-16.

4. In Zhengfeng wenxian [Rectification documents] (Yan’an: Xinhua shudian, 1945)*; rev. ed., 1946; rev. ed., 1949; rev. ed., 1950. I have not tried to determine the difference between these “editions.” Most of the documents in this collection, which seems to have circulated widely in China, have been translated in Boyd Compton’s Mao’s China: Party Reform Documents, 1942-1944 (Seattle, 1950). Compton does not indicate which text he used, and there are undoubtedly more “editions” than the ones listed above. Compton does not translate the “Talks” in his selection.

5. In pre-Liberation Selected Works. All editions in this section and in section 6 below have the title Mao Zedong xuanji [Selected works of Mao Zedong], familiarly known as Maoxuan.

a. Maoxuan, 5 vols. (Shaanxi-Chahaer-Hebei Xinhua shudian, May 1944).* For reprint, see item 8 below.

b. Maoxuan, 6 vols. (Shaanxi-Chahaer-Hebei Central Bureau of the CCP, 1947)*; reprinted in 2 vols. (Washington, D.C.: Center for Chinese Research Materials, 1970).

6. In post-Liberation Selected Works. In all of these editions, the “Talks” are in vol. 3, and the texts are identical.

a. Maoxuan, 4 vols. (Peking, 1951-60).

b. Maoxuan, 4 vols., 2d ed. (reset) (Peking, 1952-60).*

c. Maoxuan, 4 vols., rev. ed. (simplified characters and horizontal layout) (Peking, 1966).*

7. With other writings on literature and art:

a. Mao Zedong lun wenxue yu yishu [Mao Zedong on literature and art] (Peking: Renmin wenxue chubanshe, 1958).* The “Talks” were reprinted from the edition listed in item 6b above, vol. 3.

b. Mao Zedong lun wenyi [Mao Zedong on literature and art] (Peking: Renmin wenxue chubanshe, 1958).* The contents and pagination are identical with the edition in item 7a above, but the introductory material is different.

c. Mao Zedong lun wenxue he yishu (Peking: Renmin wenxue chubanshe, 1966).* A revised edition of item 7a above with additional material; the text of the “Talks” is identical to that in item 7a.

d. Mao Zedong lun wenyi (Peking: Renmin wenxue chubanshe, 1966).* The contents and pagination are identical with the edition in item 7c above, but the introductory material is different.

8. Variorum editions:

Mō Takutō shū [Collected writings of Mao Zedong], 10 vols. (Tokyo: Hokubō sha, 1970-72).* Reprints of early versions of Mao’s writings; the “Talks” are reprinted from the edition listed in item 5a above.

The present translation is based on item 2 above. Apart from very minor differences in punctuation and wording, this edition is the same as the 1944 Maoxuan version as reprinted in Mō Takutō shū. I have found the three Maoxuan texts listed in item 6 to be identical except for pagination; they are also identical to items 7a and 7b. My basic text for comparison with the 1943/1944 editions has been the edition listed in item 6b, vol. 3.

Note

* Asterisks are used to indicate works that I have personally seen and checked.


APPENDIX 3: TRANSLATIONS OF THE “TALKS”

I. Translations of pre-1953 versions.

A. Incomplete translations:

1. Stuart R. Schram, in his The Political Thought of Mao Tse-tung, rev. ed. (New York: Praeger, 1969). Excellent idiomatic and accurate translation based on the Jiefang ribao text, with emphases and notes showing important differences from the 1953 text.

2. Adele Rickett, in A Documentary History of Chinese Communism, ed. Conrad Brandt, Benjamin I. Schwartz, and John K. Fairbank (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1952). Based on the March 1946 edition of Zhengfeng wenxian; an accurate and representative selection of the major passages.

B. Complete translations:

1. Ch’en Chia-k’ang and Betty Graham, trans., On Literature and Art (n.p.: The Chefoo News, n.d. [1950?]). This edition does not indicate the source of the translation.

2. Problems of Art and Literature (New York: International Publishers, 1950). No translator is given and the source is not indicated. Reprinted in July 1950 by the People’s Publishing House, Bombay; new impressions, 1951 and 1952.

Both of these editions are out of print and therefore not easily obtainable; more importantly, both contain a large number of minor errors and false emphases, which, though not affecting the general message of the “Talks,” makes them unsuitable for close study. For example, both versions emphasize unduly the accomplishments of prewar literature and art; the Chefoo version occasionally translates “cadres” as “sympathizers,” while the New York version at one point identifies cadres as workers, soldiers, and peasants; the Chefoo version raises the social status of prewar readers to “professionals” and “employers” (the former is simply not a very good translation of zhiyuan, and the latter may be a misprint for “employees” dianyuan); and the New York version very much exaggerates and ridicules the snobbishness of students who are unable to carry their own belongings.

In the present translation I have tried to stay as close as possible to the text, within the limits of acceptable English, and have tried to reproduce the tone and emphasis of the original, which on the whole is easy and conversational. Many expressions appearing in Mao’s works now have standard translations that have achieved the status of technical terms, but since the present translation is not primarily directed toward political scientists, I have preferred to choose English expressions that more closely approximate the original words and to use jargon only where jargon appears in the text. I have also tried to keep in mind the fact that Mao’s works are frequently quoted without context, and for this and other reasons I have kept strictly to the original sentence lengths while disregarding other punctuation not corresponding to American usage. The translation is intended chiefly for people with no knowledge of Chinese at all, and the reader with knowledge of Chinese will soon discover that much of the charm of the original has been lost in the interest of clarity.

II. Translations of post-1953 versions.

A. Translations from Selected Works:

1. Mao Tse-tung: Selected Works, 5 vols. (New York: International Publishers, vols. 1-4, 1954-56; vol. 5, n.d.).* According to the publisher’s note in vol. 1, this translation is based on the Peking edition of Maoxuan of 1951-60. The “Talks” are in vol. 4. Vol. 5 appears to be a reprint of the Peking translation of 1961; see item 3 below.

2. Selected Works of Mao Tse-tung, 5 vols. (London: Lawrence and Wishart, vols. 1-4, 1954-56).* I have not seen a copy of vol. 5 to date. This translation Claims to be based on the Peking edition of Maoxuan of 1952-60. The “Talks” are in vol. 4 and are identical in all respects including pagination to the New York edition listed in item 1 of this section.

3. Selected Works of Mao Tse-tung, 4 vols. (Peking: Foreign Languages Press, vols. 1-3, 1965; vol. 4, 1961).* The translations in vols. 1-3 are said to be based on the 1960 2d ed. (sic) of Maoxuan and those of vol. 4 on the 1960 first edition. The “Talks” are in vol. 3 and differ in many respects from the translation of items 1 and 2 listed above in this section. Reprints of this translation have appeared at least into 1975 and maybe later, so that there appear not to have been retranslations from the 1966 Maoxuan. In general, this translation is to be preferred as more accurate and also as the “official” translation.

B. Translations in other collections of Mao’s writings:

1. Mao Tse-tung on Art and Literature (Peking: Foreign Languages Press, 1960); based on the 1958 Maoxuan (sic); a rev. ed. also appeared in 1960.*

2. Mao Tse-tung on Literature and Art (Peking: Foreign Languages Press, 1967).* This is the 2d rev. ed. of item 1 of this section, with one additional article. There are substantial differences between the translation of the “Talks” in item 1 of this section and in this edition.

3. Talks at the Yenan Forum on Literature and Art (Peking: Foreign Languages Press, 1956)*; based on the 1953 Maoxuan; rev. ed., 1960*; 2d rev. ed., 1962*; 3d rev. ed., 1965.

4. Talks at the Yenan Forum on Literature and Art (Peking: Foreign Languages Press, 1967).* This is a new edition of item 3 of this section with additional material.

The translations that appeared before 1965 (items B1 and B3 of this section) are apparently to some extent based on the New York/London translation from the Selected Works. The translations from after 1965 are all based on the Peking translation of the Selected Works; apart from one very minor difference in item B4 of this section, they are identical in text but differ slightly in the number and content of footnotes. This is by no means an exhaustive list of translations in English coming from China.

III. Translations of other writings by Mao on literature and art, and of his poetry:

Mao’s official comments on literature and art are contained in the four short anthologies listed above in section II, items B1-4, which cover the period 1937-57, and in Five Documents on Literature and Art (Peking, 1967), which covers the period 1944-64. For partial translations of the original texts of some of these documents, see Schram’s The Political Thought of Mao Tse-tung. For some of his unofficial remarks, which became available after the Cultural Revolution from various unofficial sources, see Stuart R. Schram’s Mao Tse-tung Unrehearsed (Harmondsworth, 1974), esp. pp. 79, 123, 152-53, and 215. Mao’s contempt for the kind of poetry being written in the fifties and sixties was not openly acknowledged during his lifetime. Now, however, a private letter written to Chen Yi expressing these opinions has been publicly released, and these opinions have been adopted as policy directives. For a translation of the letter, see Peking Review 21, no. 2 (13 January 1978): 6-7; ziyoushi (“free verse”) is mistranslated as “unorthodox verse.”

The most readily available translations of Mao’s poetry are the 1976 Peking edition of his work Poems, and The Poetry of Mao Tse-tung, with translation, introduction, and notes by Hua-ling Nieh Engle and Paul Engle (London, 1972). The chief value of the Engles’ book is their translation of essays by Guo Moruo on several individual poems; otherwise, their annotations, while helpful for background, are not very profound. The Peking edition has very few notes, but most of the poems do not require notes to be comprehensible. As to the translations, the Peking version has a slight edge, in my opinion; the formal denseness of the original is better conveyed than in the rather flat style of the Engles. The Peking version has the added advantage of being official and will be familiar to readers, of other English-language Chinese publications. There is also a bilingual edition of the Peking version. For a complete list of translations and articles on the poems, see Donald A. Gibbs and Yun-chen Li, A Bibliography of Studies and Translations of Modern Chinese Literature, 1918-1942 (Cambridge, Mass., 1975). Fine translations by Cyril Birch of a selection of Mao’s poems have just been published in Literature of the People’s Republic of China, ed. Kai-yu Hsu (Bloomington, Ind., 1980), pp. 373-76 and 843-44.
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