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ABSTRACT 

"THE ROLE OF CONFUCIUS IN MODERN CHINA, 1950 TO THE PRESENT" 

by 

Eleanor Devens 

The role of Confucius and Confucianism in Chinese culture has 

been an important question in contemporary Chinese historiography. 

From the founding of the People’s Republic of China in 1949 to the 

present, Chinese scholars have sought to determine the relevance of 

Confucianism to the Marxist-Maoist values of the modern Chinese 

state. The Communist historians’ approach to this issue sheds much 

light on the perceptions, values, and political considerations which 

have shaped Chinese historiography over the past three decades. In 

his recent book, Critiques of Confucius in Contemporary China, Kam 

Louie traces the course of the "Confucian debate" in twentieth-cen¬ 

tury China. The social and political implications of this debate, 

however, are a surprisingly little-studied phenomenon in either 

Chinese or Western scholarship. 

This study of the changing interpretations of Confucius in 

Communist China has led to several conclusions concerning modern 

Chinese historiography. First, modern historiography reflects the 

central dilemma of twentieth-century intellectuals in China—how to 

create a modern culture and yet retain the unique "spirit" of China’s 

glorious heritage. This tension between traditionalism and modernity 

pervades all realms of political, intellectual, and artistic life in 

contemporary China. Secondly, this study indicates the persistence 
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of traditional attitudes and cognitive patterns in contemporary 

Chinese historiography* The use of formalism, stereotypes, and 

numerical configurations, for example, links historical writing of the 

past with the present, despite changes in ideology. Furthermore, the 

traditional perception of history as a chronicle of moral judgments 

is shared by modern historians, and, as in the past, current scholar¬ 

ship is manipulated by the state to serve political purposes. 

During most of the period from 1950 to the present, tradi¬ 

tional historiographical patterns have prevailed in Chinese scholar¬ 

ship on Confucianism. The Confucian debates of the late 1950 fs and 

early 1960fs, however, represent a distinctly non-traditional approach 

to historical writing. At this time the dramatic liberalization of 

the state's academic policies allowed more freedom and experimentation 

in interpretations of the past. Most appraisals of Confucius during 

this interlude were relatively apolitical, reflecting the skepticism 

and critical scholarship of the New Culture Movement of the late teens 

and early 1920fs in China. 

Finally, we see that Chinese intellectuals have responded ten¬ 

tatively to the current regime's new policy of academic liberaliza¬ 

tion. Inherited social attitudes of fear toward authority, as well 

as the memory of the previous "rectification campaigns" that followed 

periods of "academic freedom,” have created tension and suspicion of 

the state on the part of China's much-maligned intellectuals. Contem¬ 

porary philosophers and historians are now re-evaluating Confucius 

with one eye on "objective,” critical scholarship and another on state 

orthodoxy. The current orthodoxy, as expressed in the 1980 catalogue 
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of Peking Museum of Chinese History is that: 

Confucius was the initiator of the philosophical school 
known as Confucianism. He stood for maintaining the 
order of slave society. In his late years, he mainly 
engaged in compiling ancient books and tutoring private 

students, thus becoming influential in the development 
of China's ancient culture and education. 

Confucius is thus stigmatized for his political conservativism, but 

praised for his enduring cultural contributions. 



NOTE ON ROMANIZATION 

The system of romanization used in this paper is Pinyin, now 

slowly gaining acceptance as the standard international form for 

rendering written Chinese. The only exceptions to Pinyin usage 

followed here are in the widely familiar names Chiang Kai-shek, 

Sun Yat-sen, and Peking 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

The Chinese possess the most voluminous record of their past of 

any civilization on earth. The twenty-five official dynastic histor¬ 

ies alone would require an estimated 45 million English words to trans¬ 

late, and this would represent only a small fraction of the total 

historical record. The historian's role remained a highly respected 

one throughout the imperial era, at least in part because history and 

government were so intimately related. No Chinese prince would have 

greeted an historian in the way the Duke of Cumberland is said to 

have greeted Gibbon: "So, I suppose you are at the old trade again— 

scribble scribble scribble."* Respect for tradition was one of the 

primary attitudes of Confucian intellectual life, and thus we find 

that in premodern China, historical precedent had something of the 

2 
power that we associate with law and logic in the West. 

It would be surprising if history did not continue to occupy a 

position of extraordinary political and social importance in contem¬ 

porary China, despite the revolutionary changes of the twentieth cen¬ 

tury. During the so-called New Culture Movement (c. 1915-1925), 

following the overthrow of the Qing dynasty and the establishment of 

the Republic of China in 1912, the Chinese discovered new ways of 

looking at their past. The introduction of new Western philosophies, 

as well as new approaches to critical scholarship, exerted a profound 

influence on Chinese historiography. Yet as Arthur Wright has indi¬ 

cated, "the hidden power of tradition was strong. It was present on 

every page of the documents . . . /historians/ used; it was embedded 
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in the terminology of historical discourse; certain of its values 

3 
were subtly reinforced by the sentiments of modern nationalism.” 

Furthermore, the historian’s craft continued to be a highly esteemed 

one, closely linked with the policies and values of the state. 

This study is concerned with historiography in the People’s 

Republic of China (PRC) over the past three decades. The specific 

focus is the changing interpretations of Confucius (traditional dates, 

551-479 B.C.) and Confucian philosophy from the early 1950’s to the 

present. No figure in Chinese history is more closely associated with 

China’s cultural tradition than Confucius, and no thinker exerted more 

influence in China until the introduction of Marxism-Leninism during 

the New Culture era. Even during the nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries, Chinese reformers looked to Confucianism for sanction to 

modernize society. Kang Youwei, the great Cantonese scholar, argued 

that Confucius advocated socio-economic change and that corruption of 

Confucianism over the centuries had distorted the reformist, progres¬ 

sive nature of the great sage’s ideas. After the fall of the Qing 

dynasty, Confucius and Confucianism continued to loom large on the 

horizons of Chinese intellectuals, either as objects of attack by 

cultural iconoclasts or as sources of inspiration for cultural con¬ 

servatives. In socialist China, scholars have devoted considerable 

intellectual energy to the question of Confucius and his historical 

role. Confucianism is closely associated with both the positive and 

negative aspects of China’s heritage, as this heritage is perceived 

by the Communist state. On the one hand, Confucian morality and values 

are viewed as antithetical to the value system of a modern, socialist 
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society, and remoulding of traditional attitudes and practices has 

thus been one of the high priorities of the Chinese Communist Party 

(CCP). On the other hand, the cultural unity and national pride of 

China’s past are also associated with Confucianism, and in this sense 

it is difficult to dismiss the ancient sage and his writings as simply 

relics of a bygone civilization. 

There is surprisingly little literature on the historiography 

4 
of Confucius in the People's Republic of China. Few efforts have been 

made to analyze in a systematic way the trends in Chinese scholarship 

which are reflected in the changing interpretations of Confucius and 

the implications of these trends. My assumption is that an evaluation 

of Chinese Communist historiography regarding Confucius will shed im¬ 

portant light on various facets of life and culture in the PRC, includ¬ 

ing enduring Chinese patterns of thought and behavior, the relationship 

between politics and scholarship, and the agonizing question that has 

faced Chinese intellectuals throughout the modern era: "How can the 

thinker scrap Chinese ideas which the Western impact has made to seem 

inadequate, while he preserves his confidence of Chinese equivalence 

with the West? How shall he see himself as modern man and modern 

Chinese together?"^ 



II. TRADITIONAL CHINESE HISTORIOGRAPHY 

AND THE IMPACT OF THE WEST 

Traditional Chinese historiography boasts several distinctive 

features. One is the close relationship to both politics and morality. 

The traditional historian saw past periods of order and peace as his¬ 

toric models for the present and future, and history was viewed as 

both an account in time of human affairs and a reflection of the eter¬ 

nal principles which guided human affairs. As such, history served 

as a guide to personal and bureaucratic behavior.* A related aspect 

of traditional Chinese historiography was its formalism. Etienne 

Balazs writes: 

What is the distinctive feature of Chinese historiography 
as a whole, when compared with that of the West? The 
answer a Western historian would give, even after thinking 

about the matter carefully and doing his best to rid him¬ 
self of prejudice, would be: its stereotype character. 
And "stereotype" would imply two apparently contradictory 
things. It would imply that Chinese historiography lacks 
the personal touch, and that it also lacks the kind of 

abstract thinking required for reaching a synthesis; for 
when it deals with people, they appear not as individuals 
but as representative members of a group in which their 

individual characteristics are merged; and when it deals 
with events, it merely states detailed facts, and although 
the same facts may be constantly repeated, this does not 
amount to generalization about them.2 

The traditional Chinese propensity was to perceive and order the 

world in terms of numerical configurations and evaluative categories 

which implied (but did not spell out) logical relationships. This 

cognitive pattern has been termed "correlative thinking," "numerical 

mysticism," and "associative thinking" by various western scholars. 

The reason for this cognitive approach can be found in the 
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nature of the ideographic Chinese script, which does not lend itself 

well to abstractions. Chinese formalism is most vividly expressed 

in the ancient classic known as the Yi-jing (Book of Changes), which 

consists of 64 hexagrams symbolizing all possible human situations in 

the world. This cryptic classic enjoyed high ethical and cosmologi¬ 

cal authority in traditional China. The Chinese evaluative concepts 

of yin and yang, as well as the "three bonds" and "five constant 

virtues" of Confucian philosophy, are also examples of correlative, 

configurative thinking in traditional China. These formalistic pat¬ 

terns of perceiving and organizing the world explain, to a large ex¬ 

tent, the absence of empiricism and skepticism in traditional Chinese 

historiography. 

As a moral drama and a guide to bureaucratic practice, history 

in traditional China implied intellectual orthodoxy. The official 

dynastic histories were always written by subsequent dynasties and 

were intended to justify the authority and legitimacy of the present 

regime. It was common practice for official historians to claim that 

the previous dynasty had disrupted the natural state of harmony with 

corruption, intrigue, and dishonesty, and that the present regime had 

received the "Mandate of Heaven" and won the right to legitimate rule 

as a result. During the Han dynasty, for example, the scholar Jia Yi 

portrayed the First Emperor of the Qin (Qin Shihuangdi) as a ruthless 

tyrant whose inhumane policies created misery among the peasants and 

eventually caused the collapse of the Qin dynasty. The rise of 

Liu Ji (Han Gaozu) and the resurrection of Confucian morality in the 

Han represented the restoration of virtuous rule and a return to order. 
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Not all histories were official and orthodox, of course, but 

all tended to employ the same historical conventions, including per¬ 

sonality stereotype, formalism, and Confucian moral judgments* More¬ 

over, the state was able to exert considerable control over historical 

writing by its selective use of documents and its patronage of ortho¬ 

dox scholarship, as well as through censorship and literary purges. 

In all, Chinese historical writing displayed considerable uniformity 

in style and content throughout the imperial era. 

The fall of the Qing dynasty in 1912 and the rise of the New 

Culture Movement brought a new approach to history, epitomized in the 

creative scholarship of Gu Jiegang. Gu, like many of his contempo¬ 

raries in the New Culture period, was influenced by the various 

Western "isms” which became banners of the "new youth," and included 

a curious mixture of liberalism, utopianism, rationalism, realism, 

socialism, empiricism, and skepticism. Anxious to find a "Chinese 

solution" to the challenge of Western values and ideas, Gu maintained 

that traditional Chinese historiography was the creation of an elite 

intelligentsia which had used history as a tool for conveying the 

political values of the ruling class. The myths and legends they pro¬ 

pagated, he argued, had no historical foundation, just as the habit of 

depicting the first rulers of a dynasty as sages and the last rulers 

as tyrants had no basis in fact. Rejecting the "aristocratic intel¬ 

lectual tradition" as non-sc lent if ic and non-democratic (at a time 

when Chinese intellectuals worshipped ,fMr. Science and Mr. Democracy"), 

Gu asserted that the popular culture, proto-scientific scholarship, 

and anti-Confucian philosophies of Muozi and Zhou Yen should be studied 
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in order to resurrect these positive elements of the ancient tradition 

which had been buried by the orthodox Confucian outlook. Like his 

Columbia-educated colleague, Hu Shi, Gu felt that the elitist outlook 

of traditional Confucian historians had neglected the achievements of 

Chinese antiquity, and that these elements had to be rediscovered 

through scientific investigation. Guided by "democratic values" and 

"scientific methods of understanding," modern historians should "purify 

Chinese civilization of its moribund elements, using its scientific 

intellect, and . . . help the masses purify their own traditions and 

3 
institutions, so long corrupted by the ruling class." 

The rejection of traditional historiography by Gu Jiegang and 

other scholars of the New Culture Movement created a void in the 

Chinese historic tradition which allowed ample room for debate among 

intellectuals concerning the future of the Chinese past. Their assault 

on the Confucian historical tradition was, after all, only part of an 

attack on the traditional ethical and social system of China and a 

surge of interest not only in Western science and democracy, but also 

Western art and literature. The rejection of the Chinese classical 

language in favor of the once-disesteemed written vernacular helped 

to liberate the minds of students and intellectuals, although the 

ideographic script and the lack of .a familiar philosophical frame of 

reference modified many Western ideas in translation. As Sir Charles 

Eliot once remarked: "The most imposing definitions of Herbert 

Spencer seemed naked, shivering and unfledged when rendered in the 

4 
austere monosyllables of Cathay." 

rowed from the Japanese, but 

Neologisms were created or bor- 



8 

they were used falteringly, and Chinese history was 

strained and warped by being suddenly forced into cate¬ 
gories developed to explain a very different history. 
Modern Chinese historians were sensitive to the defects 
and distortions that resulted from many of the experi¬ 

ments with Western categories but continued to be in¬ 
spired by the possibility of perfecting them through 
trial and error.^ 

Furthermore, the slogans "Down with the old, up with the new," 

and "Destroy the old curiosity shop of Confucius" did not meet with 

universal approval, even during the heyday of the New Culture Move¬ 

ment. A number of intellectuals, including such diverse personalities 

as Cai Yuanpei, Kang Youwei, Liang Qichao, and Liang Shuming, sought 

to combine elements of the Confucian tradition with elements of West¬ 

ern culture in an effort to recover China’s lost "spiritual essence." 

Some of these individuals were more radical than others, either in 

their esteem for Western values or in their praise of traditional 

Confucian culture, but all attempted to redefine or rediscover a 

"Chineseness" which could command respect among the modern nations 

of the Western world. 

Despite the creative, expansive spirit of the New Culture 

Movement, the fervent nationalism and pressing political and social 

problems which had initially inspired the Movement encouraged the 

search for totalistic ideologies which narrowed the parameters of 

scholarly debate. Ironically, the reunification of China in 1927-28 

by the Nationalist Party (KMT) of Sun Yat-sen under his protegee, 

Chiang Kai-shek, brought a resurgence of state-sponsored support for 

Confucianism. As late as February of 1927, the National Government 

had ordered the abolition of official Confucian rites on the grounds 

that: 
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The principles of Confucius were despotic. For more than 
twenty centuries they have served to oppress the people 
and to enslave thought, , . ,As to the cult of Confucius, 
it is superstitious and out of place in the modern world . . 
China is now a Republic. These vestiges of absolutism 
should be effaced from the memory of citizens.6 

The vestiges were not eradicated for long, however. In November, 

1928, Chiang Kai-shek was already urging his officers to spend their 

leisure time studying the Four Books of Confucianism, and in 1931, 

the birthday of Confucius became a national holiday. By 1934, Con¬ 

fucius had been recanonized, and an official delegate of the National 

Government sent to take part in the ceremonies at the Confucian 

temple at Qufu, birthplace of the sage.^ 

The KMT did not abandon the ftThree Principles of the People11 

(Nationalism, Democracy, and Socialism) espoused by Sun Yat-sen, but 

it did place primary emphasis on Confucian ethics as the foundation 

of modern Chinese society. Chiang Kai-shek’s New Life Movement of 

the raid-30’s gave special attention to the traditional values of 

li (ritual), jri (duty), lian (integrity), and chi (sense of shame). 

Although these concepts lacked the cosmological sanctity of their late 

imperial counterparts and were never conceived in terms of total op¬ 

position to Westernization, they suggested a state-sponsored intel¬ 

lectual orthodoxy that continues to this day on Taiwan. 

During the rise of the KMT, Marxism-Leninism also attracted 

many followers among Chinese intellectuals. The Bolshevik Revolution 

of 1917 and Lenin’s theory of imperialism both suggested that Bolshe¬ 

vism might be appropriate to China’s situation, particularly in the 

midst of the social and intellectual ferment of the New Culture era. 

In many ways, as Arif Dirik has indicated, Marxism-Leninism 
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represented a sharp contrast to the Confucian world view, including 

the concept of history as linear rather than cyclical and the idea 

that history is propelled forward by socio-economic forces rather 

than by the moral actions of men. In Dirikfs words: 

The premise that the dynamics of historical development 

could be discovered only in the interaction of forces 

immanent in the socioeconomic structure altered the 
scope of historical inquiry and expressed a new aware¬ 
ness of the complexity of historical explanation. Where 

previous historians had marked time according to politi¬ 
cal (whether individual, dynastic, or institutional) or 

intellectual changes, Marxist historians turned to trans¬ 
formations in the socioeconomic structure as the criteria 
for determining significant historical change. This new 

conception of historical time also transformed the scope 
of history, as it focused attention on the social space 

that bound and shaped political and intellectual pheno¬ 
mena. As long-term socioeconomic processes achieved 

primacy in the attention of the historian, explanations 
based on suprahistorical notions of morality gave way 
to explanations of history in terms of historical pro¬ 

cesses themselves; to the Marxists, historical explana¬ 

tion was valid only to the extent that it was able to 
take account of these basic processes.® 

The materialist conception of history, the notion of class struggle, 

and the idea of the historical dialectic operating through the five 

stages of primitive communism, slave society, feudalism, capitalism, 

and socialism were all alien to the traditional view of Chinese 

history. 

However, there were affinities between the two conceptual 

systems, including their shared claims to universalism and their 

shared perception of history as a servant of the political state. 

Furthermore, in the writings of Mao Zedong one finds a self-conscious 

effort to establish concrete links between Marxism-Leninism and 

Chinese tradition. As early as 1938 Mao stated: 
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Today's China is an outgrowth of historic China. We are 

Marxist historicists; we must not mutilate history. From 
Confucius to Sun Yat-sen we must sum it up critically, 
and we must constitute ourselves the heirs of all that is 
precious in the past. A”. . ._7 A communist is a Marxist 

internationalist, but Marxism must take on a national form 
before it can be applied. . ._7 If a Chinese com¬ 
munist, who is a part of the great Chinese people, bound 
to his people by his very flesh and blood, talks of Marxism 

apart from Chinese peculiarities, this Marxism is merely 
an empty abstraction.^ 

Beyond referring to "Chinese peculiarities," "the fresh, lively Chinese 

spirit which the common people love," or the "numerous outstanding 

aspects of the old culture . . . that were democratic and revolution¬ 

ary," Mao seldom explained what he had in mind in advocating the 

"sinificatlon" of Marxism. One can, however, identify several fea¬ 

tures of the Maoist revolutionary approach which reflect distinctive 

Chinese realities and/or echo traditional Chinese themes. 

One obvious feature of Maoist thought is his emphasis on the 

peasantry rather than the proletariat as the embodiment of "socialist 

consciousness," the foundation of the Chinese revolution. Although 

Mao's reliance on the peasantry was in part a necessary practical 

adjustment to the Nationalist purge of the communists from urban areas 

in 1927, it was also an outgrowth of Mao's glorification of the Chinese 

peasantry. In 1939 he wrote: "The gigantic scale of . . . peasant 

uprisings and peasant wars in Chinese history is without parallel in 

the world. These class struggles of the peasants—the peasant upris¬ 

ings and peasant wars—alone formed the real motive force of histori¬ 

cal development in China's feudal society. 

A second characteristic of Maoist thought is his emphasis on 

human will and the significant role of ideas and values in the shaping 
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of society. In Mao’s view, the subjective will or human resolution 

could become a force in changing the objective reality of society. 

The notion of "thought transformation" or "remoulding of human con¬ 

sciousness," thus became a crucial part of Maoist ideology and Maoist 

politics. As Mao stated in 1962: 

To overthrow a political power, it is always necessary, 

first of all, to create public opinion, to do work in 
the ideological sphere. This is true for the revolu¬ 

tionary class, and it is also true for the counter-revo¬ 
lutionary class.11 

From the Yan’an period until his death in 1976, Mao initiated "rectifi¬ 

cation campaigns" and encouraged study sessions and self-criticism 

meetings, all of which were intended to remould the consciousness of 

individuals and to reshape the superstructure of society. Mao’s 

belief that the progressive speed of historical change could be 

accelerated by an ideologically pure superstructure underscores the 

important mission of "educators" in Communist China. "Educator" can 

be read artist, dramatist, writer, university teacher, and historian, 

for each is directly involved in shaping the cultural outlook of 

socialist society. 

A third distinctive feature of Mao Zedong’s outlook is his 

deep sense of history and well-developed sense of national pride. 

His writings teem with historical allusions and references to Chinese 

literature. In his poem "Snow," Mao wrote: 

Such great beauty like this in all our landscape 
Has caused unnumbered heroes to bow in homage. 

But alas, Ch’in /Shih^/huang and Han Wu/^ti7 
Were slightly lacking in literary brilliance; 
T’ang /T’ai7tsung and Sung /T’ai-7tsu 
Were rather lacking in literary talent; 
And Genghis Khan 
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Beloved son of heaven for a time, 
Only knew how to bind his bow and shoot large eagles, 
Now they're all gone. 
To find outstanding men 
We must look in the present. 

Even his philosophical tracts bear the strong imprint of Chinese tradi¬ 

tion. Consider, for example, his use of Chinese popular literature 

to illustrate the concept of dialectical materialism: 

In Water Margin, Sung Chiang launched three attacks on 
Chu village and was twice defeated because he had no 
clear knowledge of the conditions and applied the wrong 
methods. Later he changed his methods by first conduct¬ 
ing an investigation into the situation. As a result he 
learned about the intertwining roads; succeeded in dis¬ 

rupting the alliance between the Li, Hu, and Chu villages; 
and won final victory in the third battle after secretly 

infiltrating his own soldiers in disguise into the enemy's 
camp, a stratagem similar to that of the Trojan Horse 

of foreign legend. There are numerous examples of mater¬ 
ialist dialectics in Water Margin, and the episode of 
the three attacks on Chu village can be considered the 
best . . .13 

Like Gu Jiegang, Mao believed that China’s new national con¬ 

sciousness must be defined by reviving positive elements from the 

popular culture of China's glorious past. In his "Talks at the Yenan 

Forum on Literature and Art" (1942), which became the orthodox stan¬ 

dard for evaluating socialist Chinese culture in subsequent decades, 

Mao wrote: 

We must take over all the fine things in our literary and 

artistic heritage, critically assimilate whatever is bene¬ 
ficial, and use them as examples when we create works out 
of the literary and artistic raw materials in the life of 
the people of our own time and place. It makes a differ¬ 
ence whether or not we have such examples, the difference 

between a low and a high level and between slower and 
faster work. Therefore, we must on no account reject 
the legacies of the ancients and the foreigners or refuse 
to learn from them, even though they are the works of the 

feudal or bourgeois classes. But taking over legacies 
and using them as examples must never replace our own 



14 

creative work; nothing can do that. Uncritical trans¬ 

plantation or copying from the ancients and the foreigners 
is the most sterile and harmful dogmatism in literature 
and art. 

In a similar vein, Mao wrote in ”0n New Democracy11 (1940) : 

During its long era of feudal society, China created a 
glorious ancient culture. To examine and put in order 
the process of development of the old culture, to discard 

its feudalistic dregs and assimilate its democratic es¬ 
sence is an essential condition for developing our new 
national culture and increasing our national self-con¬ 

fidence; but we certainly must not simply accept this 
culture blindly and uncritically. We must distinguish 

clearly between all those rotten and decadent things which 
were part of the ancient feudal ruling class and those 
numerous outstanding aspects of the old culture of the 
people that were democratic and revolutionary.-^^ 

It seems clear that although Mao considered himself a Marxist and 

accepted the basic vocabulary and world view of Marxism-Leninism, he 

remained a fervent Chinese nationalist who vehemently opposed whole¬ 

sale adoption of Western value and philosophical systems by the 

Chinese nation. 

Mao believed, in short, that the past should serve the present 

(Gu wei jin yong) and that foreign things should serve China (Yang wei 

Zhong yong). He sought a creative balance between China’s traditional 

heritage and Western modernity in forging China’s new socialist cul¬ 

ture. The balance, however, was a delicate one, for Mao believed 

that traditional (’’feudal11) and Western (’’bourgeois”) values also 

represented a constant threat to the enduring stability of the social¬ 

ist state; In 1957 he wrote: 

In China . . . remnants of the overthrown landlord and 
comprador classes still exist, the bourgeoisie still 
exists, and the petty bourgeoisie has only just begun 
to remould itself. The class struggle is not yet fin¬ 

ished. The class struggle between the proletariat and 



15 

the bourgeoisie, the class struggle between various 

political forces, and the class struggle in the ideologi¬ 
cal field between the proletariat and the bourgeoisie 
will still be long and arduous and at times may even be¬ 

come very acute• The proletariat seeks to transform the 
world according to its own world outlook. So does the 

bourgeoisie. In this respect, the question whether 
socialism or capitalism will win is still not really 
settled. Marxists are still a minority of the entire 

population as well as of the intellectuals. Marxism 
therefore must still develop through struggle.^ 

This conception of class struggle was expressed in Mao’s idea of 

"perpetual revolution," which proclaimed the need for constant revo¬ 

lutionary struggle in order to prevent the "restoration" of earlier 

socio-economic stages. The influence of this theory on Chinese his¬ 

toriography will be clear in the discussion of the debates on Con¬ 

fucianism in the PRC after 1949 and the theme of "restoration" which 

emerged during these debates. However, for now it is important to 

note that the Communist historian, ever mindful of faithfully reflect¬ 

ing the views of Maoist ideology, always faced the problem of identi¬ 

fying not only the primary contradictions between classes within a 

society, but also the more subtle progressive and regressive elements 

within the intra-class struggle. Reconstructing the past in order 

to accord with Mao’s dogma on contradictions within society often re¬ 

quired a highly creative interpretation of facts and motives on the 

part of the historian who attempted to "use the past to serve the 

present." 

Mao himself found it difficult at times to reconcile the his¬ 

torical record and his admiration for the past with the demands of 

revolutionary historiography. We can see this is his ambivalent 

attitude toward Confucius himself. On the one hand, Mao criticized 
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Confucius for his lack of revolutionary vision, his disdain for physi¬ 

cal labor, and his esteem for "old rituals."^ On the other hand, 

having read the Confucian Classics as a youth, Mao admired Confucius 

for his breadth of learning and cultural refinement. In his "Spring 

Festival Talks" of 1964, for example, he states: 

Confucius came from a poor peasant’s family. He was a 
shepherd. He never entered a middle school or a univer¬ 
sity. He was a drummer and worked on a number of other 
jobs. When people died, he served as a funeral drummer. 
He had worked as an accountant. He knew to play a string 

instrument, manage a cart, ride horseback and use a bow. 
In modern language, chariot-driving is the job of a 
chauffeur. He cultivated 72 wise men, including Yen Hui 
and Tsengtse, and he had 3,000 students. He grew up in 
the middle of the masses of the people and knew their 

hardships.18 

And in a publication issued in the midst of the Cultural Revolution 

Mao is even reported as saying: "We should not lose the Confucian 

tradition."^ 

Furthermore, we can see in Maoist historiography certain ele¬ 

ments of continuity with the Confucian historiographical tradition. 

One is the didactic role of history and its importance as a guide to 

proper behavior. Another continuity is the close link between his¬ 

torical interpretation and the political needs of the state. Yet 

another affinity is the use of formalistic writing, stereotype, cor¬ 

relative logic and symbolic phrases. In socialist China stock terms 

such as "revisionist," "imperialist," and "feudalistic" have power¬ 

fully normative connotations and associations. The deeply ingrained 

tendency to group individuals and phenomena into numerical con¬ 

figurations, so obvious in political rhetoric (e.g. the "Gang of 

Four"), is also evident in historical writing. Thus, despite Mao’s 



17 

criticism of his comrades who "do not use their minds to think over 

problems . . . but are satisfied to merely list phenomena in ABCD 

20 
order," we find in contemporary Chinese politics and historiography 

precisely such forms of categorical and descriptive writing. 

Inherited social attitudes have also affected scholarly dis¬ 

course in the PRC. The long-standing collective orientation of the 

Chinese has clearly discouraged the individualism which we associate 

with the Western liberal tradition. Even during the New Culture Move- 
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ment, individualism was never deeply rooted in Chinese liberalism. 

One reason the large majority of liberal intellectuals supported the 

Communists when they seized power in the late 1940 fs was their sense 

that nationalism and unity were more important concerns than liberal 

values. Small wonder, then, that Chinese scholars in the modern era 

have had a severely circumscribed sense of intellectual freedom. 

Traditional patterns of child-rearing have influenced the 

attitude of the Chinese toward authority, as the research of Richard 

Solomon has shown. From interviews with nearly one hundred literate 

Chinese males, Solomon concludes that the central element in the 

traditional father-son relationship is fear, and that in dealing with 

parental authority, his respondents tended to describe a communica¬ 

tion pattern of "take in directive information; but donft give out 
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opinion." Solomonfs study reveals that the respondents who parti¬ 

cipated in the Chinese political process did so according to the same 

pattern of "take in, don’t give out." Although Solomon’s study does 

not represent the final word on cognitive development and socializa¬ 

tion in China, it does suggest significant parallels between responses 
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to authority within the family and within society at large—responses 

which seem to have affected scholarship and the attitude of intellec¬ 

tuals in the PRC. 

Finally, it should be noted that the Chinese communists1 use of 

public criticism and humiliation to "rectify" persons with "incorrect" 

views has made intellectuals especially sensitive to the demands of 

state orthodoxy. In a sense, it is surprising that there has been 

any significant scholarly debate in the PRC at all. 



III. IN SEARCH OF A NEW NATIONAL HISTORY, 1950-1960 

The early 1950 fs was a period of social turmoil and limited 

intellectual experimentation in China. During the first few years 

after "Liberation" in 1949, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) sought 

to implement on a national scale the policies of radical land reform 

and social reconstruction undertaken in base areas prior to the CCP 

takeover. At the same time, it tried to implement on a nation-wide 

basis the cultural policies laid down by CCP cultural spokesman Zhou 

Yang in 1949. At that time, Zhou drew a sharp distinction between 

folk art and "feudal" high culture, emphasizing the value of the former 

over the latter, and stating: 

Formerly, we only considered Western forms of bourgeois 
literature and art as new. This point of view was based 
on blind worship of the bourgeois culture of the West, 

which was, in essence, a reflection of semicolonial ideas. 

So far as the people's literature and art are concerned, 
the forms of both feudal and bourgeois literature and art 
are, in a certain sense, all old forms. We do not refuse 
to make use of them, but they must be revised. We shall 

revise them from a national, scientific, and popular view¬ 

point so that they can be used to serve the people. This 
is our basic attitude toward all old forms, including folk 

forms . ^ 

In the realm of history, scholars in the early PRC began to 

experiment with theories of Marxist periodization. During the decade 

of the 50* s, over two hundred articles were written on this central 

topic. A variety of opinions were expressed, including those of the 

well-known historian Guo Muoruo. Guo proposed a periodization scheme 

based on the archeological finds of the anthropologist Guo Baojun. 

The latter fs excavation of tombs from the Shang dynasty to the Warring 

States period showed that human sacrifices had continued into the 



20 

early Zhou dynasty and then declined in the Warring States period 

(c. 450-221 B.C.). This evidence led Guo Muoruo to conclude that 

the Shang and early Zhou were slave societies and that the Spring 

and Autumn (c. 770-c. 450 B.C.) and Warring States periods of the 

later Zhou represented the transition from slave to feudal society. 

Although Guofs classification of the past was not particularly influ¬ 

ential during the 50’s, it is significant for two reasons. First, 

his use of archeological research to investigate historical questions 

illustrates the influence of archeology and anthropology on Chinese 

historiography after liberation—a direct legacy of the New Culture 

Movement. Secondly, Guo Muoruo?s periodization became the accepted 

scheme of categorizing history during the 1970’s and served as the 

basis for repudiating Confucian philosophy during the anti-Confucian 

campaign of that time. 

The so-called Hundred Flowers Campaign of 1956 marked the be¬ 

ginning of a bold new experiment in intellectual liberalization in 

China following the consolidation of the regime with the aid of 

Russian advisors during the previous three years. Lu Dingyi, direc¬ 

tor of the Party’s propaganda department, established the guidelines 

for the movement in a speech entitled ’’Let a Hundred Flowers Bloom; 

Let a Hundred Schools of Thought Contend” (May 26, 1956). In it Lu 

remarked: 

In medical science, agronomy, philosophy, history, litera¬ 
ture, drama, painting, and music, etc., China has a rich 

heritage. This heritage must be studied seriously and 

accepted critically. The point is not that we have done 
so much in these fields but that we have done too little 
and have not been serious enough in our approach. There 
is still this attitude of belittling our national heritage, 
and in some spheres it is still a really serious problem.2 
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He went on to state: 

What kind of heritage are we to accept and how? 
If we were to accept only what is perfect by present-day 

standards, there would be nothing left for us to take over. 
On the other hand, if we were to accept our cultural heri¬ 

tage uncritically, we should simply be taking the attitude 

summed up in the phrase "everything Chinese is best." 
We suggest that in dealing with our cultural heritage 

the principle should be: Carefully select, cherish, and 

foster all that is good in it while criticizing its 
faults and shortcomings in a serious way.3 

During the Hundred Flowers period, traditional culture flour¬ 

ished: old plays were revived, Chinese-style paintings were given 

national exhibitions, and historians found new virtues in ancient 

national heroes. The atmosphere was one of "freedom of independent 

thinking, freedom of debate, freedom of creative work, /and/ freedom 

to critize, to express and maintain one’s own views in literature, 

art, and scientific research."^ This freedom did not, however, ex¬ 

tend to "counter-revolutionary elements"; only to "the people." And 

even among "the people," no difference of opinion would be tolerated 

regarding patriotism or the support of socialism. Thus, the new 

"liberation" of thought in 1956 was essentially limited to the aca¬ 

demic sector of society, and even within this realm, "counter-revolu¬ 

tionists" (an extremely ambiguous term) were not encouraged to speak 

out. 

Mao’s motives in initiating the Hundred Flowers Campaign were 

mixed. One motive, however, was clearly economic productivity. A 

lapse in the economy in late 1955 and early 1956 caused the Party to 

modify its previous policies. The drive toward collectivization 

was eased, more emphasis was placed on light industry, the free 

agricultural market system was expanded, and technical expertise 
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and professional skills were encouraged over ideological purity. 

This shift in emphasis from "red" to "expert" was reflected in a 

more tolerant attitude toward intellectuals. Scholars in all fields 

had been demoralized by previous ideological movements, and the Party 

now realized the importance of once again mobilizing this stratum of 

society in working for the goals of the state. The intellectual 

freedom expressed in the Hundred Flowers slogan was Mao’s device for 

stimulating innovative research which could serve the party's pur¬ 

poses and win the support of intellectuals for his policies. 

A second motivating force behind the Hundred Flowers Campaign 

was Mao's scheme to strengthen the unity of ideas within society by 

fostering discussions which would expose "errors" in thought. Mao de¬ 

livered his views on "Correct Handling of Contradictions Among the 

People" in February, 1957, following the Hungarian uprising of October- 

November, 1956. He stated his belief that the "nonantagonistic" con¬ 

tradictions between the bureaucracy and "the people" and between "the 

people" and "the people" could be peacefully resolved through a method 

of "unity-criticism-unity." This dialectical process would encourage 

criticism of official ideology and policy in order to let "incorrect" 

and extreme views rise to the surface, where they could be dealt with 

through open discussion. Through discussion and debate, the misguided 

would realize the errors of their views and rectify their ideas in 

accordance with Maoist ideology. Public humiliation of coercion 

would be used, as a last resort, against persons who failed to reform 

and who therefore were categorized as "enemies" of society. 

The Maoist formula of "unity-criticism-unity" served a dual 
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purpose in the Hundred Flowers Campaign. It urged criticism of the 

young bureaucratic cadres who were often tyrannical in carrying out 

their responsibilities, and it exposed the dissident ideas of intel¬ 

lectuals whom Mao had always regarded with slight distrust and sus¬ 

picion. Thus, the Hundred Flowers Campaign represented a shift away 

from the practices of ideological indoctrination of the preceding 

years, but intellectual conformity and loyalty to Maoist doctrine was 

still the ultimate goal of the new policy of intellectual liberalism. 

The response of intellectuals to the call to "Let a hundred 

flowers bloom" was tentative at first. An editorial in The Guangming 

Daily printed in June, 1956, entitled "Democratic Parties Have the 

Responsibility of Creating Conditions for 'Letting All Schools Contend 

in Airing Their Views'," disclosed the problems of encouraging intel¬ 

lectuals to participate in the movement of free discussion: 

Many members of the democratic parties are known to be 
plagued by misgivings. This is a phenomenon inevitable 
when old things are being replaced by new things. The 
more important thing is to give them encouragement so 
that they may act more aggressively to subjugate gradu¬ 
ally the different passive factors. 

Discussions held in 1956 praised the new policy of liberalization but 

raised probing questions concerning its scope. Was Marxism-Leninism 

to be considered as one of the contending schools? What was the line 

between "contender" and "counter-revolutionist"? The initial reluc¬ 

tance of intellectuals to express opinions which had not been sanctioned 

by the Party leadership reflected the traditional deference with which 

Chinese regarded state authority, as well as the insecurity of the 

intellectual in the Communist state. Self-criticism and "study" ses¬ 

sions had been used by the CCP since the days at Yan'an to rectify 
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errant scholars, and by 1956 intellectuals had become cautious about 

responding enthusiastically to calls for open and free debate. 

Gradually during the course of the Hundred Flowers Campaign 

writers and academics became more confident in expressing their views. 

In the realm of philosophy, Feng Youlan, a world-famous scholar, pub¬ 

lished an article in May, 1956, entitled, MPut into Proper Shape 

the Fatherland’s Legacy of Philosophy,” in which he admonished aca¬ 

demics to work in the following areas: (1) translation and annotation 

of classic works, (2) compilation and editing of classic works, (3) 

studying the history of philosophy other than the Han, (4) compila¬ 

tion of textbooks and reference materials for teaching Chinese philo¬ 

sophy, and (5) learning historical and dialectical materialism. 

Several historians even questioned the need to fit their material 

to the ideological mould of Marxism-Leninism. Professor Lei Haizong, 

head of the History Department of Nankai University, argued, for 

example, that ”Marx and Engels constantly revised their own theories, 

but their successors thought they had solved all problems and that 

the social sciences could develop no further.”^ No prominent his- 

torial of the late 60 fs or following years would have dared to openly 

question, even in this oblique way, the authority of Marxism-Leninism 

as the guideline of historical and social analysis. 

Much of the philosophical discussion and debate of the late 

1950’s revolved around the question of Confucius’ class viewpoint. 

Although there was virtual unanimity of opinion that Confucius be¬ 

longed to one of the upper classes, it was often argued that he 

represented the interests of the people rather than the interests 
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of his social stratum, Feng Youlan, then professor of philosophy at 

Peking University, asserted that Confucius was a member of the emerg¬ 

ing landlord class but that his concept of ren (humaneness) trans¬ 

cended the confines of class, Ren, as interpreted by Feng, meant 

that Confucian benevolence should be extended to the common man and 

that one should "do for others what he would like for himself" 

(Analects). Thus, Feng argued that the ethics of Confucius did not 

represent his class interests, but rather, they reflected a viewpoint 

contrary to that of the landlord class. Other philosophers and his¬ 

torians, including Guo Muoruo, Chao Guangxian, and Chen Jingpan, con¬ 

sidered ren to be a progressive concept which added the value of 

"loving men" to the old rites of the aristocratic class. Like Feng 

Youlan, these scholars viewed Confucian moral principles as trans¬ 

cending the class interest of the ruling aristocracy. 

The contradiction between class viewpoint and class background 

which these scholars pointed out in their evaluations of Confucius 

contravenes orthodox Marxist-Leninist ideology. Marx argued that 

political thought and human values were determined by one’s socio¬ 

economic class, a point Mao underscored in his statement on human 

nature: 

Is there any such thing .as a theory of 
human nature? Of course there is, 

But there is only concrete human nature, 
namely, human nature with a class 
background in the class society, and there 
is no abstract Human Nature transcendent 
of classes.? 

In asserting that Confucius belonged to one of the upper classes but 

taught the ethical concept of democratic love, the scholars of the 
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late 50's failed to adhere to the Marxist doctrine of irréconciliable 

conflict between the exploiting and exploited classes in society. 

It is difficult to determine whether these non-Marxist interpretations 

of Confucius reveal a deliberate effort to challenge the new orthodoxy 

of Chinese historiography or whether they reflect an incomplete under¬ 

standing of how to apply Marxist theory to Chinese history. Many of 

the scholars of the late 50's were apprentices in the school of 

Marxism and probably unaware of the "errors" of their historical 

views. The Hundred Flowers Campaign had been initiated in part to 

expose and rectify such erroneous thinking. However, some scholars, 

including Feng Youlan, appear to have been testing the limits of aca¬ 

demic freedom in presenting their views on Confucius. In January, 

1957, Feng published an article criticizing the Peking authorities 

for negating the value of much of China's philosophical tradition by 

deeming it "idèalistic" and "feudalistic." Feng argued that certain 

traditional concepts (including ren) transcended "class" and "time" 

and were equally relevant in feudal, capitalist, or socialist society. 

Feng’s article certainly suggests that he was well-schooled in the 

principles of dialectical materialism and that his defense of tradi¬ 

tional ethics was the product of his own intellectual liberalism and 

humanism, not naievete. 

Although most appraisals of Confucius during the Hundred Flowers 

Campaign were more or less positive, Yang Rongguo represented the 

critical minority opinion. Yang argued that Confucius lived during 

the disintegration of slave society and that he represented the class 

interests of the declining slave-owners." Ren, according to Yang, 
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could best be Interpreted as "to control oneself and restore the 

rites" (Analects). In his view, ren was designed to keep the slaves 

in check and to restore the social structure of Zhou. Furthermore, 

he maintained, Confucius advocated a social class system in which the 

moral concepts of filial piety and loyalty preserved harmony and unity 

among the aristocracy. Yang's writings were generally unpopular dur¬ 

ing the Confucian debates of the late 50's, but his negative appraisal 

of Confucius was revived during the early 70 fs and was influential in 

shaping the contours of the anti-Confucian campaign of that period. 

The discussions of Confucius during the Hundred Flowers Cam¬ 

paign were essentially academic in nature, and, unlike the debates of 

the 70fs, they did not generally draw analogies between historic and 

contemporary figures or issues. The history of the period does not 

reflect a conscious attempt to legitimize the political leadership of 

the state or even to identify, through innuendo, the "enemies" of'the 

state. However, in "critically inheriting the past," the scholars of 

this period did reach a consensus of opinion on the one aspect of Con¬ 

fucian philosophy which was most compatible with the state's current 

emphasis. Confucius' ideas on education were praised by almost all 

academics of the period. The Confucian ideals of discipline, dedica¬ 

tion to learning, and discovery through practice were stressed in the 

evaluation of his ancient philosophy, and these traditional values 

dovetailed neatly with the Party's new emphasis on scientific research 

and technological training of "experts." 

By late 1956, the limitations of the Soviet model of industri¬ 

alization, which stressed heavy industry at the expense of the peasantry, 
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were becoming apparent to the Party leadership• China began to search 

for its own solutions for balancing the industrial and agricultural 

sectors of the economy. This entailed less reliance on Soviet curri¬ 

cula and textbooks. In 1957 a writer in Peopled Educator complained: 

to be an educated worker in new China, and not understand 
a little of Confucius1 educational thinking reveals inade¬ 
quacies. Now there are some teachers who, when talking 
about educationalists, seem to know a great deal about 
Dewey and Makarenko (and of course this should be the 
case), but when it comes to educationalists of our country 
like Confucius, they cannot say more than a few words 
about them. We can’t call this a normal phenomenon.8 

Aware of China’s particular problems of population increase and limited 

food resources, CCP leaders began to realize that the prospects of 

emulating the Soviet pattern of modernization were dim. Mao and others 

were beginning to see the need for modernization in a "Chinese way.” 

In 1957, Chen Jingpan of Peking Normal University published the 

first book to appear on Confucius’ educational thought since 1949. 

Confucius was praised as a great teacher who was responsible for ex¬ 

tending education to all classes and for emphasizing the three stages 

of learning, thinking, and practice in instructing his students. This 

positive evaluation of Confucian pedagogy was supported by the scholar¬ 

ship and discussion of the period. Thus, we can see that although the 

Confucian debates of the Hundred Flowers Campaign were basically apoli¬ 

tical in tone and content, those aspects of Confucian thought which 

seemed most in accordance with national policy were underscored by 

writers of the time. 

The articles and discussions reappraising Confucius during the 

Hundred Flowers Campaign reflect the methodology and ideology of a 

generation of scholars who were, on the whole, unschooled in applying 
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Marxist doctrines to an analysis of the past and who were inexperienced 

in dealing with the ambiguous guidelines for Marxist historiography in 

China. The Marxist concept that class background and political views 

are inextricably related had not fully developed in the minds of most 

of these historians, and many of them argued that Confucius' teachings 

were inspired by the search for universal truth and ethics, not by the 

interests of his social class. Thus we find a wide range of views 

expressed on the relevance of Confucianism to modern socialism in 

China during late 1956 and early 1957. 

Soon, however, the range of views tightened considerably. In 

June, 1957, the CCP shifted gears and turned from toleration to pro¬ 

secution in the realm of intellectual affairs. This reversal was due 

to continuing economic difficulties, which were blamed on the contend¬ 

ing of intellectuals, and to criticism of Party ideology and politics, 

which had "bloomed" during the campaign. Young literary figures, led 

by Qin Chaoyang, for example, had criticized the Party for using 

"socialist realism" to divert attention from the immediate problems 

of Chinese society, and had even attacked Mao's "Talks on Art and 

Literature"—the official guideline for writers and artists in Com¬ 

munist China. In response, an Anti-Rightist drive was initiated which, 

following the patterns of previous thought reform or "rectification" 

campaigns, focused on a few prominent individuals, who were subjected 

to intense criticism, and then absolved from their "errors in think¬ 

ing" after they had made public confessions. Extreme "rightists" were 

sent to farms, workshops, and mines to learn "proletariat thought" 

and at the same time to help raise the standard of education among 
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the peasants and workers. The Party began a program of reindoctrina¬ 

tion which stressed the political and class nature of literature and 

the inseparable relationship of art and politics. 

Feng Youlan was one of the chosen targets of the Anti-Rightist 

Campaign. His Marxist critics accused Feng of attempting to resurrect 

the idealistic philosophies of traditional China by arguing that cer¬ 

tain philosophical concepts transcend class and time, and are therefore 

relevant to a socialist society. Fengfs failure to apply Marxist 

doctrines of the class nature of ideas and the irréconciliable conflict 

between classes to his interpretations of traditional philosophy was 

clearly his crucial mistake. Although other scholars of the Hundred 

Flowers period supported his viewpoint, Feng's towering reputation as 

a scholar distinguished him from many of his colleagues and undoubtedly 

marked him as a prime candidate for rectification. The January, 1959, 

issue of Philosophical Research published Feng's self-criticism in 

which he condemned his former ideas saying: 

I combine the philosophy of Ch'en and Chu, which is a 
ruling ideology of feudal society with the bourgeois 
idealism of neo-realism and form a reactionary and ideal¬ 
ist philosophical system. 9 

The Anti-Rightist campaign was thus successful in demonstrating 

that historical and philosophical interpretations were viewed by the * 

Party as fundamentally political in nature and that academic freedom 

was limited by Marxist-Maoist dogma and the shifting Party line. Not 

surprisingly, when the Hundred Flowers slogan was revived in the early 

50fs, historians proved more reluctant to "contend," and more sophis¬ 

ticated in their use of orthodox Marxist terminology to express their 

personal and scholarly views. 



IV. A SECOND FLOWERING. 1961-1965 

The second round of Confucian debates In Communist China opened 

in August, 1961, when Vice-Premier Chen Yi revived the Hundred Flowers 

theme of the late 50's. This renewed period of "contention" and dis¬ 

cussion among intellectuals was initiated in an economic climate reminis¬ 

cent of the late 50's, and the motivating force behind the new "libera¬ 

tion in thought" was similar to that of the earlier campaign. In 1961, 

as in 1956, the Chinese economy was in a state of severe depression 

and the Chinese people were apathetic and exhausted from the previous 

phase of radical economic reconstruction and intellectual repression. 

The Great Leap Forward had failed to unleash the "productive forces" 

of Chinese society and resulted, by 1960, in an agricultural crisis and 

serious economic dislocation. From 1960-62, Liu Shaoqi, who replaced 

Mao as chief of state in 1959, engineered a retreat from the radical 

policies of Mao's Great Leap and restored central planning of industry, 

private plots and free markets for farmers, and financial incentives 

for workers. As in 1956, relaxation in the drive towards a socialist 

state was accompanied by a policy of relaxation in Chinese intellectual 

life. The creative talent of the intellectual community was needed 

in reviving the economy during these periods of crisis and, thus, the 

Party once again attempted to win the support of intellectuals through 

campaigns encouraging free discussion and debate. Furthermore, in 

1961 the Chinese leadership was faced not only with the economic prob¬ 

lems created by the Great Leap, but also with the loss of Soviet scien¬ 

tific and technical experts resulting from the Sino-Soviet split. The 
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Soviet withdrawal of technicians and their blueprints from China in 

1960 was a devastating blow to Chinese scientific and technological 

development and dramatized the urgency of creating a well-trained 

corps of Chinese experts. Thus, concessions which the Party made to 

academics in 1961 represented a conscious attempt to appease the dis¬ 

gruntled intellectual sector and to lure this element of society into 

national service. 

A second motivating force behind the "liberation movement" in 

1961 was the Partyfs desire, again as in 1957, to expose and "correct" 

ideas incompatible with Marxist orthodoxy and to raise the Marxist- 

Leninist consciousness within academic circles. At the outset of the 

campaign, Chen Yi stated explicitly that debate must be confined to 

the academic sphere, and that the Marxist-Leninist approach must be 

applied in scholarly research. Fearing that "contention" would lead 

to criticism of Party policy and ideology as in 1957, Chen introduced 

a program of ideological indoctrination which he called "meeting of 

the immortals" to complement the new academic "freedom" of the period. 

Clearly a modification of the unpopular "self-criticism sessions" of 

the past, these meetings claimed to wash away ideological mistakes 

with "gentle breezes and mild drizzle" and to avoid ostracism or coer- 

sion as a means of thought transformation. 

Nevertheless, the ultimate goal of the meetings was to achieve 

uniformity of opinion and to serve as a check on incorrect ideas which 

might bloom during the relaxation of ideological indoctrination. The 

Partyfs aim in establishing these new study groups was stated in the Peopleys 

Daily ; "By exchanging thoughts and helping one another, all people 
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will naturally . . . acquire an identical, definite understanding of 

right and wrong.Thus, intellectual debate was viewed as a means 

of achieving absolute conformity of minds, and the "ideological re¬ 

laxation" initiated in 1961 was, in reality, a comparatively subtle 

effort to probe and transform the consciousness of the intellectual 

sector of society. 

The response of intellectuals and scholars to the call "to 

bloom and contend" in 1961 was a weak one. Memories of the Anti- 

Rightist campaign were still vivid for many academics, and a large 

credibility gap remained between the Party and China's intellectuals. 

The traditional attitude toward authority of "take in directive in¬ 

formation; but don't give out opinion" won out over the Party's cry 

for "open debate" in the minds of many scholars who stifled their 

desire to participate in the new Hundred Flowers campaign. Those 

who did dare to speak out in 1961-62 were primarily officials in the 

Party hierarchy, principally from the Peking Party Committee and from 

the Propaganda Department. Their debate focused on literature and 

drama and emphasized the intrinsic value of art in a socialist state— 

undermining the Party's prescription of socialist realism and revolu¬ 

tionary romanticism as the only valid literary forms. 

In fact, however, the debate produced not only criticism of 

the Party's artistic guidelines, but also oblique attacks on Mao and 

the Great Leap Forward. These attacks were expressed primarily in 

the new plays of the period—probably because drama was regarded as 

the most effective medium for reaching mass audiences and because 

Chinese audiences traditionally viewed the theater as a vehicle for 
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conveying normative values and themes. "The Dismissal of Hai Rui" by 

the prominent historian and vice mayor of Peking, Wu Han, and "Xi'e 

Yaohuan" by the chairman of the Union of Chinese Stage Artists, Tian 

Han, were two prominent plays of the period which used historical 

analogy to criticise contemporary figures and policies. Both plays 

indirectly attacked Mao and the Great Leap by eulogizing historic 

figures who had fought against the exploitation of the peasantry and 

had criticized the arbitrary policies of the government. This use of 

history to draw parallels with the present and to comment on current 

events was an accepted practice in traditional drama and historio¬ 

graphy and was fully compatible with the Chinese penchant for asso¬ 

ciative thinking and the use of stereotypes. Yet ironically, it was 

Wu Han himself who called for the elimination of formalism in Chinese 

thought during-the period. In March, 1962, he wrote an article in 

the People’s Daily, "On the Appraisal of Figures in History," in 

which he argued: 

Although it has been more than 40 years since the May 
Fourth /i.e. New Culture/ era, and although such absolutism 
as "absolutely and totally good and absolutely and totally 
bad" no longer appears in learned discussions, vestiges 
of formalism still find their market. In certain discus¬ 
sions, figures deserving approval are approved to such an 

extent that what should not be approved is approved. On 
the other hand, certain people, not correctly understand¬ 
ing the method of class analysis, carelessly assign class 
statuses to historical figures, sweepingly disapproving 
of some figures of the landlord class and not daring to 
mention or glossing over the good things done by some 
emperors, generals, and ministers because of their class 
status. This state of affairs cannot but bring about 

confusion in many respects.2 

The revival of traditional techniques of "veiled allusion" 

(yingshe lishi) to criticize official policy represented a bold step 
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during the 1960’s, and served as a precedent for the use of the same 

tactic by various factions within the CCP throughout the 1960’s and 

1970’s. In any case, the limited freedom tolerated from 1961-62 was 

stifled again in September, 1962, when Mao revived slogans of class 

struggle at the Tenth Plenum of the Eighth Party Congress. Intellec¬ 

tuals were accused of being infected with ’’bourgeois germs,” and a 

new ideological struggle was launched to correct deviant views. This 

shift from relaxation to increasing control in the intellectual sphere 

was precipitated by two primary factors. First, by the fall of 1962 the 

Chinese economy had begun to improve, so that economic pressures no 

longer threatened national unity. Secondly, Mao, whose public image 

and political leadership had been undermined by the Great Leap, moved 

from the sidelines to center stage of Chinese politics with his in¬ 

auguration of the Socialist Education Movement in 1962. The basic aim 

of this movement was to struggle against ’’bourgeois revisionism” 

within the establishment and among the masses, and to reassert the 

revolutionary idealism of Mao as the supreme political authority in 

China. The indirect criticism of Mao expressed during the 1961-62 

interlude, and the concept of art and scholarship existing independ¬ 

ent of Party control, were clearly incompatible with the goals of the 

Socialist Education Movement and the new emphasis on ideological purity 

over technological expertise. 

In comparison to the Anti-Rightist movement which followed the 

Hundred Flowers Campaign of 1956, the movement away from intellectual 

liberalization in 1962 was less decisive. Although critics of Mao 

such as Wu Han and Tian Han were publicly criticized for their 
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"bourgeois viewpoints," the national reputations and careers of these 

men were not systematically attacked until the opening of the Cultural 

Revolution. This more moderate approach to the tightening process 

can be explained by the relative insecurity of Mao in 1962, as opposed 

to 1958, and by the reluctance on the part of leaders of the process 

to press the new campaign for fear of another disruption in society. 

Also, there was a certain amount of divisiveness within the Party con¬ 

cerning the sagacity of Mao's clarion call to renew class struggle and 

to abandon the more pragmatic emphasis of the 1960-62 period. Leaders 

of the Party Propaganda Department and cultural apparatus such as Peng 

Zhen, Zhou Yang, and Lu Dingyi tolerated, and in certain instances even 

encouraged, the continuation of debate within academic circles. These 

Party bureaucrats clearly shared a sense of uncertainty regarding Mao’s 

notion that creeping revisionism was undermining the socialist goals of 

China, and they hesitated in repressing the kind of intellectual de¬ 

bate which might produce an alternative to continuing struggle and 

dislocation in China. 

Prior to the fall of 1962, discussions concerning Confucius 

had played a relatively insignificant role in the "contention" among 

scholars and academics. However, in November, 1962 (one month after 

Mao's Tenth Plenum speech), a conference on Confucianism was arranged 

by Zhou Yang, Assistant Director of the Party Propaganda Department, 

and held under the auspices of the Shandong Association of Historians 

and Historical Research Institute. Over 160 historians and philoso¬ 

phers participated in the conference, which fostered the liveliest 

discussion on Confucius since the founding of the PRC. Merle Goldman 
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asserts that Zhou and his superior Liu Shaoqi organized this forum 

for reviving debate on Confucius as an "arena for indirect opposition 

3 
to Mao’s Tenth Plenum decree," and as a platform for the view that 

ren was an ethical concept which transcended class. Goldman’s inter¬ 

pretation is plausible considering the muted undertones of rivalry 

which existed within the Party in 1962. A two-week conference at 

Dalian in August, 1962, presided over by Zhou Yang, had already re¬ 

vealed the resistance of scholars to emphasizing the concept of class 

struggle in their interpretations of the past, and both Zhou and Liu 

were certainly aware of this resistance when they convened the confer¬ 

ence to re-evaluate Confucius in November, 1962. The patronage of this 

conference by ranking Party bureaucrats undoubtedly allayed the fears 

of most participating scholars, and allowed a spirit of scholarly de¬ 

bate to prevail, relatively uninhibited by uneasiness over political 

repercussions. 

The arguments presented at the Shandong conference and in the 

scholarly articles following the conference were similar, in some res¬ 

pects, to the Confucian debates of the earlier Hundred Flowers period. 

Predictably, a formalistic approach to the study of philosophy influ¬ 

enced the scholarship of both periods. Emphasis was placed not only 

upon periodization, but also upon determining whether Confucian thought 

should be categorized as "materialistic" or "idealistic," "reactionary" 

or "progressive." The etymology of certain words (e.g. min, ren, and 

li) was considered crucial in interpretating Confucius’ ethical view¬ 

point, and several phrases from the Analects were repeatedly lifted 

from context and employed as summary statements of Confucius’ entire 
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philosophical writings (e.g. "to control oneself and restore the ritual 

is humaneness" and "Do for others what you would like for yourslf"). 

During both periods scholars generally interpreted Confucian ethical 

principles as being progressive and relevant to contemporary society, 

and there was almost unanimous agreement on the positive nature of 

Confucian educational theory and practice. Many of the same scholars 

(most notably Yang'Rongguo and Feng Youlan) participated in the debates 

of both periods, and their views in 1962 were generally consistent with 

their interpretations of the late ’50's. 

However, the Confucian debates of 1962-63 had several signifi¬ 

cant characteristics which distinguished them from earlier debates. 

Generally speaking, Confucius was praised more highly in the early 

'60's as a great contributor to China’s national and cultural heritage. 

This particularly positive re-evaluation of the ancient sage was 

probably influenced by the resurgence of nationalism in China result¬ 

ing from the Sino-Soviet rift, as well as by the effort on the part 

of Chinese scholars to redefine "Chineseness" by reference to the 

nation's glorious past. With the rejection of the "revisionist" 

Soviet Union as a model for China in modern society, at least some 

Chinese intellectuals attempted to integrate Confucian ethics with 

Communist theory in order to create an ideology which reflected the 

unique "spirit" of the Chinese people. This significant characteri¬ 

stic of the early '60's debate will be illustrated at a later point. 

Another distinctive feature of the 1962-63 debates was the con¬ 

certed effort by scholars to employ Marxist terminology and analysis 

in evaluating the past. Scholars frequently cited passages from Marx 
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and Mao in defending their arguments, and Marxist terms such as 

"materialist," "progressive," and "feudalistic" were regularly used 

to discuss Confucian philosophy• The concepts of class background 

and class viewpoint were employed in a more deliberate way in analyz¬ 

ing Confucian writings during the early 1960fs, and scholars systema¬ 

tically examined questions such as: What criterion should be used to 

evaluate Confucius1 class position? Were Confucius1 theories consis¬ 

tent with his class position? What concrete criteria should be used 

to determine whether Confucian thought was idealistic or materialistic? 

This use of Marxist terminology and analysis to present arguments which 

were often contrary to the essence of Marxist doctrine demonstrated 

a new sophistication among historians and a growing awareness of the 

need to conform to the orthodox line in appearance, if not in spirit. 

The aspect of Confucian philosophy which most concerned scholars 

at the conference in November, 1962, was Confucian morality, specifi¬ 

cally the concept of ren (humaneness). Historians and philosophers 

examined the historic period and class viewpoint which had inspired 

Confucian ethics and discussed whether the abstract essence of these 

values could be inherited in a socialist society. The majority of these 

intellectuals agreed that ren and other traditional values were rele¬ 

vant not only to certain times and classes but to all times and classes. 

The boldest and most outspoken advocate of the universality of Con¬ 

fucian ethics was Wu Han, a prominent historian and vice-mayor of 

Peking. In 1961 Wu Han had criticized Mao and the Great Leap in his 

allegorical play "The Dismissal of Hai Rui from Office." In the intro¬ 

duction to the play Wu Han explicitly stated that his intent was to 
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demonstrate the relevance of traditional values to contemporary China: 

"The position of Hai Rui in history should be confirmed because some 

4 
of his qualities are worthy of emulation today." This theme of the 

role of traditional values and historic models in contemporary society 

was further developed in Wu's article "On the Appraisal of Figures in 

History." In this article Wu chides the Party for using the standards 

of present-day society to judge the "progressive" nature of ancient 

figures, and argues that the criterion for appraising an individual 

should be whether or not he was progressive in his time: 

The correct approach /for appraising historic figures/ is 
to proceed from the interests of the people at the time and 
in their place and to find out whether what the figures of 
history did was good or bad, whether it promoted or under¬ 
mined production at their time and whether it raised or 

destroyed culture and the arts."^ 

Wu asserts that class analysis should be considered in evaluating 

individuals, but that historians should refrain from using class status 

as the only yardstick in assessing them because there are examples of 

"exploiters" who have made important contributions to history. Wu 

states, "It should be said that, so far as their stand as exploiters 

is concerned, emperors, generals, and ministers in history are iden¬ 

tical but it does not follow from this that they never did a good 

thing.The views expressed in. this article were clearly contrary 

to the official conception of history as having been made by the op¬ 

pressed, not the elite, and to the Marxist-Maoist emphasis on the role 

of class struggle in society. Also, in suggesting that figures from 

the past, even emperors and generals, might serve as positive models 

for the present, Wu challenges the orthodox doctrine of the progres- 

.sive development of history and the superiority of the present to the 

past. 
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Two articles, "On Morality" and "More on Morality," published 

by Wu Han in May and August, 1962, argued that ren and other values 

of feudal society such as loyalty, filial piety, diligence, and cour¬ 

age should be incorporated into present society. When critics charged 

him, in 1963, with concerning himself with the morality of represen¬ 

tatives of the ruling class and presenting it as morality of the masses, 

Wu Han responded: 

Under certain conditions and certain limitations indivi¬ 
duals of the ruling class undertook actions compatible 
with the interests of the people.7 

The masses and ruling class, according to Wu, shared many common values 

and therefore: 

It is not right ... to present without exception any 

individuals of the two classes in any period as against 
each other and not search for the interaction between 
them. It is because of this interaction of classes that 

it is possible to inherit the morality of the past.® 

In his effort to incorporate values from Confucian thought into 

modern China, Wu accepted the premise that Confucius belonged to the 

ruling class, but he argued that the ethical system of the sage served 

the "ruled" as well as the "rulers" and, thus, transcended class. This 

same viewpoint, which de-emphasized the conflict between classes in 

society, had been presented during the Hundred Flowers Campaign. How¬ 

ever, Wu Hanfs arguments in the early 1960's reflect a more profound 

understanding of the theories of class struggle and dialectical material¬ 

ism than those of his predecessors, and his analysis represents a more 

direct challenge to Marxist-Maoist doctrine. In berating historians 

who uncritically adopted Marxist formulas in writing history Wu said: 

"Since you have no views, why have you written such a heap of stuff 
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9 which is a waste of paper and ink, as well as of the reader’s time?” 

Liu Jie, professor in the Department of History at Zhongshan 

University in Guangzhou, was another advocate of the universality of 

the Confucian concept of ren> Liu’s view of Chinese history, like that 

of Wu, was basically a non-Marxist one, and his interpretations empha¬ 

sized cooperation rather than conflict among classes in ancient China. 

Class struggle may have propelled Western historical development, Liu 

explained, but it had not governed China’s development. Liu agreed 

with Wu that the criterion for appraising individuals of the past 

should be their contributions to China’s national and cultural heri¬ 

tage, not the present-day standards of Marxist theory. Liu stated that 

In brief,, the theory of class struggle is practical and 
effective when applied in current politics, but when 
applied to the interpretation of ancient historical 
events, is it necessary to use the theory in such a dog¬ 
matic manner and so mechanically?^ 

Liu contended that ren was a universal value which transcended class 

and the feudal period from which it came. When confronted with peasant 

rebellions, the ruling class in feudal China had made concessions to 

the peasants, such as reduced taxes and small plots of land. These 

concessions demonstrated the application of ren by the ruling feudal 

class in such a way as to benefit both the elite and the masses. 

Therefore, Confucian ren had produced the evolutionary historical 

development of China, not a revolutionary history of class struggle. 

Ren, having induced conciliation and harmony in the past, could serve 

a similar function in present-day society. Just as Wu Han believed 

that the morals of the ruling class and masses were mutually compatible 

Liu Jie spoke of the mutuality between the political interests of the 
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ruled and ruling classes. His viewpoint came to be known as the 

"concession theory" of history. In stressing the cooperation and 

mutual interests of different socio-economic classes, both Liu and 

Wu Han were clearly expressing ideas which were out of line with Mao’s 

interpretation of history and with the spirit of his Tenth Plenum 

directive to renew class struggle. 

Feng Youlan was another leading philosopher of the Shandong 

conference who viewed Confucianism as embodying universal and enduring 

ethical values. However, perhaps because he had been a victim of the 

Anti-Rightist campaign in 1957, Feng was more cautious than either Wu 

or Liu and more careful to cast his re-evaluation of Confucius in terms 

of Marxist vocabulary and references. Feng pointed to The German 

Ideology, an early work of Marx, as the authority for his view on the 

universality of Confucianism, but misrepresented his source in order 

to provide support for his personal views. In The German Ideology 

Marx maintained that during transitional periods in history the ruling 

class presented its ideas in terms of universal values in order to gain 

legitimacy and support among the people. At this point the interests 

of the ruling class and the masses were closely related. Feng Youlan 

claimed to support and merely amplify this Marxist theory in his inter¬ 

pretation of ren as a universal value which transcended class. 

Confucius, Feng acknowledged, was a member of the newly-rising 

landlord class during China’s transition from a slave to a feudal soci¬ 

ety, and thus an exploiter. But since feudalism was less exploitive 

than slavery had been, the landlords realized that "from a certain 

angle and to a certain degree, there was a certain relationship of 
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equality between one man and another* This was merely an abstract 

recognition, but even then it had a certain positive value."^The 

emerging landlord class employed ren in establishing relationships 

in the new state and, therefore, the concept played a progressive role 

in society at this time* Feng had stated in 1960: 

The landlord class, under the premise of disrupting the 

slave-owning aristocracy as little as possible, hoped to 
make some changes within the limits of this system* 
Among their essential points were included recognizing the 
function of the people, raising the status of the working 
producers, bettering their life, and admitting capable 
persons from outside the aristocracy into politics.^ 

Ren, Feng explained, had a class character but it also embodied a uni¬ 

versal ethic which served both classes* 

Such views, also expressed in Fengfs New History of Chinese 

Philosophy (1961), brought forth another wave of criticism. Feng 

responded by writing an article entitled "Errors of the Past," in 

which he statèd that his previous analysis of ren had not sufficiently 

stressed the self-interest of the landlord class in using the concept 

to conquer the slave-owners, and that he had misinterpreted ren as 

being relevant to all periods in history. Feng now explained that the 

universality of ren applied specifically to the period in which Con¬ 

fucius and Mencius lived, although he continued to assert that there 

were periods in history when opposing classes shared common values and 

common goals: 

In certain historical phases, for instance, during the 

revolution or when some non-ruling class opposed the old 

ruling class, there was some uniformity of interest among 
them. Under these circumstances, they were still for 
their own interests, but what was uniform also formed the 
general interest in the period.13 
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Despite his qualifications, Feng’s interpretation of class concili¬ 

ation stood in sharp contrast to Mao’s call for ideological struggle 

within society. 

The themes of unity, reconciliation of class differences, and 

pride in China’s intellectual heritage, pervade the reappraisals of 

Confucius from 1962-1964. How is one to interpret the motives of the 

scholars who implicitly, and often explicitly, proposed ideas which 

were contrary to Mao’s directive to renew class struggle in Chinese 

society? The analysis of human motives is always a difficult task, 

but it is particularly difficult when dealing with individuals whose 

fear of an authoritarian state constrains the direct and free expres¬ 

sion of their ideas. Nevertheless, several explanations may be 

offered. First, as already indicated, a positive reappraisal of 

traditional ethics reflected a resurgence of nationalism resulting 

from the break with the Soviet Union. Following the Sino-Soviet *rift, 

Chinese scholars turned toward their unique national heritage in 

search of values and models which were relevant to the needs of con¬ 

temporary China. 

Secondly, the stress upon harmony and reconciliation was a 

response to the chaos of the Great Leap and a questioning of the ideolo¬ 

gical basis for renewed struggle. Even if the arguments of Liu, Wu, and 

Feng were not conscious efforts to subvert Mao’s campaign, they clearly 

represented an alternative view to official policy. Further, the self- 

criticism and rectification sessions during periods of ’’ideological 

struggle” had a particularly disruptive effect upon university life 

and academic scholarship and naturally the intellectual community did 
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not welcome renewed conflict. 

Thirdly, the themes of the Confucian debates of the early 1960’s 

can be viewed as an expression of the ideals and values of intellec¬ 

tuals whose conversion to Marxism-Maoism was incomplete. The debates 

were sanctioned, in effect, by ranking Party bureaucrats who provided 

a protective shield for the airing of dissident, unorthodox opinions. 

Under these conditions historians and philosophers felt relatively 

free from political constraints in their efforts to "critically in¬ 

herit" China's past. Merle Goldman maintains that the themes of har¬ 

mony and reconciliation which dominated the arguments of this period 

were "an expression of China's heritage—of the Confucian concept of 

harmony in social relations and of the Daoist concept of harmony with 

the cosmos.Relaxation of ideological indoctrination had produced 

a similar revival of China's traditional humanitarian values and a 

positive reappraisal of Confucian philosophy during the earlier Hundred 

Flowers campaign. 

Although the ideas of Liu Jie, Wu Han, and Feng Youlan repre¬ 

sented the majority viewpoint of the 1962-64 discussions, there was 

a minority opinion which reappraised Confucius in less positive terms. 

Guan Feng and Lin Youshi, philosophers from the Philosophy and Social 

the 
Sciences Department of/Chinese Academy of Sciences, criticized Feng, 

Wu, and Liu for negating class struggle and espousing supra-class con¬ 

cepts. Guan and Lin refuted the argument that Confucius had belonged 

to the rising landlord class during the transition from slave to feudal 

society in China and asserted that a careful analysis of the historic 

period would reveal that he represented the interests of the slave-owners. 
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In the struggle among the house of the Duke of Lu (declining slave¬ 

owner class), the Qi family (landowner class), and people such as 

Yanghu (common class), Confucius had sided with the Duke of Lu against 

the Qi family, and, therefore, was politically conservative in his 

time* 

This viewpoint was supported by Yang Ronggou, who now elaborated 

on his theory of the earlier Hundred Flowers debate concerning Confuciusf 

opposition to inscribing the legal codes of his time onto tripods, 

thereby revealing the reactionary attitude that the relationship between 

slaves and their owners should be governed by Zhou ritual and not law* 

Whereas the positive appraisals of Confucius defined ren as lfloving 

all men,” Yang, Guan, and Lin contended that the phrase "To control 

oneself and restore the rites is humaneness" (Analects) expressed Con¬ 

fucius’ idea of ren* As a member of the declining slave-owner class, 

Confucius advocated returning to the rituals of the Zhou dynasty, and 

thus his concept of ren was a regressive one which served the interests 

of the reactionary class. Although this negative analysis of ren was 

a minority opinion in the early 1960’s, the "restorationist" theme 

which was first postulated by scholars of this period was to become 

a central issue in the Anti-Confucius campaign of the 1970’s. 

The debates of 1962-64 tended to be non-belligerent in tone, 

and arguments were generally kept within a philosophical and histori¬ 

cal context. The "past mistakes" of a historian were seldom dredged 

up in criticizing him as had been the case in the past—perhaps be¬ 

cause intellectuals on both sides of an argument were anxious to main¬ 

tain a spirit of toleration and to prevent a destructive polarization 
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of academic discussion* Even Guan and Lin allowed that Confucius had 

brought rituals previously reserved for the aristocracy down to the 

common man, which was somewhat progressive for his class and time. 

As in the earlier Hundred Flowers campaign, Confucian concepts 

and practices on education were praised by historians and philosophers 

of every political persuasion. It was generally agreed that Confucius 

had popularized education by teaching all classes without distinction, 

and that he had made an important contribution to Chinese culture by 

organizing and transmitting the writings of ancient China. There was 

some difference of opinion, as in the late 1950’s, on the question of 

which class was served by the content of Confucian teaching, but even 

Yang Rongguo conceded that, on the whole, Confucius1 ideas on educa¬ 

tion were progressive for his time. 

Again, this positive assessment of Confucian education was con¬ 

genial with the requirements of the state. With the Soviet withdrawal 

of experts, the Confucian emphasis on discipline and diligent study 

became relevant to China1s need to train technicians and experts. The 

first line of the Analects, "Study and practice often," was frequently 

quoted in the press, and Vice Premier Chen Yi himself advised intel¬ 

lectuals to draw inspiration from ancient scholars: 

To study a specialized subject, one should study it with 
concentration and absorption, even to the seemingly 
foolish extent of forgetting to eat and sleep. One 
should take an interest in one’s specialized subject and 
be totally involved in it for ten years, eight years, or 
even the whole of one’s life. Only then can one make 
some achievements. All great ancient scholars had this 
spirit of devotion. Confucius ’’read so hard that he 
forgot to eat," Tung Chung-shu "did not look at the garden 
for three whole years," Bodhidharma "faced a wall for nine 
years." We should learn from their spirit in searching 
for knowledge. 
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On June 24, 1964, Mao issued a directive to end debates in the 

academic community and berated the cultural bureaucracy which had 

allowed the debates to take place* The cultural officials were accused 

of acting as "high and mighty11 bureaucrats who had ,fslid right down to 

the brink of revisionism."^ The threatening views of historians and 

philosophers were condemned in the rectification campaign launched in 

the summer of 1964, but the cultural bureaucrats were the real target 

of the remoulding effort. Although Mao called for a campaign that 

would reach the top levels of the party cultural establishment, the 

officials in charge carried out a rectification which touched only a 

small number of the "high and mighty" bureaucrats. This campaign was 

more moderate in its approach than previous ideological remoulding 

attempts, reflecting fear within the Propaganda Department that a full- 

scale campaign might not only personally threaten the cultural bureau¬ 

crats but also destroy the Party. Wu Han and Feng Youlan were attacked 

for "opposing the materialist historical viewpoint of Marxism" and for 

taking a "supra-class viewpoint"^ but criticisms of these philosophers 

were relatively mild and directed toward their historical methods 

rather than toward their personal lives and views. Attacks on Liu Jie 

were more severe—probably because he was a lesser-known philosopher 

and not as well-connected in the cultural establishment as Wu and Feng. 

Liu was accused of arguing that "Confucius was the savior for all times, 

and was the embodiment of the truth and the divine" and that "things 

such as Marxism-Leninism, the theory of class struggle and the method 

19 
of class analysis can be dispensed with." 

In the summer of 1965, Mao clearly had reason to be dissatisfied 
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with the success of the rectification campaign. The Party organ which 

was charged with managing ideological reform had subverted Mao's dir¬ 

ective to attack and purge high-ranking officials in the cultural 

establishment and had patronized and protected intellectuals whose 

views contravened the call for renewed class struggle. The Cultural 

Revolution, officially launched in 1966, was Maofs response to the 

intransigence of Party bureaucrats and scholars in implementing his 

policy of ideological struggle. As we shall see, this devastating 

attack upon traditional Chinese values and culture, intellectual free¬ 

dom, and the Party itself, created the chaos, disruption, and erosion 

of national unity which the liberal intellectuals and their patrons 

in the cultural apparatus of the Party had feared and attempted to 

stifle from 1961 to 1965. 

In an article published in the mid-1960fs, the American scholar, 

Joseph Levenson, argued that Chinese historiography had flmuseumified" 

Confucius and that Confucian values no longer seriously challenged the 

scientific values of contemporary society. The Confucian debates of 

the late 1950^s and early 1960fs, he contended, were a "ritual exer¬ 

cise" for philosophers but were ideologically superfluous because 

Confucius had been destroyed during the New Culture Movement and was 

now perceived as no more than a national relic. Levenson explained 

the positive reappraisal of Confucius in the following way: "Con¬ 

fucius need not be shattered; he can be preserved, embalmed, deprived 

19 
of life in a glass case instead of in a cultural holocaust." 

Clearly, Levenson misread the role of the Confucian debates in social¬ 

ist historiography. The views on Confucius expressed in the Hundred 
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Flowers Campaign and crystallized in the 1962-64 debates reflected 

real ideological tensions within the Chinese intellectual community 

over how to "critically inherit the past," and over the relevance of 

Confucian ideals to the present. In attempting to deal with these 

questions, scholars, either directly or indirectly, passed judgment 

on Maofs guidelines for historical interpretation and his approach to 

class struggle. Confucian philosophy was consciously revived as a 

symbol of the traditional values of harmony and humaneness in Chinese 

society but it was also viewed by many intellectuals as a vital, time¬ 

less value system which spoke to the problems of modern life. The 

iconoclastic assault on all aspects of Confucian philosophy and values 

during the Cultural Revolution and the Anti-Confucian campaign that fol¬ 

lowed it, demonstrated that Mao and his radical followers disagreed 

with Levenson’s assertion that "the museumified Confucius does not 

speak; no longer involved in the handing down of judgments, he is 

20 
therefore not much involved in clamorous class struggle." 



V. THE CULTURAL REVOLUTION (1966-1970) 

The Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution (GPCR) was born out 

of Mao's frustration and dissatisfaction with the progress of the 

Socialist Education Movement. Having failed to achieve the rectifi¬ 

cation of Party bureaucrats and intellectuals from within the system, 

Mao initiated in 1966 a new campaign from without—a revolution dir¬ 

ected against the Party and the state itself. Mao linked this revolu¬ 

tion to the ongoing struggle against the KMT, and saw it as part of a 

continuous revolution against bourgeois elements in Chinese society. 

He explained that: 

the Great Proletariat Cultural Revolution is in essence 
a great political revolution under the conditions of 

socialism made by the proletariat against the bourgeoisie 
and all other exploiting classes: it is a continuation 

* of the prolonged struggle waged by the Chinese Communist 

Party and the broad masses of revolutionary people under 
its leadership against the Kuomintang reactionaries, a 

continuation of the class struggle between the proletariat 
and the bourgeoisie.^ 

In many respects the GPCR represented the quintessence of Mao's 

revolutionary approach. It was guided by Mao's belief in the power 

of subjective will to transform human society, and predicated on the 

assumption that continuous class struggle was necessary against both 

"feudal" and "bourgeois" elements. Convinced that the superstructure 

of China must represent the ideals and values of socialist society, 

Mao attempted nothing less than the revolutionary reconstruction of 

Chinese culture. Like his rectification campaigns in the past, the 

GPCR sought the eradication of revisionist and reactionary ideas, but 

at no previous time in the history of the Party had bureaucrats and 
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intellectuals endured such massive and ferocious physical and verbal 

attacks* 

The primary agents of Maofs Cultural Revolution, radical high 

school and college students known as Red Guards, were told that it was 

"right to rebel" against both "bourgeois tendencies" and remnants of 

"feudalism." Their attack on tradition was especially severe. The 

Red Guards ransacked public and private property, including museums, 

historical shrines, and ancestral shrines in individual households. 

They harassed and humiliated intellectuals and traditionalists, all 

in the name of establishing a "new culture." The Peopled Daily of 

June 1, 1966, set the tone: 

The fQxeatJ Proletarian Cultural Revolution is aimed 
not only at demolishing all the old ideology and culture 
and all the old customs and habits, which, fostered by 
the exploiting classes, have poisoned the minds of the 
people for thousands of years, but also at creating and 
fostering among the masses an entirely new ideology and 
culture and entirely new customs and habits—those of the 
proletariat.2 

Yet, paradoxically, Maofs assault on tradition contained a 

number of traditional elements. In the first place, it acquired a 

kind of religious character. Mao’s Quotations, in the form of Buddhist- 

style collections of moral aphorisms, circulated in the hundreds of 

millions. Mao himself was described as "the great leader, great 

teacher, great supreme commander, and great helmsman" of China. In 

Chinese households, "tablets of loyalty" were erected to Mao in the 

fashion of ancestral tablets, and family devotions included readings 

from Mao’s Quotations. School children chanted "Long live Chairman 

Mao," a phrase traditionally used with reference to emperors in China’s 
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past; and in administrative offices, people stood in front of Mao's 

picture for inspiration and "reported" to him at the end of the day. 

All kinds of great accomplishments, from agricultural and industrial 

productivity to developments in science and technology, were attri¬ 

buted to "the thought of Mao Zedong." 

The emphasis on public morality, official orthodoxy, and edu¬ 

cational "transformation" in the GPCR also hearkened back to Chinese 

tradition. Especially striking was Mao's use of traditional media to 

disseminate his new orthodoxy. Not only did he rely on edict-like 

public pronouncements, placards ("big-character posters") and cultural 

devices such as art, literature, and drama, but he also expressed his 

ideas in characteristically Chinese ways. Richard Baum argues, in 

fact, that the Cultural Revolution was not a revolution in thought 

patterns, for the deeply ingrained formalism of traditional Chinese 

3 
discourse continues to this day. Certainly we can see evidence of 

the tendency to employ simple slogans (usually of four characters 

known as cheng-yu), stereotype, and numerical configurations in Chinese 

writings of the period. In both the press and "big character posters," 

the people were instructed to "destroy the old, establish the new," 

"learn revolution by making revolution," "trust the masses," "never 

forget class struggle," "study the thought of Mao Zedong," and so 

forth. Certain terms acquired powerful associative meanings and were 

symbolically used to villify individuals and groups. Such terms in¬ 

cluded "feudalist," "capitalist-roader," "Confucianist," and "revi¬ 

sionist." These, in turn, became synonymous with other labels, such 

as "ghosts and monsters," "renegades and scabs," and "poisonous weeds." 
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Ideas and individuals were also categorized into numerical 

groupings, which took on an aura of Daoist mysticism. "The Group of 

Five" was replaced in 1966 by the Cultural Revolution Group as lead¬ 

ers of cultural reform, and the "Gang of Four" evolved from the latter. 

Red Guards were dispatched into the provinces to identify the "Five 

Blacks" in Chinese society (landlords, rich peasants, conter-revolu- 

tionists, "bad elements" and rightists) and to smash the "Four Olds" 

(old ideology, thought, habits and customs). During the early phase 

of the Revolution the PLA was given the order of "Four Don'ts": 

(1) Don't get angry, (2) Don't use weapons and don't shoot, (3) Don't 

fight back, (4) Don't answer back when cursed. The language of wall 

posters, mass rallies, and political propaganda was epic and rhetorical. 

Revisionists "committed crimes that tower to heaven," and an unpopular 

figure should be "boiled in oil." These examples drawn from the Cul¬ 

tural Revolution seem to validate Baum's argument that Mao's effort 

to transform the Chinese consciousness was not a revolution in thought 

patterns but rather an illustration of the prevalence of traditional 

patterns of cognition and expression. We have already seen the in¬ 

fluence of formalistic thinking in Chinese historiography prior to 

1965. In the aftermath of the Cultural Revolution, historical inter¬ 

pretations moved even further in the direction of stereotyped, cate¬ 

gorical thinking, and away from any semblance of objective, critical 

analysis. 

Mao's Cultural Revolution was launched as an attack on the 

"reactionary" attitudes that surfaced in the wake of the Great Leap 

Forward. Bureaucratic resistance to Mao's directive to renew 
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ideological struggle and to stifle dissident voices in the academic 

and political sphere of society initially sparked the revolution, and 

the first shot of the GPCR was fired against the boldest and most out¬ 

spoken intellectual of the period, Wu Han. The attack on Wu Han and 

its reverberations in the bureaucracy reveals, on a small scale, the 

interrelationship of culture and politics during the GPCR . In 

November, 1965, Yao Wenyuan, with the encouragement of Jiang Qing 

(Mao’s wife) and Mao, wrote an article labeling Wu's drama "Hai Rui 

Dismissed From Office" a "big poisonous weed" that served anti-Party 

elements and class enemies. The opera eulogized the Ming dynasty 

official, Hai Rui, who was unjustly dismissed from office for his 

candid and astute criticisms of the emperor. It was generally inter¬ 

preted as an allegory protesting Mao's dismissal of Defense Minister 

Peng Dehuai in 1959 for his opposition to the Great Leap Forward. 

When Peng Zhen, mayor of Peking, attempted to confine the argument 

over Wu's play to academic rather than political discussion, he was 

charged with attempting to shield Wu from criticism and of sharing 

Wu's counter-revolutionary, revisionist attitudes. In May, 1966, 

Peng Zhen was dismissed from his position in the Peking Municipal 

Party, and his "Group of Five," which had been in charge of ferret¬ 

ing out bourgeois elements in academic and literary circles, was 

dissolved. The "Group of Five" was replaced by the Cultural Revolu¬ 

tion Group, which consisted of Jiang Qing and her following of radi¬ 

cal intellectuals, including Yao Wenyan and Guan Feng. With the 

purge of Peng Zhen, the Cultural Revolution shifted its course from 

an ideological struggle in the superstructure of society to an open 
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political struggle whose movement and direction even Mao could not 

control. Mao admitted on October 24, 1966: "One big-character 

poster, the Red Guards, the great exchange of revolutionary experi¬ 

ence, and nobody—not even I—expected that all the provinces and 

4 
cities would be thrown into confusion.11 Eventually the Communist 

Party which Mao had built was dismantled and even the !,little generals11 

of the Revolution, the Red Guards, were betrayed by their leader and 

"sent down to the countryside" (xiafang) to learn productive labor. 

Academic scholarship was virtually suspended from 1966 to 1969. 

With the Radicals* control of cultural affairs, a reign of terror en¬ 

gulfed the majority of Chinafs most eminent scholars, artists, univer¬ 

sity presidents and writers. Those who were not arrested or driven 

to mental breakdowns or suicide were sent to work camps to learn 

"proletariat values." Academic journals such as Historical Research 

and Philosophical Research stopped publication, and most universities, 

libraries, and museums were closed. 

Like the criticism of Wu Hanfs drama, history became the prop¬ 

erty of political factions during the Cultural Revolution and was used 

to serve political ends. Historical articles published in the popular 

press were usually written by Party theoreticians, Red Guards, or 

amateur peasant groups which were called upon to "capture the position 

in the field of historical studies seized by the bourgeois."^ These 

articles were fundamentally non-academic and were concerned primarily 

with the recent past of the post-Great Leap period. Liu Shaoqi, Peng 

Dehuai, Zhou Yang, and the liberal intellectuals whom they had patron¬ 

ized were labelled "bourgeois authorities" and "Confucianists" who 
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represented a counter-revolutionary, idealist philosophy and who 

served the "restoration of capitalism" in society. The use of his- 

toricism (evaluating historic figures from the perspective of their 

historic period) and the theory of "class conciliation" were repudi¬ 

ated, and the Confucian conference of November, 1962, was denounced 

as a conspiracy to undermine Maofs call for class struggle. Con¬ 

fucianism, for the first time, was explicitly linked to the intra¬ 

party struggle and became associated with "restorationism" in the 

political jargon of the period. 

Two major articles dealing with Confucianism during the Cul¬ 

tural Revolution were written by the Red Guards of the Jinggangshan 

Combat Group of Peking Normal University in January, 1967. The 

Shandong Conference was the focus of both articles, and exaggerated 

rhetoric was employed to attack the motives and arguments of both 

the liberal intellectuals who participated in it and the cultural 

officials who sponsored it. "’Forum on Confucius’—A Black Session 

of Monsters and Demons for Attacking the Party" states: 

During November 6-12, a small handful of counter-revolu¬ 
tionary, revisionist elements as well as bourgeois 

reactionary "experts" and "authorities," after careful 
planning, held a "forum on Confucius" in Shantung under 
the guise of commemorating the 2,440th anniversary of 
the death of Confucius. This was a black session con¬ 

ducted by the bourgeois Right to launch a counter¬ 
attack against the revolutionary spirit of the com¬ 

munique issued by the 10th plenary session of the 
8th CCP Central Committee. It was also a big black 
session for launching frenzied attacks against the 
thought of Mao Tse-tung, against the socialist system 
and against the dictatorship of the proletariat.6 

Zhou Yang, Feng Youlan, and Liu Jie were among the figures identified 

as "monsters and demons" (Wu Han’s academic credentials had already 
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been severely attacked by 1967). These individuals were accused of 

the following crimes: (1) opposing Party leadership and ideology, (2) 

praising Confucius as a philosopher and teacher, (3) describing Con- 

fucian idealism as materialism, and (4) advocating the Confucian con¬ 

cept of "love for one’s fellow men" (ren) in an attempt to blur class 

contradictions and class struggle. Their effort to revive Confucian 

concepts in order to restore capitalism and bourgeois rule was com¬ 

pared to the allegedly similar efforts of Yuan Shikai and Chiang 

Kai-shek, and their attempt to resolve class contradictions was com¬ 

pared to the revisionist policies of Khrushchev. Quotations from the 

conference were arbitrarily lifted from their context and used to sup¬ 

port these charges against the accused. The striking feature of both 

articles, which distinguished them from the anti-Confucian arguments 

of Guan Feng and Lin Youshi in 1963, is the absence of any pretense to 

analyze critically Confucian concepts. The traditional philosophy is 

summarily dismissed with the statement, "In our socialist new China, 

there is absolutely no room for Confucian concepts.Clearly, by 1967 

the academic debate over Confucianism had degenerated into political 

propaganda in which exaggerated language and strident tones were used 

to enumerate the "crimes" of individuals who had dared to reach unor¬ 

thodox conclusions in their historical scholarship. 

The reign of terror which victimized China's liberal scholars, 

writers, and artists during the Cultural Revolution is, perhaps, the 

most tragic episode in Mao's "struggle between the two lines." Wu Han 

was verbally and physically assaulted for his ideas and was sent to 

the countryside to learn proletariat values. He died of medical neglect 
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in 1968, and his wife, daughter, and brother were persecuted to death, 

Tian Han, writer of the drama "Xie Yaohuan", was tortured and died in 

prison in 1968, Feng Youlan, Liu Jie, and other professors who had 

expressed positive interpretations of traditional values were stripped 

of their positions and subjected to unrelenting criticism and physical 

abuse. The political patrons of the intellectuals, including Peng Zhen 

and Zhou Yang, were purged from the bureaucracy and forced to appear at 

mass rallies wearing placards which read "counter-revolutionary, revi¬ 

sionist elements," Liu Shaoqui was demoted from the second to the 

eighth position in the Politburo in 1966 and, in 1968, the former Chief- 

of-State and heir apparent to Mao was expelled from the Party. 

On May 4th, 1969, the Peopled Daily, Liberation Army Daily, 

and the Red Flag published a joint editorial, which praised the New 

Culture Movement for having overthrown the "Confucian shop of super¬ 

stition of the previous two thousand years" and made the "destruction 

of the Confucian shop" a "popular revolutionary slogan," The editorial 

continued: 

The fierce struggle between the two thoughts of destroying 
the Confucian shop and protecting the Confucian shop has 

been going on for years, Liu Shao Chfi, who is a traitor, 
a renegade and a scab, had done his utmost to propagate 

the philosophy of Confucius and Mencius, He has sought 
to poison the minds of the multitude of party members and 

our youths, amply indicating that he wished to restore 

capitalist dictatorship. His activities also have exposed 
his counter-revolutionary countenance of defending the in¬ 

terests of all the reactionary classes. 8 

Although relatively few articles relating specifically to Chinafs 

past were written during the Cultural Revolution, the guiding princi¬ 

ples and themes of the Revolution had a significant impact on Chinese 
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historiography, particularly on history-writing in the early 1970's. 

In the past-Cultural Revolution period, Confucius and Confucian 

values were evaluated negatively and renounced as reactionary, His- 

toricism was repudiated, and class analysis was stressed in assessing 

individuals of the past. Class struggle emerged as the motive force 

in China's development, and the contradiction between classes rather 

than conciliation was underscored in historical interpretations. The 

use of stereotypes (e.g. Khrushchev and Chiang Kai-shek) and symbolic 

terms (e.g. "feudalists," "revisionists") was more prevalent in articles 

of the early 1970's than in writing prior to the Cultural Revolution, 

and arguments tended to be supported by quotations from Mao rather 

than by citations from the original texts of ancient philosophers. As 

we shall see, the most striking characteristic of articles of the post- 

Cultural Revolution period was the politicalization of history and the 

use of historical writing to serve the ideological and personal inter¬ 

ests of the radical faction of the Party. 

The Ninth Party Congress of April, 1969, heralded the official 

end of the Great Proletariat Culture Revolution. The new CCP consti¬ 

tution of that year designated Lin Biao, head of the People's Libera¬ 

tion Army (PLA) and a leading figure in the GPCR, as Mao's successor. 

Indicative of the central role of the PLA in the early and later 

stages of the Cultural Revolution, the new Party Central Committee 

boasted heavy representation by military personnel. However, the re¬ 

lationship between Mao and Lin rapidly deteriorated after 1969. 

Mao began to view Lin and the enhanced power of the PLA in both party 

politics and government as a threat to the Chairman's personal power 
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and contrary to his dictum of Party control over the military. Lin’s 

dispute with Mao over retaining the post of Head of State (which had 

not been filled since Liu Shaoqi’s removal), and his opposition to 

Mao’s foreign policy of improving relations with the United States 

widened the gap between the two individuals, creating mutual distrust 

and animosity. 

According to later CCP reports, Lin, his wife, and several 

close supporters were killed on September 13, 1971, in an airplane 

crash in Mongolia after the exposure of their abortive plots to assasi- 

nate Mao. In January, 1972, the Central Committee distributed copies 

of the ’’Outline of ’Project 571’” to the masses and Party cadres, 

urging them to ’’criticize this counter-revolutionary program of Lin 

g 
Piao line by line and paragraph by paragraph.” ’’Project 571” was Lin’s 

alleged coup plan against Mao, and the ’’Outline” quoted Lin as identi¬ 

fying Mao with the tyrannical practices of Qin Shihuangdi, the First 

Emperor of Qin: 

He /Mao/ is not a true Marxist-Leninist but the biggest 
feudal tyrant in Chinese history, who, under the guise of 
Marxism-Leninism, follows the doctrines of Confucius and 
Mencius and implements the laws of Ch’in Shih^huang-ti. 0 

The Tenth Party Congress, held in 1973, denounced Lin as a "bourgeois 

careerist, conspirator, double-dealer, renegade, and traitor, 

and in early 1974 his name was linked to that of Confucius in the 

famous ”Anti-Lin Piao, anti-Confucian" Campaign. 



VI. CRITICIZING LIN BIAO AND CONFUCIUS, 1971-1976 

The campaign to "Criticize Lin Biao and Confucius" (Pi Lin pi 

Kong) began as an attack on the sage alone in 1971. On July 19 of 

that year, the People’s Daily published an article prepared by the 

Shandong CCP Writers Group entitled "Criticize the Educational Thought 

of Confucius," which asserted that Confucian ideas were still preva¬ 

lent in China despite the "success" of the Cultural Revolution. The 

Writer's Group blamed Confucianism for standing in the way of more 

rapid educational change along Maoist lines and condemned Lu Dingyi 

for advocating the Confucian idea of "education without class distinc¬ 

tions." Further, the group linked Liu Shaoqi to the outmoded and 

"destructive" educational ideas of Confucius and revived the Cultural 

Revolution slogan of "Down with the old, up with the new." 

The campaign continued through 1972 with further criticisms of 

Confucian philosophy, but the attacks were sporadic and apparently 

unsystematic. Important political changes, however, revitalized the 

campaign by giving it a new focus and additional momentum. 

When the Tenth Party Congress met in August, 1973, three factions 

within the Party were contending for power—the military, the Radicals, 

and the veteran cadres. The strength of the PLA had been drastically 

reduced since the Ninth Party Congress as a result of the purge of Lin 

Biao and many of his lieutenants. The beneficiaries of these purges 

turned out to be the veteran cadres who were "rehabilitated," and well- 

represented at the Congress in 1973. Despite his previous denounce¬ 

ment and lingering suspicion of these bureaucrats, Mao, with the urging 
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of Zhou Enlai, realized the need to rehabilitate them after Linfs 

purge as part of an attempt to link Lin with the excesses of the GPCR 

and thus to broaden Mao’s base of support with the anti-Lin forces. 

The third faction was the Radicals who, with Mao, had engineered the 

GPCR. Because the Radicals had come to power during the Cultural Revo¬ 

lution and were intimately associated with its policies, their legiti¬ 

macy as a leadership group hinged on the Party’s continued support for 

the guiding principles of the movement. But the rehabilitation of 

Deng Xiaoping and other veteran cadres represented the growing strength 

of the moderates within the Party, which posed a threat to the Radicals’ 

position and ideology. On the other hand, because they controlled 

the press and propaganda organs of the CCP, the Radicals had a signi¬ 

ficant advantage in the struggle for power. 

Mao’s attitude toward each of these groups was ambivalent. 

Ideologically, he was closest to the revolutionary principles of the 

Radicals and supported their opposition to the re-establishment of 

material incentives, traditional values, and elitist culture. Never¬ 

theless, he sought to promote unity and economic stability within the 

nation, goals shared by the more pragmatic veteran leadership. Mao 

viewed the military as his potential ally, but he recognized that it 

was the least powerful faction at the time. Within this context the 

re-evaluation of Confucius continued, undertaken primarily by spokes¬ 

men of the Radicals in publications such as the Red Flag, the Guangming 

Daily, and Study and Criticism. 

This new phase of the "Anti-Confucius” campaign was launched 

by Mao in early January, 1974, with mass rallies in Peking. These 
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rallies signalled renewal of the struggle to transform the super¬ 

structure of China. On the eve of the Tenth Party Congress Mao had 

resurrected the Cultural Revolution slogan "Going against the tide," 

suggesting that once again the ideological battle against incipient 

bourgeois and reactionary elements in society must be revived. 

Though Mao did not specifically identify the "monsters and demons" 

of society in early 1974 as he had at the outset of the GPCR, Jiang 

Qing and her radical coalition used their control of the press to in¬ 

terpret "going against the tide" to mean challenging the politics and 

political strength of their political opposition within the Party, 

the veteran bureaucrats. 

The political message of the new campaign was camouflaged by 

historical arguments and re-evaluations of Confucian philosophy which 

now filled the media. Parallels between feudal and contemporary 

figures were often drawn during the coursé of the campaign, and the 

Red Flag explicitly stated that the "Anti-Confucius" campaign was "a 

political question connected with present-day class struggle and the 

struggle between the two lines (i.e. capitalism vs. socialism)."^ 

The academic image of the campaign was a fraudulent one, however, for 

Chinafs past was now used simply as a metaphor for the present, and 

historical "scholarship" of the period was unoriginal and highly sub¬ 

jective. 

The primary themes of the Anti-Confucian movement were those 

developed by radical intellectuals of the 1962-64 Confucian debates. 

As we have seen, in the early 1960fs, Yang Rangguo had portrayed 

Confucius as a member of the slave-owning class which had struggled 



66 

against the progressive rising landlord class in an attempt to restore 

the slave state and the slave-owning aristocracy. This -minority view 

of Confucius in 1963 became the popular portrait of the philosopher 

from 1974-75, and "restorationism" became the central motif of the 

anti-Confucian campaign. The only major difference between Yang's 

outlook in the early 1960's and his viewpoint in the early 1970's was 

that he now no longer considered Confucian education to be "progres¬ 

sive." Rather he considered it "reactionary." 

In August, 1973, the People's Daily published Yang Rongguo's 

article entitled "Confucius—A Thinker who Stubbornly Supported the 

Slave System." In it, Yang used historical allusion to identify the 

modern "restorationist" and "counter-revolutionary" elements in 

Chinese society. Confucius was described as wanting to "restore the 

destroyed slave state, restore the ruling power of the slave-owning 

aristocracy and allow that already decaying slave-owning aristocracy 

2 
once again to emerge and take over government." He criticized Con- 

3 
fucius for recalling "to office those who had fallen into obscurity" 

and accused the Confucians of believing that "exploitation was justi- 

4 
fied and rebellion was a crime." The target of assault in this 

article which ostensibly attacked Confucius was clearly Premier Zhou 

Enlai and the rehabilitated cadres who were charged, by analogy, with 

attempting to restore the bureaucracy and economic pragmaticism of the 

pre-Cultural Revolution period. Zhou, like Confucius, had recalled 

"to office those who had fallen into obscurity" in urging the rehabi¬ 

litation of the veteran bureaucrats and, therefore, was the principal 

"demon" of the article. Although Mao made no public comment on the 



67 

Radicalsf accusations against Zhou, one can reasonably assume that 

Maofs failure to repress the anti-Zhou movement in the press repre¬ 

sented, in fact, his tacit approval of the campaign* Parris Chang 

maintains that in 1973 Mao blamed Zhou for the resurgence of a conser¬ 

vative tide in China and that the early phase of the Anti-Confucian 

campaign served the purposes of both Mao and the Radicals.^ 

In February, 1974, the ideological struggle took on a new 

dimension. The campaign to criticize Confucius was amended from 

"pi Kong" ("Criticize Confucius") to "PÏ Lin pi Kong" (Criticize 

Lin, Criticize Confucius"), and Lin Biao, like Confucius, became a 

symbol of restorationism and revisionism in the Chinese press* Lin 

Biao had been associated, by implication, with Confucianism in the 

"Outline of Project 571,M in which he was quoted as having criticized 

Maofs Legalistic practices. Lin’s denunciation of Legalism could.be 

read as an affirmation of his Confucianism according to the interpre¬ 

tation of the two-line struggle of the period. However, the CCP 

Central Committee presented a much more concrete link between Lin 

and Confucius in a document dated January 18, 1974, which contained 

fifty-four short passages recorded on scrolls and notebooks, allegedly 

written by Lin and his wife. These passages were quotations from the 

Analects and were used as the only hard evidence in damning Lin as a 

supporter of Confucian values. Particular emphasis in the case against 

Lin was placed on the scroll which supposedly hung over his bed and 

read "of all things this is the most important: restrain oneself and 

restore the rites." This line from the Analects was regarded during 

the 1974-75 re-evaluation of Confucianism as the core of Confucian 
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philosophy and as the most important definition of ren. Thus, Lin 

and Confucius became linked as "reactionaries." An editorial in the 

Peopleys Daily on February 21, 1974, made this clear: 

We must combine the criticism of Lin Piaofs "restraining 
oneself and restoring the rites" with cardinal issues 
of right and wrong in the class struggle and the struggle 
between the two lines at the present moment. We must 
criticize the crimes of the Lin Piao anti-Party clique 
in negating the GPCR. . . .We must criticize the fallacies 
of the Lin Piao anti-Party clique viciously maligning 
newly emerging socialist things.6 

The association of Lin Biaofs name with Confucianism is one of 

the most perplexing twists of the anti-Confucius campaign. Lin was 

the archsymbol of armed struggle and Mao's first lieutenant during 

the Cultural Revolution. During his lifetime he had no reputation 

for teaching or practicing Confucian values and was generally recog¬ 

nized as an extreme Leftist. The authenticity of his scrolls is ques¬ 

tionable since they had not been "discovered" and exposed to public 

criticism during the thorough campaign to repudiate Lin in 1972. The 

significant questions, then, are: (1) who was responsible for reviv¬ 

ing Lin as a target of criticism, and (2) whose interests were served 

by linking Lin with Confucius in the renewed ideological struggle? 

It seems improbable that the Radicals instigated the resurrec¬ 

tion of Lin as a negative symbol in 1974, despite their apparent 

control of the press. The Tenth Party Congress had denounced Lin as 

a "traitor" and "renegade," and the Radicals were probably eager to 

bury their past association with Lin and his excessive, revolutionary 

fervor. The relationship between Lin and the Radicals had not been 

completely erased from the minds of the public in 1974, and reopening 
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criticism of Lin could have led to an assault on his former comrades, 

the Radicals. It is unlikely that the Radicals would have risked 

such a threatening turn of events by voluntarily adding Lin's name 

to thé Anti-Confucius campaign. 

Zhou Enlai, on the other hand, stood to profit from the exten¬ 

sion of the Anti-Confucian campaign to a criticism of Lin. Parris 

Chang, Ross Terrill, and Merle Goldman assert that Zhou was responsible 

for linking Lin with Confucius in 1974, and although I have found no 

concrete documents to support their position, I agree that circumstan¬ 

tial evidence suggests that Zhou was the impetus behind the "Pi Lin 

pi Kong" movement. The original "Criticize Confucius" campaign, as 

we have seen, was orchestrated by the Radical coalition to allegori¬ 

cally attack Zhou and the moderate bureaucrats. In adding Lin Biao's 

name to the campaign, Zhou probably hoped to deflect the criticism of 

the Left by directing attacks toward the remnants of Lin Biao's fol¬ 

lowers in the military and toward Lin's former ideological allies, the 

Radicals. 

Mao made no public comment as the "Criticize Confucius" campaign 

altered its course. However, we can surmise that Lin's name would not 

have been added to the campaign without Mao's consent. It is difficult 

to determine whether at this point Mao was too weak and feeble, as 

Terrill argues, to pilot his "struggle between two lines" or whether 

the leader was playing the conflicting factions off against one another 

to maintain a balance of power among his subordinates. 

Zhou Enlai and his moderate bureaucrats were unsuccessful in 

transforming the "Anti-Lin, Anti-Confucius" campaign into a full-scale 
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attack on the Radical and military factions. Ross Terrill believes 

that Zhou came to consider the campaign an absurd exercise and soon 

lost interest in it, but in any case the Radicals' control of the 

media gave Jiang Qing and her followers a distinct advantage in mani¬ 

pulating the symbolism of the "mass struggle." When Lin's name was 

added to the campaign, the Radicals stifled criticism of the Left by 

blaming Lin for the excesses of the Cultural Revolution and labelling 

these errors "ultra-right." Lin, according to the Radical press, was 

a reactionary like Confucius. He had attempted to restore the big 

landlord class, the bourgeoisie, remnants of Chiang Kai-shek's 

"dynasty" and other Rightists in government, and had fled to his 

"revisionist" patron, the Soviet Union, when his conspiracy failed. 

The Mass Criticism Group of Tsinghau and Peking Universities explained: 

In sum, Lin Piao's "return to rites" meant restoring the 
system of exploitation and oppression of the laboring 
people by the landlord class and the bourgeoisie, restor¬ 
ing the rule of the many by the few, changing China into 
a Soviet revisionist colony and setting up a feudal, 
comprador, fascist dictatorship in our country.7 

The reactionary image of Lin Biao and Confucius was developed in 

the media throughout 1974 and associated, by implication, with the 

veteran bureaucrats. History was rewritten to underscore this analogy 

in yet another campaign which was carried on in tandem with the "Anti- 

Lin, Anti-Confucius" campaign. In 1974 the Radicals initiated an 

effort to re-evaluate the First Emperor of Qin (Qin Shihuangdi) and 

his role in the struggle between Legalism and Confucianism in ancient 

China. The historical interpretations presented in the reassessment 

of the Qin dynasty (221-206 B.C.) are pertinent to the simultaneous 
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effort to re-evaluate Confucius because the two campaigns had many 

overlapping themes and used many of the same symbols and stereotypes 

to draw parallels between ancient and contemporary society. 

The Radical historians viewed the Confucius-Legalist conflict 

of ancient China in the following manner. The First Emperor and the 

Legalists were representatives of the newly-emerging landlord class 

which overthrew the state of Zhou. However, the "struggle between 
// 

two lines—the reactionary Confucians and the progressive Legalists— 

continued during Ch'in rule. The First Emperor's failure to repress 

and eradicate reactionary elements in his court led to the restora¬ 

tion of the slave-owning aristocracy after the First Emperor's death 

in 210 B.C. Zhao Gao, a eunuch, was the "hidden enemy" within the 

Qin administration and allegedly a student of the Confucian school. 

Zhao led the restoration of the slave state, and personal ambition 

caused Li Si to join the conspiracy. The assumption of power by their 

aristocratic clique intensified the oppression of the peasantry, caus¬ 

ing peasant uprisings and the collapse of the dynasty. In the Radical 

view, the First Emperor's "burning of the books" and "burying of 

scholars" were necessary to attack restorationist activities and to 

defend the new relations of production. His military campaigns and 

his suppression of rebellion were revolutionary and progressive, and 

his violent approach was a "tool used by the socialist movement to 

g 
pave the way for itself." 

The Radical "historians" thus praised the First Emperor and his 

Legalist measures as progressive forces which propelled history forward 

from the slave state of Zhou. Confucius and his followers, by contrast, 
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were viewed as retrogressive, reactionary forces which attempted to 

undermine the progressive movement of history. The Marxist concept 

of historical materialism was repeatedly cited as justification for 

this analysis of the ancient "struggle between two lines": 

In appraising a historical figure from the Marxist 
viewpoint, we must first analyze the class contradictions 
and class struggle of the time, and then examine whether, 
under the conditions of historical development, he stood 
on the side of the progressive classes and advocated 
change or on the side of the reactionary classes and 
was a proponent of conservativism. The task of Marxist 
is to push historical development constantly forward. 
We affirm only that which has played a progressive role 
in history; as to whatever is reactionary and conserva¬ 
tive we must firmly negate and repudiate it.9 

The use of this standard for evaluating historical figures and 

events shows the repudiation of historicism, as employed by Feng, Liu, 

and Wu Han in the early 1960 fs and the application of class analysis 

in interpreting China’s ancient past. Also, formalistic thinking 

was carried to new extremes in the reappraisals of Confucianism and 

Legalism. All groups and individuals were classified as either Con- 

fucianists or Legalists, reactionaries or progressives, good or bad 

"elements." The complexities and contradictions which liberal intel¬ 

lectuals of the 1960’s recognized in human minds and motives were 

simplified and reduced to labels of "leftist" or "rightist." Most 

strikingly, historical interpretations were politicized and events of 

the past were remoulded to serve as political metaphors for contemporary 

events. The analogy between the Qin dynasty and China’s political 

situation in 1974 was implicit and often explicit in the articles 

which appeared in Study and Criticism, the Red Flag, and other publi¬ 

cations. The "usurper, traitor, regressionist" Zhao Gao was identified 
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with Lin Biao in many articles of the period, and although Zhou Enlai 

was never mentioned by name, he was obliquely associated with the 

"compromising and vacillating" Li Si, 

In short, the conflict between Legalists and Confucians in 

Chinafs distant past was related to the contemporary struggle between 

the moderate veterans and the Radical faction. Perhaps the most sig¬ 

nificant message of the Radicals1 analogy was that the battle against 

repressive elements within a regime must be waged continually and 

violently, for the failure to pursue restorationists will lead to the 

collapse of the regime. The article "On Li Si" suggested the lesson 

of the Qin dynasty for China in 1974: 

The history of restoration and counter-restoration during 
the Chfin dynasty tells us that "there never has been 
a revolution in history that could settle back and relax 

after its victory /Lenin, "The Achievements and Problems 
of Soviet Political Power^7. ... It /the collapse of 

the Chfin7 illustrates that even a revolution in which 
one system of exploitation replaces another requires 

the efforts of several generations.^® 

The campaign to "Criticize Lin, Criticize Confucius," and the 

campaign to re-evaluate Legalism and the First Emperor of Qin, were 

fundamentally political movements thinly veiled as historical dis¬ 

cussions. Mass meetings, wall posters, magazines, comic books, poems 

and songs were used to mobilize all sectors of society in struggling 

against Confucius. Museums were revamped to illustrate the Legalist- 

Confucian conflict, and kindergarten children performed anti-Con- 

fucian dances with wooden swords to smash villains of the past. As 

during the Cultural Revolution, Confucianism was totally repudiated, 

and all evils of Chinese society were linked with Confucius. Ross 
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Terrill reports that a CCP broadcast from Hainan island in 1974 said 

that the key to reducing road accidents was to criticize Confucius. 

The opening sentence of the article "Confucius the Man" which appeared 

in the Chinese press in 1974 stated that "Confuciiis was a stubborn, 

fierce but very weak man; he was sinister, cunning and rotten to the 

nil core." 

Articles written on Confucius in 1974 tended to be crafted by 

party ideologues or amateur groups and to be published under pseudo¬ 

nyms. The mass criticism groups of Peking University and Tsinghua 

University wrote mainly under the name of Liang Xiao, and Shanghai- 

based groups used the names Luo Siding and Kang Li. The practice of 

collective authorship and pseudonyms was clearly an effort to disguise 

the identity of the Radical faction as the "official historians" of 

the period and to give a semblance of impartial truth to the Radicals1 

propaganda. 

Yang Rongguo and Feng Youlan were the only famous intellectuals 

who participated actively in this new "academic" campaign. Both 

scholars had been manhandled and humiliated during the Cultural Revo¬ 

lution, and their interpretations during the early 1970*s undoubtedly 

reflected their fear of further physical and mental abuse. As we 

have seen, in the early 1970fs Yang denounced all aspects of Confucian 

thought, including Confucian education. Feng, who had in the past 

tried to maintain the integrity of his personal convictions regarding 

Confucian philosophy, also succumbed to the pressure. Rejecting his 

earlier positive appraisals of Confucius, Feng now wrote: 
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How can a person like myself, who has been so deeply 

poisoned by Confucian thought, eliminate the poison that 

Confucian thought has deeply rooted in my brain if I am 
not actively participating in criticizing Lin Piao and 
Confucius?12 

Feng and Yang thus assumed the role of "official historians" in 

service of the state, much like the court historians of traditional 

China. 

The movement to criticize Confucius in the early 1970 fs can be 

distinguished from the discussions of Confucian philosophy in the 

1950fs and early 1960’s, primarily because in the campaign of the 

1970’s, a diversity of opinion was not expressed. In denouncing 

Confucius and his ideas, writers tended to present similar arguments 

and to use identical examples and quotations from the Analects in 

supporting their point of view. Writers unanimously accepted Guo 

Muoruo’s earlier periodication of Chinese history and agreed that 

Confucius had lived during the transition of China from a slave to a 

feudal society. During this transitional stage the main class contra¬ 

dictions were between the slaves and slave-owners and between the de¬ 

clining slave-owning aristocracy and the rising landlord class. The 

"historians" said that Confucius belonged to the slave-owner class 

and they used some of the arguments which Yang Rongguo had proposed 

in the 1962-64 debates to support this position (i.e. Confucius had 

supported the slave-owning rule of the state of Zhou and had opposed 

the casting of tripods incribed with laws) . A new argument of the 

period linked Confucius to the repression of slave rebellions and 

contended that the unsuccessful peasant uprising led by Bandit Zhi 

had been inspired by hatred of Confucius and his followers. An 
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article entitled MLuxia Jin Denounces Confucius" explained that "The 

working people have always hated Confucius bitterly, held him in con- 

13 
tempt and sternly refuted and criticized his reactionary preachments." 

This new emphasis upon Confucius as the enemy of the working class 

was clearly introduced to underscore the relevance of the anti-Con- 

fucian message to contemporary Chinese society and to mobilize the 

masses in criticizing present-day Confucians. 

The main focus of most articles of the Anti-Confucian campaign 

was on Confucian ethics, and specifically on the concept of ren. The 

underlying assumption of these articles was the Marxist principle 

that class background determines one’s values and political viewpoint, 

and the question of the transcendental nature of ethics was a dead 

issue in 1974. Feng Youlan, who had previously argued for the "univer¬ 

sality" of certain traditional values, stated his revised opinion in 

1975: ,fWe can say that there is no morality that can be separated 

from politics, and there is absolutely no such thing as a moral 

principle that does not satisfy the needs of the politics of a parti- 

14 
cular class." Confucian morality, in other words, was viewed as 

the ideology of the aristocratic slave-owners who espoused the con¬ 

cept of ren to consolidate power within their class and to appease 

and subjugate the slaves. 

The definition of ren which was generally recognized as the 

core of Confucian morality was "restrain oneself and return to the 

rites." In teaching this concept, the Radical press argued, Confucius 

advocated returning to the rites of Zhou society, where slaves and 

masters accepted their status and were content to carry out, peacefully 



77 

and with dignity, their assigned roles in society. When applied to 

contemporary events, the implementation of ren meant returning to 

pre-Cultural Revolution attitudes and practices, as advocated by the 

modern-day Confucians, the veteran bureaucrats. Yang Rongguo ex¬ 

plained that Confucius had said, "Don't do unto others what you donft 

want others to do unto you,” and "love men" in order to "hoodwink" 

the slaves by making them submissive and obedient to their masters. 

Benevolence was only meant to be practiced toward the slave-owners 

whose interests concerned Confucius. Therefore, his moral lessons 

were flagrant hypocrisy. The Mass Criticism Group of Peking and 

Tsinghua Universities asserted that: 

/Confucius/ habitually spoke of benevolence and righteous¬ 
ness, preached the doctrine of the mean and would not 

shoot birds in their nests or fish with a long line 
bearing too many hooks. He put on the appearance of 

loving not only people btft even birds and fish. Actu¬ 
ally he was a hard-hearted and ferocious demon. Once, 

with a pretense of benevolence, a disciple of his handed 
out some porridge for the toiling slaves. Regarding this 
as an offense against the "rites of Chou," Confucius 
flew into a rage and immediately sent people to break 

the pot and bowls and spill the porridge on the ground. 

This is an example of Confucius* "the benevolent man 
loves others." He was a hypocrite. 15 

In their effort to re-evaluate the Confucian concept of ren, 

the Radical writers clearly could not ignore passages frpm the Analects 

which explained ren as "loving men"—an interpretation generally ac¬ 

cepted during the Confucian debates of 1962-64. Therefore, the theme 

of Confucian hypocrisy was introduced in the articles of 1974-75. 

This theme was also useful in suggesting parallels between Confucius 

and the moderate faction, which allegedly espoused Marxist principles 

but adhered to capitalist, revisionist beliefs. The analogy was 
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subtle but not imperceptible to readers who understood that "Con¬ 

fucius" must be translated "veteran bureaucrats" in the new campaign. 

The assault on Confucian educational practices and theories 

was another distinctive feature of the re-evaluation of Confucius in 

1974-75. Whereas prior to the Cultural Revolution scholars of every 

political viewpoint had generally agreed that Confucius had extended 

education to the common man and had emphasized the positive values of 

discipline and study, the Radical press of the early 1970fs systema¬ 

tically refuted these arguments. Confucius, the Radicals contended, 

had excluded slaves from his schools and had believed that knowledge 

was an innate characteristic of certain classes. Lines from the 

Analects such as, "There are only the wise of the highest class, and 

the stupid of the lowest class, who cannot be changed," were interpreted 

to mean that slave-owners were endowed with absolute wisdom and slaves 

were born with absolute stupidity, or that knowledge was a gift of 

Heaven and did not come from practice. Statements which conflicted 

with this idealist theory of apriorism and suggested Confucius1 

materialist viewpoint (e.g. "I am not one who was born in possession 

of knowledge. I am one who is fond of antiquity, and earnest in seek¬ 

ing it there" Analects) were dismissed as further evidence of Confucius1 

hypocrisy. In the minds of the "historians" of 1974-1975, a philoso¬ 

pher was either "idealistic" or "materialistic," and all advocates of 

restorationism in the classification scheme of the period were 

labelled "idealist." 

Confucius was also accused of despising productive labor and 

of teaching that the goal of education was to prepare men to become 
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officials. The phrase youjiao wulei was reinterpreted to mean teach¬ 

ing "without distinction of clans" rather than "without distinction of 

classes" to support the contention that Confucius had extended educa¬ 

tion to include the entire aristocracy but not to include slaves. This 

reappraisal of Confucius' educational philosophy underscored the 

disparity between the pedagogical ideals of Confucianism and those of 

the Cultural Revolution. Confucius and his modern-day analogues were 

portrayed as advocates of elitist, idealist instruction which served 

the political aspirations of their class, whereas the Cultural Revo¬ 

lution espoused the vital role of the masses in instructing the 

nation and in remoulding the consciousness of man. In focusing on 

Confucius' disesteem of physical labor, the Radicals identified a 

crucial point of tension between Confucianism and Marxism-Maoism, a 

point which had been glossed over in the Hundred Flowers and early 

1960's debates when other aspects of Confucian educational theory 

(e.g. "practice," "study," "discipline") coincided with the political 

needs of the state. 

The media in 1974-75 also charged Confucius and Lin Biao with 

being "male chauvinists" who opposed the rise of women to positions 

of political power. Interpretations of the past written in the early 

1970fs generally tended to present a positive appraisal of women 

(e.g. the Tang empress Wu Zetian) and to link the struggle of labor¬ 

ing women with peasant uprisings. Undoubtedly Jiang Qing encouraged 

this movement to eulogize the progressive role of women in China's 

history and to attack Confucius, Lin, and their contemporary followers. 

Articles attacking Confucius and Lin for their "chauvinism" made no 
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pretense of academic rigor and did not even give specific examples 

proving Lin?s disdain for women. Using the values of the 1970fs to 

evaluate the views of Confucius toward women, the Radicals concluded 

that his traditional philosophy was anti-feminist, but they made no 

attempt to prove that Confucius’ attitude toward women represented 

the reactionary "line" of the Spring and Autumn and Warring states 

period. Thus, these articles failed to adhere to the "reactionary- 

progressive" formula for determining class viewpoint. 

The "Criticize Lin, Criticize Confucius" campaign continued 

until February, 1975, when it was replaced by a movement to "Criticize 

Bourgeois Rights." Mao, who brought the criticism of Confucius to a 

halt, probably realized that the analogies and allusions of the cam¬ 

paign had become hackneyed and absurd and that the credibility of the 

public had been strained. However, the Anti-Confucius theme experienced 

a brief resurgence in the press during March, 1976, with the publica¬ 

tion of "More on That Man Confucius." This article presented the same 

basic arguments which had been used in denouncing Confucius in 1974-75 

but gave more attention to the "restoration" policies of Confucius 

when he was "acting premier" of the state of Lu. Confucius was 

accused of placing his own disciples in office to serve as spies and 

to sabotage the reformist line of the newly-emerging landlord class. 

His "rectification of names" meant revising verdicts and reinstating 

"those who had fallen into obscurity." This criticism of Confucius 

was clearly intended as an attack on Zhou Enlai and his rehabilita¬ 

tion of the veteran cadres. Zhou had died two months prior to the 

publication of the article, and his reputation as a great leader and 
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hero of the Chinese nation had soared in the weeks following his death. 

Therefore, the Radicals felt compelled to combat the posthumous legend 

of Zhou with a revival of the anti-Confucius campaign. The article, 

by analogy, added the name of the new acting Premier, Deng Xiaoping, 

to the Radicals1 list of "réstorationists": 

Confucius made use of his usurped power to remove the 
tomb of Duke Chao of Lu back to the graveyard for his 
ancestors, thus restoring his reputation. He sought 

help from the corpse of this chieftain of the slave¬ 

owning aristocrats to clear the way for restoration. 

Here, Deng is the modern-day analogue for Confucius and is accused 

of eulogizing his mentor, Zhou, in order to enhance his own personal 

prestige and power. Mao was distrustful of Deng and his pragmatic 

coalition, and may have initiated the revival of the anti-Confucian 

campaign. The Struggle" was short-lived, however, for in April Deng 

was dismissed from all his posts and Maofs man, Hua Guofeng, became 

acting premier. 

One of the crucial questions which one must attempt to answer 

in interpreting the various themes and sub-themes of the Anti-Lin, 

Anti-Confucius campaign is why Confucius was chosen as the target of 

the movement and as the symbol of "reactionary elements" in modern 

China. As John Starr has pointed out, Maofs critical comments on 

Confucius prior to the campaign were mild in tone, and Confucius1 

"errors" were generally discussed as limitations of the socio-economic 

period of his time. Mao says in "The Orientation of the Youth Move¬ 

ment": 

Confucius never reclaimed land or tilled the soil. . . . 

When a student asked him how to plough the fields, Con¬ 
fucius answered, f,l don*t know, I am not as good at 
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that as a farmer." ... In ancient times the youth of 
China who studied under a sage neither learned revolu¬ 
tionary theory nor took part in labour."^ 

As late as 1964 Mao commented that "Confucius was raised among the 

masses and he understood their sufferings. ... Do not disregard 

18 
the tradition of Confucius.” Although he did not comment publicly 

on the negative evaluations of Confucius presented by the Radical 

press during the campaign, Mao clearly tolerated these viewpoints, 

for the campaign continued under his patronage. How, then, does one 

reconcile the iconoclastic assault on Confucius in 1974-75 with Mao’s 

previous more equivocal view of the ancient philosopher? 

One obvious explanation is that Confucius symbolized the entire 

’’feudal” cultural tradition. Thus, when Mao launched a wholesale 

attack on that tradition, Confucius proved to be a convenient focus 

of attention. Furthermore, the Confucian-Legalist dichotomy lent it¬ 

self especially well to the ”two-line struggle” approach adopted by 

Mao and the Radicals during the Cultural Revolution and immediate 

post-GPCR period. Some scholars have even suggested that the shared 

character ’’Zhou” in the names of Zhou Enlai, the Duke of Zhou (a great 

Confucian hero), and the Zhou dynasty made the symbolism of Confucius 

especially significant under the circumstances. At all events, the 

use of historical allusion allowed Mao and others to test the political 

waters with minimum risk, and proved fully compatible with long-stand¬ 

ing Chinese cultural predispositions. 

Merle Goldman’s new book, China’s Intellectuals (1981), inter¬ 

prets the anti-Confucian movement of the early 1970’s as a device for 

airing conflicting viewpoints through the use of analogy and allusion. 
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This interpretation is consistent with her general argument—that 

"academic" campaigns in Communist China have been used to camouflage 

political and ideological debate. It is important to note, however, 

that in 1974-75 Radical control of the press provided very little 

room for the expression of "moderate" opinion, and there was no real 

"debate" between moderate and radical views in the press • Goldman 

acknowledges Radical domination of the news media but attempts to 

explain it away in a rather unconvincing fashion: 

At times . . . /Radical/ writing groups expressed the 
opinions of the bureaucratic leaders as well as them¬ 
selves within one piece. They may have been trying 
to gain legitimacy by projecting themselves as respon¬ 
sible leaders willing to undertake some conventional 
political and economic practices. Whatever the reason, 
this conveyed a jumble of contradictory political 
messages and gave a bifurcated, counterpoint quality to 
the campaign. ~ 

It is true, of course, that the introduction of Lin Biao (presumably 

by Zhou Enlai) into the "Criticize Confucius" campaign threatened 

the position of the Radicals temporarily ("guilt by association"); 

but they quickly prevented potential attacks and reasserted control 

by branding Lin an "ultra-rightist." Furthermore, although support 

for the Legalist position theoretically implied unity and centraliza¬ 

tion ("moderate" goals), the message of the Radicals was continued 

class struggle. Legalism was labelled progressive because it was the 

philosophy of the emerging landlord class which struggled against 

restorationism. The First Emperor of Qin was primarily praised for 

his progressive class position in this conflict, not for his unifica¬ 

tion of the empire. The Confucian "debates" of the early 1970fs were 

one-sided by design. 



VII. THE POST-MAO ERA. 1976-PRESENT 

Following the death of Mao Zedong on September 19, 1976, Hua 

Guofeng, Mao's designated heir apparent, became CCP Chairman. Less 

than a month later, with the assistance of veteran cadres and repre¬ 

sentatives of the military, Hua arrested Mao's wife, Jiang Qing, and 

her associates—Yao Wenyuan, Zhang Chunqiao, and Wang Hongwen—the 

the notorious "Gang of Four," and removed them from power. The 

Eleventh CCP Congress, held in August, 1977, confirmed Moderate con¬ 

trol of the Party apparatus, and declared an end to factionalism 

within both the Party and state structure. In addition, it pledged 

itself to "building a powerful socialist country, with modern agri¬ 

culture, industry and defense—based upon a solid scientific-technolo¬ 

gical foundation."^ 

The prôblem was that Hua Guofeng had been a long-time supporter 

of Mao's revolutionary line and was closely associated with the radical 

policies of the GPCR. Yet these policies were clearly incompatible 

with China's new, post-Mao pragmaticism. Hua's solution to the problem 

was to blame the excesses of the Cultural Revolution (and the post- 

Cultural Revolution period) on the Radicals, who were now accused of 

distorting Mao's ideology, representing bourgeois interests, and 

attempting to destroy proletarian government. 

Throughout 1977, a movement was carried out in the Chinese 

press, now controlled by the Moderates, to "Criticize the Gang of Four. 

One of the goals of this new campaign was to demonstrate that the Gang 

of Four and their radical supporters had deliberately misapplied Mao's 
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directive to "make the past serve the present." According to articles 

written during the campaign, the Gang of Four subverted the "Anti-Lin, 

Anti-Confucian" movement of 1974-1975, "emasculated the basic principles 

of Marxism, distorted history, called black white . . . /and attempted 
2 

to7 usurp Party and state power.” Writers of the period charged the 

Radical "bourgeois-careerists" with violating the dialectic of Marxism 

by emphasizing the Legalist-Confucian struggle rather than the struggle 

of the laboring class against the exploiting class during the Qin 

dynasty. According to these moderate historians, the Legalists and 

Confucians were both members of the exploitive landlord class. Thus, 

they argued, this ancient conflict could not be linked to the struggle 

between the bourgeoisie and the proletariat or the "struggle between 

two lines" within the Party. It was not the Legalist-Confucian conflict 

which had promoted the advance of history, for the people alone—not 

emperors, ministers, or generals—were the makers of history. Further¬ 

more, the collapse of the Qin was caused by peasant rebellion against 

the harsh corvee labor and taxes of the dynasty, not the Legalist 

failure to repress dissident factions. 

During 1977, the First Emperor and the Legalists were portrayed 

as ruthless exploiters whose ambitions and motives were comparable to 

those of the Radicals, or contemporary Legalists. The Editorial Board 

of Historical Research wrote in 1977: 

These contemporary "Legalists" are no more than bourgeois 
representatives sucking the blood of the workers, unrepent¬ 
ant capitalist-roaders on the capitalist road. Like the 
landlords in history, they are locked in an acute class 
struggle with the masses of people all their lives, and 
they will eventually be overthrown by the working class. 
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Thus, the symbolism and interpretation of the earlier campaign to re¬ 

evaluate Legalism was reversed by the Moderates in 1977. The First 

Emperor and Legalism were now labelled "reactionary" and "bourgeois," 

associated explicitly with the "counter revolutionary" policies of 

the Gang of Four. By discrediting the "Gang" as legitimate Marxist 

historians, the new moderate leadership was able to disassociate Mao 

from the ideology and policies of the Radicals and to repudiate the 

Jing Qing clique without rejecting the fundamental principles of 

Marxism. 

The problem of separating Mao from the "Gang of Four" was less 

difficult than reconciling the Marxist concept of "continuous revolu¬ 

tion" with the new pragmatic programs of the Party. The moderate 

leadership of the CCP approached this dilemma by slowly and subtlely 

de-emphasizing the ideology of Mao in the Party line. Throughout the 

campaign to "Criticize the Gang of Four" the principles of Marxism 

were underscored and reaffirmed, but Mao's name was mentioned less 

frequently than in 1974. Indeed, the negative portrait of the First 

Emperor of Qin as an autocrat who suppressed intellectual debate, im¬ 

posed rigid censorship, heavily taxed the laboring class, and disrupted 

production was, perhaps, an oblique criticism of Mao, the Great Leap 

programs, and the GPCR. 

The image of Confucius created in the media during the early 

1970's was not changed dramatically by the Moderates in 1977. However, 

subtle shifts in the evaluation of Confucius can be discerned in the 

themes of the campaign to denounce the Gang of Four. Many writers, 

for example, accused the Radicals of post-dating the feudalization of 
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Chinese history. In their view, the Warring states period was not a 

time of transition, but rather part of the feudal stage of Chinafs 

past. Thus, Confucius assumed a more positive status as a member of 

the ruling landlord class instead of being a reactionary representa¬ 

tive of the declining slave-owning group. Also, Confucianism was 

viewed less negatively in the revised interpretation of the Confucian- 

Legalist conflict. The oppressive policies of the First Emperor of 

Qin and his Legalist advisors were identified as the source of peasant 

suffering in 1977, whereas previously blame for social conflict had 

been placed on conservative Confucian attitudes towards slavery. In 

January, 1977, a critique of the article "More On that Man Confucius" 

(March, 1976) accused the Radical press of misrepresenting Confucius1 

policies as prime minister in order to attack, by insinuation, Zhou 

Enlai , Deng, and Hua. Although Confucius was not highly praised in 

the critique, he was exonerated from charges of reinstating "those 

who had fallen into obscurity," and the Radical press was admonished 

for leveling false accusations against Confucius in order to attack 

their political enemies. This reassessment of Confucius1 career 

clearly coincided with the party "line" of the new regime and was 

inspired by a desire to correct the political, not the academic, 

record. However, in revising the Radicals1 historic viewpoint, the 

campaign of 1977 helped to initiate a movement to reopen the question 

of Confucius1 role in China’s national heritage. 

As we have seen, a major theme of the campaign to "Criticize 

the Gang of Four was that Jiang Qing and her Radical clique had dis¬ 

torted history to attack, by analogy, contemporary figures, and had 
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disregarded Mao’s directive to "critically inherit the past/’ Ironi¬ 

cally, the moderate historians of 1977 can be charged with these same 

"crimes,11 for they, too, used historic discussion to camouflage issues 

of current political interest. The Legalist-Confucian conflict was 

reinterpreted to de-emphasize the "struggle between two-lines" and to 

condemn the harsh censorship and intellectual repression associated 

with the "Gang" during the previous decade. Even muted criticism of 

Mao could be read into the attacks on the First Emperor and his auto¬ 

cratic policies. The articles of the late 1970’s, like those pub¬ 

lished earlier in the decade, employed a formalistic approach to 

historical analysis and simply borrowed the labels popularized by the 

Radicals to reclassify individuals and events. The new set of 

"feudalist," "bourgeois," and "capitalist" figures now consisted of 

Qin Shihuangdi, Chiang Kai-shek, Lin Biao, and the Gang of Four. 

The veteran bureaucrats, naturally, were "progressive" and Marxist," 

and Confucius’ status was held in abeyance for the moment. The 

unanimity of opinion which characterized the "Anti-Confucius" cam¬ 

paign was also a distinctive feature of the articles of 1977. The 

Gang of Four and their policies and viewpoints were categorically 

denounced in the media, as Confucius and his contemporary analogues 

had been in the previous decade. We must conclude, therefore, that 

a change of leadership in the Party did not necessarily affect the 

methodology or principles of Chinese historiography, and that the 

traditional attitude toward history as a tool of the state continued 

in the "scholarship" of the immediate post-Radical period. 

The campaign to "Criticize the Gang of Four" subsided in the 
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summer of 1978, but the media continued to warn the public against 

"reactionary fallacies" propagated by the Leftist group. Following 

the purge of Radical elements from the government (including, evenu- 

ally, Hua Guofeng), Deng Xiaoping and the rehabilitated bureaucrats 

faced the task of creating political unity, economic stability, and 

public confidence in a nation which had been torn apart during the 

previous decade of struggle. The new regime committed itself to a 

program of Four Modernizations (agriculture, industry, science and 

technology, and national defense) and emphasized scientific training 

and technical expertise over ideological purity. Liberalization 

occurred in the realms of art, literature and scholarship, and Western 

authors, including Shakespeare, Dickens, Ibsen and Tolstoy (all 

labelled "bourgeois" during the Cultural Revolution)^ were once again 

studied as literary models by Chinese writers. Chinese artists, drama¬ 

tists and musicians began to experiment once again with different 

styles and subject material, and the revolutionary themes of the 

previous decade no longer dominated the performing arts. As during 

previous periods of retrenchment and consolidation in China, the new 

regime sought the support of intellectuals in modernizing the nation, 

encouraging them to speak out and "let a hundred flowers bloom" again. 

Scholars who were referred to as the "stinking ninth category" of 

class enemies, and who were arbitrarily persecuted during the Cultural 

Revolution, became rehabilitated and were referred to as the "backbone 

force in the drive for /the/ four modernizations."^ The Chinese press 

acknowledged that the mental and physical abuse suffered by Chinafs 

intellectuals and artists was "a disaster without precedent in 5000 
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years of Chinese culture."** 

Nevertheless, this new freedom in the artistic and academic 

areas has been circumscribed by limitations which are ambiguous and 

discomforting to Chinafs present-day intellectuals. Deng haè stated, 

"We will no longer put forward the slogan of literature and art being 

subordinate to politics, but this does not mean that they are inde¬ 

pendent of politics."** Zhou Yang, now rehabilitated and chairman of 

the All-China Federation of Literature and Art, has explained that the 

literary and artistic movement in China should integrate Marxist theory 

and Chinai long cultural tradition. He has also said that Chinafs 

social sciences and culture need free debate and discussion in which 

to develop: 

Without a lively democratic atmosphere, they /the social 
sciences/ will not develop soundly. We must support and 
encourage free discussion and must specifically protest 
and encourage all differing art styles and academic 
viewpoints. It can be said that without a personal 
style there is no true art, and without independent views 
there is no true scholarship. 

But questions still remain in the minds of China’s intellectuals. How 

far can independent views go? What is the accepted balance between 

Marxist theory, traditional culture, and "true scholarship?" What is 

the literary and artistic standard for "serving the people and 

socialism?" The ambiguity of the new guidelines for artistic expres¬ 

sion and academic scholarship, and the memory of previous campaigns 

of intellectual repression which have followed periods of "liberation" 

have caused intellectuals to respond reluctantly to the new policies 

of the Deng regime. 

Renewed discussions regarding the methodology and purpose of 
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history-writing, and on the relevance of Confucian philosophy to 

socialist China, reflect the tension between Marxist theory, tradi¬ 

tional values, and independent scholarship which exists in China’s 

academic circles. Themes of national unity and cultural pride pervade 

most of the recent scholarship in China, but scholars are experiment¬ 

ing with individual approaches to interpreting the past and are tenta¬ 

tively testing the limits of intellectual freedom in their work. 

Historians in contemporary China are in agreement that the 

dogmaticism and monolithic approach to historical interpretation of 

the 1970’s must be rejected. Scholars are now encouraged to ’’seek 

truth from facts” and to be guided by the principle that "practice is 

the sole criterion of truth." This new emphasis upon empiricism dove¬ 

tails with the scientific, pragmatic goals of the Party’s four moderni¬ 

zation program. In stating that the search for historical truth must 

be a scientific process, historical theorists seem to mean that 

scholarly views must reflect a critical examination of China’s develop¬ 

ment, and must not lift ideas from context, distort philosophies, or 

g 
"engage in theatrical rantings and ravings." Yingshe lishi (the use 

of historical innuendo and allusion to attack political enemies during 

ideological struggle) has been repudiated as a tool of the historian, 

and objectivity praised as the modern goal of historical research. 

Nevertheless, there is acceptance on the part of virtually all his¬ 

torians that the Marxist idea of dialectical materialism is the funda¬ 

mental principle governing the progressive movement of Chinese history. 

Paradoxically, current Chinese historians state that the past must be 

evaluated objectively and scientifically and yet they confine their 
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search for truth within the framework of Marxist dogma. 

Despite these limitations, a diversity of opinion has been 

expressed on various questions concerning the themes and methodology 

of modern Chinese historiography. The inaugural meeting of the Society 

of the History of Chinese Philosophy (October, 1979), for example, 

raised the issues of what is meant by "critically inheriting" China’s 

philosophical legacy, and what standard of analysis should be applied 

in determining the value of traditional philosophy in contemporary 

society? Such questions had been asked in the early 1960's, and a 

number of non-Marxist answers had been given. In contemporary China, 

too, at least a few philosophers have ignored or downplayed the Marxist 

principle of class analysis in evaluating traditional philosophical 

ideas. These scholars maintain that all scientific, democratic, and 

"revolutionary" ideas from traditional culture should be assimilated 

by the socialist state. "Scientific ideas" are defined as those which 

reflect the circumstances of the objective world; ideas which reflect 

the interests of the masses and social progress are defined as "demo¬ 

cratic" and "revolutionary." These definitions allow a wide latitude 

of interpretation for scholars involved in the process of reassessing 

traditional values and ethics. 

The majority of scholars at the History of Chinese Philosophy 

conference in October, 1979, argued that class analysis should be con¬ 

sidered in inheriting ideas from China's traditional culture. Zhang 

Dainian from Peking University expressed the view that both theoretical 

and class analysis should be applied to philosophical concepts axid 

that the new philosophical system of China must preserve and improve 
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the positive elements of the past which are significant to contemporary 

socialist culture. Feng Youlan, whose viewpoint on assimilating the 

past has shifted with the changing political pressures of the times, 

now maintains that scholars should apply class as; well as national 

analysis in their evaluation of philosophers. Feng explains that: 

The process of historical development and change may be 
described as the warp of class struggle and the woof of 
national struggle. Just as the warp and woof are inter¬ 
woven to form a single fabric, class struggle and national 
struggle are interwoven to form a single era of history. 
Particular historical persons or events may play differ¬ 
ent roles in the class struggle from the roles they play 
in the national struggle. It is for this reason that 
there may be different evaluations, different viewpoints, 
concerning them: a class viewpoint and a national view¬ 
point. ^ 

Here Feng's attitude supports the current emphasis on national unity 

and pride as well as the concept of class struggle of Marxist ortho¬ 

doxy. As we shall see, Feng's current appraisal of Confucian philoso¬ 

phy also dovetails with the policies of the present regime and contra¬ 

dicts many of his earlier interpretations of Confucianism. Although 

it is difficult to ascertain the extent to which the evolution of 

Feng's thought has been determined by fear and overt pressure, one 

recognizes that the independent, apolitical character of Feng's 

earlier interpretations is no longer present. 

Another significant question which was debated at the confer¬ 

ence in October, 1979, was the relationship between politics and the 

study of philosophy. The Party's current distinction between litera¬ 

ture which "serves politics" and literature which "serves the people 

and socialism" is ambiguous and has created problems for scholars in 

determining the parameters of independent thought. The conservative 

opinion maintains that philosophical and historical concepts should 
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support the political programs of the state, as in Chinafs traditional 

past* Politics and academic work, from this perspective, are viewed 

as interrelated, and Chinafs past should be studied to underscore the 

achievements of the Chinese people and to raise the cultural and 

scientific consciousness of the nation. Another viewpoint argues that 

scholarship should be pursued for the sake of study and discovery. 

Philosophical and historical thinking, in this opinion, should serve 

the people as a reference for the development of a socialist culture 

but should not be inspired by the desire to support the socio-economic 

programs of the state. The difference in these interpretations con¬ 

cerns the question of whether scholarship should be consciously viewed 

as a vehicle for promoting national pride and achievement, or whether 

it should be seen as an independent sphere of academic activity which 

serves the people and the socialist state indirectly by its intellec¬ 

tual influence. Both interpretations, one could argue, fall within 

the present party guideline for art and literature ("serving the people 

and socialism”), illustrating the range of opinion which has developed 

with the liberalization of China's intellectual policy over the past 

few years. 

The revival of academic research and debate in China has pro¬ 

duced a renewed interest in Confucius and an effort to correct the 

distorted, ahistorical image of Confucianism created by the Radical 

press. The Beijing Review stated recently (February, 1981): 

Confucius was a thinker who had great influence in Chinese 
history. There are many different views and schools of 
thought on how to assess Confucius and his thinking. 
. . . Those historians who affirm Confucius should not be 
branded as "an exponent of Confucius" or "a man bent on 
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restoration." Academic problems can only be solved by 
contention of different schools of thought.^® 

The consensus of academic opinion is that in critically inheriting the 

past, Confucianism must be treated as "one entity, divided into two," 

rather than completely rejected or assimilated as in the past. Most 

current scholars combine praise and criticism in their evaluation of 

Confucius. 

Although class analysis alone does not determine contemporary 

appraisals of Confucius, most current interpretations give serious 

consideration to Confucius' class viewpoint as one standard for evalu¬ 

ating his ideals. The range of opinion on Confucius' class attitude 

is broad. Feng Youlan has maintained his position of the 1970's and 

argues that Confucius represented the restor.ationist, slave-owning 

class during China's transition from slave to feudal society. Pang Pu, 

of the editorial board of Historical Research, agrees with Feng's 

periodization of the Spring and Autumn and Warring States eras, but 

asserts that Confucius was more farsighted and humane than other mem¬ 

bers of his conservative class. Confucius, Pang explains, admired 

the unified rule and wise leadership of the Zhou dynasty and felt 

that the political leaders of his own turbulent time should revive 

the virtuous and moral rule of the Zhou. Confucius' political creed, 

Pang states, "though essentially conservative, was aimed at improving 

the ruler’s relation with people while having an eye on the former's 

"11 
long-term interests. Another opinion, represented by Li Zehou, 

argues that the Spring and Autumn and Warring States periods belong 

to the slave stage of Chinese history, and that therefore Confucius 
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cannot be accused of attempting to restore the slave system. Li 

admits, however, that Confucius was conservative and supported the 

Zhou rites over written law and communal ownership of land by clans 

over private ownership. Yet even this conservative portrait.of Con¬ 

fucius has a positive twist when Li explains that Confucius "opposed 

the pursuit of riches (accumulation of wealth) to the detriment of 

the ethical order between the rulers and the ruled, fathers and sons, 

12 and of the personal dignity of the clan nobles." Still other 

scholars maintain that Confucius was a member of the rising landlord 

class who opposed slaveholders, and was therefore progressive. Des¬ 

pite the pluralism of opinion on Confucius' class viewpoint, it is 

significant to note that the positive concepts of class harmony and 

national unity in his thought are underscored in many of these inter¬ 

pretations . 

As in the past, contemporary discussions of Confucian philosophy 

revolve around Confucian ethical and moral values, particularly the con¬ 

cept ren. The Marxist principle that ethics derive from class interests 

is the underlying assumption of current interpretations of ren, and, 

therefore, Confucius' idea of humaneness is associated with his class 

viewpoint by most scholars. Pang Pu defines ren as "loving others" 

and asserts that Confucius felt that the rites and institutions of the 

Zhou could be defended against the forces of Legalism if men would 

practice benevolence or ren. Confucius was politically conservative, 

and so his concept of ren was proposed to serve the political purposes 

of his conservative class. Nevertheless, Pang argues, ren emphasized 

common love rather than social differences among people, and thus 
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represented a departure from earlier concepts of slaves as "talking 

tools." Although ren supported the conservative political interests 

of Confucius1 class, overall the concept played a progressive role in 

the history of Chinese philosophy. 

Li Zehou states that filial piety and fraternity are the prin¬ 

ciple* elements in Confucius1 concept of ren. When extended from the 

family and clan to society at large, benevolence meant mutual respon¬ 

sibility, moral leadership, and social harmony. Li recognizes ren 

as the principle value of Confucius1 conservative class but states: 

Confucius defended the Zhou Dynasty ethical code—he 
was conservative and was going against the tide of history 
and so might be called a reactionary. But he was against 

ruthless exploitation and championed the cause of ancient 

clan rule and its comparative moderation, showing the 
democratic and plebian side of his thinking. This was. 
the contradictory and complex foundation on which he 

built his philosophy of benevolence.-^ 

Professor Cai Shangsi of Fudan University, on the other hand, agrees 

with the negative interpretation of ren popularized by the Radical 

press in the 1970fs. The essence of ren, Cai argues, is to "control 

oneself and restore the rituals." This meant the subjugation of 

slaves and the restoration of the slave state. Confucius1 "love 

men" is "empty talk" or hypocrisy used to dupe the slaves and to 

teach them submission. Caifs charges against Confucius reflect 

little originality and represent a minority opinion, but they are 

significant in illustrating the range of interpretation in current 

debates on Confucian ethics and values. 

The interpretations of Li Zehou and Pang Pu are excellent 

examples of the current academic attitude and approach to Confucian 

ethical principles. Both scholars adhere to the Marxist theory that 
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one1s values are an expression of the socio-economic interests of his 

class and thus they interpret ren as an ideological weapon used by 

Confucius’ conservative class to gain political power. However, Li 

and Pang also stress the ideas of cooperation and democracy inherent 

in ren and suggest that humaneness has positive value in China’s philo¬ 

sophical tradition, despite its class origin. Here, as in the analysis 

of Confucius’ class viewpoint, the themes of harmony and consolidation 

are underscored, and the general appraisal of Confucian philosphy is 

more positive than negative. 

Confucian educational theories and practice have been discussed 

with particular interest in contemporary China, since the new regime 

is emphasizing the role of research, intellectual discipline, and 

technical training in modernizing the nation. As during the late 

1950’s and early 1960’s, Confucius is generally recognized as a great 

teacher of all classes and as the first teacher to give private lec¬ 

tures outside official court schools, extending education to the common 

people. Pang Pu explains that although the content of Confucius’ 

instruction was conservative, his teaching practices were progressive 

and raised the level of Chinese feudal culture. Confucius’ instruction 

”to learn broadly and inquire diligently,” and his stress on practical 

experience as the basis of education, are highly praised by scholars 

in present-day China, and are viewed as compatible with the present 

regime’s respect for objective facts and practical training. How¬ 

ever, there are dissenting voices in the current re-evaluation of 

Confucian education. Lin Naishen, for instance, argues that Con¬ 

fucius did not extend education to the people but used private schools 
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to spread his restorationist ideas, Confucius1 educational thought, 

according to Lin, "reveals his reactionary political views, his 

views of turning back history, his shopkeeper view of human life, 
4 r- -7 14 his aristocratic racism and /his/ idealistic pre-experientialism." 

Feng Youlanfs current reappraisal of Confucius deserves special 

attention for a number of reasons. First, Feng is the only eminent 

Chinese philosopher and scholar who has actively participated in the 

debates of the Hundred Flowers campaign, the early 1960fs interlude, 

the Anti-Confucius campaign of the 1970fs, and the contemporary revival 

of Confucian scholarship. His views have been closely followed by 

party officials over three decades, and have been harshly criticized 

when they have deviated too far from official ideology. Feng suffered 

mental and physical abuse during the Cultural Revolution, and his 

positive appraisal of Confucian philosophy was radically "transformed" 

at that time. His interpretations of Confucianism during the 1970’s 

reflected the themes of the Radical "line," and the present regime 

has criticized his support of the "Gang of Four" in its bid for poli¬ 

tical power. The evolution of Fengfs views on Confucius from the late 

1950fs to the present reveal a gradual politicalization of his ideas, 

mirroring on a small scale the changes in Chinese historiography over 

the past three decades. Feng’s gradual submission to autocratic 

pressures and his concessions to official ideology also illustrate 

the plight of intellectuals in socialist China and explain, to a large 

extent, the intellectual’s tentative response to the new regime’s call 

for contention and creative scholarship. 

Currently, Feng’s evaluation of Confucius is congenial with 



100 

Deng's emphasis on national consolidation and conciliation, while his 

interpretation of Confucianism integrates Marxist theory with the 

cultural legacy of China's traditional past in an original manner. 

Feng argues, as we have seen, that history must be analyzed from the 

class viewpoint and from the national viewpoint. In applying Marxist 

standards of class analysis to Confucius, Feng concludes that the 

ancient philosopher was reactionary and regressive. But from the 

national viewpoint, Confucius was progressive because his philosophy 

was the core of traditional culture and provided continuity and co¬ 

hesion to Chinese "feudal” society. Confucius' attitude that barbarians 

should be assimilated into China by raising their cultural level rather 

than by conquering them with force played an important role in siniciz¬ 

ing various barbaric groups and in expanding the Chinese empire. Feng 

praises Confucius for teaching that "if those from far away do not 

submit, then attract them to come by cultivating culture and virtue" 

(Analects). In his final word on Confucius, Feng states: 

Our united Chinese peoples have of course no need for 
Confucius and Confucianism today. Our Chinese people are 
united by Marxism-Leninism and the thought of Mao Zedong, 
but this is an even more advanced union built upon the 
original foundation of the Chinese peoples. The histori¬ 
cal role of Confucius and Confucianism in uniting the 
Chinese people cannot be denied, nor should it be re¬ 
jected. 15 

Thus, Feng has concluded that the Confucian legacy in modern China is 

valuable as a symbol of the nation's traditional pride and cultural 

achievements, but that Confucian philosophical values are obsolete in 

the socialist state. To lift Levenson's phrase from its context in 

the 1960's, Confucius has been "museumified" in Feng's most recent 

evaluation of the sage and his philosophy. 
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Historical methodology and attitudes toward Confucius in China 

have changed significantly since the Anti-Confucius campaigns of the 

1970's. However, there are continuities in the historiography of the 

two periods which are important to note. Although the present regime 

has rejected the Radicals' use of history as a vehicle of political 

propaganda, history is still viewed as the servant of the people and 

socialism in contemporary China. Deng's commitment to consolidation, 

cooperation, and national unity is echoed in the positive themes of 

conciliation and harmony in scholarly re-evaluations of Confucius. 

In Deng's China, where technical training and research are valued over 

ideological purity, Confucius is praised for his emphasis on practice, 

discipline, and rigorous study in education. Although academic poli¬ 

cies have been liberalized, intellectuals are sensitive to pressures 

from the state to adhere to official guidelines in writing history 

and are insecure about experimenting with independent interpretations. 

Historical analogies and allusions are no longer consciously used to 

camouflage political issues, but history has not been completely liber¬ 

ated from official ideology in contemporary China. 

Another similarity between the historiography of present-day 

China and that of the 1970's is the persistence of formalism or cate¬ 

gorical thinking in current writing. In an effort to "seek truth 

from facts" and to approach history more scientifically, current his¬ 

torians have denounced the use of certain kinds of symbolism and 

stereotypes in analyzing the past. However, contemporary historians 

continue to categorize individuals and ideas as progressive or reac¬ 

tionary, materialist or idealist, and proletarian or bourgeois. 
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Current articles tend to classify Confucian concepts under headings 

such as "philosophical thought," "political thought" and "educational 

thought" without showing the relationship between these areas. Slogans 

such as "Promote the Four Modernizations," and "Criticize the Gang of 

Four," and campaigns such as the "Five Stresses and Four Points of 

Beauty" (the stress on decorum, manners, hygiene,'discipline and morals 

and beautification of the mind, language, behavior, and environment) 

illustrate the use of formalized numerical configurations by the cur¬ 

rent leadership. And finally, the dogmatic formalism of dialectical 

materialism continues to serve as the framework of China’s historical 

vision. 



VIII. CONCLUDING REMARKS 

The historiography of Confucius over the past few decades 

reflects the powerful persistence of tradition in contemporary China. 

As in imperial times, history remains a record of "praise and blame," 

and often a servant of the state. Historical discourse reveals tradi¬ 

tional patterns of formalistic thought and moral judgments. Historians 

continue to search for moral and practical lessons from the past that 

can be applied to the present and future. 

From a Western perspective the Chinese historical tradition— 

in particular the history of the Radical writers—is antithetical to 

the concept of critically examining the past. In his book What Is 

History?, Edward Carr admits that a historians viewpoint is inevitably 

influenced by his own society and times; but he maintains that critical 

history should strive to present a rational, objective understanding 

of the past. In China, historical scholarship, literature, and art 

have always been part of the process of creating and sustaining social 

order and harmony, whether it be Confucian or Marxist in character. 

In imperial and modern times, Chinese leaders have been viewed as 

moral exemplars as well as political figures, for morality and poli¬ 

tics have never been separable in the Chinese mind. 

Traditional emperors held the Mandate of Heaven until corrup¬ 

tion or injustice caused the fall of the ruling house. Mao believed 

that the key to political power was popular support of the people, 

derived from their faith in the goodness of their leader. His type 

of Marxism-Leninism emphasized morality over law, the importance of 
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human will, and the role of the superstructure in both transforming 

consciousness and changing the objective realities of society. In 

societies where political power and morality are so closely linked, 

one finds that the past is often interpreted or rewritten to persuade . 

the people that the present regime is a moral or legitimate one, for 

without this faith in the virtuous rule of its leadership the society 

would collapse into chaos. Therefore, the Chinese historian views his 

subjective treatment of historical fact as part of his responsibility 

to contribute to the social order of the state. Objectivity in the 

Chinese historical tradition has not been as highly valued as in the 

Western tradition, and even the present regime, which encourages in¬ 

tellectuals to "seek truth from facts'^ has stated that "truth" must 

serve the needs of the socialist state. 

Confucius proved to be a natural focus for historical research 

in the PRC after 1949. Not only had he made an enormous personal 

contribution to the character and quality of traditional Chinese 

civilization in the realms of ethics, education, and cultural refine¬ 

ment; he also served as a concrete symbol of the link between govern¬ 

ment and morality—which, as we have seen, is a central feature of 

both traditional and modern political life in China. For these reasons, 

Confucius was sometimes abused by Chinese writers, but he could not 

long be ignored. Whether held out as a model for emulation, or as an 

object of ridicule, Confucius remained a vital ingredient in Chinafs 

evolving self-image. Perhaps Mao will play a similar role in the 

future. 

In a sense, the historiography of Confucius in Communist China 
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illustrates in microcosm the tension between becoming "modern" and 

remaining "Chinese." For three decades party bureaucrats and intel¬ 

lectuals have grappled with the question of the role Confucius should 

play in the Chinese revolution. Clearly, as modern Marxists, they 

cannot allow the sage to occupy center stage in China’s unfolding 

socialist drama; but neither can they, as modern nationalists, keep 

him in the wings. The wide range of opinions expressed by Chinese 

scholars across time and among each other indicates the ambiguity of 

Confucius’ status. What the future holds is impossible to say, but 

it is doubtful that Confucius (or Mao) will ever be forgotten. 
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APPENDIX 

MAJOR INTELLECTUAL GROUPS AND THEIR POLITICAL PATRONS 

The distinction between intellectual groups and their political 

patrons is not clear-cut, for intellectuals were often officials, and 
officials were sometimes intellectuals. Individuals are classified 
here according to their main concerns in 1959-1976. Those who shifted 
groups appear in their original group. Other intellectuals belonged 
to no particular group and had no official patron. 

Liberal Intellectuals 

Ba Jin 

Writer; chairman of Shanghai branch, All-China Federation of 
Literature and Art 

Deng Tuo 

Journalist; secretary of the Secretariat of Beijing Party Com¬ 
mittee, 1959-1966 

Feng Ding 
Ideological theorist, Beijing University 

Feng Youlan 
Philosopher, Beijing University 

Jian Bozan 

Historian; vice-president of Beijing University 

Kang Zhou 
Literary critic; deputy director of Hunan branch, Chinese 
Writers Union 

Liao Moshao 

Writer; director of United Front Department, Beijing Party 
Committee 

Liu Jie 

Philosopher, Zhongshan University 

Mao Dun 
Writer; minister of culture, 1949-1965; chairman of Chinese 
Writers Union, 1963-1965 

Meng Chao 

Writer; Executive Committee, Chinese Writers Union 

Ouyang Shan 

Writer; chairman of Guangzhou branch, Chinese Writers Union 
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Sun Yefang 

Economist, Economic Institute, Chinese Academy of Sciences 

Tian Han 

Playwright; chairman of All-China Union of Stage Artists 

Wu Han 

Historian; vice-mayor of Beijing, 1949-1966 

Xia Yan 

Scenarist; vice-chairman of All-China Federation of Literature 
and Art, 1960-1965; vice-minister of culture, 1954-1965 

Yang Hansheng 

Playwright; vice-chairman of All-China Federation of Literature 
and Art 

Zhao Shuli 

Writer; chairman of Chinese Ballet Artists 

Zhou Gucheng 

Historian; Praesidium of Chinese Workers and Peasants Demo¬ 
cratic Party 

Zhou Peiyuan 

Physicist; vice-president of Beijing University 

Liberals* Political Patrons 

Chen Yi 
Minister of foreign affairs, 1958-1972 

Hu Qiaomu 

Ideological theorist; deputy director of Propaganda Department; 
alternate secretary of Secretariat; president of Chinese Aca¬ 
demy of Social Sciences, 1977- 

Lu Dingyi 

Director of Propaganda Department, 1944-1966; alternate member 
of Politburo, 1956-1966 

Peng Zhen 

Mayor of Beijing; member of Politburo and Secretariat to 1966 

Shao Quanlin 
Deputy director of Propaganda Department to 1966 

Tao Zhu 

First secretary of Central-South Region to 1966 
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Wu Longxi 

Director of New China News Agency, 1952-1966; editor in chief 
People’s Daily, 1957-1966 

Xu Lichun 

Deputy editor of Red Flag, 1958-1966; Deputy director of Propa¬ 
ganda Department, 1961-1966 

Zhou Enlai 
Prime Minister 

Zhou Rongxin 

Minister of Education, 1974-1976 

Zhou Yang 

Deputy director of Propaganda Department to 1966 

Radical Intellectuals 

Guan Feng 

Philosopher, Philosophy and Social Sciences Department, Chinese 
Academy of Sciences 

Lin Jie 

Philosopher, Philosophy and Social Sciences Department, Chinese 

Academy of Sciences 

Lin Youshi 

Philosophy and Social Sciences Department, Chinese Academy of 

Sciences 

Mu Xin 

Journalist; editor of Guangming Daily 

Nie Yuanzi 

Instructor of Philosophy, Beijing University 

Qi Benyu 
Historian, Modern History Institute, Chinese Academy of Sciences 

Wang Jie 
Philosophy and Social Sciences Department, Chinese Academy of 
Sciences 

Wang Li 
Ideological theorist; deputy editor of Red Flag, 1964-1967 

Yao Wenyuan 
Literary critic, Propaganda Department, Shanghai Party Committee 



116 

Zhang Chunqiao 

Ideological theorist, Propaganda Department, Shanghai Party 
Committee 

(Writing groups of the Shanghai group: Chu Lan, Liang Xiao, Luo 

Siding, Zhi Heng, Zhou Si) 

Radicals1 Political Patrons 

Chen Boda 

Editor of Red Flag, 1958-1967; alternate member of Politburo, 
1956-1966 

Jiang Qing 

Wife of Mao Zendong 

Kang Sheng 

Supervisor of party’s public security system; alternate member 
of Politburo, 1956-1966 

Ke Qingshi 

Mayor of Shanghai; member of Politburo, 1958-1965 

Mao Yuanxin 

Mao Zedong’s nephew 

Mao Zedong 

Chairman of Chinese Communist Party 

Wang Hongwen 

Vice-chairman of Shanghai Revolutionary Committee, 1967-1973; 
second-ranking vice-chairman at Tenth Party Congress, 1973 

(Taken from, Merle Goldman, China’s Intellectuals (Cambridge, Mass,: 
Harvard University Press, 1981) 
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