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INTRODUCTION
By the year 2000, according to some commentators, China and Japan will be
the two countries with the closest economic and political ties with Australia. If
this forecast is accurate, Australians are lagging lamentably in their attempts to
comprehend the mainsprings of cultural life in these countries. China, in particular, seems dauntingly remote and incomprehensible to most Australians, in
spite of recent scientific, educational and cultural exchanges, and the beginnings
of tourism.
This Contemporary China issue of Westerly is an attempt to span that gap
through literature. Although the main purpose of Westerly has been to provide
a forum for Australian writers at the leading edge of their craft, it has also
been our policy to introduce Australian readers and writers to the contemporary
literature of other countries in our region: hence the special issues on Indonesia
(no. 2, 1966), Malaysia and Singapore (no. 3, 1971), Southeast Asia (no. 4,
1976) and the Indian Ocean region (no. 3, 1979). This issue aims to present our
readers with a small sample of the best writing from the People's Republic of
China in the past two or three years (only a few samples go further back than
this) and to provide some contexts within which recent cultural activity in China
may be viewed.
When I accepted an invitation from the Chinese Writers' Association to visit
their country in February 1981 to observe the literary scene and collect material
for this issue I was not fully aware of the daunting nature of my task. Inevitably, during a short visit of three weeks (to Peking, Hefei, Shanghai, Canton and
surrounding areas) I saw things superficially: the Chinese call it 'looking at the
flowers from horseback'. But I was helped at that time and since by people who
know the territory well. Some of the many writers, editors, translators and aca·
demics who assisted are acknowledged elsewhere in this issue.
Are we witnessing a cultural renaissance in China? In one sense we certainly
are. The decade 1966-1976, the years of the 'phoney revolution', have been described, with apparent justification, as a cultural desert; and according to some
accounts this desert stretches back to the anti·'rightist' purges of 1957 following
the false dawn of Mao Zedong's 'Let a hundred flowers blossom' pronouncement of the previous year.
Most writers, editors and university teachers with any skill or independence
of mind were forced to leave their posts during the 'cultural revolution'. If
foreigners, they were extradited; if Chinese, they were 'sent to the· cowshed'imprisoned, sometimes in solitary confinement-or sent away to work in the
fields or mines or factories of distant provinces. Families were split up. Many
victims of this policy suicided. Violence was common. Executions of men and
women who spoke their mind were carried out with a bullet through the back
of the head. In some cases, the victim's family were sent the bill for the executioner's bullet.
The brutishness and fear of those years put a stop to independent thinking
and imaginative exploration. When personal diaries were known to be used as
evidence of 'revisionist' or 'deviationist' views which led to severe punishment,
many writers and editors stopped keeping records of their honest thoughts and
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feelings and learnt to be surreptitious and oblique, or to stop thinking as the
occasion demanded. Sloganising replaced real thought. Literature and the arts
degenerated into empty rhetorical poses.
Any renewal of activity after a period like that would seem a renaissance, if
not a miracle. The new slogan is 'emancipation of the mind'-which will not
occur suddenly. But recent developments give cause for hope. The main one is
that artists and teachers are accorded a considerably higher status and value
following the third plenary session of the 11 th Central Committee of the Chinese
Communist Party in 1978. Whereas the previous regime had considered knowledge dangerous, the official view now is that more knowledge is necessary and
that those who seek after it should not be fettered in their attempts. But old
habits die hard. In spite of the poor living and working conditions which many
intellectuals suffer, they are still considered 'spiritual aristocrats' in some quarters
and independent thinking on their part indicates 'arrogance' or 'opposing the
leadership', while to be submissive is virtuous. However, the assured political
status of intellectuals, for the present at least, has encouraged the view that they
are 'mental workers' and, as such, not to be despised. One outcome of these
changes is that education is a positive goal after at least a decade in which it
was widely regarded as an agent of reactionary bourgeois values and ideas.
Literature has played a key role in China's recent history. In a country where
television has not yet made its full impact, poetry, short stories and plays are
important vehicles for the expression of ideas, values and problems.
Drama and opera have had the most obvious impact: a severely restricted
diet of 'model' operas during the 'cultural revolution' has given way to a variety
of operas and plays dealing with both classical and modern themes and often
exploring contentious social issues. Commentaries on two recent plays which
have caused debate and controversy are included in this issue.
Of all the literary forms, poetry suffers most from translation. However, Bonnie
McDougall's mini-selection indicates some of its contemporary variations, ranging from rhetorical verse which 'teaches a lesson' to the personal lyric. Among
the poems included in this issue are two which had their origins in the Tiananmen Square demonstrations of April 1976 and which express that curious
mixture of piety and revolutionary feeling which is said to have led to the
overthrow of the 'gang of four'. Those demonstrations were arguably the most
significant poetry festival in modern world history.
The short story and the novella have also been important forms in China's
recent flurry of literary activity. The longest piece of prose fiction in this issue
is Wang Meng's novella, 'The Butterfly'. It exemplifies some ways in which this
form is beginning to be developed in China, towards more complex characterisation, greater psychological depth and variations in narrative sequence and
pace. By contrast, Zhang Lin's 'The Stranger' is one of the few short short stories
to be found in the literary magazines. Other stories deal in different ways with
country and city themes and with such perennial problems as the gap between
parents and children, greed, the promptings of love and the search for self respect.
The articles and commentaries in this issue are aimed at introducing the
uninitiated reader to contexts and perspectives which will enhance understanding of the contemporary writing scene in China. Bill Jenner's commentary on
recent visits to China, for instance, indicates the relatively fluid state of Chinese
culture in the past two years. Other discussions deal with literary magazines, a
case study of a 'party writer' and the difficulties of 'truth telling' for the Chinese
writer.
6
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In putting together a sample of contemporary Chinese literature in English,
we have placed ourselves at the mercy of translators. For the most part, I have
chosen work by skilled or experienced translators, or have had it checked by
such people. The final selection was based on my own sense of what seemed
fresh, original or revealing-and what I thought would interest Australian
readers. Together, we have worked to suggest something of the range of subjects,
themes and literary forms in this tantalising phase of Chinese cultural history.
BRUCE BENNElT

NOTE
Pinyin means 'to assemble a word according to its sound'. This is the principle which
underlies a new scheme of romanisation for Chinese ideographic writing, which is
officially endorsed and is becoming increasingly popular. The most striking examples of
this change are in names such as Mao Tse Tung (now Mao Zedong) or Chou En Lai
(now Zhou Enlai). Place names are also changing: for example, Peking (now Beijing),
Canton (now Guangzhou). In this issue, we have usually adopted the pinyin version,
with occasional reminders of the traditionally recognised spelling.
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W. J. F. JENNER

COMMENTARY

The Best of Times, The Worst of Times

1
It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the age of wisdom,
it was the age of foolishness, it was the epoch of belief, it was the epoch of
incredulity, it was the season of Light, it was the season of Darkness, it was
the spring of hope, it was the winter of despair, we had everything before
us, we had nothing before us . . .

Thus, but with sorrow rather than irony, a writer recited from memory the first
words of A Tale of Two Cities, words he had borrowed as an epitome of the
past thirty years and more in China to open the memoirs he does not expect to
publish in his lifetime. He is not a dissident, but one who joined the Communist
Party long before 1949 and has held office in the literary establishment. He is
now one of those within the system pressing for a more truthful literature and
defending the right of younger writers to express themselves more freely, even
when they arouse the fears and prejudices of many senior officials. He wanted
me not to underestimate the pressures on writers and editors who persist in trying
to tell the truth without varnish, or who challenge such taboos as that on writing
about love outside marriage. He spoke in a quiet and gentle voice, unable to
conceal his grief at some of the terrible things that had been done since the
People's Republic was founded with such high hopes.
The problems that serious thinkers have been facing for many years in private,
and since late 1978 with an openness that would previously have landed them in
jail, concern their country's political and economic structures and the whole
system of values, both traditional and new, which shapes Chinese life and
thought. In some minds almost everything is up for revaluation; and in many
more illusion has been extinguished. The reassessment of accepted beliefs could
be. most clearly seen in the pages of the samizdat magazines which flourished for
a year before being silenced last winter. But taken by themselves these journals
did not necessarily point to a widespread change of values. When one, compares
them with the boldest of what has been published in official newspapers and
magazines since the end of 1978 there turns out to be quite a lot of common
ground. The differences within the official press are at least as great as those
between its free-thinking wing and the home-made magazines. Parts of the great
propaganda machine have been dealing with subjects which are uncomfortable
where not dangerous, and questioning what were hitherto treated as self-evident
truths. The popularity of the more emancipated magazines with readers suggests
that they speak for many; and the fact that unlike the samizdat journals, they
still come out shows that they have well-placed backers. That much could be
WESTERLY, No.3, SEPTEMBER, 1981
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gathered from reading. What a number of conversations on a visit to China this
summer showed was that the reconsideration of basic values goes even further
than many remarkable printed pages would indicate, inhibited as they stilI are
by a set of conventions which require heresy to be made to look as orthodox as
possible.
There is no need to dwell on many of the striking and visible signs of change
in China these past two years-the thinly veiled debunking of Mao and much
that he stood for; the expressions of discontent; the revived power of money and
market forces at the expense of humbug; and the opening up to foreign trade,
investment and influence, with results which can be ludicrous and degrading. It
is all very upsetting for some Westerners for whom the Chinese have been the
noble savages of our age, living out a political idealism long lost to the rest of
our corrupt modern world: they sigh to find Peking window-shoppers more
interested in cassette-radios than thought reform.
China is indeed disturbing. This is less the result of recent changes of policy
than of the more realistic picture of the country now visible to all who do not
wilfully shut their eyes. Put crudely, twenty years of Maoism failed to lift the
country out of backwardness and poverty. The heroic enthusiasm of the so-called
Great Leap Forward in 1958 led to millions of deaths by starvation in the next
few years. Some say that the poorest villages are even worse off than they were
in 1949. Industry is backward and inefficient by the standards of Taiwan, Hong
Kong, Singapore or South Korea.
For all its fine-sounding early ideals the "cultural revolution", a gratuitous
catastrophe, wrecked millions of lives, and by abusing enthusiasm and faith
destroyed them. Intellectuals and the urban young who flocked to Mao's banner
in 1966 were disillusioned by the gap between rhetoric and reality, especially as
most of them had to spend years tasting the bitterness of rural life. The cruelty
of prison and labour camp in the recent past has been described in official publications, as have the sordid executions with a bullet through the back of the
head-sometimes with the victim's throat slit beforehand to deny a last shoutof men and women who spoke their minds.
The list of problems could be made much longer, and some of them are
horrifying. Almost all our worst fears, especially those we tried hardest to push
aside, about China these past twenty years or so turn out to have been well
founded. And yet once one accepts that the worst imaginable did happen to
some people some of the time and that the obstacles to modernization are enormous it is possible to be exhilarated from time to time.
It would be much easier to show why one should be depressed. The slight
relaxation of controls on what may be said and printed has let us know much
more about what has happened and what is still happening. At the same time
one still hears a lot of propaganda that is drearily familiar in its attempts to
avoid unpleasant facts or else explain them away. If one judged only by Peking's
English-language magazines for foreign consumption one might think that all we
were seeing was yet another swing in the political pendulum, yet another attempt
to blame everything on fallen rulers.
While some still try to shore up the facade it is now easy to walk round it
and see something of the new life emerging from the ruins of late Maoist ideology. The experiences of the past two decades have freed people's minds from
faith in a set of dogmas which purported to explain everything and to show the
way to a new and better world. The revulsion against beliefs which were daily
forced on everyone for a decade turns out to be even deeper and more widespread than I had imagined. The consequences include a much more open cyni10
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cism, a concern with making the best of one's own life, and a materialism which
is in part the expression of long-repressed individualism. These are not necessarily bad things, and are certainly better than hate-meetings and compulsory
hypocrisy, even if they do not lift the spirit.
What is exciting is the ferment of thought and discussion as those who had
for many years to keep their ideas to themselves find that they can now talk
and, to some extent, write. Many still use the language of Marxism, but they
are more likely to find inspiration in the writings of Marx himself than in
Engels, Lenin or Mao. Others deliberately avoid terms which have been contaminated. One young writer, for example, spoke not of the Chinese people-a
category from which anyone may be excluded by an arbitrary political decision
-but to the sufferings of the Chinese nation. There is a passionate eagerness to
know more about the outside world, to read more books than are at present
available, and to end the isolation imposed for so long. There is also quite widespread recognition that the roots of China's ills run very deep, and that much
that passed for revolutionary was rea\1y tradition in another guise. I do not
think that a new ideology will emerge from all this as people are too well aware
of the harm ideology can do, and are suspicious of any attempt to unify thinking. Where one does find some fairly general agreement is on the importance of
humanism and of respect for the dignity and rights of the individual. These are
values that have long been under attack, but what was done by those who ran
them down in the past has shown how indispensable they are.
Writers are very important in all this re-evaluation. The printed word remains
a powerful medium in China, where television is only just beginning to assert
itself and the cinema is too cautious or too restricted in its approach to be the
vigorous force it might be. Every province or big city has at least one literary
magazine, generally a monthly, which circulates throughout the country in competition with its. rivals in print-runs of tens to hundreds of thousands each.
Writers who are felt to be honest are admired and taken seriously by an enormous readership, which discriminates sharply between the many publications on
offer and quickly notices which editorial boards stand firm in difficult periods,
such as the spring of this year and last, and which ones trim their sails to the
wind.
Hefei, the unglamorous capital of a province which has been scourged by
famine both before and after 1949, produces two of the magazines that have
been toughest in defending honesty, Anhui Literature and Qingming, and their
reputation is such that distinguished writers will send them pieces which other
editors might be afraid to publish. One of this year's developments in the politics
of literature has been the open formation of a\1iances between these and other
like-minded editorial boards against attempts by some officials to confine literature to safe subjects and to strike down heretics.
In this kind of activity a lot depends on the part played by the middle generation of writers who are now around the age of fifty and who suffered heavily
during the repression of the Hundred Flowers movement in 1957-58. Leaving
aside the question of their varied literary talent, the courage of the men and
women whose lives were ruined for over twenty years, because they spoke or
wrote their minds then, and are risking the same or worse, should there be
another general purge of intellectuals, is one of the things which make one feel
some hope for China despite everything.
Some of these former victims of ideological persecution are now running
magazines, and providing space for new writers. The ex-rightist middle generation, formed in the early years of the People's Republic, and strongly committed
as far as I can tell to both the reform and the survival of the system, stands
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between the senior politician~ and the great majority of the population who are
under thirty-five. The educated young, though not all cynical, are disillusioned
with any official propaganda which cannot prove its good faith. If they are to
be enthused with any warmth towards their rulers, the former rightists may be
the people in authority with whom they can most readily identify so long as the
ex-rightists are seen to keep their own integrity.
The young can be harsh in their judgments of those who make concessions,
but also hard on themselves, having learnt to be tough during long and hopeless
years of rural exile. Fiercely critical of falseness, they want to try and test everything, and make a new literature in which they can be true to themselves. They
do not have much time for the writings of their elders. One of them, when asked
why she started to write, said that she had wanted above all to shout, to shout
the truth about her generation which had been cheated.
They are aware of the lack of psychological insight in much Chinese writing,
and demand the right to express their own perceptions in their own ways, free of
the limitations of forms borrowed from Chinese tradition and nineteenth-century
European realism.
It is too early to know whether these new writers will be allowed to produce
the work that they have in them. If they are given their head they could be the
creators of China's first literature which in form and attitude belongs to the
modern world. Theirs is the first generation of intellectuals to be fairly free from
the illusion that some ideology or other can save China. They have learnt to
think for themselves.
They will have a hard time. Many older officials are frightened of them and
what they stand for, and some very savage attacks on outspoken pieces by young
writers have appeared. The first issue of Report of the Age, a magazine which
rumour links with the Ministry of Public Security, carried alongside articles with
such old-fashioned titles as "Song of Mao Zedong" a vindictive attack on a
daring film script, "In Society's Archives", published a year ago; and a similar
onslaught was printed in the September issue of the Literature and Art Gazette.
Between the extremes of boldness and repression there is a great deal of at best
half-emancipated writing; but even in this, one can find serious thought about
what the country has been through, as if to purge China of the past by putting
it on paper.
November 1980.

2
That was how things looked in November 1980. By June 1981 none of the
country's big problems had gone away, and the policy of allowing a kind of
mixed economy in which peasants are encouraged to enrich themselves and
many state-owned enterprises are told to make money or be closed down has not
yet had time to show whether it will lift China out of poverty. Last year's
weather and harvest were generally bad, and the strains of drastic readjustment
were being felt by a system that is by its nature inflexible.
There have been many signs of counter-attacks launched by conservatives
distressed by the slaughter of sacred cows and hurt by the damage done to
those with vested interests in the old bureaucratic order. They have not been
the only ones among the country's rulers to feel that change has gone too fast
and too far. Partly, perhaps, out of conviction, and partly, perhaps, as a tactical
concession to the conservative wing, the dominant group at the centre of power
12
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has gone some way to accept demands for a tightening up of controls on expression, and is trying hard to restore a climate of values. in which they can feel
more comfortable_
What the authorities keep asking for now is positive art and literature that
will build up people's confidence in the system and will hold society together.
This is linked with the propaganda campaign to bring back lost standards of
behaviour that was launched throughout the country in the first half of 1981,
encouraging people to be hygienic, orderly, sweetly spoken, moral, and so on. In
China, as in many other countries of the modern world, crime is increasing,
many prefer using elbows or influence to waiting their turn, and the old are not
offered seats on buses as often as they should be. Nearly all of what is being
asked for in this campaign is desirable, and is certainly better than the values of
division, hatred and struggle that did such great damage in the recent past. But
will propaganda be effective in dealing with declining standards of public behaviour?
It is probably to restore a sense of norms that the national rulers have given
some encouragement this year to those who have long been campaigning for a
halt to liberalisation, for curbs on inexpedient truthfulness, and for the restoration of some of the official cultural values from before the "cultural revolution", including compulsory optimism in showing life under socialism, even
when dealing with its darker side. I have not seen this year's Central Committee
Documents Nos. 7 and 9, but from references to them in Hong Kong journals
they tilted the policy balance from emancipation of thinking towards the four
demands of support for socialism, the proletarian dictatorship, party rule, and
the ideology of Marx, Lenin and (in modified form) Mao.
The result has been a colder, harder wind than the cool air currents that held
up for a time the warming of the cultural weather in 1979 and 1980. On the one
hand, the organs of the central cultural authorities, such as the Literature and
Art Gazette, showed a much firmer approach, spelling out the limits of the
tolerable where they had been more delicately hinted at before. On the other
hand the conservatives rallied their forces for counter-attacks. against the defenders of the pieces they had been laying into the previous year. They also
chose a new target for concentrated and savage attacks, the prolific writer Bai
Hua, a former "rightist" who has been one of the most outspoken defenders of
the cause of truthfulness and the right of the young to go their own way. Bai
Hua as a serving army officer-and a full-time writer--came in for an attack
from the Liberation Army News in April more vitriolic than anything I have
read from China for years over a film script that he and another writer published in 1979.
Bitter Love is the story of a painter who in the film's present lives and then
dies as a man on the run, hiding and living like a primitive man in a vast
expanse of reeds in 1976. In flashbacks we are told of his hard childhood and
youth, and the cruelty of the old China that as a student agitator he helps to
overthrow. As an unwilling exile he makes his name as an artist in the United
States, and returns, full of enthusiasm, to China with the woman who searched
the world to find him. Then comes the "cultural revolution" and its horrors,
followed in 1976 by the artist's flight from Peking because he took a painting
to Tiananmen Square in memory of Zhou Enlai. Themes that keep coming up
are the country's unhappy fate in the twenty years that began with the Hundred
Flowers, its cruelty to artists and intellectuals, and the price they have had to
pay for their bitter love of it in all its beauty and tragedy. It is a script with
a message, and it is for its message that it has been hammered, with accusations
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of treason, anarchy, anti-socialism, and abuse of the memory of Mao. (Mao is
not directly portrayed, but in one scene a character asks why a Buddha image
in a temple is black, to be told that it is because the faithful have burned so
much incense to it. The hostile critics seized on this with furious glee.)
The armed forces' propaganda machinery evidently picked on this script as a
promising point at which to break through the line held by the advocates of
widening the range of permitted expression in the arts. The issue is not just one
of a script, or even of cultural policy as a whole, but involves the whole trend
of reform in China over the last three years. The military establishment is
generally thought to be much less enthusiastic about the way the country is
going than the civilian reformers, and by joining battle over a script it is
issuing a warning that it will not allow itself to be pushed too far and rallying
conservative opinion. Among its allies are the Report of the Age, which brought
out in late April the first issue of a Supplement to the magazine in a wellprinted, low-priced newspaper format that was largely devoted to reprinting
Bitter Love and attacking it, Bai Hua, and his other speeches and writings of
the last two or three years. Criticism by the verbal equivalent of nailed cudgel
and hobnailed boot was making a most unwelcome return.
Fortunately the picture lightened around the end of May. The ultras had, it
seems, gone a little too far in the eyes of the central cultural (and presumably
political) authorities. A national award was given to Bai Hua late in May for a
poem he had published in 1979, and this was given international publicity. The
reports about him were carefully worded: they did not defend his script or
question the right of his attackers to scoop their abuse from the latrine, but did
praise his poem and emphasize that he had not been forced to write a selfcriticism and was still being allowed to work while thinking over the things
said about him. Other indications around the end of May pointed to an attempt
by the centre to balance tolerance with represssion, and to reimpose tighter
controls in a comparatively civilized way.
While 1981 has seen a revival of intolerance, though not yet its decisive
victory, as well as even tighter restrictions on unofficial magazines, some stories
and poems of value have still come out. To mention only two long stories,
"Wave Motion" by Zhao Zhenkai was reprinted in an official Wuhan magazine
from a 1979 unofficial publication; it is a brilliantly written but grim picture of
life in an unnamed provincial town in the early 1970s. Liu Xinwu, who has been
regarded as too much of a goody-goody to be a really honest writer [see the
article by Kam Louie in this issue], but who can, as in this piece, use his
stories as vehicles for searching investigations of social ills, uses a rather oldfashioned realism in "Overhead Intersection" to show how wretched and overcrowded housing can cripple or destroy the humanity of those who have to live
in it. The more emancipated magazines of 1979 and 1980 have had to observe
a certain discretion for a while at least, but they have not yet given up their
fight to tell as much of the truth as possible. Younger poets wanting to write in
new and at first glance incomprehensible ways have come in for some militant
philistinism, but at least they have been allowed space in which to defend themselves.
While writers have been feeling the pressure (as have musicians), painters and
cartoonists have flourished. Cartoons still hit hard at such targets as bureaucratic incompetence and nepotism, as well as at the eagerness of some officials
to see an end to honest art. Painters, to judge from published illustrations of
a remarkable official exhibition of work by younger artists, are still experiment14
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ing with a range of styles and subject matter that would have been unthinkable
until very recently. The best pictures pulsate with a newly discovered life, and
many of them have about them the excitement of painters finding themselves
instead of conforming to stifling expectations.
The difficulties for writers and editors of the first half of 1981 were essentially created from above by attempts either to turn the clock back or else to
stop its hands from moving any further forward. The country's problems, however, will not go away by being ignored or prettified; and the confidence in
socialism and party rule that even the official media admit have been eroded
over the years will not be restored by slogans, by uplifting songs that few want
to sing, or by literary magazines required to be cheerful. Readers want magazines that speak for them, and will stop buying ones that only speak at them.
The present policy is too precariously balanced to stay where it is for long.
Either the arts must be given more room, or else much harsher measures will be
needed to intimidate them into docility. Either artists will be allowed to be true
to life, to the people and to themselves, which will certainly cause offence at
times, or else they will be forced to obey political bosses giving more and more
detailed instructions. Alive and potentially dangerous, or dead and docile: the
choice lies with the authorities. Much depends on the wisdom of the top politicians and the tactical skill of editors and other intermediaries between the rulers
and the creators. Somehow or other, I believe, the values of tolerance, diversity
and truthfulness will continue to be asserted, and if they are a more modern
and humane culture will help to bring about a better kind of socialism in China;
but it won't be easy.
June 1981.
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FENG XUEFENG

Do Come Back Soon,
My Good Man
Peals of thunder
Crash over my roof.
At a time like this, my good man,
How heartless you are to leave me alone at home!
I cannot bear to take my nipple away
From our suckling son,
Lest he should cry for his dad.
I am anxious too
About the firewood and hay at the foot of the hill;
They will be drenched with rain,
If I don't carry them home.
When you're away, who else can lend me a hand?
Do some back soon, my good man!
Peals of thunder
Herald a downpour.
With my good man away,
I cower like a Iamb,
Unable to stop trembling.
On wet days like this
I long to have you at home
To prop up the bean stalks blown down by the wind,
Or pick up the ears of wheat snapped off by the rain.
If only on wet days like this,
A farmer in his coir cape
Would come back to me from the green paddy field,
For the sight of him
Would embolden and gladden me.
Do come back soon, my good man!
The rain's over, the clouds have scattered,
The clear blue sky is tinged with rosy clouds,
And birds fly out of the wood to alight on the plain,
While freshets from the hilIs rush into the fields,
Overflowing from the higher to the lower.
I swear to you, my good man,
There is only one cottage now at the foot of the hilI
With no curl of smoke rising from its roof at dusk,
And with only one vilIage woman
Standing by the doorway, a baby in her arms,
As she pours out her heartfelt wish
To the hiIIs, streams, and passers-by:
I do hope my good man wiII come back soon!
16
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ZHANG LIN

SHORT STORY

The Stranger

Six-year-old Panpan had her own views about families. Some children had
fathers, but others had not. She belonged to the latter, for she had never seen
her father, and her mother had never mentioned him. In this respect, she felt
superior to other children. If they misbehaved, they would get smacked by their
fathers, and then howl and wince in pain. It was different when Pan pan misbehaved, because she did not have a father with a large pair of hands to slap
her, and her mother loved her so much that she never dealt with her in that way.
Her mother's hands were for doing the washing, not for beating. Therefore, she
was rather spoilt.
One evening, Pan pan was reading a picture book, while her mother was
knitting a sweater. Pan pan didn't like the sweater. It was grey and very big.
It couldn't be for her. At that moment, the door opened and in came a man.
He stood there staring blankly, as if he had come to the wrong door. Looking
up at the man, Pan pan felt her heart jump. Who was he? An old man, perhaps,
for he had a beard. His face was pale, like a potato which had just been peeled.
He was rather like the enemy in the picture book she had just read. Friends of
her family usually knocked at the door first. How dared he barge in uninvited?
"Why didn't you knock at the door? That's rude ...." Panpan stared at the
stranger.
But he was like a piece of wood, saying nothing, only gazing at her. She
scrutinized him again. He couldn't be a good man. It seemed he had never seen
a child before. How could an adult stare at her like that? Wasn't she pretty? She
turned to her mother to see what she was doing. Oddly, her mother stood
there, open-mouthed, as if wanting to cry out, but unable to speak. Her eyes
were fixed on the stranger and her hands were trembling. Suddenly she threw
herself at the stranger, clasping him in her arms, her face pressed hard against
his. The stranger even kissed her cheek. Her mother wept. Seeing this, Panpan
was angry. In tears, her mother must have been hurt by his prickly beard. Panpan
was very brave. She went over and tried to separate them, tugging at her mother
and pushing away the man. Despite all her efforts, she didn't succeed and feeling
exasperated she cried too.
The stranger released her mother, squatted down and looked at Panpan,
saying, "My, what a big girl!" Then he said to her mother, "At that time, you
were pregnant .... 1 thought you had married again .... "
"How can you say such a thing?" Her mother stopped him, ''I'd wait for you
until death! I knew you weren't a reactionary! You weren't!" Her mother put her
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mouth to his ear and whispered softly in it. Then she embraced him again,
holding him tightly, as if afraid he would disappear.
Panpan did not understand what they were whispering about and she started
to hate her mother too. Her mother only embraced her in that way, never
others. But Pan pan certainly hated the stranger more. Her mother would never
have behaved like that, if he hadn't appeared.
Letting her mother go, the man squatted down again, his face close to Panpan.
"What a pretty girl! Just like your mother!"
Looking at the strange pale face and beard, Panpan thought he had an ugly
face! A smell of sweat overwhelmed her nostrils. Covering her nose, she stepped
backwards. But the stranger held her hand and said, "You can call me 'Daddy'.
I'm your father!"
Now Panpan got angry. She pulled away her hand and said, "I haven't
daddy."
Her mother squatted down and, putting her mouth to Panpan's ear, said very
gently, "But you do have a daddy. He's your daddy!"
Panpan glanced at the stranger again. How ugly and dirty he was! Even if
she wanted a daddy, she didn't want such an ugly one!
"You're not my daddy!" she screamed.
The room immediately became very quiet, as if her scream had frozen the
world. Everything stopped.
A moment later, the man stood up, turned round and buried his face in his
hands, his shoulders quivering. Her mother went over, put her hands on the man's
shoulders and laid her head against his chest, saying in a soft and quavering
voice, "She's just a child! Don't mind her words .... Please ...."
The man shook his head and his shoulders heaved. Suddenly he started to cry.
Her mother wanted to say something, but as she opened her mouth, she too
began to sob. Seeing her mother in tears, Panpan felt sad. It was all the fault of
that man. She wanted to teIl him to leave. If her uncle were here, it would be
much better. He would drive the man away. He was very strong.
Her mother turned round and came over to Panpan. She entreated in a low
voice, "Be a good girl, Panpan. Go and call him 'Daddy'!"
Averting her eyes, stubborn Pan pan said deliberately and loudly, "He's not
my daddy! I don't want a daddy!"
Even entreaties were useless. Her mother angrily gave Panpan a few slaps on
her bottom and ordered in a severe voice, 'Go on! CaIl him 'Daddy'!"
This was the first time her mother had beaten her. Pan pan felt terribly hurt
and wronged. Her mother was treating the man better than her! She cried
bitterly, her feet kicking the floor, as if she was beating a drum. She shouted,
"Go away! You go away!"
The man said to her mother, "1'I1 stay in the kitchen for a while. You put
her to bed .... After she's asleep, 1'I1 come back." So saying, he went to the
kitchen. Her mother was a little tired. Leaning against the door, she wept, a
handkerchief at her mouth.
Panpan understood the words this time. "You'I1 come back again after I go
to sleep. I won't sleep! I want to make you angry. I won't sleep!" she thought.
She fastened the bolt of the kitchen door and then sat straight in the chair like
an adult. With her eyes wide open, she tried not to blink. From the kitchen came
the sound of the man sobbing.
"I won't sleep. I'll make you angry!" Panpan determined.
But she was only a child. After a moment, she started to yawn, closing her
black lashes. In her sleep, she still insisted, "I haven't a daddy .... I don't want
a daddy!"
18
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SHU TING

To the Oak
If I love you-

I'll never be like a campsis flower,
Displaying myself on your high branches;
If I love youI'll never mimic the infatuated birds,
Repeating the same monotonous song for green shade;
Or be a spring,
Gushing cool comfort;
A perilous peak,
Enhancing your height and dignity.
Unlike the sunlight,
Unlike spring rain;
None of these suffice!
I must be a kapok tree,
The image of a tree by your side.
Our roots, closely intertwined below,
Our leaves, touching in the clouds.
When a gust of wind brushes past,
We will greet each other,
No one else can
Understand our language.
You'll have bronze branches, an iron trunk,
Like knives, swords and halberds;
I'll have my large red flowers,
Like sighs, heavy and deep,
Or valiant torches.
Together, we'll share
The cold storms and thunderbolts,
Together, we'll share
The mist, rosy clouds and rainbows.
It seems we'll always be separate,
Yet we'll depend on each other.
Only this can be called profound love,
Wherein lies the faithfulness:
Loving not only your greatness,
But also the place where you stand,
The earth beneath your feet!
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LUO ZHONGLI, 'FATHER', SICHUAN (SZECHUAN), 1980.
Oil painting in photographic realist style. Original is over 6 feet high.
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GAO XIAOSHENG

SHORT STORY

The Briefcase

Spring in the Changjiang [Yangtze] River Valley with its soft breezes, fresh, crisp
air and warm sunshine was beautiful. The wheat fields looked like a vast sea and
scattered villages like floating ships. On the banks of the network of rivers, willow
trees were beginning to put out tender shoots and the asparagus was already
tinged green. The tranquil waters had survived the grey winter and were now
dyed a verdant green, mirroring the mountains and trees. What a picturesque
scene! At high noon, the still fish could be seen at the bottom of the rivers, like
submarines at the ready. As the different forms of life were awakening from
their winter's hibernation, with every second, spring was quickening!
A river skirted Huang Village and meandered towards the west. Half a kilometre away from the village, there was a little stone bridge spanning the river,
linking the road from north to south. Under it, two dozen people, bent double,
were carefully searching for something in the water. Though moving slowly, they
stirred up endless murky ripples, spoiling the calm surface.
Passers-by were astonished, for the water was still chilly. Even buffalos were
shy of it at this time of the year. What were the people doing in the cold water,
their sleeves and trouser-legs rolled up? Curious people could not help asking.
No one replied, not even if a person shouted himself hoarse. That was mysterious. Huang Shunquan, an honest peasant, looked up in surprise at the inquirer as
if he were an idiot. What a question! Not a single person in the water even
hinted what he was looking for.
Of course, Huang was no fool. He had been in this world over forty years.
Life was merely work and food, simple and monotonous. Yet it was too complicated to be put into words. After all, there was nothing more difficult than
finding work and food in this world. He had never thought about it. Survival
was a human instinct. However, he found his basic needs often endangered. He
had to toil, to struggle for them. Because of this, he hoped that people would
help each other to make life a bit easier, instead of interfering with one another.
At least, one should not stand in another's way. But even that was not easy. You
wanted to avoid trouble, but there were bullies who would force their way into
your life, grabbing your food, taking away your money, making you sweat blood
on an empty stomach. To make both ends meet, you had to do something else
besides farming. But what? Robbery? Theft? But people like Huang would never
dream of doing that. So there were only two alternatives: begging, which was
realistic, or finding some money by chance, which was most unlikely. The latter
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was really stupid. Could it rain grain? Those who put their trust in windfalls
were always disappointed. No man could live on illusions.
Yet they would never be rooted out of people's minds completely. On the
contrary, their dreams kept appearing. And it was. a rum our which had caught
the imagination of Huang and the others, causing them to go to all this trouble.
The previous winter, in 1937, when the Japanese had invaded China and the
Kuomintang had retreated, Chen Longsheng, the former head of the county
police, had rounded up some people and set up an armed force. He had declared
himself the commander and behaved like a tyrant. Instead of fighting the invaders, he and his men were raiding the local peasants, who were defending their
villages against the Japanese. In one such battle, which took place to the west
of Huang Village, Chen was badly defeated. It was on this small stone bridge
that a peasant wielding a broadsword had caught up with Chen and struck at
him. Chen warded off the blow with his briefcase in which were three hundred
silver dollars. It fell into the river, while the man barely escaped. The news
spread like wildfire throughout the village. Who had witnessed it? No one. Who
was the first to tell the news. Nobody knew. What did the briefcase look like?
No one had seen it. Who had counted the money? Nobody had a clue. But
everybody said it was true. Huang, hearing of it, believed it, or rather hoped it
was true. That was more exciting than disbelieving it. He learned that people
had been sent on boats to drag the river but had failed. Then the story was
denied, which convinced Huang all the more it was true. Like other honest
peasants, who had been cheated too many times before, he had his own way of
judging things. He had learned to be cunning after many bitter experiences.
He was sceptical about anything he heard, but if someone tried to disprove it,
he was more inclined to believe it, thinking the man had an ulterior motive and
was deliberately trying to fool others. Huang was certain that he would never be
taken in again. And he did not want to tell anyone what he was thinking. He
hoped that the others would remain duped. Wasn't it more practical to worship
three hundred silver dollars rather than clay idols? Imagine! What luck! A picul
of grain cost seven dollars, so forty-three piculs coud be bought with the three
hundred dollars. Huang could never hope to amass such a fortune in his lifetime, no matter how hard he worked. How could he let a chance like this go
by? Now that everybody thought it was all nonsense, he guessed no one would
go and look for the money. So in time, he would lay his hands on the briefcase.
Of course, it wasn't easy. He doubted his luck. Perhaps he would never find it,
but he would not complain. He would tell his children or grand-children to
retrieve it. This was the sort of thing that happened in legends. The treasure was
there. Lucky people would find it. In Huang's mind, good fortune was the result
of the good deeds of your ancestors or, as he put it, your roots. These determined the harvest, a person's life, the children's filial piety and even your
security when going out .... They controlled everything. If the roots were not
good enough, even if you had a bumper harvest, you might fall ill. Huang was
not sure if he would find the briefcase, for he had no idea if his roots were good
or not. He was not ambitious. He simply took what opportunities life offered.
But he resolved to do good deeds all his life, so as to bring luck to his descendants.
China was like a fairyland. Sheer imagination could work wonders! This
illusion of Huang made him a noble man.
That was why no one bothered to answer inquisitive passers-by. A person
might discover what they were about, but he should never ask questions.
22

WESTERLY, No.3, SEPTEMBER, 1981

2
They had not organized themselves to search for the briefcase. Though their aim
was the same, none of them had mentioned it so far.
After breakfast that day, Huang had begun making ropes. Some of his neigh·
bours had been preparing spades or chatting leisurely, others were still holding
their breakfast bowls. They seemed to have nothing urgent to do. Suddenly
Rongfu, who lived to the east of the village, hurried over the stone bridge and
into the street. He trotted through the threshing ground and passed the others
without saying anything. He looked tense and upset. He entered his house and,
in no time, came out with a basket slung across his shoulder. He headed back
the way he had come. People were puzzled and then spotted a few children
groping about for something under the bridge. Rongfu went there and, without
any hesitation, stepped into the water. At first, the onlookers were astonished,
but very soon they realized what was going on. So they all started! One smacked
his lips, while another inquired aloud, "What are they doing?" "I'll go and have
a look," someone answered to justify his going there. Immediately people scat·
teredo They went home, collected what they thought were the most suitable tools
and then went to the stone bridge.
Huang had never expected that it would happen so quickly. No one had said
a word, yet now they were all vying with each other to start. He felt his hopes
were shattered. Nobody in the village had been taken in. Like him, they all
believed there was a briefcase there and wanted to retrieve it. Who could blame
them? They were as poor as Huang and their experiences were the same. Farm·
ing alone could not bring them adequate food and clothes. What else could they
do? But here was a chance. One of them might hit the jackpot. How could they
easily give up such a dream? And like Huang, everyone was cross that all the
others had the same idea. It was foolish, Huang realized pretty soon. Well, he
had no choice but to wade into the water and try his luck.
Carrying his basket, he joined them. The water was freezing cold. A man
without much outdoor exercise would have winced and stepped back as soon as
his foot touched water. But Huang did not give it a second thought. He was
used to it. Or perhaps the gods intended him to undertake an important mission
and had toughened him up since childhood. After all, what peasant was afraid
of chill, spring water? Look at the people in the river! They were really men. It
was like an army, each soldier in his place, ready for battle but without any
commander. Everybody had his own idea where the briefcase was located, on
either side of the bridge. Some thought that since there were three hundred silver
dollars in it, it must be heavy and, most likely, buried in the mud, so they used
bamboo poles to poke the river bed. Others went a bit further down the river
thinking it must have been carried there by the current. Huang believed in fate.
According to him, life and death, fortune and misfortune all depended on fate.
There was no need to try to be clever. So he bent his back and searched the
places which the others ignored. Huang was a very practical man. He knew there
was not much chance, so as soon as he stepped into the water, he threw into his
basket whatever he could find, clams, snails, and so on. At least he would get a
little money selling them the following morning. Time was precious, and soon his
basket was half full. Pleased, he decided to carryon, hoping that the others
would get disappointed and give up. A patient man, he would go on looking a
little longer. There was little hope that day, he thought. He came here solely to
ease his mind. He had wanted to see the others disappointed. That was why he
had joined them. He did not want to find it that day, so he did not want the
others to find it either. If anyone should come across it, his fond dream would
be shattered. If he should find it, then the others' hopes would be dashed. Any·
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way, it was embarrassing if anyone retrieved the briefcase pUblicly. It could
easily cause trouble. If the gods were merciful, they would send people home
empty-handed.
While fumbling in the water, Huang meditated and, at the same time, kept
an eye on the others. Suddenly his fingers touched a stone and he tried to find
some snails on it. But the stone was rather big and flat. Still, it would make a
good step for his doorway. He groped about its side in the mud, trying to find
out its thickness. All of a sudden, he withdrew his hands as if they had been
bitten by something and staggered back, making a big splash. Heads turned.
Everybody asked, looking in his direction, "What's the matter?"
When he had calmed down a little, he tried to dismiss it, saying, "Oh,
nothing. A Chinese herring. It stung me when I tried to catch it."
Curiosity appeased, no one paid any more attention to him. But Huang's
heart was fluttering. He had found it! Yes. It lay close against the stone, slippery
and soft to the touch.
When he was himself again, he began to doubt it. He could have been wrong
in such haste. Stooping again, he meticulously felt the briefcase all over several
times. No mistake! This was it! The things inside felt hard to his touch and moved
when squeezed.
Huang was extremely tense. What should he do? He could not pull it out in
front of so many people, nor did he dare to leave. Wading round the stone, he
racked his brains, wondering what action to take. His mind worked feverishly
for some time, but to no avail. The sun was low, and it was time to prepare
supper. He decided to take it out and hide it somewhere when the others left for
home. But on second thoughts, he changed his mind. There was no set time for
meals, and probably no one wanted to leave empty-handed. People did not have
to eat together like in the army. Each household had its own stove, and anyone
who was hungry could go and eat and come back again. Some people would
remain in the river. So how could he make things happen as he wished?
As he was weighing the pros and cons, there was a commotion. Down river,
the water was being noisily churned up. People began to wade in the direction
of the clamour. A man had disturbed some fish under a pile of stones, and they
had swished off in all directions, some even leaping out of the water. A bright
idea suddenly occured to Huang's slow mind. With the attention of the others
distracted, he quickly yanked the briefcase out of the water, ran up the bank
and dashed into a wheat field. Having hidden it in haste, he returned nimbly to
the water. Bending low, he fumbled about again as if nothing had happened.
The fish disappeared in the deep water, and people began to quieten down,
scattering again to carryon with their search.
But Huang's mind was in a whirl. Though still in the water, his heart was
in the wheat field, fretting that the briefcase might not be hidden properly and
so easily discovered by someone else. From time to time, he climbed up the
bank and squatted smoking, his eyes in that direction. He even went to see if it
was still there. He could have put it into his basket without the others knowing,
but he felt guilty. They might suspect him if he should be the first to leave, for
why should he go home so eagerly? He had to pretend to be searching. He was
faking and this gave him an unprecedented sense of guilt. Not being a ruthless
fellow, Huang did not want to let his neighbours down. Too innocent, he could
not bear the mental suffering of being a hypocrite. He hoped his embarrassment
would soon come to an end. Why should he suffer? All he wanted was to get
some money without hurting anyone. He did not mean harm. If he did not keep
it a secret, it would bring him unimaginable trouble. In chaotic times like these,
no one wanted to show off his wealth. Huang had not expected to find the
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briefcase then and there. But unfortunately he had stumbled upon it. Was it
luck or misfortune? Should he smile or weep?
Huang was in a dilemma. Confused, he went to check if the briefcase was
still there, without realizing that his queer behaviour had already attracted the
others' attention.
After a short while, he again went to the bank pretending to smoke. He
walked slowly towards the briefcase, squatting to examine it. When he stood up,
he found himself surrounded by dozens of people. Riveted on him were all kinds
of eyes, expressing their dissatisfaction, disgust, astonishment or admiration. His
spiritual wall of self-defence collapsed at once. He felt guilty and wanted to say
something to make up for his wrongdoing.
But it was too late. None of them paid any more attention to the briefcase,
though they knew there were three hundred silver dollars in it.
"Why pretend?" they grumbled. "You found it. OK, it's yours! Just tell us,
instead of letting us waste time here with empty stomachs."
Greatly upset, Huang opened the briefcase and turned it upsidedown. All the
silver coins clinked on the ground. Pointing to the pile of glittering silver, he
said in a hoarse voice, "Help yourselves'"
Only then did the people realize that no one in Huang Village was greedy.
They seemed indifferent. No one touched a coin.
For a moment, self-respect seemed to be the only thing that mattered in
the world_
Money became synonymous with dirt.

3
The people from Huang Village had made themselves moral giants before a pile
of silver coins. But soon they realized that they had made a great mistake.
Everybody was nervous sensing that something terrible might happen to the
village and Huang Shunquan.
They regretted blaming him, because no finder would be safe unless he kept
it a secret. That was the only way to steer clear of danger- So what Huang had
done was right. But they had foolishly criticized him, thinking him selfish. Their
attitude had seemed very noble and their performance at the roadside had been
impressive to passers-by. But by doing this, they had revealed the secret that
could land Huang in a terrible fix.
With the government gone, warlords had sprung up everywhere. There were
a dozen of them within this area of half a dozen square kilometres, each controlling a tiny district. They were gangs of marauders, bandits, armed landlords,
religious sects and armed peasant forces which had been led astray. Under the pretext of fighting the Japanese, they had expanded their forces, extracted every cent
and taken away whatever weapons they could get from the people. All well-off
families were harassed, even ruined. Those who did not have ready cash were
taken as hostages. However, Huang Village was an exception because it was too
poor. Since there was nothing valuable in it, no one bothered to disturb its peace.
Now there were three hundred dollars in Huang's hands. When news of this got
around, there was no escaping trouble.
Only last winter, three months before to be exact, a man had dug out a
golden statue on the Junhe River worksite. Word of this travelled very fast_
Within half a day, eleven bands of fully-armed men arrived. They surrounded
the man as if going to tear him apart. They stared at one another, ready to fight,
regardless of what pacts had previously allied them. Fortunately a few goldWESTERLY, No.3, SEPTEMBER, 1981
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smiths arrived and decided that it was not gold but bronze. They built a furnace
and melted it to prove the point. A fight was thus avoided, in which many people
could have been killed.
Huang understood very clearly that the briefcase in his hand was like a timebomb. and that he himself was in constant danger. There was no escaping now.
Without counting it thoroughly. Huang took the money home. The short way
from the river to his house was desolate. Even the wheat shoots and the
asparagus sprouts seemed to have shrunk. It was hard to find a place to hide
a person. The few trees scattered at the village entrance were still bare. while
the dilapidated houses stood out conspicuously on the plain like magnificent
buildings and pavilions. Sheep were bleating and dogs barking as if announcing
the news to all evil men. Huang's heart trembled. What a world! One would
starve to death without money. But when one had it, it brought trouble. How
could one live? Though Huang might not have good roots, he had never done
anyone any harm. Why did he deserve such misery?
He took the briefcase home and threw it on the rickety table in the centre
room. Having plumped down on a small stool at the door, he sat brooding for
a long time. Villagers came to glance at him and left quietly. Even the children
became wary. The air was oppressive. Everybody seemed to be wondering what
to do.
Huang was at his wits' end. The chaotic times had laid everything bare. Even
a foolish man became cynical. Grief and disillusionment made people want to
commit suicide. Poverty pressed people to revolt.
Huang's wife wanted to hide the briefcase, but Huang told her with a wave of
his hand not to bother.
He seemed to be waiting for someone to collect it.
The news about the briefcase travelled so fast that all afternoon people kept
coming from villages round to the stone bridge. The wheat plot where Huang
had hidden the briefcase was virtually trodden flat. A man found a silver coin!
The visitors talked animatedly. Some said that only that morning the wheat plot
had been piled with silver coins, and the peasants of Huang Village had carried
them home load after load. Everyone was rich. Some waded into the river to
try their luck, complaining that the Huang villagers were a stingy lot, not letting
others have a share. Still, they believed that there must be some left over. The
people of Huang Village became flustered. To clear themselves, some whispered
the truth.
"Don't count your chickens. now!" the more sophisticated men warned.
"Huang will risk his neck if he tries to spend that money."
"Why?"
"The local leaders all support Mr Chen. This is Chen's domain. Will he
forgive Huang if he learns the news? He'll send someone to fetch the money and
if he doesn't get it, he'll have Huang's head instead!"
Sinister characters lurked around the village at dusk, but left later. Old
Rongfu and some other good neighbours hurried to talk to Huang and urged
him to flee.
The. villagers had supper and turned in early, though they lay fully clothed
with their eyes open. Not a light flickered.
There were noises of footsteps, and dogs kept barking all night long.
Huang and his family went into hiding. No one knew where they were.
As Rongfu passed Huang's house early next morning, he noticed that the door
was wide open. Two men with pistols at their belts were sitting inside. At a
lonely spot outside the village, he ran into Huang, who had just emerged from
a reedy pond near the river, the briefcase in his hand.
"Don't go back! Go and hide!" Rongfu urged.
26

WESTERLY, No.3, SEPTEMBER, 1981

But Huang was indifferent. He came closer, seemingly relaxed, and said with
a smile, "I'll take it back."
"Back to whom?"
"Chen Longsheng." Huang was expressionless. "Then we'll all have some
peace."
"Bah!" Rongfu heaved a long sigh and left in a huff. He was cross and tense,
just as he had been the previous day on his way to search for the briefcase. He
blamed himself for causing all this trouble because it was he who had encouraged the others to look for it. He had not only brought trouble to Huang, but
also shattered all the viIIagers' hopes.
Having walked more than ten kilometres to see Chen, Huang was very hungry,
for he had not had a thing to eat that morning. He had thought that Chen would
certainly give him a meal, but to his surprise, Chen, after counting the coins, said
that fifty-one dollars were missing and asked Huang to pay for the loss. The
poor man could neither argue back nor produce a single coin. Before letting him
go, Chen had him whipped fifty-one times, saying each lash stood for a missing
dollar.
When he returned home, Huang fell seriously ill. His mind was unhinged. He
was often seen wandering in the village or standing at others' doors. When given
food, he ate; when given money, he put it into his pocket. In the evening, he
went to the stone bridge and threw all the money he had collected into the river.
Sometimes children went into the water to retrieve it, but he would try to catch
them and spank their bottoms.
Three years later, he died.
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TIANANMEN POEMS*
Marking the death of Premier Zhou Enlai

The Giant Roc has forever closed his eyes:
Lamentations rise to the Ninth Heaven,
Mountains in the Five Continents are shrouded in darkness,
Tears blur the eyes of eight hundred million.
To Marxism-Leninism he devoted his life;
His deeds are there for all to judge.
His ashes now scattered in rivers and streams,
His memory lodged in every heart.
(Anon.)

*

*

*

In my grief I hear demons shriek;
I weep while wolves and jackals laugh.
Though tears I shed to mourn a hero,
With head raised high, I draw my sword.
(Anon.)

* These are two among thousands of anonymous poems posted in Tiananmen Square,

Beijing, in
April 1976. The second poem was considered by the 'Gang of Four' as the most 'counterrevolutionary', but a hunt for its writer, a young factory worker in Shaanxi Province, failed
to locate him.
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BONNIE S. McDOUGALL

Varieties of Contemporary Chinese Poetry

Poetry published in China since 1949 is, basically, all public poetry: speaking to a
broad public on public themes. Whereas poetry in the West has largely split into
two mutually antagonistic camps-the "high" poetry of small coterie audiences
versus the "low" poetry of in memoriam and greeting card verses, commercial
jingles and so on-the social place of poetry in China is less differentiated, and
poetry-as-literature occupies a wide common ground with other literary forms.
A collection of poems by a well known poet will sell almost as many copies as
a novel.
In contrast to the restricted and homogeneous social function of poetry in
China and a correspondingly limited range of themes and attitudes, there is a
fairly wide range of poetic forms in common use. Most unexpected is the continuing vitality of classical and semi-classical forms such as liishi ("regulated"
poetry, developed during the Tang) and ci ("lyrics", developed during the
Song). Both of these forms demand a high level of skill in handling word tones,
rhymes, line length and parallelism in terminology and construction. Part of
their continuing popularity is due to the example of the Chinese leadership,
especially of the late Chairman, Mao Zedong: the persistent fondness of the old
revolutionary generals for these ancient forms has lent them a respectability that
others may take advantage of. The classical and semi-classical forms are particularly popular among amateur poets.
Another important type of poetry in modern China is based on the often
extremely complex forms of folk song. Most Chinese writers have spent varying
periods of time in the Chinese countryside: during the Sino-Japanese War of
1937-1945 and the ensuing Civil War of 1946-1949, during the Great Leap Forward of 1958-1959 and again during the Cultural Revolution, 1966-1976. Some
have their own origins in the small towns and villages that make up eighty per
cent of China's population. The political acceptability of folk song combined
with their inherent interest as fresh new forms in urban poetic discourse has
made them attractive to many writers from the 1940s on, though in the 1980s
this attraction seems to have dwindled as a result of the modernization programme.
Among professional poets, the most popular form for poetry is undoubtedly
the free verse style borrowed from the West and popularized in the twenties. In
the forties, one highly popular type of free verse was the "drum stroke" line consisting of only two or three syllables: this short and heavily accented line was
the basis for long narrative poems about the war. In the 1950s and 1960s, the
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short-line narrative style was replaced with a medium-length line of four to five
syllables, less strident and more flexible: it could be used to praise socialist
construction as well as denounce the enemy. Parallelism and repetition became
important structural elements with this longer line free verse style.
During the 1960s and 1970s there were frequent debates on the type of poetry
most suited to China's needs: the Chinese leadership-one imagines to the dismay
of the professional poets-asserted that poetry was to be made more accessible
to the broad masses, according to the leaders' perception of mass taste. Short
poems of only a few stanzas with lines of roughly equal medium length and a
strong rhyme scheme became dominant. At the same time, the language of
poetry underwent a further process of simplification, continuing a trend that had
started in the twenties.
At the same time as this rather simple jingle-type poetry was being promoted, a new type of "proletarian verse" was popular in the cities. This was a
free verse form using rather long lines and depending very heavily on parallelism
and repetition for structure. It introduced a new vocabulary into poetry, describing industrial processes in great detail and with a very rich vocabulary relating
to fire, vigorous movement and noise.
The coexistence of these various forms was strikingly demonstrated in the
remarkable outpouring of poetry which accompanied the Tiananmen Incident of
April 1976, when Peking residents were denied the right to commemorate the
late Premier, Zhou Enlai. Hundreds of poems, written mainly by amateurs,
plastered the Heroes' Monument where the commemoration took place, and were
declaimed and received with great emotion. The universal recourse to poetry on
this highly significant occasion further demonstrates the central position that
poetry occupies in contemporary political and social life.
The newly relaxed intellectual atmosphere which followed the death of Mao
Zedong allowed the emergence of new types of poetry. In the late seventies and
early eighties, a kind of "new realism" has become popular: similar in form to
the long line free verse proletarian poetry described above, it was permitted a
limited criticism of contemporary Chinese political and social life. Although not
original in form, this type of poetry enjoyed a wider range of subject matter
than had been acceptable since the forties and fifties (including love, for
instance). This type of new realism (i.e. not the "revolutionary realism" of the
preceding decades) is in line with the modernization policy of the present
Chinese leadership, and tends to dominate the older line-up of classical verse,
folk song, jingles and proletarian poetry.
Less welcome to the new leadership but an inevitable response to the new
pro-Western alignment is the emergence of the "obscure" poets. These fall into
three groups. One looks longingly towards the West and copies the latest foreign
styles available to Chinese writers, mostly T. S. Eliot and others of the thirties
and forties. Another looks inwards and writes of personal thoughts and feelings
in a way unprecedented in published poetry since 1949. A third group consists
of dissidents, whose work was published in unofficial magazines and waH posters
in 1979 and 1980, but who are now denied these avenues.
Among all three groups, free verse is still the preferred form, and seems the
inevitable choice now for professional and semi-professional poets as it does in
the West. Nevertheless Chinese classical poetry is still widely studied in schools
and universities, and it is certainly too early to predict its demise. One might
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speculate that further modernization in China will not only lead to neglect of
classical and folk poetry as living forms but even to a gradual diminishing of
poetry as a socially significant form of literature, replaced not just by other
forms of written literature but by new forms of entertainment via the electronic
media.
Note: Many of the issues raised briefly in this short note are explored in further detail
in the author's "Poems, Poets, and Poetry 1976: An Exercise in the Typology of Modern
Chinese Literature", Contemporary China, Volume II, number 4 (Winter 1978), pp.76124.
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ZOU DIFAN

Sunflowers Bright He Selected
When I came to our lover's meeting,
A single red rose I expected,
But no rose, no rose was held out in greeting,
Sunflowers bright he'd selected.
He'd planted such flowers on his turn in the country,
(Softly he spoke while in silence I listened)
A thousand, a thousand diminutive suns
Grew under his care till they glistened.
Like honeycomb the sunflowers within
The sweetness of love had collected,
To grow by my window, my window,
Sunflowers bright he'd selected,
To fill my window with sunflowers bright
I should plant them as he directed,
Emboldened to come with this purpose envisioned,
In the hope that his hand and his heart be accepted,
Sunflowers bright he selected.
September 1961
in Demende shuqing (Lyrics from the Capital),
Shanghia Wenyi Chubanshe, 1962, Shanghai,
pp.8-9.
Translated by Bonnie S. McDougall.
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FENG JINGYUAN

The poem which follows, 'Steel Smelter' originally appeared in the People's
Daily on 24 August 1975, and as was appropriate for that period of post-'cultural
revolution' conciliation, it is relatively free of an overt political line. 'Notes from
the Tempest', however, was written at a time when the 'gang of four' had almost
full control over the media and faithfully echoes their line: the 'unrepentant
capitalist-roader' is Deng Xiaoping, and the 'restorationists' are the Zhou Enlai
faction. After the fall of the 'gang of four', Feng wrote poems denouncing
them, but apparently his association with the 'cultural revolution' was too strong
and he is now somewhat in eclipse. In the mid-1970s he transferred from the
Santiaoshi steelworks to the Tianjin Metallurgy Bureau, but his present whereabouts are unknown.

Steel Smelter
Steel hands steel heart
Steel bones steel sinews
Steeped in steel the whole day through
His body assumes the strength of steel!
Raised hands feed overhead conveyors steel bundles with steel ladles
Heaving arms swing into the flames steel rods with steel shovels
Shoulders hoist a mountain of steel ingots and steel crocks
Eyes pass over a million ton of steel rails and steel axles;
A heart much tougher than iron or steel
A will harder by far than iron or steel
Who can make iron and steel obey his commands
-This is a steel smelter!
Fire rages in his breast,
Fire leaps in his furnace,
Fire runs at his feet . . .
The fierce blaze dazzles his eyes
Red flames envelop his body
The man is fortified in fire;
Saying
"Without fire there is no steel
Without fire there is no strength
Without fire slag can't be discarded
Without fire the darkness worldwide can't be consumed."
He loves fire like life, is kin to fire
-This is a steel smelter!
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In his heart is inscribed Marxism-Leninism
The directives of Chairman Mao
The great events of our motherland
And our mighty goal;
Ten thousand years are too long, seize the day seize the hour*
Treading fire and daring flame, he contends. in the leap forward!
The need for new achievements arouses added strength,
The heavier the responsibility the more ardent he grows;
Guts and muscle are tempered in the heat
Strength like this is needed for the revolution
The furnace fire ablaze illumines his brave figure
-This is a steel smelter!
Hands gripping tightly,
Heart adhering fast,
Strength locked firm,
Joined forces. seize the key
Hearts united battle the heat.
In every job carried out
Communist cooperation
In every matter concern for
Chairman Mao's peace of mind!
High and low united into a single force
Black rust won't stain your body
-This is a steel smelter!
Sweat streams down ten thousand tons
Fervour pours out ten thousand tons
Effort flows forth ten thousand tons!
Peak production from every furnace is still too little for him
Words of steel in a language of fire burst forth:
Wind and fire hammer and forge a new world
Eternal spring in cast steel and wrought iron;
To the revolution I contribute my strength
To the mother land a million tons of steel
-This is a steel smelter!
Steel smelter
a revolutionary
Steel smelter
a Party member;
The steelworks is a battleground
Revolutionary comrades are kin
Furnace fires flare throughout the land
Their fierce blaze tempers man as much as steel!
From We Temper the Steel the Revolution Needs,
People's Literature Press, Peking, 1975, pp. 17-20.
trans. Bonnie S. McDougall
with assistance from Hsu Kai-yu

* From
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Mao Zedong's poem, "Reply to Comrade Guo Moruo" (trans. note).
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FENG JINGYUAN

Notes from the Tempest

1.
A language
tremble with
never makes
which sent a

MY FATHER'S SPEECH

of vibrating steel, thunder swelling and fires leaping; lips which
hate, a heaving chest and pounding heart. My father who usually
a public appearance took the platform today to make a speech
shudder throughout the assembled thousands . . .
from my diary, 30 August 1966

I entered the factory at the age of nine
Tramping past the gates of Santiaoshi,
To the left was "Blessed with Fortune and Luck",
"Virtue, Justice, Charity" was on the right.
Meeting nought but crimes of exploitation
I have seen deep into capitalist hearts
They are man·eating wolves, blood·sucking beasts
Each fiercer than the other!
At the height of summer gUlping smoke and flame I would cast
from the cauldron
Collapsing time after time;
In the depths of winter trampling on ice I would cast from moulds
Blood streaming from both feet . . .
Dead or alive, it makes no difference:
Turn out a little less
And the crow and pole start swinging.
A brother from the same clan
Got promoted to cashier
The shameless wretch denied his kin.
A chopper needed testing
He made me grind the edge throughout the night
By the third watch at midnight I was exhausted
My eyelids battled and my head spun
The boss cursed me, called me "slacker", "loafer",
A kick sent the chopper turning
And of my ten fingers it sliced off nine
(Oh, he stretched out both those hands
Sending a shudder through the assembled thousands!)
WESTERLY, No.3, SEPTEMBER, 1981

35

With nine of my fingers sliced off
He pushed me out into the night
Swearing that he'd "sooner feed a dog",
"Dead, you'd stink up the grave!"
A cruel heart, a heart so cruel
Venom mixed with gall!
Capitalists are blood-sucking devils
When would the old society cease to devour us?
But that our saviour, Chairman Mao, appeared
My bones would long ago have turned to dust .
Now we grasp power, hold the seal of office
The enemy grinds its teeth in rage.
For those in the Party who take the capitalist road
Mount the revisionist platform
Crave after "restoration",
Shackle themselves to capitalism
There is a time-bomb buried deep.
Today when these things are revealed at meetings
At each word or warning we stand aghast,
Indeed we hardly expected
To find the enemy inside our Party.
Word by word we study Marx and Lenin
Chairman Mao's teachings are engraved in our hearts,
Criticise the unrepentent capitalist-roader
If only we could crush the rusted iron;
Battle the daydreaming restorationist fools
Our muscles are taut with hate!
Chairman Mao's Cultural Revolution is truly what was needed!
Chairman Mao's revolutionary line leads us forward in continued
revolution!
Comrades, no matter who you are,
You who don't take part in revolution we urge on,
You who try to restore the past we pit ourselves against!
With nine of my fingers devoured by capitalism
The one remaining will become a keen blade
For stripping off the masks of capitalist-roaders
and ripping out the black root of revisionism.
In fierce struggle and criticism, without pausing for breath,
I'll dig for good the graves of the bourgeoisie!
(Oh, he's brandishing both those hands,
Thrilling the hearts of the assembled thousands!)

2.

MY SISTER GROWS UP

On the day when my youngest sister went to Inner Mongolia to join a production team and settle down in a village, I hurried home; my mother, unwilling to
see her go, said she was still so young .. " I said:
from my diary, 26 December, 1968
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Before, we always thought,
She was just a baby,
The smallest one at home,
She got the nickname "Peanut",
Serious work was ruled out by her brothers and sisters,
Distant journeys worried her mother and father.
During the struggles of the Cultural Revolution
I saw her on the street-hah!
A flame-red armband hung on her sleeve,
"It is right to rebel" shook the land,
Grasping a brush, a wild storm of flying paper,
She was writing up slogans, heavy thunder in angry explosion!
The spearhead pointed straight at capitalist-roaders,
She dared to draw the tiger's teeth!
The weight of Mt. Tai couldn't lower her head,
On the firing line to seize power, she charged in for the kill ...
-My sister's growing up!

Before, we always thought her,
Born in the new society,
Growing up under the red flag,
A peony in a pot, a lotus in a lake,
How could she understand sour, sweet, bitter or hot!
Along the route of the "Long March"
I bumped into her-hah!
Like a proud eagle spreading its wings aloft
Like a green pine standing firmly erect
Two short braids brushed wind and cloud
A bundle on her back wrapped up the world.
Crossing streams and fording rivers, buffeting the angry waves,
Kicking peaks and trampling barriers, penetrating mountain
gorges,
She tramped from the shores of vast Bohai
To the foot of Jingangshan ...
-My sister's growing up!

My sister's growing up.
By the second year of the Cultural Revolution
All who saw her marvelled!
When thousands engaged in debate she ventured her opinions,
Nor failed to speak at meetings a hundred thousand strong,
She took the lead in criticising false theories of revisionism,
Her ardour for the battle burning hotly
A flaming torch the Party set ablaze
Casting its glow to greet the east wind.
Today she shoulders her bundle and sets out
To carry out revolution in the mountains and the countryside,
A true young shoot of the revolution
Taking root in the great expanse under heaven!
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My sister's growing up,
Mother, be at peace.
The wind and rain of struggle strengthens young shoots
A march of ten thousand Ii trains a noble steed.
One day of revolution's worth ten years
How can our new men and women cease from high endeavour!
from Poetry, June 1976
trans. Bonnie S. McDougall

QIU XIAOLONG

Duet
Dawn.
Rusty nails in the weeds,
Enveloped in fog;
A child playing truant is listening
In high glee to the cricket's low cry:
Chrrp chrrp, chrrp chrrp-Hoo-whoo, the long cry of the steam whistle
Starts the metropolis throbbing.
Impossible now to hear anything clearly,
Child, where can you go to play now?
Dusk.
Pine needles and a sea of clouds,
Curved eaves catching the setting sun.
An old painter is thinking of sketching
A thin horse pulling a cart:
Clip clop, clip clop-Honk honk-a line of streamlined coaches
Drives into the foreground.
Impossible now to see anything clearly,
Painter, how are you going to paint now?
(1979)

Poetry (Shikan), March 1980
trans. Qiu Xialong and Bonnie S. McDougall
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QIU XIAOLONG

Extracts from a Surveyor's Diary
The foamy wave slowly subsides
In reluctant but helpless retreat,
Though broad and expansive is the breast of the beach
Where the white wave can frolic to its heart's ease,
Yet barren is this sandy beach, bare of grass or flower,
While in the ocean gleams the splendour of coral and pearl.
At parting the wave leaves behind on the beach
A small pretty shell:
A small pretty picture of you.
Today on the sand stands a forest of rigs,
Exploring the treasures that are hidden below,
But where are you now, my dear one, my dear?
There is nought but the wave that won't die, in the sea of
my mind.
(1977)

Wenhui bao, 1981
trans. Qiu Xiaolong and Bonnie S. McDougall
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ANNA MERTON

A Selection of Chinese Posters

The fluctuations in the tempo and character of political and social
development in China since 1949 are well documented in one of the
nation's most prominent popular art forms, the propaganda poster.
Until the last year or two, when advertisement hoardings began to
supplant them, propaganda posters were produced by the thousand in
major centres such as Peking, Tianjin and Shanghai, and displayed in
public places throughout the country.
Different elements have been included in their design at various
stages in their history: these range from the straightforward outlines
and colours of traditional Chinese folk prints and papercuts, through
the 'orthodox' Chinese motifs derived from scholarly painting and
calligraphy, to the repertoire of Soviet/European socialist realism and
even Western commercial art forms. Defining the scope of much of
their style and content were the guidelines laid down by Mao in 1942
in his talks at the Yan'an forum on literature and art, in which he
stressed that art and literature were to be subordinated to politics and
should 'serve the people'.
The selection shown here has been made from the collection of
the Chinese Visual Aids Project of the School of Languages at the
Polytechnic of Central London, and covers the period of the Cultural
Revolution (1966-76) and the years since Mao's death and the downfall of the Gang of Four (1976 - ).
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Red Guard Poster, February 1967. By Red Guard art
students from Jilin. The slogan reads: Learn from and
unite with the workers, peasants and soldiers.
The style of this poster is evocative of the Lu Xuninspired school of political woodcuts, and shows a red
guard holding the Little Red Book (a selection of Mao's
works edited by Lin Biao) , a work much favoured in
the late 1960s. This poster is typical of those produced
in the most turbulent phase of the Cultural Revolution,
1966-68, when groups of Red Guards travelled throughout China holding meetings and struggle sessions and
exchanging revolutionary experiences.

The Source of All Power, October 1976.
By Zhao Zongzao, Shanghai.
Another example in the Lu Xun-inspired tradition, this time a genuine woodcut.
It shows Wang Jinxi, a worker hero
famous for his role in the expansion of
the oilfields of Da Qing in the north-east
of China, the derricks of which can be
seen in the background. Both Wang Jinxi
and Da Qing embodied the self-reliant
mode of production promoted in China
during the late ) 960s and early 1970s.
Wang is probably reading one of two
key articles by Mao (,On Contradiction'
or 'On Practice'), the 'source of power'
referred to in the title.

Militiawoman, June 1975. By Li Shaowen,
Peking.
The large slogan reads: Develop military sports activities; defend the socialist
motherland. The small one reads: Grasp
revolution; promote production; promote
work; promote preparations against war.
This poster illustrates many of the
political mores stressed in the later years
of the Cultural Revolution, 1971-76,
when Mao's wife and her fellow 'Gang
of Four' members supposedly controlled
the state apparatus. The people's militia,
of which this girl is a member, was reputedly one of the Gang's 'ultra-leftist'
organs.

The Four Modernisations, December
1978. By Jiang Chenguan and Yuan
Qinglu, Tianjin.
The slogan reads: Strive to realise the
overall goals of the new period.
A peasant, worker, soldier and intellectual, symbols of the four modernisations,
are seen here surrounded by the benefits
their combined talents and endeavours
will bring to the Chinese population (including national minorities) represented
beneath them. The 'four modernisations'
(of agriculture, industry, national defence and science and technology) became the formula for national success
during the early part of 1978, effectively
placing economic demands above political
ones in the order of national priorities.

Agriculture and Industry, September 1978. By LiJ;l Chenghan, Tianjin. The
slogan reads: Strive to fulfil and surpass the magnificent ten year plan
by 1985.
The ten year plan referred to here was supposed to have commenced in
1976, but in fact began in 1978, and was finally dropped in 1980 as being
too unrealistic. But here the peasant and worker seem to be confident of
the imminent achievement of 60 million tons of steel and 800 thousand
million jin of grain (approximately 400 thousand million kilos).

Looking Towards Taiwan, 1980. By Ha Qiongwen, Shanghai. The slogan
reads: Thinking of relatives more than ever every happy festival.
Here three women are looking across the sea in the direction of Taiwan,
where they presumably have relatives. Taiwan is considered to be an
integral part of China by Peking, despite the fact that it has been ruled for
the last thirty years by the opposing Kuomintang (Nationalist) regime. The
style of this fanciful and sentimental concoction could not contrast more
strongly with that of the Red Guard pester, the first of this selection, and
printed only thirteen years earlier.

WANG MENG

NOVELLA

The Butterfly

A jeep made in Beijing (Peking) was hurtling along a country road. Inside, it was
so stuffy that the passenger felt drowsy. The motor kept up a roar, now high now
low. A roar of distress or content? People can groan with pleasure. Hadn't
Dongdong, nearly four years old in 1956, done just that when taken out to eat
ice·cream? To his father he had looked like a kitten that had caught its first
mouse, purring contentedly.
The jeep accelerated. Hills flashed past. Before them were villages, cottages
and peasants, who automatically lined up to clap. Among them were gaily
dressed girls, mischievous boys, who screwed up their eyes to throw pebbles at
the jeep, and cheerful, placid grown-ups. There were hayricks higher than the
courtyard walls, trees, fields, ponds, roads, hills and hollows, livestock, horsecarts
with rubber tyres, mini-tractors pulling trailers. . . . Gleaming asphalt and dirt
roads half washed away by freshets, as well as the dust and the donkey-dung on
them all rushed up to meet their jeep, then swept past. The speedometer showed
that they were travelling at over sixty kilometres an hour. The spinning wheels
kept up an angry, impressive yet indifferent roar. Swishing over the ground they
reminded one of skating, rowing, or young people running first thing in the
morning. He still went jogging in a blue track suit.
Damn this jeep! Why had it cut him off from the ground, and that clean,
fresh air so easily polluted? But travelling this way was comfortable. Besides,
it saved precious time. In Beijing, it was considered more dignified to sit in the
back. The seat by the driver was left for a secretary, bodyguard or interpreter,
who had to be ready to hop out to contact his opposite number while he, the
high official, sat stolidly without stirring in the back. Even after the liaison work
was completed and his secretary opened the back door and put in his head to
report, he remained impassive, as if tired and indifferent. He might even yawn
a couple of times. Very often his secretary had to repeat the message before he
would nod or shake his head and grunt. This was what was expected of a high
official. And it wasn't a put-on show-he was really too busy. Only when in the
car did he have a moment to think about himself. So he had learned not to
worry about trifles.
Why? His eyes had been closed. Now, suddenly opening, they fell on a small
white flower trembling in the middle of the road. What flower was this, still
blooming in early winter in a crack in the asphalt road where so much traffic
passed? Had he imagined it? By the time he turned to take a closer look, the
jeep had run over it. He pictured it crushed. His heart ached as he fancied he
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heard it sigh. You were crushed like this, weren't you, Haiyun? Love, hate, JOY
and disillusionment kept you trembling. You were always as transparent, as
fragile as a child. But I'm still travelling by jeep.
He sat there quietly next to the driver-in this hilly country that was the
custom. Nowadays, wherever he went, he was given the seat of honour. But he
wasn't as contented as more than ten years ago. When he left the village that
time, Qiuwen and the villagers had gathered round the car to see him off.
"Mind you come back, Old Zhang!" Brother Shuanfu had called, grinning as
he tweaked his whiskers.
Shuanfu's wife had wiped away tears and shaded her eyes to watch him affectionately. Not that the sun was dazzzling, she just wanted to show how intently
she was watching. In Qiuwen's experienced, kindly eyes was a look of expectation
he had never seen there before. They had given him a send-off both impressive
and light-hearted. For, as Qiuwen said, now they could go their different ways
more boldly. Such very different ways! Were they one and the same person,
Vice-minister Zhang who rode in a Russian limousine through brightly-lit streets
flanked with high-rise buildings, and Old Zhang, a crate of goat-dung on his
bowed back, who gritted his teeth to climb the mountain tracks? How had Old
Zhang suddenly been transformed into Vice-minister Zhang Siyuan? What was
his real identity? This question kept nagging at him.
Qiuwen had urged, "Go and be a good official. We're all for officials like you.
We need more of them .... If you keep us in your heart, everything will be fine."
She had said this slowly, smiling, without a trace of regret. Calmly yet forcefully, like an elder sister comforting a small brother who was crying because
he couldn't fly his kite. Actually she was several years younger than Zhang, now
approaching sixty. But today, among his colleagues, a man of sixty counted as
"in his prime". Old China! In recent years, old people were expected to soldier on.
When he left that mountain village he felt like a lost soul. He had left Old
Zhang there, left Qiuwen and Dongdong. His stone cottage, muck-rake, crate,
hoe, straw hat, kerosene lamp, tobacco pouch, millet congee with elm leaves and
potatoes ... he had left them all behind. Qiuwen and Dongdong had lighted up
his old age, rejuvenating him. Qiuwen had been the sun in the evening of his
life, yet he had left her on the cloud-clad mountain covered with walnut trees.
This sun beckoned to him, but he had gone far away. And now, in this jeep,
he was rapidly increasing the distance between them.
And Dongdong. Would Dongdong ever understand him? Ever join him? The
boy's lack of affection was no more than he deserved on account of Dongdong's
mother Haiyun, the trembling little white flower which had been crushed. But
he was concerned for Dongdong, stilI like a ray of light on the horizon, a star
which had not yet risen but would surely shed light on him in the end. He was
well aware how futile, how harmful it could be for parents to cosset their children and put them in privileged positions. But he secretly wished Dongdong well,
for after all he was his only son, even though he would not accept the surname
Zhang. He worried about Dongdong's cynicism, although knowing this was natural
in young people who had grown up in troubled times and been deceived so often.
Of course they were sceptical, bitter. Still, Dongdong had gone too far. He
wished his son could understand China's history and real situation, could understand the peasants, the great majority of the population. He didn't want him to
go astray, to do anything to harm himself, other people or the country.
The sky cleared. The bright evening sun was rather dazzling. He let down the
brown sunshield and looked out at the gathering dusk. But sunlight dappled his
jacket and knees, as from time to time trees cast shadows. He basked in this
mottled light with a growing sense of contentment. As the motor roared, the
tyres swished, and the red and black signs on the dashboard flickered, he was
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leaving Old Zhang further and further behind, drawing nearer and nearer to the
vice-minister.
Busy as he had been, he had asked the minister for a couple of weeks' leave
to settle a personal problem-to find himself a wife. That made it sound right
and proper. Had he asked to visit two people whom he loved, he would have
been accused of "loose living", of turning "revisionist". To describe love as a
"problem" and getting married as settling this problem was a distortion of the
Chinese language, an insult to human feeling. Yet he used this accepted jargon
to ask for leave.
He had left his busy post with a sense of uneasiness. Leaving the comfortable
office and flat to which he was accustomed was rather disturbing. But old people,
too, have their fancies; and his were choking him. So he slipped away. He
travelled on a hard seat by train, then took a long-distance bus, putting up at
night in a big doss-house occupied by forty·two people, which reeked of tobacco
smoke and sweat. Six forty-watt fluorescent lights stayed on all night.
Now he was travelling in a jeep allocated to cadres of his rank. Sitting back
In its comfortable seat, he saw in the mirror that he looked clean and alert.
Alighting, he put up in a hotel reserved for high-ranking cadres. It had just had
air-conditioning installed, and the shower of the gleaming white bath· tub was
electrically heated. But all this seemed irrelevant. It was not his choice. He had
felt more at home in that far-away mountain village, where he had gone to find
Qiuwen, Dongdong and Old Zhang-the happy yet unhappy man whom the
villagers trusted.
Now he had left again. After a night in the exclusive hotel and a four hours'
flight, he was met at the airport by his secretary and Russian limousine. He
realized he was avice-minister. The bustling streets, with white traffic lines and
red lights, were so jammed with people and traffic that they had to wait at every
intersection. Two more turns and the car slowed down, then stopped. He shook
hands, expressed his thanks, and asked the driver in to rest, but this invitation was
declined. His secretary had snatched his few pieces of luggage. In the brightly lit
lift the girl attendant with permed hair greeted him. He was back in a place
where all who knew his rank would smile at him. He inserted his key in the lock
and opened the door himself, not having given the key to his secretary. He didn't
want to be waited on all the time. He put on the lights. The walls and floor were
spotless as usual, as if polished every day. He was back. He sat down on a sofa.

Haiyun
It seemed to have happened only yesterday. Haiyun's voice was still ringing
faintly in his ears, still floating in the air. Although muted, it still could be
heard. And her slender figure, shedding radiance around her, where had it fled?
Was she really dead? Or still to be seen in some remote part of the universe?
The light emitted this instant from some star of a different system would not be
visible on earth for centuries. So might not her radiance live on after she had
gone?
But no, those happenings belonged to the past, to a bygone generation. He
must be in his dotage, dwelling on the events of so many decades ago. Perhaps
a hundred or five hundred years from now, Haiyun and others like her would
still be remembered. Perhaps his memories, sweet, bitter and ardent, would live
on in the mind of some youngster in a happy, just society (by no means a paradise) hundreds of years from now.
Was it in an earlier life that he had met Haiyun? In 1949, singing revolutionary songs they had liberated China. The war years had been hard with their
marches, withdrawals, temporary setbacks, casualties, bloodshed and hunger.
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Sometimes, in disguise they had infiltrated a KMT-occupied city, where the
enemy was on the alert for "Reds". Counting their own lives as nothing, the
people's army, led by the Communist Party, had advanced to victory. And each
time their armed forces entered a city, they danced the folk dances of Yan'an
and beat waist-drums. Dancing with red silk they had liberated the whole mainland. They thought they were ushering in a golden age of justice, morality and
prosperity.
He was twenty-nine that year, with a black moustache, dressed in a grey cadre's
outfit. His armband bore the inscription "Municipal Military Commission of
the Chinese People's Liberation Army". He felt and behaved like a triumphant
Prometheus bringing happiness and freedom to mankind. He could work as
many as twenty hours a day without even feeling tired. Set on transforming the
world, he felt stronger than other young people, more experienced than the old
ones, because as a "veteran" revolutionary he was a man in a thousand. He was
vice-chairman of the military commission of this city. Every day he received the
heads of underground Party organizations, leaders of the garrison troops, trade
unions and student associations, as well as technicians, capitalists and KMT
officers who had come over. He expounded ideas which were utterly new to most
of them, couched in new terminology. Personifying the Party, the revolution and
victory, he had enormous prestige. His every word was carefully listened to,
noted down and studied. His instructions went into immediate effect. "We must
change the old currency and stabilize prices." The currency was changed, prices
were stabilized. "We must have social order." Hooligans and thieves disappeared;
there were no more burglaries, lost goods were returned. "We must end opiumsmoking and prostitution." No sooner said than done. His word was law.
One day he was addressing the municipal committee when in came a slender
girl in a snowy white blouse. Looking back on it now, she was little more than
a child.
How old was she then? Sixteen. Thirteen years younger than he was. Frail
with glowing, trustful, spirited eyes. When she spoke to him she fixed her big
eyes on him because, to her, he was the Party. A student in a missionary school,
she was chairman of the students' self-governing body. Because her classmates
had taken part in the celebrations to welcome the PLA, they had clashed with
the school authorities and foreign nuns. Haiyun got quite carried away as she
described what had happened. When later the students triumphed, she came back.
"All the students hope you'll go and give them a talk", she said. "About the
significance of our victory."
"All the students? What about you?" he asked casually.
But this girl's intrusion brightened up his office, as a white dove makes the
clear sky seem even bluer. She had made an impression on him.
"Me? That goes without saying. I'd like to listen to you every day."
Did she say that because she loved him? Of course it was the Party that she
loved. He and she went to her school in a clattering tram. For in those days
there were fewer cars and he didn't insist on going out in one-it wasn't yet a
status symbol. As there were no empty seats they were strap-hangers. And
Haiyun talked all the way.
"Two KMT spies in our form are in a panic. They spread rumours that
Chiang Kai-shek's bombers had razed Shanghai to the ground. We held a struggle
meeting against them, and because of this four girls applied to join the Youth
League .... We had a discussion on the communist philosophy of life ...."
When he entered the auditorium the girls clapped enthusiastically. Their eyes
sparkled with respect and tears of joy. The microphone had broken down. It
took half an hour to have it fixed. Haiyun went up to the platform to conduct
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the girls in singing revolutionary songs. She did this with great competence
and gusto.
The People's Government loves the people,
The goodness of the Party
Is beyond words ....
The hall rang with the singing of these enthusiastic girls. Haiyun, conducting,
seemed the incarnation of spring. When the microphone was repaired he gave
his talk.
"Youth Leaguers!" Applause. "Students, greetings! I give you a revolutionary
salute!" Applause. "You are the masters of the new society, the new life. Your
predecessors shed their blood to open up a bright, broad road for you. You
must advance from victory to victory." Heads bent, murmuring agreement, the
girls were taking down every word, but they still punctuated his speech with
clapping. "A new chapter has started in the history of China and mankind. We
are no longer slaves, the victims of fate. We no longer need sigh or weep. With
our own hands we are going to build up our future, seize back all that was lost,
create all that we never had. After wiping out oppression and all that is selfish
and backward, we shall have lost only our chains, but won the world ...." Redoubled applause. He saw tears of exaltation in Haiyun's eyes and on the eyelashes of the other girls. Through these tears they saw red flags, a lighthouse,
bugles, hydro-electric stations .. ,. How could he have spoken so fervidly? Much
of it was empty, childish talk. But he believed in it, and so did his audience.
The past had been burned to ashes in the flames of revolution. Now their prospects were brilliant. Their new life was in their own hands ....
Later he and Haiyun corresponded, telephoned, met, strolled in the parks,
went to films or ate ice-cream together. Most of their time, however, was spent
on political instruction. He seemed omniscient, able to answer all her questions
about the world, China, life, the Party's history, the Soviet Union or the work
of the Youth League. Haiyun would watch him devotedly, earnestly. When,
unable to control himself, he took her in his arms and kissed her, she did not
resist him and gave no sign of shyness. She worshipped him and would do whatever he wanted. And wasn't she equally dear to him? Hadn't it been a case of
love at first sight? All his colleagues' warnings to him fell on deaf ears. Haiyun's
parents' opposition was equally useless. They got married when he was thirty,
she eighteen. Haiyun left school without waiting to graduate, and became a typist
in a Party committee office.
In 1950 their first child was born. Just at the time when the Chinese People's
Volunteers went to Korea, and a counter-revolutionary plot was discovered in
this city. For over a month he was so busy organizing supplies for the Volunteers, doing propaganda work and dealing with counter-revolutionaries that he
could not go home, only three kilometres away from his office. One day, during
an important meeting, Haiyun phoned: The baby had a high fever, she was
afraid....
"I'm busy," he said and rang off, rather ashamed as he imagined her sobbing.
He decided to go home after the meeting. But most cadres were then too busy
to go home at night, not even at the weekends or New Year. It was for the
revolution! Each extra moment they worked would speed up the victory of the
world revolution, bring sunshine so much the sooner to end the sufferings of the
Korean people. It was 1 :40 a.m. when the meeting ended. But when he got
home ....
Their child, their first son, was dead.
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Haiyun seemed in a trance. She stared blankly at her husband and simply
looked dazed when he questioned her and tried to comfort her. Blaming himself,
he broke down and fell on his knees in front of the dead child and the young
mother. Still she remained stupefied.
"You mustn't just think of yourself, Haiyun'" he cried. "We aren't ordinary
people. We're Party members, Bolsheviks. This very second, American planes are
bombing Pyongyang, thousands of Korean children are being killed by napalm .
. . ." Carried away, he lectured her regardless of her feelings as a mother. Then,
summoned by his bodyguard, he hurried away.
That was the start of their estrangement. Haiyun was a petty-bourgeois intellectual who had not been remoulded and lacked experience. Such people often
tend to vacillate. In addition, she paid too much attention to trifles. And to her
he may have appeared increasingly callous, selfish and arrogant. Because he
blamed himself for disrupting her education and destroying her happiness, he
succeeded in getting her into a good university in Shanghai to study foreign
literature-the subject she liked best. At the station, when the whistle went and
the train was about to pull out, Haiyun dressed like a student leaned out of the
window to wave. Her face was radiant. It seemed she had never been in love or
married, never had a child and lost him; she was still the chairman of the
students' union in that missionary school, now going to college in Shanghai to
conduct the singing of revolutionary songs. And he was still a young "veteran"
revolutionary. a leading cadre who forgot himself in his work. Their relationship was still so simple and pure.
Absence makes the heart grow fonder. They corresponded. He missed Haiyun
very much. But those were stirring times. He led the movement to oppose corrup·
tion, and they exposed fourteen scoundrels who had embezzled huge sums of
public money (although later investigations proved that only two of them were
really guilty). He revelled in this success. Then came the movement to root out
counter-revolutionaries. They studied the documents about Hu Feng's "counterrevolutionary clique" and another witch-hunt began. Guns and transmitters were
discovered, counter-revolutionaries were ferreted out, and many suspects were
investigated. One movement followed another, to weed out the scum of the old
society.
In '56 he was appointed secretary of the municipal Party committee. Every
move he made, every word he said influenced the city's three hundred thousand
people. They watched his every action. He was the brain, the policy-maker there,
who supervised all the work from wiping out flies to setting up factories, and
saw that it was well done. Considering himself a part of a vast machine imbued
him with vision, energy and a sense of responsibility. This gave his life its
meaning.
But his relations with Haiyun failed to improve. When she came back from
Shanghai for the winter vacation, their love for each other revived. They talked
about Flaubert and Maupassant. However, he knew no more about French
literature than she did about the work of the Party committee, and the questions
he asked set her laughing. Haiyun realized that, to please her, he didn't mind
exposing his ignorance; so in return she took an interest in the municipal elec·
tions and the budget. Once they cooked a fish together, and he discovered that
she surpassed the best chefs in the restaurants; but she wouldn't tell him what
ingredients she used. When New Year and the Lantern Festival had passed and
she had to leave, an important meeting stopped him from seeing her off. Then
Haiyun wrote to say she was pregnant again. He urged her to have an abortion.
This so enraged her that he received no more letters for four months. When the
summer vacation came, she returned, big with child.
"We've already lost one son," she said, eyeing him resentfully.
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Conscience-stricken, after the child was born he not only engaged a welltrained nurse but got the best doctor in the new children's hospital to call in
regularly. Haiyun had asked for six months' leave, but she extended this to a
year, unwilling to leave her second, now only son. Zhang felt she might as well
give up her studies, because whether she graduated or not she could be sure of
respect and a good job. But Haiyun insisted on finishing her course in Shanghai.
The evening before she left she wept over little Dongdong, then nearly one ....
There are storms in nature, clashes among men. Life is so full of contradictions! The moon wanes then waxes again. How can you be certain that tonight's
full moon is the same as that pale crescent of two weeks ago? Rivers flow, wave
after wave, but where is the difference, the connection between them?
Haiyun, Haiyun, did we understand each other? Why couldn't you forgive me?
Rumours started spreading, some well-meant, some malicious. Couldn't a man
in charge of a large city keep his own wife under control? He groaned inwardly ....Why was it then that when Haiyun returned, wearing her old student
clothes in preference to the smarter ones he had bought her, he felt completely
at a loss, quite unable to reproach her.
"For the sake of our child ...." he pleaded.
Haiyun said nothing, but wept. She left college, and promised to break with
her lover there. Although she had not graduated, she became an instructor in
the local normal college, and soon was appointed assistant secretary of her Party
branch. That set Zhang's mind at rest.
Then-a bolt from the blue-in '57 Haiyun was labelled a Rightist.
"How could you degenerate like this-praising anti-Party novels? Who are
you? And who am I? Had you forgotten?" Hands behind his back, he paced up
and down, adamant, ruthless. "You must admit your fault and turn over a new
leaf."
Each word he said made Haiyun flinch. Then she raised her head and he was
appalled by the icy look in her eyes ....
A month later Haiyun asked for a divorce. He still wanted to save their
marriage, but it was clear that they would have to split up. The last time he
saw her, after their divorce, he was furious to see that her face was radiant.
"She reaIly has degenerated," he told himself.
Every spring the fresh leaves on the trees are full of life, as they drink in
the rain and sunshine or greet the warbling birds. They enliven the courtyards,
roads and countryside and seem to be blessing young lovers. They are waiting
for the luxuriance of summer, willing to wither in autumn and finally to be
blown down without regret. Because they have lived, grown, loved. Though only
little leaves, they have done all they can for their parent tree, for birds and for
lovers. But what if a leaf is destroyed in spring or at the start of summer?
Wouldn't that fill it with regret? Although a tree has thousands of leaves, and
next year will put out thousands more, and although the tree will not die in the
foreseeable future, that particular leaf will never come back to life, never drink
in the sunshine or spring rain again.
But cars were speeding ahead at sixty kilometres an hour, trains at a hundred,
aircraft at nine hundred, while satellites hurtled through space at twenty-eight
thousand.

Meilan
Meilan was a strange mixture of contradictions: slippery as a fish, downy as a
white swan, tenacious as pliers.
As soon as Haiyun left, Meilan arrived. Maybe this was contrived by
colleagues concerned for him. They had never approved of their municipal secreWESTERLY, No.3, SEPTEMBER, 1981

47

tary having a wife like a schoolgirl. Meilan, lustrous and fragrant, with a face
like a full moon, was determined to fill the gap left by Haiyun and fully confident that she could do so. When lost in thought, her face was inscrutable and
two rather sinister furrows appeared on her forehead. But these disappeared as
soon as she saw Zhang Siyuan, and she smiled bewitchingly. Her coming transformed his life. His whole standard of living suddenly improved. "It's for your
work," she would reason. The old sofa was replaced by a new one covered with
gold brocade, where he could relax in comfort. He had the impression that she
was always asking the administration office for this or that.
"Don't make so many requests," he protested. "We don't want to live in such
style. That old sofa was quite good enough. Why have it changed?"
"Just look at you!" Meilan laughed. "You're old before your time from overwork and hardly ever come home to rest, so you deserve a few comforts."
He said nothing. His whole mind was on smelting steel. For that was the time
when many families smashed their cooking pans for scrap-iron. * The anti-Rightist
campaign, the movements to combat rightist trends and conservatism had kept
him under a strain. It was a long time since he had relaxed. A soft new glossy
sofa, just like an attentive, smart new wife, was not such a luxury. Only sometimes he was disturbed by the suspicion that his life was being run by MeiIanshe was leading him by the nose. And occasionally he had a mental picture of
Haiyun, short, slim and unsophisticated. But when he opened his eyes she had
gone, like a sapling glimpsed from the window of a train, then rapidly left
behind. He had no time to miss her.

His Downfall
What is the relation between men and their surroundings?
Secretary Zhang, ensconced in his brocade sofa, smoking the best filter-tipped
cigarettes and spinning out his words as he addressed those gathered round to
take notes, was obsequiously treated by all. No matter where he was or what he
was doing, he was singled out for respect. What difference was there between
him and that Eighth Route Army cultural instructor in puttees, or that political
commissar Zhang Siyuan who had crawled through the undergrowth for two
days and nights to escape the enemy? Weren't they the same man? Hadn't
the aim of that hard struggle been to win political power and reform China?
Whether sleeping in the undergrowth, on a peasant's heated kang or on a springbed, hadn't he given all his strength and time to the great cause of the Party?
He had never forgotten those hard years or his revolutionary ideals. Pettybourgeois anarchy, or that type of "revolutionary" who equated death with
victory had no place in China. Had he changed? If not, why was he so afraid
of losing his sofa, spring-bed and limousine? Could he still sleep as soundly now
on a kang?
In self-justification he told himself it wasn't just for comfort that he was
afraid of losing his leading position. He was afraid of losing his fighting post, his
important position in the great Communist Party. These years he had led many
movements, had seen the wretchedness of those ousted from power. It was a
fearful thing to be dragged out and condemned, and the condemnation was
irrevocable. As municipal secretary he considered hims.elf in charge of the whole
city, yet when Haiyun was labelled a Rightist he was completely helpless. And
he himself had condemned many other people. Overnight a smug leading cadre

* In

1958 during the Big Leap Forward movement, there was a call to speed up the production
of steel.
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became spurned by everyone, treated like dirt. He had to abase himself and hang
his head. It was as magical as a beautiful princess transformed into a toad, or a
mighty king into a leprous beggar.
He had never dreamed that this could happen to him. During every movement
he proclaimed, "In struggle the proletariat knows the joy of victory. We revel in
it. Only those classes doomed to die out dread the class struggle." Why then had
he been dismayed in '66 by the drums and gongs of the Red Guards?
Later on he often looked back on how it had happened. At the start of the
Cultural Revolution, he had felt both elated and tense. He saw this as a ruthless
but great and inspiring movement. However, its violence took him by surprise.
Well, he was not afraid of storms, he would meet the wind and waves head on.
He believed this struggle was to combat revisionism, to revolutionize China. He
knew that many more leading cadres would be toppled, but for the Party's sake
he must not be soft-hearted. He sanctioned the criticism of the newspaper editor,
which was a violent political attack. Then the local chairman of the Federation
of Literary and Art Circles was denounced. The papers kept issuing warnings to
beware of capitalist-roaders who victimized subordinates to save their own skin.
So, to find a more highly placed scapegoat, he hardened his heart and denounced
the head of the municipal propaganda department. And then the vice-secretary in
charge of education. As more and more cadres were overthrown, he himself
became more exposed and vulnerable. And finally his turn came.
Even so it took him by surprise. It seemed unthinkable that he should be
cursed and spat at, called a capitalist-roader and renegade. This was surely not
the same Zhang Siyuan who had sat in the municipal office with guards at its
gate. There were two rooms to his office. The outer, larger one, had a slightly
worn carpet and various charts on the wall. In it were a desk with a telephone
and a sofa. That was where his secretary sat, working conscientiously. The inner
room, his sanctum, had handsome lamps, a brand-new carpet, a big black hardwood desk, a leather revolving chair and a comfortable bed for his siesta. Here
he read documents, wrote comments, made telephone calls, thought over problems, then instructed his secretary to carry out his decisions. By rights, a municipal Party secretary should not have had a private secretary, but he had been
assigned one. He concentrated on the work of the municipality and had no time
to attend to his private affairs. For seventeen years he had taken no holiday.
Even when he watched local operas which he had loved since his childhood, he
would often be interrupted by urgent messages or telephone calls. He lived solely
for his work, and did not believe the city could do without him.
But now a different Zhang Siyuan had emerged, who bowed his head and
confessed to his crimes, unable to defend himself when beaten, abused, slandered,
tortured. Nobody sympathized with him. He was not allowed to rest or go home,
to have a haircut or bath, to wear anything but cotton or to smoke good
cigarettes. He was a criminal, a homeless cur ostracized by the Party and the
people.
Is this me? Is Zhang Siyuan a counter-revolutionary? Only two weeks ago I
was running this city. Is this broken Zhang Siyuan me? Am I really wearing this
padded cotton jacket smeared with paste? (Red Guards had stuck a big-character
poster on his back, then emptied a bucket of paste down his neck.) Is this old
dodderer, watched even when he goes to the lavatory, the tall, vigorous, confident
Secretary Zhang? This hoarse throat, is it the Party secretary's which issued such
ringing, resolute instructions?
Time and again he puzzled over this question. He reached the conclusion:
This must be a nightmare. A mistake. A cruel joke. It was inconceivable that he
should be treated as an enemy of the Party and the people. This "counterrevolutionary" Zhang Siyuan,· a mangy cur who wished he were dead, was a
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ridiculous travesty of himself. A big-character poster said: The Red Guards have
exposed Zhang Siyuan's true features. No! This was a travesty. He must stick it
out, stand this test.
But when Dongdong boxed his ears that undermined his morale.
Dongdong

A father's feeling for his child is not the same as a mother's, who from the start
is much closer to her baby. Zhang Siyuan felt no such close ties to this tiny,
howling creature. But because their first son had died, when Dongdong was born
in the winter of '52 he adopted a most protective attitude towards him. It stemmed
from a sense of responsibility and was not really love. Haiyun was the one he
loved and, knowing how she doted on this baby son, during her confinement he
made a show of being devoted to Dongdong.
Ten months later Haiyun had to go back to college. By then Dongdong could
stand up and take a few steps, leaning against the wall. He could call "Uncle".
To Zhang's annoyance, his son always called him "Uncle". He had eight teeth
and could eat biscuits. In fact once, his eyes watering, he finished off a whole
onion. All this made him seem more of an individual, a new person in Zhang
Siyuan's life who would be a companion for him. This thought warmed his
father's heart. Sometimes, snatching a moment from work, he would telephone
home to ask how Dongdong was.
After this came word that Haiyun was having an affair with one of her classmates. Through his mind flashed the base suspicion: Is Dongdong really mine?
To hell with it! I've no time to waste worrying about this. I'm responsible for
the fate of three hundred thousand people. He was too busy to spare any time
for Dongdong.
However, he forgave Haiyun, because he was broad-minded and he loved her.
He couldn't bear to see tears on her childlike face. But what if his love was the
cause of her unhappiness, of her tears like spring rain?
In the spring of '54, going home through the rain, he saw Dongdong's face
pressed against the window-pane, his. little nose flattened and white. Spring rain!
Dongdong was staring unblinkingly at this miraculous phenomenon. It was the
first time in his life he had watched the rain. His father, so occupied with meetings and documents, felt touched and stirred. Spring, green leaves and rainthey existed for the young. Only children could grasp their beauty and enchantment. He did not disturb his son. His own dear son! He went off eager to
shoulder heavy burdens for tens of thousands of children, to devote all his
strength to the greatest cause of mankind. Dongdong should have a much better
life than his father's generation. How he wished him happiness!
After that, he spent all his spare time with his. son, convinced that Dongdong
would grow up like himself. When he lifted him on to a chair in the milk bar,
they sat there like equals to enjoy a cold drink and when his son purred with
pleasure over an ice-cream, he shared in his delight. When Dongdong had
finished he lifted him up and held him high over his head. See, my son is taller
than I am! His love for Dongdong was a masculine love, based less on consanguinity than on friendship.
But this friendship of theirs was wrecked by the boy's mother. In '57 Haiyun
in one of her classes praised some stories attacking the Party on the pretext of
opposing bureaucracy. Zhang didn't read these stories till twenty years later.
Why didn't I read them earlier, he wondered? Well, even if I'd had the time it
would have been no use, because in those days our convictions triumphed over
truth and reason. So Haiyun became an anti-Party Rightist opposed to socialism,
an agent of the imperialists, a wolf in sheep's clothing, a poisonous snake dis50
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guised as a beautiful woman, far more dangerous and treacherous than Chiang
Kai-shek. As a result, naturally, she asked for a divorce. He did his best to
dissuade her, but to no purpose. After their divorce he kept telling himself that
he was not to blame, but that made him feel rather a hypocrite, like someone
singing in the dark to keep up his courage.
What about Dongdong? They didn't discuss him much. "I shall still be his
father, you will still be his mother"-that went without saying. To begin with,
Dongdong lived with him; later on, with his mother. When his father had time,
he sent a car to fetch him. But Dongdong was very precocious. He no longer
considered ice-creams or sundaes a treat.
Later on Meilan took up all Zhang Siyuan's free time, though they had no
child of their own. And he enjoyed the comfortable, orderly life that she
arranged for him. Meilan valued orderliness more than happiness. In the morning
he drank tea, in the evening spirits. In the morning he washed his face in tepid
water, in the evening he had a hot bath. When they went by car to see a film,
she would send the driver to buy fresh bamboo shoots. She ran everything like
clockwork. But all she brought him was comfort, a monotonous sense of wellbeing which made him feel satiated, it was so insipid. Several times he sent for
Dongdong, but the boy had gone to school. So one day in '64 he drove to the
primary school in the suburbs to see him. He didn't want to see Haiyun. Especially since she had married that college classmate of hers. He felt that her
remarriage was a tribute to his integrity. It cleared his conscience.
Dongdong in '64 was thin and pale, obviously undernourished. In '60, at the
start of the hard years, his father had often sent him expensive cream cakes and
chocolates, but these hadn't made him strong. In fact, Zhang Siyuan suspected
that these gifts had estranged his son. When he saw him now in '64, Dongdong
emphasized how good his dad was to him. He now called his stepfather dad and
Zhang Siyuan father, and addressed him ceremoniously though only twelve. His
respectful, wary attitude reminded Zhang of his subordinates. And when Meilan
learned that he had been to see Dongdong, she put wordless pressure on him:
those two furrows in her forehead reappeared, and her forced, unnatural laughter
sent a shiver down his spine. So he stopped visiting Dongdong. For the Spring
Festival of '65, he sent some cakes to the boy's school. They were returned
untouched with the following note:
Thank you, father. Please don't take offence, but don't send me any more
cakes.
That did offend him! All his subordinates treated him with respect. He could
lose his temper with them with impunity. Besides, a show of temper was an
indispensable part of his power. Yet here was Dongdong treating him like this.
Ridiculous!
When he grows up he'll understand, Zhang thought. He'll seek me out. He'll
realize what an asset it is to have an old revolutionary, a municipal secretary as
his father.
Two years later he was standing with bowed head on the platform being
denounced. "Down with the renegade and spy Zhang Siyuan! Zhang Siyuan must
come clean! Smash Zhang Siyuan's head! Diehard ... dog-shit. ..." The bedlam
was deafening. His hair painfully tugged, he was forced to bend almost double.
But all this would pass, he had been through it before.
Then a youngster bounded up. Zhang glanced at him. Heavens! Dongdong.
He boxed Zhang on the left ear with all his might, as if he wanted to kill him.
Excruciating pain, like an electric shock, nearly made him throw up. Then Dongdong slapped his right ear. By the time the third blow landed Zhang had passed
out.
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When he came to he heard a youngster screaming at him-yes, it was Dongdong.
Class revenge! This could only be explained in terms of class struggle. Haiyun
was already condemned as a class enemy. But although the masses were investigating him, he was still the municipal Party secretary, appointed with the
approval of the Central Committee. The revolutionary masses, out for his blood,
had accused him of many crimes; but no verdict had yet been passed. So his case
was totalIy different from Haiyun's. They belonged to different classes.
Maybe Dongdong, taking his mother's reactionary stand, had been told by her
to kilI his father. Surely "only Left-wingers can rebel, not Rightists". But in this
unprecedented Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution, bad elements were bound
to mix with the good, and alI sorts of opportunists would come to the fore.
Evidently Dongdong was one. Some time he must alert the revolutionaries guarding him to this problem, this new trend in the class struggle. They must crack
down on people who really loathed the Party and socialism.
But he himself cracked up first. A few days later he heard that Haiyun had
hanged herself. Shortly after, he learned that MeiJan had written a poster completely dissociating herself from him. But this second piece of news affected him
not at alI.

A Judgement
I ask to be tried.
You are innocent.
No. That tram's clattering is a dirge for Haiyun. The day that she came to
my office to see me, her fate was sealed.
She sought you out. She loved you. You gave her happiness.
I ruined her. I neglected our first son, I can't even remember his features.
I wounded Dongdong, I understand that now. The chocolate and cakes I sent
him must have shown him the gulf between me and his dearly loved mother.
When she shed tears I should have wiped them away. Instead I read her a
lecture. If not for me, she could have studied happily at coIlege and after
graduation found a husband more suited to her. Because of me that was impossible. I made her so wretched that, in '57, she criticized the Party.
But you loved her, didn't you?
Everyone has to die. If only, before leaving this world, I could tell her:
Haiyun, I love you! But if I really loved her, I shouldn't have married her. We
don't believe in spirits. Supposing, though, we were to be reincarnated, I'd gladly
faIl at her feet to beg her to sentence me, to punish me.
You're human, your status doesn't deprive you of the right to love, to respond
to a girl's love.
But I, being more mature, should have shown more sense of responsibliity.
I shouldn't have thrust myself on such an innocent young girl.
In 1949, weren't you innocent and young? That was the childhood of our
people's repUblic, the childhood of us all.
But why didn't I try to protect her? I should have stayed with her, whatever
the cost.
Later on she stopped loving you, she was too fickle. She had a lover at college.
She was the one to blame.
What makes me wretched is this-there's no one to punish me.
There is.
Who?
Dongdong.
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The Mountain Village
The ancient philosopher Zhuangzi dreamed that he turned into a butterfly flitting
this way and that. He awoke to a problem of identity. Was he Zhuangzi, awake,
or a butterfly having a dream?
This whimsical story rather saddened Zhang. For now, in his dream, he had
changed not into a butterfly but a criminal, an outcast, denied a trial, unable to
live but without the right to die. This prison was one he had had built when in
power to imprison class enemies ....
But he awoke at last from this stifling dream. In '70 he was released, for no
apparent reason, just as three years ago he had suddenly been imprisoned. And
now he had no family, for during his confinement Meilan had divorced him,
taking away all their family possessions. To him this was welcome news.
He was a butterfly again. "Your case isn't being considered yet," he was told.
An Eighth Route Army cadre from a mountain gully had turned into a high
official, then a target for the revolutionary masses, then a prisoner in solitary
confinement, and now a butterfly, all on his own. They were hard to take, all
these changes!
Unlike some overthrown cadres, he did not just hope to have his case declared
"a contradiction within the ranks of the people". For an old Party member, a
municipal secretary, that would have been ludicrous. He needed to live on, reflect,
and find his son.
So in the spring of '71 he went to the distant village where Dongdong was
working. The foot of the mountain was a riot of apricot blossom. Brooks spilled
down winding valleys, throwing up silver spray. The whole place teemed with
life. Under the thin ice on the northern slope, fish were swimming in flowing
water. The southern slope was a vivid green-the grass had survived the winter.
Mischievous squirrels jumped from tree to tree. On the rocks below were scattered the apricot stones they had cracked. Grass snakes slithered through the
dead leaves. Hares ran like the wind ....
The mountain paths were twisting, and yet less tortuous than men's way
through life. But no matter how many troubles beset the country, spring had
returned again. He really longed to become a butterfly, to flit over the snowy
heights to the valleys where brooks gurgled, through dense forests to terraced
fields. Some youngsters were ploughing the fields. The one in front, his black
padded jacket slung over his shoulders, suddenly burst into song:
Tell me, sister, who did you wrong?
Don't take it so hard,
Don't drown yourself ....
Haiyun hadn't drowned herself but put her head in a noose. Zhang Siyuan
had feIt the constriction round her throat the second after she kicked the stool
away and the rope tightened, strangling her. The thought of it robbed him of
speech. His vocal chords had been injured. It was on this pretext that he had
asked not to go to the cadres' school but instead to the village where his son
was working.
He had come here as a "common citizen" with no official title, no authority,
and no reputation either good or bad. Just as he had come into the world some
fifty years ago. As soon as he arrived, his son had himself transferred to another
village. Well, mutual understanding would come with time. He settled down
quietly, in no hurry to get to know his son. He must first know himself.
Up in the mountains he discovered his legs. which he had ignored for years.
Helping the peasants winnow or fetch water, he discovered his arms, his shoulders. Straightening up from hoeing to watch a jeep raising a cloud of dust on the
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road, he discovered his eyes. In the past, he had sat in comfort in a jeep looking
out through the windscreen at the peasants working.
He discovered that he still held attraction for women. Why otherwise were
those peasant women so eager to chat and joke with him? The horse-play and
crude speech of the married people here shocked him, but he could condone it.
Why shouldn't they have a bit of fun during a work break? They had so little
pleasure in their lives. You couldn't expect them to use their breaks reciting
Chairman Mao's works. They wanted the earth to yield better crops, not to soar
above the clouds. He, Zhang Siyuan, was the one who had soared, airborne,
through the clouds.
Here, too, he discovered his own intelligence, his ideal, his self-respect. For
seventeen years he had been respected by all. But overnight that respect had
become contempt, savagery, abuse. Even MeHan and his son had left him. Evidently it had not been Zhang Siyuan whom they respected, but the municipal
secretary. With his position he lost everything else. Now things had changed: the
peasants sympathized with him and trusted him. They took him their problems
because he was a decent fellow with good sense, concerned for others.
But this made no impact on Dongdong. The first time Zhang went to see him
his son was laboriously mending a shoe with an awl and thick needle, a very
amateur cobbler.
"Why don't you say anything?" his father asked.
"What is there to say? Why did you have to come here? I've changed my
surname, don't call myself Zhang any more."
"That's up to you. Still, there are only the two of us left. We have no other
folks."
"If you get reinstated, I suppose you'll start by killing a whole lot of people.
Vice-commander Lin Biao has taught us: political power is the power of suppression. Wouldn't I be your first victim?"
"Don't talk such nonsense."
"Why not admit that you hate me? You recognized me, didn't you, that day
I beat you? What did you think? Class struggle, class revenge .. , eh?"
Zhang Siyuan shuddered.
"That's better. Let's be honest. I prefer honest hate to sham love." In his
agitation Dongdong jabbed the thumb of his left hand with his needle. He
started sucking it, the image of his mother when she had pricked a finger while
sewing on a button.
"Will you tell me something about your mother's last days?"
"I don't know anything."
"Impossible."
"After I beat you that day, I was hauled off by the police. Only Left-wingers,
not Rightists, can revolt. That was your slogan, remember?"
Shuddering, Zhang croaked as he felt the rope choking him.
"What's wrong with you?"
Dongdong helped him on to his bed, then poured him a cup of water.
"Why ... do you '" avoid me?" Zhang wheezed.
For a while Dongdong made no answer. Then he asked, "Can you forgive
me?"
"Maybe I'm the one who should be asking forgiveness."
"Do you know why I beat you?"
"For your mother .... "
"No!" Dongdong broke in. "I beat you, really and truly, as a revolutionary
rebel. The head of our contingent put me up to it. In fact, after you were denounced, mother often told me it was a lot of slander .... It may have been
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partly because I didn't listen to her that she killed herself. Of course, the main
reason was those fearful beatings. She couldn't take it. I. ... "
Tears coursed down his cheeks. Zhang's heart ached. They were reconciled.
However, after Zhang had established a closer relationship with his son, he
came across his diary. It was cynical, decadent. Dongdong had written, "I've
had enough of these swindlers' lies, hypocrisy and high-falutin' talk .... People
are utterly selfish.... Life's hell on earth." As he read on, Zhang's hands
trembled. Was it for this that our generation battled, shed blood and slaved
away day and night? For you, who have had it so easy, to moan in this despicable way? He and Dongdong had a heated argument.
"Stand?" demanded Dongdong. "What do you think my stand is? Of course,
you people take the stand of the Party. You made sacrifices, huh? But what
you've got from the Party is more than you gave to it! Even when you were in
prison, your monthly salary was more than a peasant earns in a whole year.
Besides, you could be sure that sooner or later you'd be re-enthroned as municipal Party secretary!"
"Shut up!" snapped Zhang Siyuan. "You can swear at me, but don't you
slander our Party! Don't slander our whole generation of revolutionaries. Li
Dazhao, Fang Zhimin '" they gave their lives for the people.... "
"So that we should drag on like this?"
"That's dangerous talk-it's too reactionary!"
"Want to put me in prison? You didn't build that prison for yourselves, did
you?"
Zhang Siyuan could not speak for fury. Had he heard such talk five years
ago, no matter from whom, he would have arrested the speaker. Cursing under
his breath he flung off.
On his way back to his lodgings a storm broke. Lightning flashed through the
tree-tops, thunder cracked overhead. Rain poured down. The mountain track
seemed a brook, his shoes were sopping. The storm suited his mood. He longed
to be struck by lightning!
He slipped and fell.

Rehabilitation
I wonder why
Every day I sigh,
And pray to heaven above
To free me from the loneliness of love ....
This Hong Kong pop song had caught on all over the country. When first he
heard that youngsters were recording Hong Kong music, he simply smiled disdainfully. He had never had any respect for Hong Kong culture. When travelling
incognito back to the place where for six years he had worked as Old Zhang, he
put up for the night in a hostel for ordinary cadres before changing to another
bus the next day. A buyer for a trade corporation in the same room played this
song on his tape-recorder, over and over.
Zhang Siyuan was no musician. He had learned to read musical scores and
beat time while in the army. All the Eighth Route Army soldiers loved to sing.
This was the first thing that struck new arrivals to the liberated areas. One song
started:
Clear the sky over the liberated area
And happy the people there;
The SUD there never sets,
No end to the singing ....
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By comparing such songs with the decadent ones of KMT-occupied areas, you
could tell to whom the future of China belonged_
But what was happening now? After thirty years of education, of singing
Socialism Is Good and other revolutionary songs, the whole country was being
swept by "the loneliness of love"!
Tempted to smash the tape-recorder, he paced the fioor, clenching his fists.
How utterly bogus! Utterly frivolous! What did they know about love, those
young people dancing in discotheques, smoking cigarettes and sipping champagne
while flirting? Any talk of the West, of Hong Kong or even of Taiwan set their
mouths watering. Instead of studying, sweating, working at night they spent their
time dreaming about refrigerators, streamlined furniture and spring-beds. Such
cheap posturing-it made him want to vomit.
A mawkish, vulgar song, sung by a second-rate singer. Yet it was sweeping the
country. Even if banned-who knows? Would we do such a stupid thing again?it would still be all the rage.
The song had a soporofic effect. But Vice-minister Zhang couldn't sleep. Since
his rehabilitation in April '75 he hadn't had a single good night's sleep.
In April '75 he'd been living with his son in a small cottage in the mountains.
For some time, thanks to Dr Qiuwen's good offices, he'd been reconciled with
Dongdong. He was making dumplings with fresh, green leeks. When Dongdong
came back they might invite Qiuwen and her daughter to share them. After a
winter of eating turnips and cabbage, fresh green leeks, even if soiled with
donkey-dung, seemed to bring spring into their cottage. These leeks were inextricably bound up with the warmth they hadn't experienced for months, carolling
birds, tricklets of melted snow, clear lengthening days, the vitality pulsing in
Nature, and the subtle strength of love. Even hearts scarred with grief felt a
fresh stir of hope. This was doubly true of Zhang Siyuan after a childhood of
poverty and oppression, a youth dyed red with blood. The Party had shown him
the way to take; the people's respect and trust had impelled him forward. And
this spring he sensed that a change was in the air. Things could not go on like
this. How could the Party be unclear about questions of right and wrong which
were clear even to children? Looking back on his past, on China's history and
present situation, looking forward to the future, convinced him that the Party
was after all a great and glorious Party, and must ultimately take the correct line.
Or was this merely hindsight? Since the day in '66 when he was "dragged
out", he had been unable to believe what was happening. "Dragged out"-what
a strangely evocative expression! A special political situation produced a special
political jargon. These last few years had challenged the rules of the language.
Would later generations understand the new terminology current today?
So he was awaiting a change, as eagerly as a racer awaits the start of a race.
But life in the mountains had altered him, enabling him to exult in the first leeks
picked that spring. He carefully cleaned them, inhaling their pungent fragrance.
However, he couldn't make up his mind whether to ask Qiuwen over or not. He
found this uncertainty exasperating.
What was that noise? Cattle, wind, the village children? No. A tractor maybe
or a diesel engine? It was drawing nearer. Could it be a car that had lost its
way? Those who travelled by car were respected, but that cut them off from the
masses. Still, some people had to have cars. Rat-a-tat-tat-that sounded like
chopping meat. He had no meat. Two eggs with the leeks would do fine: golden
egg and vivid green leeks. Using eggs would take more oil, though, and their oil
was strictly rationed. Rat-a-tat-tat-someone was knocking at the door.
A youngster. In army uniform, a red star on his cap. He stood to attention,
saluted. Zhang dropped the leeks. As he stood up he knocked the stool over.
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Comrade Zhang Siyuan,
Please report to the Organization Department of the Provincial Com·
mittee before April 25.
Revolutionary greetings!
What does this mean? Comrade, do they acknowledge me as a comrade? The
Organization Department. That's an important department, always staffed by the
most reliable, most experienced cadres. And greetings-no wonder this soldier
saluted me. The seal is that of the Political Affairs Office of the Revolutionary
Committee. Why had he been sent for by this important body?
Anyway he had been sent for. His right to join in Party activities had not
yet been restored. But he paid his Party fee every month. Since they hadn't
expelled him, it was his right, not just his duty, to send the money in. And he'd
sent the same amount as when he was drawing a high salary, though his. present
monthly allowance was only a third of that. This was provocative on his part.
I'm still a high·ranking cadre, one third of my salary is just as much as you
earn!
"Take a seat," he invited the soldier, his way of speaking, his smile and his
bent back like those of a peasant. He was used to showing respect to the soldiers
supporting the new leading bodies. Though they earned less than half he did,
their prestige was a hundred times greater.
The young soldier did not sit down. "There's a car outside, Comrade Zhang
Siyuan," he said. "Can you get your things ready to leave this afternoon? The
chairman said the sooner you go the better."
His respectful manner reminded Zhang of his secretary and driver in the days
when he was in power.
"Well...." he drawled. A man's status affects the tempo of his speech. It was
nine years since he had drawled like this, but it had been automatic. His face
flushed.
For nine years his heart had been like a placid lake. Despite whirlpools and
currents deep down, its surface remained unruffled. There people could see their
own inverted reflections, often more impressive than in real life.
Now the soldier's arrival ruffled the lake, set up eddies. And so, willy-nilly,
his consciousness changed too.
He returned to his town. To the municipal committee office, where he was
appointed second in command.
"But my right to join in Party activities still hasn't been restored," he pointed
out.
"First take up your post," he was told.
His office had been redecorated, to cover up the scars of the last years. The
sight of the parquet floor and the big hanging lamp brought tears to his eyes.
Luckily no one saw them. Paradise lost! he thought. For nine years he had for·
gotten that floor, that lamp. For five years his surroundings had been twisting
mountain tracks, shady trees, boulders and stone cottages with earthen floors
which had to be sprinkled with water. Too little made the dust rise, too much
made them muddy. At night they lit kerosene lamps, the shades of which had
to be kept clean and bright. At first he had blown on the shade before wiping
it with a soft handkerchief, at the risk of cutting his hand. Later he had learned
to dip the handkerchief in alcohol. Then the cottage was bright as day. Besides,
the blue sky was full of stars, many more than he saw in town. And they seemed
to be much closer to the villagers on the mountain than to townsfolk. What he
dreaded was the rain. In that storm, if not for Qiuwen, he might have died.
Here he did not have to dread the rain or night. At night in town his car kept
out the rain. There was no winter in his centrally heated office and flat. But with·
WESTERLY, No.3, SEPTEMBER, 19B1

57

out night there were no stars. Without rain there was no delight when a storm
had passed. Without winter there was no immaculate snow. You couldn't have
it both ways.
Many old comrades, friends, subordinates and former classmates called. He
had suddenly become their hope, the focus of their attention, just as he had
formerly been transformed into an untouchable.
"I've been longing to see you. I kept asking after you," said one, as if from
his heart.
"I hesitated a long time. Now you're back in office, you must have so many
callers. I didn't like to barge in .... Still we are old colleagues. Surely you won't
forget us."
So it went on. His old colleagues in the municipal committee were jubilant
at his rehabilitation. It augured well for their own reinstatement.
But there could be no return to the past which had been destroyed. Posters
warned, "The capitalist-roaders are making a come-back" or "We refuse to take
the old road". And behind all that seemed familiar he sensed a strange incompatibility. Drivers would not drive the buses, so that crowds of people waited in
vain at bus-stops. They said the drivers were playing poker, and the one who
lost would have to take a bus out. Everywhere were posters, slogans, big criticism
meetings, impassioned appeals. When a confectioner's set up a revolutionary
leading group, that was declared a "great victory of Mao Zedong Thought".
Under exultant red-character posters like this were piles of garbage and children
begging for food. The street cleaners were on strike. And beggary increased along
with empty boasts. More and more people were drinking, throwing parties. The
terms used in drinking games had changed from the old ones, denounced by some
Leftists as Confucian, into "Five for the five-starred flag, eight for the Eighth
Route Army" and so forth. Life was a fantastic nightmare. What had made
millions of people so gullible?
The municipal committee had also changed. Each time he went to his office
his heart missed a beat. Had he come to the wrong place? Were they going to
have him beaten? The signboard outside now was more ornate-the old one had
been stolen to make a cupboard for somebody, as the town was short of woodand the entrance was heavily guarded. It had to be. There were sentries too outside the gates of the Youth League and the Women's Federation.
Things had gone haywire. Cars had increased threefold but weren't enough to
use, because leading cadres had increased fivefold. There were four section chiefs
in the Organization Section, but they had only one secretary who did any work.
Rumours were rife and superstition seemed rampant. There were feuding cliques.
The Party had ceased to function normally, ruling out any possibility of criticism
and self-criticism. Public affairs were privately run, by pulling strings; and private
affairs were attended to on the pretext of going out on public business. Blatant
requests were made for Party membership, an official post, power. ...
If this went on, our Party and our country were surely done for. The thought
kept him in a fever of anxiety. Especially as his superior, the First Secretary who
had rocketed up in the Cultural Revolution, could do nothing but plot and do
down other people.
On top of this, Meilan wanted them to re-marry. She wrote several letters
which Zhang Siyuan ignored. When she telephoned for an appointment he said,
"No need", then rang off, to cut short her protests. But one day, going home, he
found her sitting there. She must have forced the door. Acting the part of a
"rehabilitated" wife, she had stripped off his sheets to have them washed and put
artificial flowers in the bedroom. Without a word Zhang Siyuan went back to his
office, thankful now that the place was so heavily guarded. He took up a sheaf
of documents. They called for "big criticism", going against the tide and all58
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round dictatorship, opposed emphasis on production, and claimed a great victory
in the revolution in education .... His head whirled.
A return to yesterday was out of the question. He must spend his last years
salvaging the future.

Qiuwen
He had fallen down in that storm. When he came to, he was lying in a ward of
the commune hospital. Qiuwen, whose fame as a doctor had spread far and wide,
was attending him herself. Not only had he damaged his spine, his soaking had
resulted in pneumonia.
Soon after coming to this mountain village Zhang Siyuan had met Qiuwen, a
graduate from the Shanghai Medical College. She was in her forties, tall, with
big eyes and an oval face. She wore her glossy black hair in a bun like the old
women in the village, but on her it looked attractive. Her clothes were always
spotless, and she fairly raced along the mountain tracks. She was the last person
you'd have expected to find in a village during the Cultural Revolution, yet she
was completely at home there. On easy terms with the villagers, she would take
a puff or two at the pipes offered her. At weddings or funerals she would drink
from cups already used.
He heard that she was divorced and living here with her daughter. It was hard
for a woman on her own in the countryside, yet she had made friends with men
and women alike, without giving rise to talk.
At first Zhang Siyuan was rather puzzled by her and didn't much like her,
although he acknowledged her charm. There seemed something outre about the
way she talked, walked, smoked and drank. But because she was a good doctor,
on the best of terms with the villagers, he greeted her politely whenever they met.
later he discovered that Dongdong often called on her to borrow medical books.
The boy needed some outside interests.
"You were delirious," Qiuwen had told him gently, not speaking in her
usual bantering way. "As a high-ranking cadre, you probably had too much on
your mind." Her mouth was covered by a surgical mask, but in her eyes were
sympathy and understanding.
"In fact it's not a bad thing, people of your rank being sent to work with the
peasants," she said on another occasion, ignoring the other patients in the ward.
"Otherwise, no matter how often the papers appealed to cadres to come down to
the countryside, you'd have stayed in your ivory tower. Right, Old Zhang?"
Zhang Siyuan felt like protesting. He had no ivory tower, not even a home
now. But the appellation Old Zhang warmed his heart, just as when in his childhood his mother had called him Pebble. People need sympathy and understanding. So he took comfort each time the doctor told him, "Take this medicine and
drink more water. You'll soon be better."
Dongdong brought him his meals every day: noodles, poached eggs, yam
soup, millet congee. "Don't be so angry," he said. "I was only griping in my
diary, but people who gripe do no harm. ] was wrong that day. I shall always
respect Li Dazhao and Fang Zhimin. Recently I've been thinking: life isn't as
fine as I thought when ] was a kid, so it can't be as bad as it seems to me now
either."
"So you've had a change of heart!" his father exclaimed.
"You can't call it that. I shall probably never understand you completely, just
as you won't understand me. There'll always be a gap between people. That's
why one of us will try to do down the other."
"Why bring me food every day then?"
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"Aunt Qiuwen told me to. She said ... ." Dongdong hesitated, as if uncertain
whether to go on. "Aunt Qiuwen said: Your dad has had a hard time."
"You've discussed me with her?"
"Yes."
"Did you tell her about your mother?"
"Yes."
"What else?"
"I tell her everything. Why not? Is that disclosing state secrets?" Dongdong
retorted.
"No, 1 think it's a good thing."
So Zhang Siyuan-Old Zhang rather-learned more about Qiuwen from
Dongdong. Her husband had been made a Rightist in '57 and was still in a
labour reform camp. It was for her daughter's sake, Dongdong thought, that she
had divorced him. In fact she was waiting for his release. The work team sent
here in '64 to uncover class enemies had initially had a bad impression of her
and wanted to investigate her case. But all the commune members and village
cadres were for her. She had gone of her own accord to tell the work team all
about herself, keeping nothing back, and so had dispelled their suspicions.
Was all this protective colouring? Like a tree transplanted from elsewhere,
she had acclimatised yet retained her unique characteristics. Her compliance,
loquacity and optimism were a cover for her serious-mindedness and the cross
she had to bear.
However, these things were not simply protective colouring. Genuinely well
disposed to other people, she knew how to enjoy life. Concerned for the young
and their love affairs, she was a new-style, tireless go-between. Were she just
trying to cover up, how could her laughter be so genuine, so girlish?
But in good earnest she advised Zhang Siyuan, "You should learn all about
our life here. When you go back to your post, don't forget the people in the
mountains!"
When Zhang Siyuan brushed this aside as if he had no wish to reassume
office, she chided, "Don't take that attitude. If I were you I'd be eager to go
back. Are you getting paid all that money every month to hoe the fields here?
You'll be rehabilitated and promoted."
"You're wrong." Zhang shook his head.
"Not a bit of it. What with deaths from natural and unnatural causes, there
are fewer and fewer leading cadres left who have experience and real ability.
That goes not only for you, but for university graduates too. If this revolution
in education goes on for ten more years, there'll be so many illiterates in China,
anyone with primary schooling will be a sage! And cadres like yourself will be
virtually impossible to find. You can't leave the running of the country to the
peasants! But if you don't run things well, the folk here, and outside too, are
going to curse you!"
Zhang got the message then. Governing the country was their inescapable
duty. A change was bound to come. The present situation would be reversed. He
had not suspected Qiuwen of such political acumen. But shall I live to see it?
We always say nobody's indispensable, and I've been out of things all these years.
Qiuwen's prediction came true before long. In '75, while cleaning leeks, Zhang
Siyuan was recalled to the city. In '77, after the toppling of the "gang of four",
he was promoted to be vice-secretary of the Provincial Committee. In '79, he was
transferred to Beijing, with the post of vice-minister in the State Council.
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On the Road
At last he had left the elitist Ministers' Mansion, a high-rise building for cadres
of his rank. A fleet of limousines was usually parked in front of it. Ordinary
people were kept away by the sentries. It wasn't easy leaving his flat now that
he had grown used to it. Although he had long planned to revisit the mountain
village, there seemed something holding him back. The thought of leaving his
familiar routine made him uneasy and rather exasperated, like someone accustomed to three meals a day who is suddenly made to switch to two or four, or
like a fish which has suddenly decided to go ashore. Tonight he was sleeping
here. Where would he be sleeping tomorrow or the day after? The evening before
his departure his mind was troubled. Invisible hands seemed to be holding him
back. A voice urged: Drop it. Aren't you sitting pretty here? You're nearly sixty,
with an important post. You've no right to get carried away by emotion. Why
look for trouble?
But finally he left the Ministers' Mansion. More than that, he refused to travel
by plane or soft sleeper, refused to let his secretary notify the local authorities of
his arrival. His secretary hinted that this was childish and inconsiderate. He all
but asked: Have you taken leave of your senses?
Now the train was pulling out to the accompaniment of a broadcast song. He
had left his secretary, driver and black limousine. The whistle let out a piercing
blast-they were off. The carriage attendant asked urgently, "Whose is this
luggage?" As Zhang Siyuan closed his eyes an irate mother slapped her naughty
child and it started howling. When he opened his eyes the carriage was flooded
with sunshine. The wind ruffled his greying hair. Someone had opened the
window. He relaxed, feeling free-a butterfly again.
"Your ticket!" the attendant ordered, reaching for it. Under the blue railway
worker's cap, her young face showed impatience. She wouldn't have spoken like
this to a first-class passenger. Zhang produced his ticket. The railway uniforms
and the PLA uniforms should be improved; people had been dressing better the
last two years, but these uniforms were unchanged. They ought to be made more
attractive ....
A fat fellow with a red nose, bare-chested, plumped himself down beside him,
making the wooden sleeper creak. "Like a game of poker?" He had a Shan dong
accent and his breath reeked of onions. In the first class ....
The first class would be much better than this, of course. But he liked this
carriage. Liked the grim-faced attendant. Here she was again, hard at work
mopping the floor. He liked the PLA soldiers on the two berths above him. As
soon as the train started they had gone to sleep--how soundly young people
sleep! He liked the cadre opposite, who was smoking a cheap cigarette and thrust
one on him. Why were tobacco and drink considered so bad? This comrade had
no intention of asking a favour. Then there was the mother whose child was
running up and down, putting on an act for perfect strangers. Children made life
more worth living. Dongdong talked of the gap between people, but they could
still love each other.
Yes, over four years had passed since he resumed office in '75. The first year
had been hard and disillusioning; the second, a year of bitter grief and wild
excitement. They had been two troubled years of endless problems, but progress
had been made. Looking back he was amazed by the speed and scope of the
changes, impatient with those bureaucrats stuck in a rut. He had been too busy
to meet ordinary people like those in this carriage. Even if he went down to the
grass-roots level, his status set him apart. But he couldn't return with a whole
retinue to the mountain village, presenting himself like a high official to Dongdong and Qiuwen. Although he knew it wasn't wrong for him or his colleagues
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to ride in cars, live in the Ministers' Mansion or travel soft, he could not, dared
not go back as if he were superior to ordinary people.
Actually, even travelling by a hard sleeper didn't satisfy the egalitarians. The
majority of people travelled on hard seats. This journey would take over seventy
hours and they would sit it out for seventy hours. The Chinese people are second
to none in their patience, fortitude and industry. Then why can so few of them
afford even to travel hard thirty years after Liberation? Doesn't that make you
blush? You must work harder. Look at the ordinary passengers at each station
as, with crates and packs on their backs, they help along old folk and children.
They are Old Zhang, Old Li, Old Wang and Old Liu. We\1, for two weeks he
could be Old Zhang again. After his rehabilitation he had often reca\1ed his. life
as Old Zhang. Sometimes he wondered: Why can't there be another Zhang
Siyuan called Old Zhang, able to live in that remote, lovely, rain-swept mountain
village with all its trees, grass, birds and bees? When he stooped to get into his
limousine, was Old Zhang gathering firewood on the mountain amid bird song?
When, drawling, he addressed meetings, was Old Zhang joking with the village
women during a break in the fields? He didn't drawl to impress people, far from
it; but when he expressed his views on extremely complex problems they had to
be clear and correct. He had to think what he was saying, and give his listeners
time to understand and digest Vice-minister Zhang's instructions. So this drawl
of his was necessary and natural. The other Zhang Siyuan-Old Zhang-never
drawled. He spoke rapidly, fluently, being younger and stronger than Viceminister Zhang. When Vice·minister Zhang entertained foreign guests, helping
them to delicacies and the best drinks, his other self was eating a bowl of
congee, beans and pickles on a rickety stool in a smoky little cottage. Brother
Shuanfu liked to boast that his were "vintage" pickles which he had salted in '29,
boiling them every summer and adding vegetables and brine every autumn. When
Vice-minister Zhang handled problems relating to personnel (which nowadays
occupied so much of his time), choosing his words with care and doing his best
to stick to principles, show consideration and forestall criticism, Old Zhang was
listening raptly while Brother Shuanfu related the history of his pickles.
Now he had left Vice-minister Zhang in Beijing. Let him attend those interminable meetings, read those endless documents. After ten years of chaos he was
working hard for the Party and the people, for the mountain village, Old Zhang
and Brother Shuanfu. Whatever the faults of the present policy, he couldn't think
of a better way to serve the people. Vice-minister Zhang could tell Old Zhang
this with a clear conscience.
He accepted a strong cigarette from the man sitting opposite, not liking to
produce his filter-tipped brand. Not that this would have caused surprise, because
nowadays even factory apprentices took two packets of good cigarettes with
them when they travelled, to give them "face". His present social status was
determined by the hard sleeper on which he was sitting. He accepted the invitation to play poker, a game, like chess, which he had learned only after being
labeIled a counter-revolutionary. Like other bored passengers, he pored over the
timetable, as if he was going to be transferred to be a train dispatcher. He intercepted the little boy who was running up and down. gave him a sweet and played
with him. He had meant to do some reading on the train, but each time he took
out his book he was interrupted. Never mind. Old Zhang was on a par with
other people and had no extra duties, so what was the hurry? Brother Shuanfu
reasoned: Everyone has to die, so what's the hurry? Take things easy, and you
can delay your death. Very true. But although Old Zhang was relaxed and a free
agent, he might make no mark in history. Every gain involved a loss. and the
loss was too costly.
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There were other minor yet tiresome drawbacks. Old Zhang had to stand in
a queue to get into the station or on to the train, to go to the restaurant car,
the lavatory or the washroom. Old Zhang was used to queueing but Vice-minister
Zhang resented it. And he had to put up with rudeness. A chubby little boy kept
rushing through the carriage. Old Zhang barred his way and offered him a sweet,
but the child knocked it on to the floor cursing, "Damn you!" This set all the
passengers laughing. Zhang Siyuan, the vice-minister uppermost, flushed in annoyance. When struggled against and cursed, he had to accept it, but as a viceminister he couldn't take this.
"Don't swear!" he snapped.
"Why not?" the boy retorted. "I'll tell my dad not to give you anything to
eat."
As his father was a cook on the train, the passengers roared with laughter,
commenting, "Good for you, kid! You understand the meaning of 'power'."
But worse was yet to come. After leaving the train he had to travel two days
by long-distance coach. The driver treated his pas~engers like dirt. He was insolent and domineering.
The first time they stopped for the night, he put up in a big room for fortytwo people, reeking of smoke and sweat. Six forty-watt fluorescent lights stayed
on all night. At midnight the innkeeper woke everyone up to check if they had
paid or not. He spent a sleepless night. It was too impractical, travelling like
this. He should have listened to his secretary. If the Provincial Committee had
sent a car to meet him, this two days' journey would have taken less than a
day. After all, he was getting on now, he wasn't Old Zhang any more ....
The next day, however, his morale improved. He boarded the bus exulting
that he was still as tough as the labouring masses. At the same time he was
aware of a sense of superiority. He seemed to hear someone comment: Viceminister Zhang is just slumming for a few days .. " He frowned.
Still, one incident proved too much to take. At noon that day when he joined
a long queue to buy lunch, a tall hooligan jumped the queue just ahead of him,
sizing him up as old and weak. This was a personal affront.
"Why don't you queue, comrade?" he asked.
No response.
"Go and queue up!" Zhang bellowed, tugging at his sleeve.
The tall fellow glanced at him contemptuously. "Don't talk rubbish!" He
raised his fist. "Who says I've not queued up?"
"Did he queue or not?" Zhang asked the bystanders, expecting them to back
him. But to his amazement and anger, nobody said a word. Some averted their
eyes.
"You're the one who didn't queue!" The hooligan shoved Zhang away, spoiling for a fight. But how could Zhang fight him? How he wished his secretary,
bodyguard or driver were here! Had his bodyguard been there to draw his pistol,
or his secretary telephoned the police, this hooligan might well have dropped on
his knees. Then the onlookers would have applauded .... But now this was out
of the question. If he put up a fight he would be licked. Would this have enraged me so when I was in disgrace? This question had a sobering effect.
The trials of travelling! The common people had troubles of their own, no
less than a "top cadre". It shouldn't have been a case of Zhuangzi dreaming
he was a butterfly or a butterfly dreaming it was Zhuangzi, but of an ox dreaming it was a tractor or a tractor dreaming it was an ox. How many people could
flit idly through life? When he was six his dad had fled from home with him to
escape bandits, and they had spent a night in the stable of a hostel for carters.
At sixty he still remembered the sound of the horses champing in the stillness
of the night, a bitterly cold night. This was his most vivid memory of his childWESTERLY, No.3, SEPTEMBER, 1981
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hood. In the war against Japan they had often slept in the maize fields, where
on summer nights they heard the creak of maize as it shot up, drawing strength
from the soil, rain and air. On the Long March he had even dozed off while
marching. At the command to halt, soldiers often bumped their heads on the
man in front.
It was easy to complain. That was the fashion. Some Chinese at the end of
the seventies seemed to feel they couldn't get through the day without griping.
Well, he had plenty to gripe about on this trip. Too bad he wasn't a writer, or
he'd have had ample material for an essay just from the eating· house. By adding
a few characters and some sarcastic comments, he could have written a short
story of exposure. He might win fame and join the Writers' Association, able to
throw his weight about as a hero more astute than other people. It was much
easier and pleasanter to write denouncing an eating-house than to run an eatinghouse well. But what problems would that solve? We can't spend all our lives
griping. The gripes of a man with no sense of social responsibility are worthless.
He had advised the cadres in his ministry: Let's divide up our eight-hour working
day into four hours for griping, four for work. And when we work, let's make
a good job of it. The result may be more efficient than eight hours spent slacking.
Of course, he had said this in anger.
He thought of his responsibilities, the responsibilities of everyone. Despite
crudity and poverty, the trains and buses were running, taking countless passengers to their destination.

A Shower of Dates
Here he was at last! The pleasure of arrival makes up for the hardship of travel.
Just as success compensates us for hard struggles. One more hill to climb, then
two huge boulders to bypass, and there was the village bus-stop. In the four
years and more of his absence these boulders had not changed. They looked
indestructible as they welcomed him back, just as if he had never been away,
had never become a vice-minister. As the bus drew up, the first sight to meet his
eyes was Dongdong and the high-tension wires above his head. Dongdong looked
taller, sturdier. Now a primary school teacher in the country town, he had come
back to meet his father.
"So you have electricity?" Zhang asked.
"Yes, electric lights and electric power," Dongdong told him.
Father and son strolled to the old apricot tree, beneath which Old Zhang had
often smoked his pipe. Now he gave his son a filter-tipped cigarette, which Dongdong accepted with a curl of his lips. By the apricot tree was a spring. To keep
it clean, two flagstones covered it. Haiyun had loved to sing that Polish song
Only Bad Girls Dirty a Spring. They basked in the early winter sun, out of the
wind. Look, green grass is sprouting between the withered leaves beside the
spring. Do they realize winter is coming? He raised the flagstones to take a drink.
The water was still clear and sweet. Looking up, he saw a tailor, a man he had
had few dealings with before. His old-fashioned spectacles made him appear as
ancient as the two boulders. But the tailor recognized him at a glance.
"Isn't it Secretary Zhang? What brings you back to our gully? Here, let me
take your bag .... Fine, we're all fine, thanks to Chairman Hua and the brilliant
leadership of the Party. Are you on a tour of inspection or will you stay awhile?
That'll buck everyone up; it shows your concern .... "
What a contrast between past and present! This obsequious way of talking set
Zhang's teeth on edge.
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Luckily this was the only villager whose attitude to him had changed. Brother
Shuanfu was not like that. "Zhang!" he yelled from a distance, using only his
surname, as was his custom. His wife when she saw Zhang shed tears.
"I never thought you'd come back. Never thought I'd live to see this day!
Things are much better with us now. We have three pigs, five goats and fifteen
hens. Twenty-five to start with, but two of them were cocks, kept pecking each
other till their combs were bloodied, and ] had to kill the one who came off
worst. Then nine hens died. Dr Qiuwen gave them injections. She can treat hens
as well as pigs-though the commune does have a vet. The state pays more for
our grain too, as well as for walnuts, almonds, dates and honey. We have electric
lights and a loudspeaker. But the men in the grain depot keep downgrading our
grain-it hurts them to part with more money. And we often have power cuts,
so we've hung on to our kerosene lamps, but kerosene's in short supply. Last
year we made over four hundred yuan. Bought a pretty set of china. Have you
been promoted? Kept well? Been to Beijing? Seen the heads of the Central Committee? Why don't cadres come down any more? Some used to come every
winter. Even though they put us through the mill we miss them. Do send some
to tell us what's going on in the world."
The fifteen hens were promptly reduced to thirteen. The scraggy old peasant
woman, nearing seventy, deftly grabbed two and carried them inside. Feathers
flew in all directions. Then the chicken, chopped up, sizzled in the pan. Rolls of
white flour were steamed. Next appeared leek shoots dried in the autumn, beans,
dried eggplant, salted pork. Meanwhile many villagers had dropped in. Five of
them insisted that Zhang should have a meal with them later. He missed his
secretary who made his appointments and left it to Dongdong to fix different
times for each.
He felt in his element, as if he had never left. The local accent, the villagers'
warmth were unchanged. He could wa.lk into any household, pick up their chopsticks and eat, sleep on anyone's kang. Even the old dogs had not forgotten him,
but ran over wagging their tails. He had brought the villagers sweets, ballpoint
pens and pictures, but had forgotten to bring the dogs a bone. Only one pup
didn't know him and barked till its master swore, "What's come over you,
barking at our Old Zhang? Shut up!" The pup slunk away, its tail between its
legs, although it had only been trying to do its duty.
Though many people asked what his job was now, and exclaimed in pleased
amazement at his promotion, no one treated him as a "superior". Speaking to
them, he didn't drawl or gesticulate, pace up and down with his hands behind his
back or weigh his every word. How good it felt not being an official! You can't
have friendship without equality, can't grow crops without soil.
There were red dates here, as sweet as those of his childhood. His family had
had a date tree before he was Zhang Siyuan, Instructor Zhang or Secretary
Zhang, when his mother called him Pebble. Beating down dates was one of the
treats of childhood. From the boughs beaten with bamboo poles the dates came
raining down. His small friends gathered round to eat them, whooping as they
filled their baskets and carried them off. Some dates rolled into the ditches or
into the grass, and those were always the sweetest and plumpest, free from
maggots. The discovery of one of these crafty dates made him and his playmates
cheer. What a boisterous childhood! Grubby cheeks streaked with sweat, running
noses, smiling faces .... Perhaps the desire for equality and friendship, for a
better life for all, had been in the hearts of those children picking dates. And
did the strength and the dynamic teachings of the great Marxists stem from the
hearts of boisterous little children?
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Now, grey-haired Vice-minister Zhang Siyuan was back in the boisterous
atmosphere of his childhood. The first day, wherever he went, he was surrounded
by villagers old and young, bombarded with questions, laughter, good wishes,
complaints '" like a shower of sweet, ripe red dates.
He had no time that day for a good talk with Dongdong or Qiuwen. When
his eyes met Qiuwen's in the crowd, he was as excited as a child. He had never
known anyone like her. She had won through so much grief; she was like a big
sister pleased to see the little ones happily picking up dates, like the solitary
moon lighting up the leafless date tree. He shivered.
That night he slept with his son and an old peasant, replete with good food,
drinks, and the warmth of his welcome. In a dream he relived the fifty-nine
years of his life. As a shepherd boy he had fought the landlord's brat. The Red
Army had come, singing. In a hail of bullets he had thrown his first hand·
grenade .... Under a red flag he had joined the Party. He had gladly risked his
life, sure that the revolution would rain down happiness like dates on every
household.
Summer. A white, short-sleeved blouse, a blue skirt. Her school's telephone
number was 4583. Taking the call she was nervous, knowing without being told
who was phoning her. Her white figure flashed past. Had she too gone to the
mountains? To which commune, which village? That talk of her death had been
false. You are still alive, don't leave me, I've something to tell you. Weren't you
notified that your name had been cleared? 4583-why does no one answer the
phone? He slammed down the receiver. Sobbed. Imprisonment, release, driving in
a limousine through Beijing. Travelling first-class from Beijing to Wuhan. Flying
in a jet plane through the blue sky and white cloads. The sky above bluer than
sapphire, the clouds below whiter than snow. A shower of dates. Pamphlets. Fists.
My heart-quick, give me some medicine, an injection! The draft report will be
sent round tomorrow for comments.
This would never do, at his age, letting his fancies run away with him. But
weren't they the torch which had lighted his way forward? He had hesitated
about coming here, had been reluctant to leave the Ministers' Mansion. But here
is the real Zhang Siyuan. He hasn't changed. He belongs to the mountains.
What? Time already? I'll go right away. Endless meetings, even in dreams. Com·
rades, the situation is excellent. We need stability and unity, need to introduce
reforms and cut down on redundancy; we can't go on having more officers than
soldiers.

The Gap
The weather too welcomed Zhang Siyuan's return by remaInIng fine for days.
Dongdong accompanied him through the terraced fields, orchards and vegetable
plots. Everything there was unchanged. They tramped through prickly wild dates,
avoiding the hunters' traps, till they came to the nursery. The pine seedlings
they had planted five years before in the rain were now knee-high. They would
grow up to shade several generations to come. The thought warmed his heart.
But he and Dongdong did not see eye to eye. Dongdong showed unusual consideration for him, advising him to exercise and rest more, to go to the seaside
each summer. Yes, Dongdong had grown up. Why not go to Beijing, his father
asked. You've every reason. I'm getting old now, we ought to be together. To
his surprise, Dongdong flatly refused.
Why not?
I don't want to be the son of a high-ranking cadre.
What do you mean? Can't high-ranking cadres have children? We've devoted
our whole lives to the revolution, for the people's sake.
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Zhang was worked up, but Dongdong kept calm.
I admire your generation, but you should face up to facts. There's a lot of
hostility to the children of high· ranking cadres. Now wait a bit. We want to put
our lives to some purpose too, like your generation, to be pioneers. But all you
want of us, all you allow us, is to follow in your steps, to be your successors
and take over from you. Well, that's impossible. All these years I've been educated by my parents, teachers, the Youth League, the peasants, and the higherups. Now the time's come for us to educate ourselves, to make our own way
in life.
That's one-sided, empty talk. China's suffered too much from such talk. It's
the Party's policy, not high-falutin' talk, that has made life better for the
peasants. We're not living in a vacuum. You can't start again from scratch. You
don't understand the situation or history. Your half-baked ideas, if acted on,
would only hold things up or result in bloodshed. History is an unbroken chain,
and taking over from old revolutionaries doesn't mean following a beaten
track. We're trying to blaze a new trail. What China needs is not wild talk but
honest-to-goodness work. We must all of us go on learning as long as we live ....
Dongdong spotted a hawthorn tree with five bright berries still unpicked, and
threw stones to bring them down. He showed no interest in his father's line of
reasoning.
''I'm going back to the country town tomorrow," he announced. "We can
have another talk there. Please don't take offence. One reason I'm not keen to
live with you is because I don't like the way you lecture me. Mother wasn't like
that. Nine-tenths of the time she just looked after me. But then she was a weak
character, you're a strong one. I'd rather bash out my brains than knuckle under
to you. Maybe I'll visit you next summer. ... Won't that do?"
Zhang Siyuan fell silent, looking at the pine saplings on the opposite hill as
he ate the two hawberries given him by his son. The late afternoon sun made the
saplings cast long shadows.

The Parting
Back in '77, Zhang had learned of the death of Qiuwen's husband in the labour
camp. He had written her a letter of condolence, told her of his own difficulties,
his resolve to soldier on.
He had received no answer. That was the third time he had written to
Qiuwen. The first had been a note enclosed in his letter to Dongdong just after
his reinstatement. "I often remember my days in the village," he had said. "I am
most grateful for the medical care and other help you gave me, and for your
kindness to Dongdong. Best wishes to you and your daughter." This had also
gone unanswered, but Dongdong had written, "Aunt Qiuwen sends her best
regards."
The second letter was written in the spring of '76, when he had to go along
with the campaign against Deng Xiaoping. In that political climate he wrote
fearfully, using the language of editorials. "We must trust that Chairman Mao's
revolutionary line will win the final victory."
'The peasants welcome you back here any time to remould yourself through
labour," she had replied. "Materialists are fearless. Communism is a militant
philosophy."
Zhang Siyuan had understood. The recollection of Qiuwen, Dongdong and the
villagers had a steadying effect on him.
In '77 he felt tempted to go and see Qiuwen again, to ask her to marry him.
She was a strange character, combining the sturdiness of a pine with the pliancy
of a willow. In the village she had shown herself the stronger of the two.
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Besides, since his refusal to take Meilan back, many of his old comrades-in-arms
and above all their wives, concerned about his welfare, kept thrusting photographs at him, eager to act as go-betweens. Finally, in exasperation, he announced
that he had found someone in the village where he had worked. He would go
to fetch her, and could dispense with their good offices. Thereupon his friends
stopped thrusting photographs at him. Instead, they kept asking him the date of
his wedding.
"Maybe, judging by Chinese conventions, I shouldn't propose to you. Maybe
you'll be angry. But I've wanted for years to ask you. When 1 had pneumonia
and wasn't so old, you gave me strength and courage .... But for your sake 1
hid my feelings."
"Thank you," said Qiuwen bluntly, as if amused.
"I've never met another woman like you. High-minded but easy-going, sharptongued but warm-hearted .... "
"Are you trying to make me out a paragon?"
"This isn't a laughing matter," he protested. "And I feel you understand me,
even like me."
Qiuwen avoided his eyes.
"I'm in real difficulties, yoked like an ox. When problems crop up, I often
think if 1 had you to advise me and back me up ... my work would be much
easier."
"I came back this time because of you. You must have guessed that. Come
back with me. You can choose any job you like. And your daughter will live
with us, that goes without saying ...."
"Us?" snapped Qiuwen. "Why should I be your adviser? Why should 1 leave
my work, my post, my life here with the peasants to be a minister's wife?"
"
"
"See, you think only of yourself. High officials always consider themselves
more important than other people, right? Not for a second has it occurred to
you to leave Beijing, leave your official post, and come here to be my adviser,
support and friend. Can you deny it?"
'Well, we can consider that alternative."
"Consider that alternative? Official jargon! Sorry. Didn't my reaction just now
prove that I'm not as good as you imagined? Your job is a hundred times more
important than mine. You can't back out of it. 1 support you and your
colleagues. You're the cream, the hope of our country. 1 believe you can make
up for all the time you lost. 1 wish you success. But 1 can't go with you. I'm too
used to running wild. The life of a minister's wife would stifle me. I'd be quite
out of place."
"Then do you intend to stay here all your life? Aren't you out of your
element here?"
"No, 1 feel at home here. That's why I admire you. You can be a viceminister yet come back to the mountains to muck in with us. But what you're
asking of me is fantastic. I'm not so adaptable, I'm just a village doctor. Don't
forget us! If you keep us in your heart, everything will be fine. Thanks, though."
She sounded rather choked. "lust do more good for the people and don't harm
them. Then the people won't forget you."
His own throat constricted, he walked slowly away. Qiuwen didn't see him off.
He regretted now not having taken a longer look at her solid chair, her white
deal table, her lamp, her books, her washstand, straw hat and stethoscope. These
things were lucky to be with her all the time.
The villagers went on entertaining him. With his stomach and head he conducted a social investigation. Beancurd and vermicelli, cider and vinegar-they
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made these themselves. Fresh and salted eggs, preserved and salted duck eggs,
brought them in an extra income. Fried cakes of flour with honey were their
favourite sweet. ... What other problems have you? What other opinions? ..
We're afraid things may change. If the policy doesn't change and we don't mess
things up, our life will get steadily better. We're counting on you! We peasants
have faith in you.
After eating and drinking their fill they encouraged each other.
Then he had to say goodbye. Vice-minister Zhang's secretary was very able.
A week after Zhang Siyuan had travelled incognito to the mountain village to
share in the life of the people, his secretary rang up the local authorities. In no
time, leading cadres and an escort arrived there by car. Zhang looked carefully
around. It dawned on him that the villagers understood him better than his son.
The warmth of their reception hadn't been because they didn't know of his
promotion or that he was fully entitled to a car and escort. They knew all this,
but they also knew the sort of man he was. Their attitude to him hadn't changed
because they still trusted him. His eyes filled with tears. This gave an added
value to all the experiences of the past week.
People thronged round to see him off. "Don't forget us!" That was all they
asked. How could he ever forget or disappoint them? Tears in his eyes, he took
his seat by the driver, there considered as the seat of honour. He left his heart
in the village, yet had the village in his heart as he drove away. Had his visit
been in vain? Far from it. He had found his true self. In the county town he
said goodbye to Dongdong, then drove to the provincial capital. No queueing
this time, of course. No wild urchins or hooligans, no reek of onions, no staying
in a rowdy dosshouse. How well I'm being looked after. Isn't it my duty to see
to it that everybody has a better life?
After a night in the best provincial hotel he took a plane, travelling first-class.
"No smoking" and "Fasten your seat belts" flashed on. Then the engine roared
and they were airborne. The mountain village was left far behind; ahead, many
tricky problems awaited him. But he was not afraid. A uniformed air hostess
brought him jasmine tea, chocolate, chewing-gum, picture postcards .... The
plane banked to change course as they reached the right altitude, higher by far
than a butterfly could fly. The steady roar of the engine was reassuring. As the
cabin warmed up he adjusted a switch above his head, and cold air blew on his
face. He stared down through the porthole at China outspread below. He loved
the sunlight and shadows of each range of hills, the chequered fields, the roads
criss-cross.ing like a spider's web. If only this dear country, mountain villages and
all, could speed ahead like a plane! How long will folk go on pickling vegetables
as they did in '29? Below was a cloud-bank, a sea of white and grey. No matter
how high the plane flew, it came from the earth and must return to the earth.
Men and butterflies alike were the earth's children. He switched off the air conditioning, lowered the back of his seat and fell sound asleep.

The Bridge
He ate a bowl of chicken noodles. a steamed roll, some ham. He stretched, lit
a cigarette, puffed at it, then stubbed it out. No poet, he had no time to let his
fancy wander. He had to work away like an ox or tractor. To do a good job
of work was everything. Having changed into his pyjamas, he went into the
bathroom for a shave. His face under the light was shining. Running a bath,
he tried humming that Hong Kong tune he had heard on the road, then burst
out laughing and switched to a folk song. A good bath always refreshed him.
He believed he could carryon working hard till each family in the country had
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a white, gleaming bathtub. He dried himself with a towel, his skin pink in the
lamplight. He wasn't old yet. Warm red blood coursed in his veins.
Switching off the lights he went to the sitting-room to smoke a cigarette and
turned on the radio. Feeling as buoyant as a butterfly, he walked with a light
step to the balcony and opened the French window. The cool night air seemed
like the breeze in the mountain. His coat draped over his shoulders he stepped
out. The stars in the sky and the city lights intermingled. He gazed at the silent,
distant stars, the same as the stars in the mountains.
There was manifestly a link, a bridge between past, present and future; between father, son and grandson; between mountain boulders and this Ministers'
Mansion; between Qiuwen's glance, Dongdong's cussedness, the waist drums of
'49 and the demonstrations of '76; between Pebble, Instructor Zhang, Secretary
Zhang, Old Zhang and Vice-minister Zhang. This bridge existed, linking life and
death. He himself bore witness to that. This bridge must be kept in good repair,
unobstructed. He longed to see Haiyun, Qiuwen, Dongdong and Shuanfu's family
again. He was looking forward eagerly to the future.
He did some exercises and breathed deeply. Was that the telephone? Stepping
back into the warm, bright sitting-room he drew the light green curtain, then
went into his study to answer the phone. It was the minister, asking about his
trip.
"Mission accomplished?"
"Pretty well," he answered cheerfully.
Then the minister briefed him about an important meeting to be held in two
days. He was asked to prepare a report.
He rang off and went to his desk. His secretary had already brought the most
urgent documents and letters here. There was a list of problems requiring immediate attention. He picked up a pencil to go through this material, immersing
himself in it. It seemed many people were watching him, supporting him, hoping
great things of him.
Tomorrow the pressure of work would be even greater.
Translated by Gladys Yang

70

WESTERLY, No.3, SEPTEMBER, 19B1

AI QING
Munich
The city of Munich
Is like a Bavarian barmaid,
Robust and charming,
For whom all men fall.
But the city
Has a bad name.
Everyone curses her,
As a symbol of calamity.
For she was once
Involved with a pyromaniac,
An utter gangster,
The devil himself.
There was also an Englishman,
Carrying an umbrella,
And a Frenchman with a narrow forehead;
These three drank beer together
And sold out their neighbour.
Then the whole of Europe
Was enveloped in flames:
Even Munich herself
Was caught in the conflagration.
She crawled out
From the ashes
With tears in her eyes.
She complained,
Yet how could she blame others?
The wounds of war were only healed
Thirty-five long years later.
Though she has lost her youth,
Her Bavarian beer
Still draws visitors from everywhere.
The second generation of Munich
Is prettier than her mother and warmer.
I only hope she won't make friends again
With the devil,
That she will be on her guard,
Learning the lesson of her mother,
And live more wisely....
Munich, May 30, 1979, after a banquet in the Townhall.
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A Scene of Shenzhen, Guangdong (sketch)

72

by Xu Xi
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LIU ZHEN

SHORT STORY

The Girl who Seemed to Understand

Young Qin of the Four Clean-ups Work Team was sitting under the stars next to
Old Du, who had never been married, eating her supper. Looking up at the sky
she suddenly asked, 'Uncle, do you know why it is that the moon and the stars
stay up there in the sky and don't fall down?' The old man kept his eyes down
and carried on eating his cornbread and drinking his gruel. He had no time for
such questions, but as he had to say something he bluntly replied, 'I don't care. If
they want to fall, let them; and if they don't want to, they can stay up there.' At
this reaction she cocked her head on one side and asked another question: 'Uncle,
do you even know what the moon and the stars are, and why they shine?' 'It's
none of my business,' he replied. They won't keep me from starving or feed me.
They won't buy my salt or put clothes on my back.' Qin laughed aloud then
pressed on with her questioning: 'You've seen them every night for over seventy
years. Haven't you ever wondered about them?' Old Du snorted and turned aside
to avoid having to look at her. Her questions meant nothing to him. But she kept
on at him with the tenacity of a tiresome little ant, refusing to let him go. 'Have
you ever wondered about anything? In the old days did you ever dream of building yourself a brick house and having a fine pair of mules or horses to take you
on your very own cart to see the bright lights of Tianjin?' 'Only the rich thought
about things like that,' he answered. 'But what about you? What were your
dreams?'
'1 dreamed about my belly.' 'But you had a belly-why dream about that?'
'Hunh! It's a thing to dream about all right. It's never been full from the day I
was born. I'll soon be dead now, and all my toil and trouble has got me nowhere
because of it.' 'Oh,' Qin said, and thought for a long time before asking, 'Haven't
you felt full since Land Reform?' 'In those days', he replied, 'I never dared eat it.
All I got was half an acre. If 1 had eaten all the grain 1 harvested I'd never have
been able to get through a drought year. I scrimped and saved, but there was
always a hole.' 'What do you mean?' The old man cut the story short to offer a
kind of summing up: 'During those three terrible years that started in 1960 there
was one big hole. Everything was thrown into it: oxen, horses, carts, even pots and
pans. It well nigh swallowed up the lives of everyone in the village.' 'What do you
think of the Four Clean-ups movement?' 'It's all right.' 'How?' 'Don't ask me.'
Will all our worries about food and clothing be over after it's finished?' 'Of course
they will. There'll be no more corruption or theft. Everyone will work with a will.
Production's bound to be good, isn't it?' 'I don't know. I've not seen it yet.' 'Won't
you believe anything till you've seen it? Don't you have any political consciousness
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beforehand?' 'I don't know what that conciousness is. 1 used to believe in it, but
then in 1960 I starved, and I was starved silly.'
It had taken a lot for Old Du to dare to talk to Qin so freely. When the work
team first came to the village the pair of them had almost become enemies.
That had been in the bitterly cold winter of 1964. Qin, a second· year university
student, had come down to the countryside for some practical experience and
joined a work team with two older women comrades from the provincial party
committee, one of whom was the group leader in charge of the Four Clean·ups in
this village. At 2 a.m. one night something like a sudden gust of icy wind had
blown the door open. Frightened, the three members of the group had all sat up
at once and turned on their torches. In their beams they had seen an old man
wrapped in a tattered sheepskin kneeling in the middle of the floor and trembling.
The two older women pulled on their clothes, told him to get up, and asked him
what he was doing. Qin, only just back from patrol as she was on duty that night,
was sitting on the brick bed-platform, still in her padded clothes. 'Heavens,' she
said, 'you nearly scared me to death. It is you, isn't itT The two older women
stepped down from the bed-platform and tried to pull him to his feet, but he refused to stand. His mouth, blue with cold, just kept chattering. 'I . . . I . . .
I .. .' Qin lost her temper. 'What's the matter with you? What do you want? Say
something, and quick.' The group leader reached forward from behind and gave
her a pinch as a signal to calm down, then walked over to bolt the door and
turned back to face him again. 'Uncle, we can't have you kneeling there. You'd
better sit on the bed-platform. Look how cold you are. Wrap yourself up in this
quilt of ours to stop you shivering, then you'll be able to talk. How about it?' As
she spoke she gave him a hard tug, but he still dared not rise to his feet. By
then the other woman had lit the paraffin lamp. The sight of the man kneeling
made Qin angrier and angrier. 'You feudal old slave. Anyone would think you
were looking at the emperor. We won't have it. Say whatever it is you have to
say, then get up.' Old Du was a big man, and with those women jabbering all
around him he looked more than ever like a huge heap as he knelt there. He
raised his hands to grab hold of somthing but lost his nerve. Both his hands
shook as he spoke: 'I . . . I . . . I . . . and Widow Liu . . . it's wicked.' As
soon as the two older women heard this they burst out laughing. 'A widow and
an old bachelor,' one of them said, 'there's nothing wicked about that. Stand up
now. Tomorrow we'll write you an official letter, and you and Widow Liu can
go to the commune office and register your marriage. Then it'll all be sorted
out.' To which the group leader said, 'I'll take the lead, repaper her cottage with
some old newspapers, and sweep the place out. You're both getting on-you'll be
company for each other, and you ought to look after each other. Nothing wrong
with that. Very well then. Up you get.' Whereupon the two of them gave one
great try and dragged Old Du willy-nilly to his feet. He staggered two paces
backwards and 1eant against the wall, not daring to sit down. 'What do you
think about our suggestion?' the group leader asked him. The old man's round
and honest face was as expressionless as an old log. He kept his eyes on the
ground and said nothing at all. 'Go home to bed now,' said the group leader. 'An
old worker like you ought to have more backbone. You must never kneel to anyone again.' Still saying nothing, Old Du turned and shuffled out of the room.
'What a funny business,' said Qin. The Four Clean-ups movement isn't supposed
to be cleaning up musty old problems like that. He really gave me a scare.'
The next day the nimble Qin was eager to get to Widow Liu's house as early as
she could to make the old lady happy by giving her this wonderful news. Much
to her surprise, Widow Liu said nothing and showed no emotion. But there was
an even bigger surprise to follow. Before then Old Du had always taken his food
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bowl and a couple of cornbread buns at mealtimes to eat them sitting on the edge
of Widow Liu's bed-platform, but from then onwards he stopped going. Qin went
on to ask another old woman, 'Granny, what's all this about? They've been carrying on in private for all these years, so why do they refuse to come out into the
open and get properly married?' The old woman, who was known in the village as
Granny Sharptongue, snorted. 'You don't know the story. The old man has got no
time to think about that sort of thing. When he was guarding the threshing floor
in 1960 he knew that cadres were stealing grain but kept his mouth shut-and
the reason he kept his mouth shut was because he was stealing grain himself. If
he wasn't stealing how else do you think he survived when so many other people
in the village starved to death? He's been scared out of his wits since your group
came. A wedding is the last bloody thing on his mind.' Qin's eyes opened wide as
she listened, then she said, 'Oh! Now I understand .. .' She rushed out and
hurried over to Old Du's mud brick cottage to see him. He had just come back
from hoeing and had not yet had time to wipe the lather of sweat off his head.
He was sitting in front of the stove, lighting it to cook his midday meal. The stove
was built all of a piece with the bed-platform in his little cottage, so that Qin,
standing beside the bed-platform as he faced the stove, was looking straight at
him. She could not bottle up her fury, but came straight out with it: 'Now J
know what you were up to, going on and on like that and kneeling on our floor
in the middle of the night. You only dragged Widow Liu's name in to cover up
for your thieving. Who put you up to it? You acted stupid all that time, but it was
just a dirty trick. It's true, isn't it? If you don't come clean, you've had it.' The
old man said nothing as he bent before the stove, putting in firewood.
From that day onwards the old man would never look Qin in the face, even
if they met head-on, but neither did he try to avoid her. When they sat on the
same big bed-platform during a meeting and he happened to glance at Qin it was
as if she were a thousand miles away. There was no resentment or hostility in his
look: it was just as if she were a complete stranger. No matter how she questioned
him or even lost her temper with him, his expression was always the sameexpressionless. Qin became very worked up. and reported what had happened to
the group leader, adding: 'r can't stay in that group any longer. Of all the people
in that group, young and old, men and women, he's the key one. He knows
what really happened, but he's clammed right up and nothing will move him.
Why don't you switch me over to direct attacks on corrupt cadres-anyone would
be easier to deal with than him.' The group leader thought it over for a while
then said, 'J think you'll simply have to go and take your meals with him. You'll
stay there for months if that's how long it takes you to win him over.' 'Heavens,'
said Qin, gesticulating, 'that'll be the death of me. Are you trying to turn me deaf
and dumb?' The leader made some suggestions as to how she might work on
him. 'Very well,' said Qin after a moment's reflection, Tll see how it goes; but
if it doesn't work you'll have to lend a hand.' Then she had a change of heart
and went on, 'But J can't lower myself to waiting on him hand and foot: if J
did, he'd have an even lower view of me than ever and be even less willing to
talk to me. I'll have to start out by standing on my dignity with him.' 'That's up
to you,' replied the group leader. 'But remember you're not the county party
secretary, so don't make yourself ridiculous by overplaying your dignity.' Qin was
not going to give in. 'Even a provincial party secretary would look ridiculous if
he made too much of his dignity,' she replied. 'But he wears the mandarin's
winged hat of office,' replied the group leader, 'so if he swaggers as he walks down
the road the wings of his mandarin's hat quiver and it's all very impressive. But
all you have is bobbed hair and a pair of ears. You could swagger for all you
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were worth, but there wouldn't be much to quiver, would there? What do you
think you'd be?'
Qin tried out all sorts of ways of asserting her dignity before she found what
seemed to her the right way to stride into the little mud-brick cottage that Old
Du had built himself. She sat herself on the edge of the bed-platform and announced, 'Uncle, I'm here this evening to inform you that with effect from tomorrow I have been instructed to eat here.' The old man was trying to thread a needle
with some white cotton, and though he screwed up his eyes his efforts were unavailing. When Qin spoke he stopped trying and grunted, 'Right.' He then went
back to his needle, but with no more success than before. At the sight of his
difficulty she longed to take the needle from him, thread it, and patch up his
tattered white vest. But then she thought: No. Even if she wasn't going to act
as if she were a high and mighty provincial party secretary, she could not cast
all her dignity aside. 'Till tomorrow, then,' she said. 'Right,' he grunted. She
strode out.
II

After eating there for two days Qin realized that the old man was not in the
least affected by how or whether she stood on her dignity. All he did was to
cook an extra bowl of rice and some more corn buns, and wash an extra bowl
and pair of chopsticks; he noticed nothing else. Qin realized that standing on her
dignity was completely useless. He would have paid more attention to a gust of
wind that blew some dust into his eye and made him blink. He was like an unshakeable mountain crag: nothing moved him. He was like mud: you could dig
holes in him without hurting him. He was like an old ox that had toiled hard
all its life right up till its death: none could say how much land it had ploughed,
or how heavy were the burdens he had drawn. How and why could he have
become so frightened and cold, and gone to kneel to the three women,
Qin could find no answer, no matter how much she thought about it. But just
then something else happened. The old man started to shiver again while they
were eating, that evening, then he came out with, 'I . . . I made another mistake today, a very big one.' She stopped eating and asked with astonishment,
'What mistake? What do you mean by big?' 'I was arrested-that big.' 'Arrested?'
He confirmed it with a grunt. 'Then why are you sitting here eating your meal?
You can't have been taken away? 'Coming back today doesn't count. Tomorrow
I have to go back with an official letter from the production brigade and a selfcriticism too. I'll only be really back if they let me go tomorrow.' 'Goodness!
What's it all about?'
This was the story the old man told her: Now that Qin had started to eat with
him the branch he used as a cooking-pot holder was too short for him to cook
enough gruel for both of them. He had wanted to cut a longer branch, but whose
tree was he going to cut it from? He couldn't very well take it off someone's privately-owned tree, and to cut it from a publicly-owned one was out of the
question. After much thought he remembered something. He had planted some
willow saplings round the edge of the half-acre they assigned to him during land
reform, and the only one of them to survive was now a big tree beside the new
road. Just when he was up the tree and chopping away the men from the Highways Depatment had suddenly rushed at him shouting, 'A saboteur! Get him!
Get him! Must be an ex-landlord.' What with the shouting and the running feet
the old man had started to shake so badly that he dropped both the axe and the
bough he had just chopped off, almost falling out of the tree with them. The men
who had rushed up danced around brandishing the axe and saying, 'We've got you
this time, you horrible old man. You're the one who's been doing all the sabotage.
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Come down at once.' The old man had been too terrified to come down, but had
just kept shaking his head and trying to defend himself: 'No, not me, not me.
This is the first time I've come here. I needed a branch very badly.' 'Dirty liar.
See this rope? If you don't come straight down we'll drag you down.' When they
showed him the rope, going down was the last thing he wanted to do; instead he
climbed higher, as if the tree were a ladder to heaven. But in the end a strapping
young man had shinned up it and started pulling him by his feet. He had clung to
a branch for dear life and shouted, 'Stop, stop. I'll break my neck.'
They had tied him up and hit him as they shoved him into a small hut by the
roadside, where a thoroughly vicious-looking man had demanded to know why he
was a saboteur. 'I never sabotaged anything.' 'What's this then? Who told you to
chop it off?' 'It's for my cooking pot. I cut it for myself.' 'Why did you chop it
off the Highway Department's tree?' 'I planted it.' 'You planted it, you fucker?
When? In the year the landlord militia came back to the village?' 'No I planted
it just after I got my land at land reform. That was before the landlord militia
came back.' 'Are you a poor peasant?' 'Even poorer than that.' 'Then why do you
hanker after private farming? Why don't you support socialism?' 'I've never
hankered after private farming.' 'Never? Then why did you chop a branch off
a publicly owned tree?' 'There was no other tree I could use. I came here because
this was the tree I'd planted. The branch I've been using to hold my cooking pot
is too short. I couldn't cook enough food.' 'Don't believe a word of it. You can
go home now, but you'll have to come back with a letter from the head of the
Four Clean-ups work team to say who you are and a written self-criticism too.'
'But please give me that branch for my cooking pot.' 'What? You break the law
and then expect to take this home for your cooking pot? You must be dreaming.'
Then he had been untied and given a shove that almost sent him flying. As he
started on his way home he had heard someone yelling at him, 'Old bastard, you
got off lightly this time. You bring us that official letter or we'll come for you
tomorrow and sort you out.' As the man spoke Old Du had heard his bough being
noisily snapped. He had felt thoroughly wretched: that branch had almost cost
him his life.
This story made Qin angry, indignant and unhappy. 'What a lousy time ordinary people have,' she burst out with. 'An honest old man like you, and a poor
peasant at that, gets beaten up and shoved around just for the sake of a branch.'
Her last remark reminded her of how she had lost her temper with him, and it
occurred to her that there was not much to choose between her and the Highways
Department people. She blinked several times before asking him if he was still
angry with her. 'What about?' he replied. 'What?' she said 'Have you forgotten
what happened the other day?' He nodded to show that he remembered nothing.
She went on to ask, 'Have you been bullied so much all your life that you don't
notice one more piece of bullying?' 'That's right,' he said, 'you just have to take
it or face real trouble.' 'But didn't you stand up to struggle against the landlords
during land reform?' 'I'm no talker and I'm not clever either. I only asked for
what the peasants' association was going to give me as my share anyhow.' 'Then
didn't you take a lead when mutual-aid terms and co-ops were formed? Didn't
you strike the cymbal and beat the drum?' 'I joined, and put in the half acre
they'd given me. But I can't play the cymbal, and I never touched a drumstick
because they all thought I wouldn't hit the drum right.' 'So do you feel you've
made any contribution to our new China?' 'All I can do is work my guts out. I
don't know what all that about "contribution" means.'
They had now finished their meal. 'I'll go and see the Highways people about
that business. You can forget all about it.' 'Oh no,' he said, his eyes staring wide,
'that's impossible. They haven't released me yet.' 'Then I release you. You've had
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a hard day. Get some sleep. There's no meeting tonight.' 'You may be a big
official, but you're not in charge of this case. You're not in the Highways Department.' Qin had already turned on her heels and left.
She wrote two official letters: one explaining who she was, and one who Old
Du was. Being impetuous, which was hardly surprising as she was only eighteen,
she would not wait till morning. She knew the roadbuilders' cottage that was by
the main road about ten minutes' walk from the county town, and she went there
that very evening.
As she entered a group of them were playing cards surrounded by spectators.
She threw her two letters into the middle of the game, so surprising the workmen
that they read them with curiosity. Then the little man who was in charge stood
up and invited her to sit down, turned to a wild-looking lad and said to him,
'What are you staring at? There's a big pile of branches outside. Trim one into
a pot-holder for this comrade to take back with her.' The youngster went straight
to fetch a sickle and started work by the light of the electric bulb.
Qin sat down on a chair, crossed her legs, and put her hands one on the other,
on her leg. Then she looked at each of them in turn and asked, 'Which of you
beat him up today?' The man in charge laughed awkwardly and said, 'We didn't
beat him up, an old man like that. We just gave him a few gentle shoves.' 'If a
provincial or even a county party secretary had been up that tree cutting down a
branch, would you have dared to give him even a few gentle shoves?' 'What an
idea,' replied the foreman. 'A provincial or county secretary, or even a department
head, would be too old to climb a big tree like that.' 'Uncle Du's old too, isn't he?'
'Come off it. Party secretaries don't go round chopping bits off publicly-owned
trees, and they certainly don't need branches for their cooking pots. They all get
their food from special kitchens. If they do cook for themselves they use aluminium pans and don't need branches for their pots. Besides, even if they did
need a branch they wouldn't have to go climbing a tree themselves .. .' 'Precisely,' Qin cut in. 'It's only an old man of seventy-two, one of our poor, neglected
ordinary working people, who has to climb a tree himself, and be grabbed by his
feet, and almost fall and break his neck, then be beaten up, abused and shoved
around and told to come back with a written self-criticism. Just tell me how
he's supposed to write it. He's completely illiterate. I'll have to write it for him.'
'Hey, here it is,' the young lad shouted, holding out to Qin a pot-holder that
had been peeled white and had two pegs on it. 'It's a bit long,' he explained.
'When you get back he can trim it to the size he needs for his pot.' Qin took it
and said as she looked at it, 'No wonder it needs two pegs. One's for the old man
and one's for me. When he came he got beaten up, and when I came I got what
1 wanted. We don't want egalitarianism. If it were made completely fair and even
it would be an ordinary rod and no use for cooking-pots, 1 suppose.' 'Don't keep
harping on what's done with,' said the foreman. 'It's dark now. We've got a
torch. We'll see you home. When you get back tell the old chap he needn't write
that self-criticism. He can forget about it.' 'But I don't know where he'll get his
next pot-holder,' she said, standing up. 'I can manage, but he can't, and I won't
be with him for ever.'
Only now did she understand why the old man knelt and shivered when anything went wrong. It was appalling. A new-born babe needed the protection and
care of a nurse, but who was going to be the nurse for an old man like him?
Thinking these thoughts she left the roadbuilders' hut. When she noticed that
some of them were escorting her she stopped still and said, 'I grow up as the
years go on, but old Uncle Du becomes more and more of a child. There's no
need for you to see me home. Just take better care of those poor old children in
the future. 1 don't know why it was, but the famine of 1960 and thereabouts
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hardened people's hearts with hunger, and old-fashioned morality was starved to
death too. If you'd pulled him out of the tree and crippled him in the fall you'd
have treated it as a big joke. You're no better than the runners in the country
magistrate's office in the old days, or the guardian monsters in a temple.' 'Hope
you think better of us later,' they said as they stopped escorting her.
III

When she reached the edge of the village and saw that Old Du's hut on a slope
by the road was pitch dark Qin was relieved to think that he must have gone to
sleep, so she carried on. Passing Granny Sharptongue's cottage she heard voices
coming from it and saw that the lamp was alight. Lifting the door-curtain she
went in and saw that the bed-platform was covered with people of all ages sitting
on it while Uncle Du was standing by the wall facing them. It seemed that he had
been talking for a long time as he ended with, 'I've confessed everything. That's
all there is to it.' Everyone was staring at him blankly, disappointment in all their
eyes. Granny Sharptongue thumped the side of the bed-platform and said, 'I don't
believe you, 1 don't believe you. So many people died in our production team.
Some people were so starved that their legs were as thin as hemp-stalks and they
couldn't even walk. I don't know how you can have the face to brazen it out.'
'Me?' protested Old Du, pointing at his own legs. Don't tell me that 1 had legs
like tree-trunks when everyone else's were like hemp-stalks.' 'They may not have
been like tree-trunks, but at least you could stay upright in a wind.' 'Hmph:
retorted Old Du indignantly. 'In the winter of 1960 1 had to use a stick and lean
on walls when 1 walked. Didn't you see me?' 'I never saw you,' said Granny
Sharptongue, 'but then 1 wasn't Widow Liu.' 'From then till now,' said Widow
Liu from the corner, 'I've been in my bare bones under this torn padded jacket.
I don't even have a vest, and each of my ribs sticks out like a great long eye. I've
seen it myself.' Young Bullhead, who had put himself in charge of the meeting,
said, 'Keep to the point, and let Old Du do the talking. Now, I'm asking you:
when you were guarding the harvest for three months in 1960 did you really take
only one jar of maize?' 'I've told you already, haven't I? The officials stole grain
five times, and each time they gave me four or five pounds of it. I'd finished it
all before autumn was over.' Bullhead pushed up his sleeves and sprang to his
feet: 'Do the rest of you believe him or not?' Everyone except Widow Liu and
her son Liu Nian shouted together, 'No.' 'So what are we going to do?' 'Beat him.'
They raised their fists, but to give him a fright instead of a real beating. Old Du
was terrified, and he started to speak without thinking: 'You all stole. The officials
stole from the threshing floor, and you stole the grain as it grew in the fields. Bullhead was in command of the militia squad and guarding the fields-he stole more
than anyone else. 1 bumped into him when he was doing it. If you hadn't stolen
would any of you be alive to shout at me today? You'd all nave been under the
ground long ago.' A boy jumped noisily to his feet and said, 'My mother starved
to death. We didn't steal. Don't you accuse us.' As he spoke he grabbed Old Du
by his collar and was evidently going to take a swing at him when Qin burst in
and shouted to him to stop. The boy was so upset that he had tears in his eyes.
Old Du walked towards him and leaned forward. 'If you want to hit me, lad,' he
said, 'hit me in the face. It won't hurt if you hit me through this old padded
jacket.'
Qin was so angry that she went straight for Bullhead, asking 'Did you call this
meeting?' Bullhead glared at her, his eyes blazing with fury, and said, 'Do you
think we can't do anything without your stinking help? Does democracy mean
nothing to you people?' She bottled up her temper as she replied, 'There aren't
any landlords or rich peasants here to struggle against. Are you peasants to
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struggle against yourselves and beat up your own people?' 'If we don't struggle
against ourselves can we struggle against your Communist Party? In 1958 the
weather was perfect-the crops were the best we'd had in a hundred years. But
your lot had to make such a mess of everything that we starved. Then you said it
was just paying a debt. D'you think we're all idiots? Do you think we'd believe
that? But we couldn't object, even though we didn't believe. At the first protest
we'd have been treated like Peng Dehuai. Do you think we'd dare face that? If we
don't struggle against ourselves can we struggle against you?' Qin was now in a
flaming rage. 'You're backward. You haven't got a shred of political awareness.'
Bullhead was not yielding an inch. 'If I were head of your Four Clean-ups work
team drawing over 140 yuan a month I'd be progressive and politically aware too.
But I only get 12 cents for flogging my guts out all day. I'll be backward and
not aware all right.' All Qin could find to say was, 'Remember the bad old
days .. .' Bullhead did not wait for her to finish, but jumped in with, 'That's all
you can say, isn't it? I tell you the truth: the old people here all say that those
three years were worse than the bad old days. In the old days if you had to
leave home to go begging you could always find somewhere that hadn't been hit
by famine. But this time it was terrible. The whole country was exactly the same.
There was nowhere to hide. You had to starve-it was hopeless. Hunger is more
vicious than a savage beast. I don't care what you think.' Qin bowed her head,
thinking that this was all very unfair as she had only been thirteen in 1958-how
could she know?
She took the onslaught for a while without being able to find a word to say,
then realized that she had to act more like a cadre. All she could do was wave her
hands and say, The meeting's over. We can carryon with this conversation
another time. Anyhow, under socialism we have ways of overcoming our difficulties. One day things will be better.'
As she left she heard the boy who had lost his mother start weeping aloud:
he had no other way of showing his anger. Granny Sharptongue was saying,
'Don't cry, child. I can't bear it when you cry. Young Qin said that things will
get better some time. You'll never see your mother again, child. And the rest of
you, we'll just have to work as hard as we can.'
IV
After hearing these last few remarks Qin walked sadly back with a slow and
heavy tread to Old Du's little cottage that had no yard, walled or otherwise,
around it. The old man was sitting there in the dark, his back against the edge
of the bed-platform. Qin felt her way to the matches on the top of the stove then
lit the lamp. It gave a tiny flame the size of a bean. She had virtually been the
target of a struggle meeting alongside Old Du, but so far from being indignant
she felt only sadness. She handed him the pot-support. 'Here you are. You don't
have to go back tomorrow. I never imagined you'd have so hard a time of it here
too.' He put the stick down beside the stove and gazed at it, his head bowed low.
'I was done for from the day I was born,' he said. 'I wish I'd never had a belly.
Because of that bottomless pit I lost all sense of shame, and my life has been
one long disaster.' As he spoke tears rolled down. Qin turned her head to look at
him for a while before saying, 'UncIe, you shouldn't let yourself be put upon.
You can tell me what you didn't manage to finish saying just now. Our policy
means you don't have to pay the grain back.' The old man raised his head and
replied, 'If only I could give it back. I'd gladly die to stop those children dying.
But . . . but there's no way I can do it. I'd hang myself, but what use would that
be? But I can't live either. I don't know what to do. They won't let me get by,
and J don't deserve to get by either.'
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Qin, now really worried that he might do something to himself, tried to console him: 'When you've told us everything, that'll be the end of it. We believe
you. Don't take it so hard.' Then after a moment's thought she asked, 'That
night you came to kneel to us, was it really because of Widow Liu, or was it .. .'
Old Du, who had never in his life interrupted anyone before, did not let her finish.
'It was because of her, and because of that pot of maize, and for those four or
five pounds of grain. They're no fools. They'd guessed most of it. That's why the
other members of the team have never chosen me to guard the threshing floor
again from 1961 till now. They know I'm no good. They were starving and they
hated me so much they'd have eaten me. I've known that for ages. When your
group came I was scared. I was scared, but it was me I was scared of more than
of you. When 1 knelt there it was to beg you to turn me into a good man. I'll
soon be dead and buried, and when I'm dead 1 don't want to be kicked about
like a thieving dog. 1 want to die like a human being, but how can I tear off this
filthy hide of mine? 1 know what sort of man the Communist Party wants me
to turn into, but 1 haven't reformed. I'm even worse than I was in the old days.
They hate me, and quite right too. And you were right to suspect me and tell me
off. That night 1 was too ashamed to tell you everything.' It was too much for
Qin. 'Why should you be the only one to suffer like this? Didn't you tell me
that everyone stole?' 'No,' he said. 'I know that there were some honest people
who didn't steal.' 'Did the people who starved to death not steal?' asked Qin. 'I
wish I'd died with them instead of living like this,' said Du. 'I understand that
now, when it's too late. lowe a debt now that 1 couldn't pay back in two lifetimes.' Qin, now indignant over his fate, tried to comfort him: 'Uncle, you just
open your eyes and look at all those corrupt cadres who've stolen and embezzled
and eaten well and grabbed what they want. What you did was nothing. You
shouldn't exaggerate it and make yourself so wretched.' 'I won't compare myself
with people like that. That would make me even less of a man than ever.' 'Uncle,'
she said, 'you've had a thoroughly miserable life. Look at this cottage of yourswhat kind of home is it? You ought to get on with marrying Widow Liu. That
way you'll have some sort of home for the rest of your life.' His eyes opened wide
with horror. 'Never. I'm too old; 1 won't be able to get about much longer. 1
could never, never make that poor kid Liu Nian have to put up with humiliation,
and give him another idle mouth to feed as well. He wants to get himself a wife,
and that'll be hard enough as it is. When 1 can't move about any more and I get
ill too 1 can just shut my eyes and die by myself. Then 1 won't have to suffer
any more of the misery of this belly or put up with the disgrace any longer. I'll
be ashamed of what 1 did with Widow Liu long after I've rotted in my grave,
and the debt lowe those children 1 won't be able to pay back in two lifetimes.'
Qin sighed and said, to nobody in particular, 'Another debt. One to his old
fellow-villagers, and one to the children. But he's had a really hard life, he's
destitute, and he's weighed down with debts that taken together couldn't be repaid
in four lifetimes.' Then the thought of her own grandfather came to her. Working it out on her fingers she realized that he was the same age as Old Du. Her
grandfather's son and daughter-her own father and aunt-had joined the revolutions very early. Grandfather had not wanted to leave his old home, but he had
his youngest son, her uncle, to look after him, and her father and aunt each sent
him twenty yuan a month, making forty in all, as well as regularly taking him
cakes and sweets, and sending him high-quality tea and cigarettes. Who, she
asked herself, looked after people like Old Du in hardship? Even if there were
village cadres, how much relief money would be available? There were too many
hardship cases. When such old revolutionaries as her father and her aunt had
first joined the revolution surely they had not struggled so hard just for the sake
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of their own parents and families. But if you judged from the facts of today it
was only for their own families' benefit that old cadres had come forward. She
suddenly understood Bullhead's angry outburst. She could not blame him. It was
as if she had grown up several years that day. She realized that whenever disaster
struck and bad cadres emerged, those who were hit first and hardest were the
very humblest of the working people. Revolution, revolution and more revolution
had not made much difference from the old society in that respect. She was a student in the faculty of history, and the more she thought the more depressed she
became. She did not know later how she had left the old man's hut.
That was the end of any attempt by her to stand on her dignity with Old Du.
She realized that a disgraceful attitude like that would be the ruin not only of
herself but, if adopted by the whole of her generation, would mean the betrayal
of the people and the death of the revolution. She wished that on that evening
soon after her arrival she had taken the needle from Old Du and patched his
tattered vest for him. The old man's eyesight was failing, but he would never
dream of buying even a pair of old-fashioned spectacles: he did not even know
what spectacles were for, and thought people only wore them to show off how
rich they were. He had no yard in which to raise chickens, so he could not even
sell eggs to get the money to buy a little salt-glasses would have been beyond his
wildest ambitions. He always called the trucks that sped along the highway 'them
electrics', and would never have even imagined of riding in one himself. All that
this poor old man could say over and over again was that he owed debts that
could not be paid off in several lifetimes.
From the next morning onwards Old Du found when he came back from
levelling the fields on the early shift that Qin had cooked his breakfast for him.
His rarely seen smile filled her with a painful compassion. From then on she
served his rice, handed him his corn buns, and washed his cotton socks, rough
cotton handkerchiefs, and tattered clothes, mending and patching them when they
needed it.
Seeing her washing Old Du's clothes by the well one day, Bullhead said
derisively, 'The old so-and-so's got one foot in the grave, and then a nice young
girl comes to him out of the blue. I suppose he won't have to settle his debts
now.' To this the old people replied, 'Never mind about that. When we see a
sight like that we reckon we haven't lived for nothing, and we're perfectly happy
about it even if the old fellow doesn't have to pay it back.' As for Old Du himself,
he never breathed a word of thanks, and continued to be himself. When Qin
looked at him, still straight-backed after a lifetime of hard toil, she reflected that
what would be the greatest consolation for her would be if he never had to go
on his knees again to anyone else before he was buried. But the more she thought
about it the less sure she felt that he would never go hungry again.
It was the next summer, when this round of the Four Cleanups was still not
finished, that she kept asking Old Du her silly questions as they sat eating their
supper beside the collectively-owned wood, teasing him with them till he plucked
up the courage to take issue with her and argue back. Only then did she realize
with a bitter kind of pleasure that in all his life nobody had ever cared about the
formation of his character.
By the time the cultural revolution followed the Four Clean-ups movement Qin
was rather different from other young people. When urged to join the red guards
she would ask what difference it was going to make to solving the peasants' food
problem. When others told her that it was a 'great, most timely and absolutely
essential revolution to solve all problems,' she replied, 'I'll wait and see. If it's
right, I won't hold back; but if it isn't, I'm not going to act like an idiot.'
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After the overthrow of the 'gang of four' her former fellow-students who had
once urged her to join now asked her why she had never been taken in_ 'I suppose
I was held back by the misery and hunger of the peasants,' was her reply.
'She seemed to understand something long ago,' said her classmates, who had
been arrested several times and had fought bitterly among themselves. 'Seemed
is the word for it,' she replied. There are a lot of problems that need to be
thoroughly reassessed. The same goes for me. As time goes on I realize more and
more clearly how stupid I was. During those ten years a very decent old man 1
knew died. They had red guards there too, and he was dead for two days before
his body was discovered in his little cottage. The way you lot carried on the death
of a person was no more than the death of an ant. If the figures were known
the blind folly of that decade probably killed more people than did starvation in
the three hard years. Once you got your hands on anything successful you destroyed it.' At this her former fellow-students protested with wide-eyed astonishment, 'You can't put the blame on us. It's all very well for you to use us as
scapegoats, but there's nowhere we can take our complaints about how we were
treated.' 'You deserved everything,' she replied, her anger flaring up. 'Good
heavens,' they said sarcastically, 'she knows it all. Even if we aIJ hanged ourselves or slit our own throats that wouldn't be enough for her.'
The mention of hanging made her remember Old Du more clearly than ever.
Looking through the window at the sky she said to herself, 'Uncle, uncle, you
owed nothing. But what lowed you could never, ever, be paid off even in eight
lifetimes. You gave your country the hard work of a lifetime, but till the day of
your death nobody took care of you. I ought to write a very frank summing-up
of your wretched and miserable life, but I haven't yet. There are too many things
that I don't yet understand and haven't yet thought through.'
The other former students, seeing that she was holding a letter that she had
just finished reading, snatched it from her and opened it. The signature at the
bottom was 'Bullhead'.
'That could be one of us.' said a man student. 'We're bull-headed.' There's no
comparison,' said Qin. 'He knows what it's all about now. That's why he wrote
apologising that he didn't look after the old man properly for me.' Then her
thoughts became too much for her to bear. She put her head on the table and
began to sob aloud. There was more than one cause for her grief. Her former
fellow-students were transfixed with horror. Each of them had been like Bullhead
in the cultural revolution, but his fate had been even more wretched than theirs,
and his suffering even greater. He was in his thirties now, and he had been unable to find a wife. Was he too going to be a poor old bachelor: Such were the
thoughts Qin wanted to express as she sobbed.
Source: Qingming, No.2, 1979.
Translated W. J. F. Jenner.
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GONG LID

Home
I am a bird,
Wandering between the earth and the sky;
I have many friends,
They are the clouds, the wind, the rainbow,
The sails (the wings of boats),
The blind man's stick,
The dreams of children contained in kites,
The gaze of the prisoner behind the iron bars.
They wrote me many letters.
When spring comes, they become green leaves,
A leaf, and another,
Hanging on all the trees.
Who says birds do not have postal addresses?
You see, every tree
Is my home.
Shikan (Poetry), No.4, 1980
trans. Ee Beng Tat
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GONG LIU
The Petitioner and His Dependants
For Heaven's sake don't curse me. I'm not a troublemaker.
A starving man isn't interested in fooling around.
THE PETITIONER SPEAKS:
I am the blood oozing from extensive burns,
I am igneous rock. My home is Purgatory.
Look. All round is jagged granite:
Here there is no amethyst or jade.
As the tides of life surge past,
Holding God's special files of steel,
They wear me away for all they're worth,
Each with less mercy than the one before.
I was thrown into the yard of the local party office.
"Where are you from, you clod?
You're an eyesore and a pain in the neck. Get lost!"
With curses the security squad sent me on my way.
I was swept into the reception room of the district party committee.
"He's got lice," shrieked a female official,
Getting rid of me and then going to wash her hands
As if she had just got rid of lavatory paper.
In the provincial capital the leaders were busier still,
Building paradise for the people.
Being an ill-mannered lout I wrote my address as Purgatory.
"Nonsense. There's no such place in China."
The tide of anger swept the land once more,
Carrying me to Peking's Xinhua Gate.
Take a look at that dried-up, shrivelled crowd:
They could be made into a mat of human straw.
Changan Boulevard, accept my agologies:
Ugliness has sullied your beautyThese fingers like sticks of charcoal,
These rags that barely cover our bodies.
But injustice is even more unbearable than shame.
I remember once two iron-trees grew here.
Are they both dead by now?
I dreamed that they had a second flowering.
Comrade, I don't complain, let alone curse.
Don't I beg you, refer my case back home.
If you could grant me just half an hour,
You'd save me half a lifetime's suffering.
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HIS DAUGHTER TALKS IN HER SLEEP
I am the petitioner's daughter,
I am wild by profession.
I count the waves of telegraph poles;
Everywhere are the beds where I've been sold.
I sell myself off cheap, bit by bit,
For food and drink and a yard or two of cotton.
Mother knows what I'm doing,
But still calls me a good girl, with a sob in her throat.
A good girl, indeed!
One dark night, twelve years ago,
They took my father away,
Putting out the stove and hope.
The lost world of beauty,
The lost innocence, schoolbag and songs
Were left in a place far, far away,
Shrouded in mist, where I'll never return.
Here there is degradation,
Here there is grief.
Only my young brother's innocent shouts
Remain to link the present and the past.
I am the petitioner's daughter.
People mock and jab me in the back.
Of course, I wasn't qualified to join the political brothelI didn't know the "gang of four".
I'm only good enough to be their target.
I'm not allowed to talk so fine, even if I could,
Or plant chaste privet to hide debauchery,
Or set up my memorial in the shrine of filth.
I'm too weak now, like a broken spring.
I'd flyaway, but have no wings of my own.
The police have warned me: classification unchanged.
Besides, my father has disappeared again.
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HIS WIFE ARGUES:
People take me for a widow.
In fact I have a husband.
But he's hitched a ride on a train to Peking:
I dare not think how all this will end.
I spend my days with rubbish,
Digging out tins, plastic, paper and rags.
My conscience is clean:
Tears wash away the dirt from everything.
Sorting through rubbish doesn't make you rubbish.
Don't you believe me? Dirt sometimes hides jewels.
All the red-scarfed youngsters used to salute me.
By what right did I lose my text-books, chalk and dais?
Now I silently roam the streets:
I know where the filthiest places are.
But I am the outcaste, the untouchable,
As if this were not China but India.
"Clear off. Out of the way."
Shouts a loathsome student I once taught.
He treats the whole town as his rubbish bin:
He has the right father and the right father-in-law.
But still I take home the old newspapers I pick up,
To read and reread, not knowing what to believe.
Then my poor crippled boy starts crying:
"Mum, why did you ever learn to read, you fool?"
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THE SICK BOY'S INVOCATION:
I hate my father,
I hate my family,
I hate this bloody polio,
I hate doctors and their long white coats.
I hate this damp basement
That drags me down with it.
I hate the murky skylight:
It's half blind and so am I.
I hate those busy men and women
Whose heels are always drumming at my head.
I hate their busyness.
Why does no one think of me or give me something to do?
That wild plant growing in the dirt by the window
Is the only thing I like. I love it. It's watered
With my tears. Perhaps the sun one morning
Will notice it. There could even be a flower.

Qingming, 5 September, 1979
translated by W. J. F. Jenner
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YING RUOCHENG

DRAMA

Lao She and His "Teahouse"

For various reasons, some more obvious than others, the year 1979 was remarkable for the number of revivals of feature films and stage productions in Beijing.
These included not only productions from the fifties and early sixties, but also
traditional pieces and world classics. A glance at the entertainments columns in
the Beijing papers would convince anybody that something significant was taking
place in the performing arts world. Among these revivals, Lao She's Teahouse
produced by the Beijing People's Art Theatre created perhaps the greatest sensation and was still performing to packed audiences in 1981.
The reasons for this are manifold. Lao She was honoured with the title of
"People's Artist" in 1951, the only author to receive such a designation in the
history of the People's Republic. Up to the time of his tragic death in 1966 he
more than lived up to it. His literary output after his return to Beijing from the
United States in 1949 was prolific, by far surpassing all the writers of the older
generation. Practically all his writing dealt with the life of the common people
of Beijing. His love for this city and its glorious past was well-known, and, in
return, the people of Beijing loved him dearly. His death and subsequent repudiation at the hands of the ultra-Leftists were never accepted by the common folk
of Beijing. The revival of Teahouse was therefore regarded as a sort of spiritual
triumph by many of his devotees. There is, however, another deeper reason for
the phenomenal success of the 1979 revival. This play, written in 1957 at the
height of the "Hundred Flowers" period, had always been controversial. True,
criticisms against it did not reach the dizzying heights they acquired during the
Cultural Revolution, but nevertheless they existed. These implied that in this play
Lao She went too far in his sympathy for property-owners and petty shopkeepers, all more or less objectionable characters, and that there was a marked
shortage of "positive" characters. Even staunch apologists felt that though the
play was a gem artistically, politically speaking it was at best "harmless". In
fact, the Beijing People's Art Theatre, which had a long history of close collaboration with Lao She as a playwright, decided to take Teahouse quietly off their
repertoire twice, once in 1958 after its premiere and again in 1963 after its first
revival. After Lao She's death in 1966, Teahouse became a prime target of
calumny as a matter of course, and the amount of slanderous attacks on both
the play and its production would fill a fair-sized volume. But that is not the
point I wish to make here, for in that respect Teahouse is but another of the
numerous examples of good plays unjustly suppressed and banned during the
period. Its subsequent rehabilitation should. therefore. be the end of the story.
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But the remarkable thing about Teahouse is not only that its 1979 revival was
an instant hit and widely acclaimed (as can be seen from the box-office records
and critical articles), but also the fact that because of it people are now rediscovering Lao She and reappraising some of the criteria with which Teahouse
and other theatrical productions were judged (or misjudged). As a literary critic
put it in one of the symposiums on Teahouse, "We have not done sufficient
justice to Lao She's writing in the past. It took the upheaval of the last ten to
twelve years to make us realize that. There is much we can learn from Lao She."
As an actor, who has taken part in the production of many of Lao She's plays
and all the performances of Teahouse since its 1958 premiere, I fully agree with
such an opinion. Teahouse has always been a popular play and the audience
reaction has always been strong. But we were not quite prepared for the rapt
attention and outbursts of spontaneous laughter we got in the 1979 performances.
Was this due to the nostalgia and goodwill of our old fans? Not entirely. For
one thing, a large proportion of the 1979 audience consisted of young people
under thirty who have never seen any modern spoken drama, let alone Teahouse.
The truth is that the revival of Teahouse served as a timely antidote to the kind
of stereotyped ultra-Leftist fare crammed down people's throat in the last ten
to twelve years. For a large number of people to see life truthfully and naturally
portrayed, to hear the everyday speech of Beijing turned into pithy, racy and
expressive dialogue, were, in themselves exciting experiences. Even more significant is the fact that after so many years of turmoil, people are beginning to
realize that the evils of the old social order die very hard indeed and that the
phenomena Lao She depicted in this playas an indictment of the past social
injustices have, in an uncanny and devious way, reappeared. The result is not
only the audience but also the actors are reading new meanings into the text.
To cite but two examples, the scene in Act One where Master Chang is arrested
by the imperial secret police for the "crime" of having aired his worries about
the future of the Qing Empire and the professional thug Erdez Jr in Act Three,
who is all but illiterate yet who is made a college student overnight in order to
suppress the student movement-both these remind people forceful1y of what
was happening a few years ago.
In order to understand the background of Teahouse it is necessary to go a
little into the history of Lao She's friendship and col1aboration with the Beijing
People's Art Theatre. As is well known, by the time of the liberation of the
whole country in 1949, Lao She was a wel1-established novelist. He did write a
few plays in the late thirties at the beginning of the War of Resistance Against
Japan, but they were not considered his principal works. It was only after 1949
that he began to take up play-writing in earnest. The reason usually given for
this is that Lao She felt the performing arts as a whole had more access to the
common people than novels in print, which required at least rudimentary literacy
from the readers. This was undoubtedly true, as one could see from the large
amount of skits, comic duologues, songs and local operettas that he turned out
in those years. Equally true, however, is the fact that he was strongly attracted
by modern drama, which became his main vehicle in the last fifteen years of his
life. And it is here that the Beijing People's Art Theatre played such a crucial
part. In 1950 he wrote Dragon Beard Ditch, a play about the life of destitute
slum dwellers in the southern part of Beijing. The play, staged by the Beijing
People's Art Theatre in 1951,was an instant success and is now a classic of its
kind. With the production of this play Lao She found in Jiao Juyin (1905-75)
the ideal stage director for his plays and in the Beijing People's Art Theatre a
young but promising company for the portrayal of his characters. Most of the
actors in the company were in their twenties, inexperienced but willing to learn,
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and, guided by Lao She's unique style of writing and Jiao Juyin's sure hand,
they soon acquired a reputation as the best interpreters of Lao She's plays. Up
to the production of Teahouse in 1958, the company put on more than half a
dozen of Lao She's plays, including the popular comedy Girl Shop Assistants,
which was revived in 1979, also with great success, and a stage adaptation of his
world-famous novel Rickshaw Boy. Now, more than twenty years after its
premiere, it is largely the same cast of actors who have taken part in the revival
of Teahouse.
The circumstances leading to the birth of Teahouse are perhaps the best
illustration of this close collaboration between the dramatist and the People's
Art Theatre. In the original version of Dragon Beard Ditch, there was a scene
about a small teahouse. Lao She only wrote the bare outline of it, leaving the
actors plenty of scope to fill in the details. The young actors of the People's
Art Theatre did a thorough job. They went to the real slum district and made
friends with the people, actually living there for a time. What Lao She put down
merely as a crowd scene turned out to be an exciting spectacle of characters,
each with his or her individual traits, background, profession and temperament.
Lao She was delighted at the result and the idea of a play with a similar setting
was born.
The actual writing of the play was also closely linked with the Beijing People's
Art Theatre. Lao She was deeply interested in the idea of constitutional democracy in China. In 1952 he wrote another play for the People's Art Theatre, entitled A Family of Delegates, on that theme. The play was never produced at
his own request, but the idea persisted and when the Constitution of the People's
Republic of China was promulgated in 1954, Lao She embarked on another play
dealing with the history of constitutional democracy and how it had failed under
all the regimes before 1949. As was his habit at that time, he came to the Beijing
People's Theatre to read the first draft and ask for comments. Unfortunately, or
fortunately in this case, most of the people in the theatre were not too enthusiastic about this draft and Lao She was on the point of scrapping the whole
thing. However, everyone agreed that one of the scenes, set in a Beijing teahouse
at the end of the last century, was a superb piece of drama, offering unlimited
scope to the actors, and urged him to expand it into an entire play. Lao She
accepted the suggestion and the result was Teahouse.
Teahouse is a play of great dimensions, with more than sixty characters and
covering a span of fifty years, from 1898 to about 1948. It has often been asked
why Lao She chose the particular years 1898, 1918 and 1948 for the three acts
of this play. The answer is quite simple, if we bear in mind the original intention
of the work. These were the years when attempts had been made to give China
a modern constitution along Western parliamentary lines. All the three attempts
ended in dismal failure. The first one, led by scholars and officials like Tan
Sitong, Kang Youwei and Liang Qichao aimed at setting up a constitutional
monarchy under the auspices of the Qing Emperor. The Empress Dowager
promptly squashed it by staging a coup. Tan Sitong was beheaded, the emperor
himself put in custody and Kang and Liang fled. The second had as its background the great scandal in parliament over the election of Cao Kun as president of the Republic. China had gone through the 1911 Revolution by which the
rule of the Qing Dynasty came to an end. There was on paper a constitution.
The first president elect, Yuan Shikai. however, was bent on restoring the
monarchy, with himself as emperor. Civil war ensued and Yuan, forced to abdi·
cate, died shortly afterwards. The country was then torn apart by numerous
warlord separatist regimes. One of these warlord cliques, which occupied Beijing,
tried to give itself a semblance of legality by staging elections in the parliament
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with Cao Kun as the only candidate. A great majority of the members of parliament received bribes of 5,000 silver dollars each, and Cao Kun was duly elected.
When news of the affair leaked out, there was a huge scandal and China was
plunged into a period of incessant civil wars. Parliamentary democracy was
totally discredited in the eyes of the people. The third attempt was an even
greater fiasco. After the war against Japan had ended in 1945, Chiang Kai-shek,
feeling confident of his own strength and American support to wipe out the
Communists by force, tore up all the agreements previously reached and launched
into total civil war. As a political facade, he convened the "National Congress"
unilaterally and had himself elected president. The result was the total collapse
of the KMT regime, politically, militarily and morally.
So much for the political background. Very little of it, however, emerged in
the final product. Lao She seems to have adhered to the admonitions plastered
on the walls in Wang Lifa's teahouse: "DO NOT DISCUSS AFFAIRS OF
STATE". In retrospect, this was a most fortunate choice and one which required
quite some courage at the time. A large amount of dramatic writing in China
in the fifties was, for justifiable reasons, imbued with topical political themes
and few make interesting reading today. Political struggle, after all, is often just
one aspect in the overall economic, social and moral picture of a given period
in history. By delving into what lay below the surface, Lao She succeeded in
giving us a three-dimensional, convincing image of the periods he portrayed. In
order to achieve this, he never tackled any of the momentous political issues
head-on (a great temptation for dramatists then), but skirted around them. At
the same time nothing was too trivial to escape his notice, and some have thought
that he went out of his way to look for the grotesque (again a great risk for
dramatists then) as long as it provided what he felt was necessary to bring out
more of the spirit of a particular period. Some of the most memorable scenes in
the play, such as the old eunuch taking a young girl as his wife, the pimp getting
his head chopped off on the strength of false accusations and a mistaken identity,
the three old men in the final scene throwing paper money into the air at their
own imagined funerals, all verge on the bizarre and the ridiculous. Yet it is
precisely these seemingly preposterous episodes that give Teahouse such an inner
truth. After seeing Teahouse for the first time in its present revival, more than
one theatre worker of the younger generation expressed the same idea: they
never thought a play could be written in that way and, moreover, they are beginning to feel that this might be the right way. This, I think, will prove to be the
greatest contribution of Lao She's Teahouse to the development of modern
Chinese theatre.
Finally, a word about the language of Lao She. Lao She has been hailed as
one of the greatest stylists of modern Chinese, and with good reason. After the
May 4th Movement in 1919, vernacular Chinese gradually replaced classical
Chinese as the mainstream in literature. At the same time the movement to
unify the spoken language throughout China slowly got under way, and it was
generally agreed that the pronunciation should adhere to the Beijing dialect and
the grammar roughly follow that of north China. It is in this field that Lao She
occupies a special position. Being a native of Beijing, he was thoroughly familiar
with the language as it is actually spoken and he made full use of this in his
writings. The early novels of Lao She attracted many readers for that very
reason; for here was a writer who was capable of writing in the language of the
man in the street, of coolies, shopkeepers, artisans and petty officials. After 1949,
when Lao She devoted himself to the writing of plays, this became even more
important. Spoken drama, perhaps more than any other literary form, requires
language to achieve an instantaneous auditory effect, and this is where Lao She
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excelled. This is not to say, however, that Lao She simply took the Beijing
dialect as it is and put it in his plays. Far from it. The Beijing dialect under
the pen of Lao She has become a language rich in meaning and expressive in
nuances, at the same time succinct and pithy. What's more, since Dragon Beard
Ditch, Lao She had been careful to divest his writing of the more obscure
colloquialisms of Beijing but preserve the syntax. The result was that a new
kind of putong hua (common speech), intelligible to most yet retaining a strong
local flavour and a distinct personal style, evolved. As an actor, I must say that
I, like all my colleagues, very much enjoy delivering lines written by Lao She
because of their expressiveness, clarity and resonance. With Teahouse, I think,
Lao She reached the height of his power in this field. As a translator, alas, I
am afraid I have quite different sentiments. Someone once said of poetry that
it is untranslatable, and I am very much tempted to say the same of Lao She's
language. My only consolation is that inadequate as it may be, this is the first
time that Lao She's masterpiece Teahouse has been introduced to the world.*
• The English translation is contained in Chillese Literatllre, No. 12. 1979. The play was produced in Europe in 1981.
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GLADYS YANG

DRAMA

"Power Versus Law"a Courageous, Topical Play

Of all Chinese art forms today the drama is the liveliest, with new plays reflecting
topical and controversial issues. One of the most popular is Power Versus Law
by Xing Yixun, forty-year-old playwright of the China Youth Art Theatre. Not
overly subtle or sophisticated, a combination of drama and melodrama, this play
spells out its message and indeed rams it home; yet it grips Beijing (Peking)
audiences. For it says - forcefully - what they feel has long needed saying.
"Brought the tears to my eyes", "My hands are sore from clapping" were comments I heard when leaving the theatre.
Its popularity is due to its theme which is of vital concern to China today.
How to end the abuse of power and strengthen the socialist legal system? The
country has a fine blueprint for modernization. People want to build up the
economy and raise their living standards; but unless assured of democratic rights
and legal safeguards they will not go all out to achieve this.
Feudal China had elaborate legal codes. Designed to protect the interests of
the feudal ruling classes, they also-in theory-safeguarded certain rights of the
people. Anyone grievously wronged could sound the yamen gong and appeal for
justice. Whether this would be meted out or not depended on the local magistrate, and most of these were venal. An exception was Magistrate Bao of the
Song Dynasty, noted for his integrity; neither bribes nor pressure from above
could deflect him from administering the law justly. Thus he became a legendary
figure-the Daniel of Chinese folklore. Unfortunately, the general rule was
"Officials protect each other" and "Nobles are exempt from punishment". The
common people put little trust in the law.
When I came to China in 1940 there was manifestly one law for the rich,
another for the poor. For instance, opium-smoking was a capital offence; but
whereas the rich could get away with it. I saw a shopkeeper executed for this.
Again, in wartime Chongqing, the hotel in which we were staying one night was
raided by the KMT police. When my husband answered their questions casually
they called him "Comrade", implying that he was a Red, and threatened to
arrest him. But as soon as he gave the names of two high officials who would
vouch for us, they beat a retreat.
In 1949 we were living in Nanjing. At the time of its liberation the city
was infested with thieves-urban unemployed and bankrupt peasants from the
countryside. The police, instead of arresting them, simply gave them a talkingto and let them go, knowing that it was poverty that had driven them to crime.
This was the sign of a tremendous change. The new constitution defended the
rights of the working people.
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Certain revolutionary laws of far-reaching significance were passed. Such were
the Marriage Law which championed women's rights, and the Land Reform Law
to end exploitation in the countryside. No criminal code was introduced, but as
the economy was rehabilitated and work was found for all, the incidence of
crime slumped. In the early fifties social morality was very striking. Theft,
violence, bribery, corruption and embezzlement were minimal. This was due, I
think. partly to law enforcement but even more to political education, the
general rise in morale and the example set by the cadres trained in the People's
Liberation Army with their generally selfless and Spartan style of living. In those
years, we never worried if one of our young daughters came home alone late
at night. Once I discarded a half-empty bottle of ink in a hotel, and it was
forwarded to me in Beijing. When our son lost his wallet containing grain
coupons, cloth coupons and money, someone picked it up in the street and had
it returned to him .... There can rarely have been such a law-abiding society as
China at that time.
When the Communist cadres had moved into the cities, Chairman Mao
warned them that they would have to face a whole new set of problems. He
urged them to be on their guard against the "sugar-coated bullets" of the bourgeoisie and keep up the Party tradition of close ties with the masses. But after
the Party was entrenched in power, some cadres, because of the long feudal
influence, became bureaucrats and accepted or demanded special privileges. This
unhealthy trend was attacked in several movements.
When the Cultural Revolution was launched in 1966, the Party apparatus was
virtually wrecked. Legally appointed heads of state, ministers and generals were
overthrown, jailed or killed. Anarchy, part and parcel of the ultra-Leftist line of
Lin Biao and the "gang of four", played havoc with social order. All the laws
and decrees adopted between 1949 and 1965 were repudiated.
Security officers came one night in 1968 to arrest me. Asked the reason, they
would not tell me the charge against me; and this did not surprise me in the
prevailing climate of lawlessness.
The Cultural Revolution took the lid off a Pandora's box from which emerged
many of the worst features of feudalism: superstition, nepotism, bribery, corruption and flouting of the law by those in power. ... We are still suffering from the
aftermath today.
In the three years since the overthrow of the gang, the government has taken
effective steps to restore the wrecked economy and right many old wrongs, some
dating back to the anti-Rightist campaign of 1957. The leading bodies of different
organizations are being overhauled. Cadres unequal to their tasks, or those like
Secretary Cao in this play who have grossly abused their power are being replaced. Democracy is being strengthened, and the people dare to speak out and
criticize bureaucrats who ignore their interests or violate the law. The People's
Daily, China's most influential daily, has received countless letters stressing the
need to strengthen the legal system.
But inevitably, after the cataclysm through which China has passed, many
people have no clear concept of what legality implies. Last year I attended the
trial of a man who attempted to murder a girl and injured her badly. After
capture he confessed. When the evidence had been given and the court adjourned, we in the spectators' gallery speculated on the sentence he would receive.
Guesses ranged from "two years" to "life", showing that the general public had
no yardstick by which to judge the penalty for any given crime.
The government is trying to remedy this. On January 1 this year six new laws
came into effect, including the Criminal Law and the Law of Criminal Procedure. Broadcasts have been given about the enforcement of these laws; the
press carries explanations of legal terms; and more judicial workers are being
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trained. Strengthening the legal system wiII take time, but this is a prerequIsIte
for extending democracy; for freedom for individuals must be combined with
respect for the freedom of others. Criminals who harm the people and sabotage
the economy will have to be duly punished. Numbers of such criminals exist. In
the cities juvenile delinquents are a problem. But what causes more anxiety and
resentment is the smaller number of high-ranking cadres who abuse their power
and take reprisals against those who remonstrate. This is the problem tackled in
this play.
The choice of this theme was courageous. Chinese writers today still feel a
certain trepidation. "'A man once bitten by a snake will for ten years shy at a
rope." How far is it safe to go in exposing abuses? Some stories and plays have
been criticized for lowering morale by their exposures. The official policy appears
to be: Write truthfully on any topic you please, but remember your social responsibility. However, editors in the lower echelons tend to be more conservative
or timid. Suppose there is a change in policy and they are criticized for rightist
leanings? I do not think this likely, but one cannot rule out the possibility. By
portraying a Party secretary as a scoundrel Power Versus Law could be accused
by malicious detractors of attacking the Party. So the China Youth Art Theatre
had qualms about it.
One of the directors, Wang Pei, described two incidents which emboldened
them:
First, a Red Flag limousine (the car used by high officials) stopped at a
nursery to pick up a child. People gathered round to urge the driver, "Go back
and tell your boss this car is provided by the state for his work, not for his
family use. It's not good for the kid either, this special treatment. You should
protest."
Second, a student of the drama school suddenly fell ill. Unable to get a taxi,
two teachers carried him out to the road and tried to thumb a lift to the hospital.
A car drew up, but the bureaucrat lolling in it refused to take them. "It's a
matter of life and death," the teachers pleaded. Still nothing doing. As they
remonstrated indignantly, he made the driver drive on. The crowd which had
collected denounced him angrily, while a worker with a barrow offered to push
the boy to hospital.
Wang Pei commented, "Since the fall of the gang our people are more public·
spirited. They dare speak out. But some selfish bureaucrats cling to their privileges, with no consideration for the people. We should reflect this on the stage."
Thus these two incidents emboldened them to stage this play. And Beijing
audiences and reviewers have complimented them on their courage.
Power Versus Law succeeds in creating suspense, and it is salted with humour.
The plot is compact and clear, the action revolving around Ding Mu's letter of
exposure and people's reaction to it. This brings out dramatically the contrast
between the different characters, most of whom are credible without being stereo·
typed. Thus the hero Luo Fang, a Communist "Magistrate Bao", is exemplary
in that he disregards family relations (immensely binding in China) and the
close ties between old comrades-in-arms to denounce his brother-in-law Cao for
his crimes. He just avoids being too good to be true by his. faults-an oversimplified approach to problems and the autocratic impulse to take a major
decision without consulting the whole Party committee.
Secretary Cao, the villain of the play, is not a caricature like the wicked uncle
in a pantomime. He genuinely believes that his fine revolutionary record entities
him to special privileges. Being in power, he embezzles public funds, then uses
feudal-fascist methods to suppress those who oppose him. His self-justification
is that those in higher positions have done worse things and got away with it.
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The old cadres, both good and bad, are convincingly portrayed, although Ding
Mu's psychology and motivation when she first falsified the accounts, then
decided to come clean, are not too clear. Commissioner Wan is, alas, an all too
familiar type who refuses to use his own judgement but obeys instructions
blindly. The audience exults when he is discomfited.
Of the young characters, Luo Danhua is the best drawn. Caustically outspoken and honest, her cynicism is typical of many of the younger generation
who were brought up with high ideals and disillusioned. But in matters of
principle she is unswervingly loyal to the Party, believing that only socialism
can save China.
Instead of a pat ending-a red sun rising, or strains of martial music as good
triumphs over evil-the play concludes with the outcome still in the balance. Wil1
Secretary Cao find some way to escape the law? However, the audience feels
optimistic that he will be brought to book, and the responsibility of ordinary
citizens to enforce the law is keenly brought home to them. This is an effective
ending.
Power Versus Law illustrates the trend in recent Chinese writing to repudiate
feudal values. For years writers directed their main fire against capitalism and
revisionism, often seeming to forget that in many respects China is still very
feudal. Feudal ways which made a comeback under the gang need to be combated. Unless this is done and unless China solves the problem of socialist
democracy and legality, the country wil1 be unable to modernize. That is why
Xing Yixun chose to write about this conflict between power and law, to call
for equality before the law, and why this play should be welcomed by al1 who
wish China well.
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GU CANGWU

Setting Sun
When we parted
A wheel of red sun
Was gradually sinking
Sinking into
The layers of dark shadows cast by tall buildings
Your face
Also vanished into the darkness
Why despair?
I told myself
You and I
Are merely two fish
Accidentally we met
Inevitably we had to part
I don't know how many years have gone by
Your face
Is flashing again among the neon signs
And rising among the boats in the harbour
And rising on the brightly lit shore opposite
trans. Ee Beng Tat
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BRUCE BENNETT

ARTICLE

Winds of Change:
Literary Magazines in China

Literary magazines in the People's Republic of China have a role and significance
undreamt of in the 'advanced' countries of western Europe, north America and
Australia. The literary magazines of these countries in general reflect the decline
of literature into a pursuit for specialists or occasional dabblers in the arts. By
contrast, literary magazines in China today are at the vanguard of social change,
reflecting a post·cultural revolution policy of making contemporary literature
accessible to a broad range of the literate population and encouraging writers to
experiment (to a certain degree) with subject matter and form. Mao Zedong's
memorable but short-lived policy of 1956-7, 'Let a hundred flowers blossom, a
hundred schools of thought contend' (the 'two hundreds' policy) is today quoted
with renewed enthusiasm in the thaw which has followed the literary ice age of
1966-1976.
The growth and proliferation of literary magazines in the past two or three
years in China must be seen against the background of a severely restricted cultural expression under the previous regime. Jocelyn Chey has succinctly summarised the official justification of the previous policy and its unfortunate effects:
The restricted cultural diet was justified by the "gang of four" as being
necessary in a situation of class struggle. The works approved by them
taught useful political lessons. Other works might have promoted unhealthy
thoughts, a tendency to compromise with bourgeois influences, and a general
softening of morale. China's cultural isolation from the rest of the world was
largely due to this policy, which restricted as far as possible all outside influences, whether through travel, tourism, importing foreign pUblications,
correspondence, or reception of foreign broadcasts.'!
An interesting example of the previous, rigidly authoritarian approach to the arts
was the Chinese government's insistence in 1975 that the content and meaning of
every picture in an exhibition of Australian landscape paintings had to be separately approved. No nude figures could be shown, nor anything approaching
abstract art. Violence was eschewed. (On this basis, Tom Roberts's painting of
indolent Australian bushrangers 'Bailed Up' had to be omitted.)2 In spite of recent changes, it would be mistaken to suggest that a liberal (in the western sense)
policy towards the arts has emerged since the demise of the 'gang of four'.
Culture is still perceived in terms of its nation-building potential and its contribution to socialist objectives; works of art may be described as 'healthy' or
'unhealthy' influences and censored on this basis. But the old dogmatism has
been replaced by more flexible and practical applications of policy.
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One of the most striking features of the current revival of the arts in China is
the number of literary magazines and their variety. Of approximately 170 literary
magazines that were being published in all 28 provinces in early 1981, some were
wholly new creations since 1977 or 1978; many others had recommenced publication after a period of liquidation during the cultural revolution. All were published in the officially endorsed 'standard language'. Most were distributed nationwide and some had a limited international distribution (mainly to other Chinese·
speaking countries).
The circulation figures of these magazines are staggering to the western
observer. Four or five have circulations of more than one million: People's Literature in Beijing (Peking), for instance, claims 1 million 400 thousand readers;
Harvest in Shanghai claims 1 million 200 thousand and rising; many others have
hundreds of thousands of readers. Even when the huge popUlation of China is
taken into account such circulation figures indicate a readership of around 1 in
900 for the best-selling of these magazines. No literary magazine in Australia
approaches anywhere near this degree of market penetration. (With a circulation
of around 2,500 Australia's best known literary periodical Meanjin reaches only
about 1 in 5,000 of the country's population). When another factor is taken into
consideration-that most of Australia's popUlation are literate and most of
China's are not-the quantitative significance of these emergent literary magazines
is further enhanced.
The method of achieving these enormous circulation figures, which would be
the envy of producers of the glossy commercials rather than literary magazines in
most western countries would not be easily replicated elsewhere. The Chinese
post office plays a major role: its 60,000 agencies distribute the officially published
magazines to subscribers, for which the magazines return 25 per cent of their income. Xinhua bookstores throughout the country also sell the magazines, most
of which are monthly or bi-monthly publications charging between 30 cents and
1 yuan per copy (there are 1.8 yuan to the Australian dollar). Often, demand for
these magazines outstrips supply: decisions about the size of a print run for a
particular issue are based on up-to-date SUbscriptions and orders submitted to the
magazines by the post office. (Limiting factors include the supply and allocation
of paper, which may be affected by local political and economic considerations.)
Profitability depends largely upon the price paid for paper, in which China is selfsufficient, but editors claim that profits begin to be made after subscriptions and
sales of about 200,000 are reached. Such profits are not kept by the magazines, or
even by the Ministry of Arts, but are returned to the treasury's 'general revenue'
fund.
The editorial boards of the officially published magazines vary in size, but are
often upwards of ten. The editor is sometimes nominal, a well-known writer who
stands for the kind of writing that the relevant party committee encourages. In
this situation, an executive editor assisted by editorial and administrative staff
do the real work of reading, accepting, rejecting and commenting on manuscripts
submitted for pUblication. Editorial offices are often situated in or near the headquarters of the Chinese Writers' Association in a particular city or town. Meetings
among editorial staff are frequent as attempts are made to achieve consensus on
the literary quality and ideological value of manuscripts submitted. Travel within
China is quite common and there is a nation-wide interest in fostering the talents
of young writers.
Although editors, academics and writers are somewhat afflicted with a 'capital
complex' which insists on Beijing as the centre of all activity, the current revival
of the arts is apparent in the provinces as well. Anhui Province in the east, for
instance, has attracted notice for the honesty and independence of its literary
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magazines. 3 This province's characteristics might be considered those of middle
China. The total population of Anhui is 45 million, of whom most live on the
land and are illiterate: educational levels vary according to economic conditions;
north of the Yangtze River, for instance, people are poorer and the cultural level
lower than south of the river. The provincial capital is Hefei with a population of
only 600,000. Anhui University in Hefei has only 3,000 students and is still reo
covering from its forced closure between 1968 and 1972. Nevertheless, its staff
have ambitious plans, including a Chinese history of Australian literature.
The editorial staffs of the three major literary magazines in Anhui work in
Hefei. As well as achieving close and fruitful relations with amateur and profes·
sional writers in the region they have won national recognition. Anhui Literature
has a full-time editorial and management staff of fourteen, of whom five were
born and educated in Anhui. The magazine has a nation-wide circulation of
150,000. Each issue is approximately 120,000 Chinese characters (about 80 pages)
in length; approximately 55 pages per issue are devoted to short stories. This
magazine reflects a nation-wide boom in the short story, which Geremie Barme
has called 'the most promising field of cultural activity since 1976'.4 Many of the
stories in Anhui Literature are by youthful amateur writers, though some by professionals are also published. About 65 per cent of the contents of each issue are
by Anhui writers, the rest by writers from other provinces. Although the editors
suggest that Anhui writers are less concerned than those in Beijing to experiment
with technique, the social realist tradition is nevertheless being varied to suit
different purposes. In a province well known for its traditional agricultural and
fishing songs (eg, those of Cao Hu lake) these are noticeably less prevalent in
recent issues than blank verse poems in the 'modern' style of Ai Qing and others.
Nevertheless, the subjects and themes of these verse and prose writings often
emerge from local experience. Literary commentary and criticism in Anhui
Literature is not overly theoretical or dogmatic; and although biographical commentary is quite common it is not restricted, as was largely the case during the
cultural revolution, to the class origins of writers and their implications.
Anhui's second main literature journal is Qingming, a quarterly of about 250
pages per issue which publishes mainly long stories or novellas (an increasingly
popular form in China) but also a small amount of poetry, reportage and
criticism. Although the magazine's name commemorates the spring festival of
April 1976 which led to the downfall of the 'gang of four', its contents do not
insist on these origins. Recent novellas have dealt with the effects of modernisation in industry, agriculture, the science:; and military science. The theme of
romantic love, proscribed under the previous regime is treated in 'Merely a Prelude', a novella by Jiang Yun, a 25 year old medical student from Shanxi Province. 6 The central character in the story is a sensitive woman with aspirations and
ideals whose husband's vulgar nature prevents him from understanding or sympathising with her. She falls in love with another man. The story provides no explicit resolution to the conflict of values between old China, which would support
the continuance of marriage at any cost and the emergent attitudes of 'modern'
China, in which compatibility and love are more publically acceptable reasons for
living together. Although the woman in Jiang Yun's story reaches no conclusion to
her dilemma the author's sympathy for her is clear enough; it is a sympathy with
which many younger Chinese readers are apparently in accord, but with which
older readers tend to disagree.
A third magazine from Anhui is Theatrical Circles, a lively bi-monthly with
semi-gloss colour cover and a circulation of 40,000, which covers contemporary
drama, opera, film and television. Some of its coverage is local, but Theatrical
Circles is also noteworthy for its reviews of productions from various parts of
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China and overseas: for instance, a review was planned of the 1981 Beijing production (with a director from the Old Vic) of Much Ado About Nothing. Articles
have appeared on Australian drama and the Sydney Opera House; other articles
have discussed Brecht, Stanislavsky, Moliere and modern European and American
drama. Articles on foreign films (a fairly restricted range) have also appeared.
Regional initiatives and a degree of independence are also apparent in Guangdong Province and its capital Guangzhou (Canton). The regional characteristics
of this area are quickly recognisable: the spoken southern dialect is sufficiently
different not to be understood by many northerners (though Cantonese writers
nearly always write standard Chinese which would be comprehensible anywhere);
the agricultural produce and foods are distinctive; the semi-tropical climate, unusual landforms and vegetation provide distinctive scenic attractions; Guangdong
Province is one of several 'special areas' which have adopted relatively independent economic policies; and as an international port near Hong Kong and Macao,
Guangzhou has more contact with the outside world than many other parts of
the country.
The monthly magazine Guangzhou Literature and Art (editorial staff 22,
circulation 330,000) caters mainly for the interests of young readers and writers,
particularly in its region: one-third of its readers are from Guangdong and twothirds from other parts of the country; the origins of its writers are similar.
Comprising 60 to 70 pages per issue, Guangzhou Literature and Art gives
approximately half its space to short stories or excerpts from novels, one-third
to non-fiction prose including criticism, and one-sixth to verse. The magazine's
regional flavour is most apparent in a column called 'Outlines of the Special
Area', commenced in 1981. This column includes reportage on methods of
attracting foreign money to build restaurants and other buildings and 'travel
notes' describing picturesque scenes in the region. The editors believe that in the
present competitive atmosphere it is important for a literary magazine to project
a vigorous identity by making its special features clear; the attention to local
colour and specific encouragement to young writers stake out this magazine's
claim to an identifiable place in the Chinese literary landscape.
A major reason for the rapid increase in circulation of Guangzhou Literature
and Art (40,000 to 330,000 between 1979 and 1981) and other similar literary
magazines in China appears to be the space they devote to fiction which depicts
'love problems'. In this respect they sometimes resemble the popular commercial
magazines of western countries, without the sex. Many of these stories are formulaic and superficial, but the subject matter lends itself to greater depth of exploration and some writers have taken up this challenge.
The formula story is exemplified by Wang Wen-jing's The Flyaway Bride' in
a recent issue of Guangzhou Literature and Art. The story was written to expose
certain problems faced by young people in the special economic area: in particular, the clash of values and loyalties between Hong Kong capitalism and the
socialist Motherland. In this story a young woman deserts her attractive boyfriend
from Canton for a rich, old Hong Kong businessman. Sugar-daddy and innocent
girl repair for their honeymoon to a famous restaurant and guest house in Zhuhai,
where (by chance) her former boyfriend is an attendant. Secrets emerge from
overheard conversations: the old man is revealed as a cad and bounder who has
dallied with prostitutes in Hong Kong; the girl is to be his new plaything. Not too
late, she comes to her sense and flees to the waiting arms of her boyfriend in the
country where her true allegiance lies.
A love story with more depth and human complexity is Zhang Jie's 'Love Must
Not Be Forgotten'.6 The plot is relatively straightforward but its implications are
explored with sensitivity and perception. When a woman writer dies she leaves a
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diary which her daughter reads. The diary reveals her mother's unfulfilled love
for a married man. Both have strong feelings for each other but their passion is
suppressed. The poetry and the suffering of this unfulfilled love are conveyed to the
daughter, who instinctively rejects the morality which had prevented her mother
and the man she loved from achieving happiness. Such denial is not acceptable to
the daughter, who resolves that her generation should be more enlightened. A
nation-wide controversy in newspapers and magazines followed the publication of
this story: some responses were autobiographical, relating similar experiences;
others supported or rejected the author's point of view expressed through the
girl. Differences of opinion were apparent between country and city readers and
between older and younger generations. What worried many country readers of
the older generation was the confusion that would emanate from a weakening of
marriage ties; the younger metropolitan readers were less dismayed by this, more
concerned with authenticity and sincerity in relationships. Local colour or detail
in this story is less significant than the human dilemma, which successfully portrays and illustrates problems that are being confronted on other levels in China
by revisions of the marriage and divorce laws;7 and these relate in turn to a continuing dialectic between individual fulfilment and the needs and wishes of the
wider community.
So far this discussion has concentrated on literary magazines from elsewhere
than the major metropolitan centres. But the differences between living and writing
in China's two largest cities, Beijing and Shanghai, and out in the provinces are
considerable. As if to emphasise the concentration of power in the capital, those in
middle-level positions of authority there are inclined to invoke the saying, 'a worm
in Beijing is a dragon in the provinces'; yet few seem interested in expending their
fire in the provinces. However, as has already been pointed out, plenty of initiative
and independence does reside in the provinces and important regional differences
are apparent. Moreover, some rivalry still exists between Shanghai, the old commercial capital, and Beijing, where the arts bureaucracies are situated and the most
influential writers and artists have tended to work since 1949. The most widely
read newspapers and magazines are published in the capital; and because they
are closely aligned to central party attitudes the People's Daily and the monthly
magazine People's Literature (which will be commented on later) set a lead in
their respective fields. Yet there remains a sense that Shanghai, the more hustling,
colourful and stylish city will produce the more interesting literature and criticism,
as it did in the 1920s and 30s, and that Beijing's reputation as 'dour and conservative' will in the long run be confirmed by a more inhibited literature and art. A
more sophisticated, pleasure-loving popUlation, stronger publishing houses and a
higher quality of printing in Shanghai could contribute to this development.
Shanghai's three major magazines are Shanghai Literature (monthly; circulation 476,000), Sprouts-a magazine for young writers or 'virgin' older writers
(monthly; circulation 250,000) and Harvest (bi-monthly; circulation 1 million 200
thousand). Shanghai Literature seems to have high status as an arbiter of literary
skill. Sprouts aims to carryon the tradition commenced during Lu Xun's editorship of encouraging the best writing from men and women in their 20s and 30s.
Far from retreating before the spectre of television, the editorial board of Sprouts
encourages the writing of scripts or stories adaptable for film or television. The
editors of this magazine are aware of the loose and undisciplined work of many
young writers (they point to the virtual absence of the short short story as a sign
of this) and stress the importance of skilful and tactful editing as a corrective.
Harvest is the magazine which perhaps best demonstrates the current Chinese
appetite for long stories dealing with the lives and problems of the educated professional classes. Harvest has been mentioned as one of China's largest profitWESTERLY, No.3, SEPTEMBER, 1981
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making magazines. This popularity derives in part at least from its .honest confrontation of contemporary problems. An example is Shen Rong's controversial
novella 'At Middle Age', which first appeared in Harvest. 8 The story deals with a
woman doctor's hardship and suffering caused by poor living and working conditions and a general lack of respect for, or understanding of, the medical profession. The story led to. widespread discussion of the problems of the middle-aged
professional person and the consequences of a 'brain drain' from China. (One of
the central character's colleagues solves her problems by emigrating to Canada.)
This story is another example of 'official' literature which challenges aspects of
the status quo, causing discussion and debate about the 'correct' attitude to adopt
on contentious social issues.
Although Shanghai's magazines are influential in ways that have been suggested, certain literary magazines in Beijing have taken a more obvious lead in
stimulating literary activity, and evaluating it. The monthly magazine, Poetry, for
instance, is not just a poetry magazine: its editor and staff organize recitals, study
groups and travel for poets. A recent recital at a gymnasium in Beijing drew a
crowd of ten thousand. In Spring 1979 Poetry organized a tour of China's ports
by some 35 poets. Recitals were held at various places. During and after the trip
hundreds of poems were written, a high proportion of which were published in
local newspapers or magazines; a selection of these was subsequently published in
a booklet, Travelling by the Sea. It is unlikely that any creative work of importance emerges from such tours, but they illustrate a widespread belief that artists,
like gymnasts, benefit from travelling performances and group activities. A more
influential activity is Poetry's publication of work by writers in various unofficial
magazines (especially during 1980), its discussion of contentious literary issues
and its inclusion of translations of overseas poets, such as those in a recent
Australian issue.
Another kind of lead is given by People's Literature, which publishes an annual
selection of the best short stories from around the country, a project not unlike
the now defunct Coast to Coast anthology in Australia, except that the Australian
selections were made by an individual editor (usually a well-known writer)
whereas the Chinese stories must go through an elaborate series of selection procedures. The first of these is recommendations from the 'broad masses': that is,
readers are asked to vote for the stories which they consider the best they have
read through the year. Reader participation in decisions about literary merit is
taken seriously. (The editors of People's Literature claim 100,000 voters for short
stories in 1979, 270,000 in 1980 and 400,000 in 1981.) After taking readers' votes
into consideration the editorial board then reaches a consensus decision about the
best stories. I could not establish clearly the process of arriving at such decisions,
but editors claimed consensus was always reached without resort toa vote. These
processes raise important questions about the role of 'experts' and the populace
at large in the assessment of literary merit. In a context of changing values and
attitudes there must sometimes be a clash between innovative and instantly popular work. It would be interesting to know what kinds of discussion precede the
selection of a Wang Meng story, for instance, which may be incomprehensible (or
at least mystifying) to many readers because of its interior monologues and
narrative discontinuities. Such processes, if penetrable, would provide a fascinating study in decision-making in a society which professes to defer to the will of
the people but is giving increasing status to intellectuals and experts.
Literary criticism is .an important monitor of contemporary literature in China.
Fortunately, some variety of opinion and outlook has been expressed in the past
two or three years, both in the provinces and ~eijing. One of the major magazines
of criticism and comment is the Literaq .Gazette (Wenyibao), published in Beijing,
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with about 10,000 readers mainly from the culture industry or the universities.
Founded six months after 'liberation' in 1949, the Literary Gazette boasts a galaxy
of well-known authors as its early editors-Mao Dun, Ding Ling, Feng Xuefeng.
The magazine was then edited from 1956 to 1966 by Xhang Guang-nian before it
became an object of attack by the cultural revolution leftists for its 'revisionist'
and 'anti-revolutionary' concern to investigate 'dubious' subjects and styles. In its
revived, post-cultural revolution form the Literary Gazette contains articles on
matters of current concern to writers, editors and theoreticians: these include the
vexed question of whether literature can be both 'positive' and truthful; and the
difficulty of evaluating 'obscure' literature. The latter issue is an interesting one,
for in the Chinese context intelligibility to the 'common people' has been almost
an article of faith; but few of those in power now would support the view proposed to me by an old-style editor that the most successful poem is the one which
receives the longest and loudest applause at a public reading. The issue has important social implications: to admit, and even to praise sophisticated, allusive or
ambiguous writing might be to condone the development of elites and cliques
(even literary salons perhaps) in a country which has been at pains to emphasise
the undifferentiated unity of 'the people'. Although official nervousness sometimes
reveals itself in a pulling of punches in such articles, some are quite trenchant.
Underlying these critical articles is a belief that, as the conditions of life in China
change, so too must literature and people's responses to it.
Although Poetry, People's Literature and the Literary Gazette are obvious
arbitrators of literary value in China, some of the more local Beijing magazines
such as Beijing Literature and Art and October (Shiyue) are particularly influential
among young readers. It is a welcome sign that Beijing Literature and Art published the Zhang lie story mentioned earlier and that the authority of the national
magazines has not diminished the editorial initiatives of other magazines in the
capital.
As the capital of a politically centralised country, Beijing is the most obvious
meeting ground for international influences, though Guangzhou and other regional
centres may increasingly make such contacts in their own ways. But it is Beijing
where the Foreign Languages Press appropriately resides and where magazines
such as the highly regarded monthly Chinese Literature9 are published. Although
Chinese Literature probably has little influence on local writing, its world-wide
circulation of around 30,000 makes it the main point of entry for non-Chinese
readers into contemporary literature and art from the People's RepUblic of China.
As such, the magazine's responsibilities are considerable. Most informed commentators praise the translating skill and the tact and discrimination of its
editors. If some of the most controversial items in Chinese cultural and social life
are occasionally soft-pedalled, the magazine has nevertheless adopted a fairly
catholic approach to contemporary creative endeavour.
The most intractable problem for producers of literary magazines in China
today is the question of quality. A number of editors and cultural commentators
are concerned about falling standards as the number of magazines increases,
though some who are more oriented towards the reading market consider this a
matter of secondary concern and others insist quality will grow from a broad base
of literary activity. As new magazines flare hopefully into their first number
others are deciding whether to reduce their rate of pUblication from monthly to
bi-monthly or quarterly; by doing this, their editors claim they could concentrate
more on quality. But the claims of quality and a stiffening of 'standards' have
sometimes in the past been a mask for political censorship. During the early
months of 1981, official documents circulating through work-units seemed to
presage a more generally conservative attitude to the arts, which could result in a
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reduction in the number, range and variety of literary magazines in China. If
this is merely a cooling breeze the result may not be too harmful. But most
foreign commentators of good will hope that it is not a sign that the cold winds
will blow again.
NOTES:
1. Jocelyn Chey, 'Chinese Cultural Policy-Liberalisation?' Australian Journal of Chinese
Affairs, No.1, 1979, p. 109.
2. ibid.
3. W. J. F. Jenner, 'Viewpoint', Times Literary Supplement, 5 December, 1980, p. 1385.
4. Geremie Barm~, 'Flowers or More Weeds?--Culture in China since the Fall of the Gang
of Four', Australian Journal of Chinese Affairs, No. I, 1979, p. 130.
5. Qingming, No.4, 1980.
6. First published in Beijing Literature and Art, 1979; republished in a collection of Zhang
Jie's stories produced by the Guangdong People's Publishing House, 1980.
7. See, for instance, 'Questions of Marriage', in China Reconstructs, XXX, 3, March 1981,
pp.17-23.
8. Shen Rong, 'At Middle Age', Harvest, No.1, January 1980; translated into English and
republished in Chinese Literature, No. 10, October 1980.
9. The Executive Editor of Chinese Literature is Yang Xianyi. Subscription and distribution
address: Guoji Shudian, P.O. Box 399, Beijing, People's Republic of China.
I am grateful to Bill Jenner, Beth McKillop and Frances Wood for reading and helpfully
criticising drafts of this article.
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ARTICLE

Truthfulness and the Chinese writer:
the emotions of skilled workers?

1HE MIRROR
Though just a plain surface,
Yet it seems unfathomable.
It loves truth deeply,

Never hiding defects.
It is honest with those who seek it,

Anyone can discover himself in it,
Whether one is flushed with wine
Or wears hair white as snow.
Some like it
Because they are good-looking.
Some avoid it
Because it is too frank.
There are even some
Who hate it and wish to smash it.
Al QJNG, 1978 (Chinese Literature 6, 1979)

Zhou Yang, for nearly fifty years a spokesman on literature, art and culture for
the Chinese Communist Party, made an important speech in late 1979 to the
Fourth National Congress of Chinese Writers and Artists. Until his overthrow
by Jiang Qing and her allies early in the Cultural Revolution of 1966, Zhou had
ridden shotgun for Mao Zedong's general cultural policies. His retrospective
comments on those policies seemed, and were intended to seem, the self confession of a generation:
Some of us in the leadership of literary and art work, owing to the particular
historical conditions and background of the time, plus failure to overcome
our "Left" ideas, sometimes were unable to correctly appraise the situation
of the class struggle on the literary and art front and thus enlarged the scope
of the struggle. This has done great harm to a number of comrades. What
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happened in literary and art circles in the 1957 anti-Rightist struggle was
especially grave. Many comrades suffered blows they did not deserve, some
views on literature and art as well as some works ... were wrongly criticized, and a large number of men of letters and artists were made to suffer,
including a few talented, enterprising ones who dared to break fresh ground
in this field. 1
Zhou went on to speak of "oversimplification and vulgarization" in official policy,
strengthening a tendency to formularize and generalize in theory and practice, and
to apply political control in a "harsh and rude manner". From now on, however,
things were to be different. Writers were to be free to decide what to write and how.
The overall situation required an overhaul of stock assumptions, an emancipation of
the mind. "The cultural and artistic life of the public is still rather monotonous and
the people are voicing strong demands for a change."
But let there be no mistake. The Chinese Communist Party was not about to
surrender its ultimate and intimate jurisdiction over the practice of creativity.
Literature and art must accord with the political needs of the present political
epoch; that is, they must "harmonize with the needs of socialist modernization".
It was this need that dictated the Party's policy with regard to the fundamental,
decisive questions on the relationship between literaure and the life of the people.
Writers, said Zhou, only serve the political needs of the time by going "deep into
life", being "faithful to life", writing what they know about personally and
placing this in historical context. "It is precisely in this sense that we speak of
the unity between literary and artistic truthfulness and their political nature".
Truthfulness, the lifeblood of art, must power the new development of Marxist
theory and criticism in the cultural field. Given these criteria it would be possible
to step up and strengthen exchanges with formerly execrated foreign countries: "We
should employ all mankind's fine cultural achievements to enrich our people's
cultural life and build up our socialist culture. At the same time, we should
energetically introduce our socialist new culture and our fine traditional arts to
the people of the world."
To those who see some hope in the future of cultural and intellectual exchange
with China, Zhou Yang's address marked a period of dramatic improvement. But
a review of events over the year since he published it has. shown it to have been
a rather poor barometer of China's cultural climate. Colder winds blew in official
circles at various times, and a further separation between orthodoxy and public
sentiment resulted, no doubt to the intense concern of Zhou Yang who, giving
every appearance of remaining a true believer, had spoken of developing the
artistic principles laid down by Chairman Mao and of having the courage to
revise and supplement them where the situation dictated. This would have been
daring, even "revolutionary" at one time, but as. political divisions hardened
through 1980, it came to seem quite backward looking.
Of growing concern in this period was the matter of coming to grips with
what Zhou referred to as "truthfulness". The subtext to Zhou's passing reference
to talented, enterprising writers of the 1957 anti-Rightist struggle was an understanding of truthfulness of a quite heterodox kind. Readers of Sylvia Chan's
timely article on the "poisonous weeds" of 19572 were intrigued to see the reemergence of Liu Binyan, Wang Meng and other former rebels against the MaoZhou establishment. Liu in particular had been famous for his depiction in the
mid-fifties of the self-deception and incompetence of officialdom in various sectors
of society. Interestingly, Liu's "truthfulness" involved more than a faithful reflection of the bureaucratic system settling into a fatal complacency: with great
psychological insight he explored the mechanisms which concealed this process
from its agents.
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Here the theoretical weakness in Zhou's address reveals itself. Personal experi·
ence and historical context alone do not guarantee that psychological mechanisms
of mauvaise toi, self-deception and their like are not at work, in writers or in
government officials. If anything does offer such a guarantee it is an historical
perspective deriving not so much from Mao or Marx as from Lu Xun and
Nietzsche. Lu Xun had maintained a standard of personal integrity that at one
time led to conflict with Zhou Yang and the Communists-a fact that has occasioned yet another self-criticism on Zhou's part recently.3 But Lu Xun had been
placed after his death in the unanticipated position of cult object by Mao Zedong
himself. So he continued to be read by millions, albeit under an official interpretation whose narrowness is only now admitted.
Nevertheless this sanctioned presence of Lu Xun on the Chinese intellectual
and literary map has been an extraordinary fact and ultimately of great importance for the campaign to emancipate the mind. His symbolic significance to the
current generation of writers is revealed in the following poem which earned
official disapproval for its author, Zhang Yu'an:

WERE HE STILL LIVING4
Were he still living I wonder
How people would address him?
Were he still living I wonder
How he would counsel the young?
Maybe he'd take up high rank,
But maybe-just be a common private.
High up, he'd not forget his promise to serve the humble people.
Ranked low he'd bear no trace of the sycophant.
Maybe he'd have obtained all kinds of honours,
But maybe-have just got out of jail.
Honoured, he'd feel the new "Call to Arms", new "Hesitation". *
In jail he'd write more "Moonlight and Breezes", more "Phoney Freedom".*
Maybe he'd give up carrying his books in an old cloth bundle,
But would never strut arrogantly, full of hauteur;
Maybe he'd chair a few important meetings,
But never behind a trio of security men, a pair of secretaries.
He'd ride in a modern car,
But never draw the blinds on the outside world;
He'd stretch a hand to each and every wayfarer,
He'd quietly attend to the words of learned young scholars
Maybe he'd sing praises of the "new life", quite often in his cups,
But maybe-he'd just prick the current abuses with his darts.
Maybe he'd enjoy most things and laugh a lot,
But maybe-he'd be going through new concern and outrage ...

* Titles

of works of Lu Xun.
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Lu Xun said, when a student in Japan in the early years of this century, that
the Chinese people lacked two qualities: sincerity and humanity. This judgement
reflected a youthful harsh assessment of China's culture in a period of colonialist incursion and Confucian decadence. Ritualism and abstraction seemed to
threaten a quicker end by way of hypocritical myopia than did the imperialists
and their gunboats. Turning his hand to literature, Lu Xun revealed a stunning
capacity for psychological dissection of this culture of hypocrisy.
Influenced by many masterful ironists of the West, including Wilde, Nietzsche
and Gogol, Lu Xun created works in which the reader was led to recognize the
processes of self-deception of his or her own mind, through the models presented
in short pungent fiction.s His stories were produced over a brief period in his
career, and his directly political essays were possibly of greater significance to
him personally. But the influence of the stories has reverberated down to the
present: Mao and the Communist Party, in claiming to inherit Lu Xun's literary
glory, thereby ensured the preservation of works which clearly transcend temporary political ends. 6
It is this circumstance, very briefly sketched here, which lends extraordinary
savour to the movement of thought over 1980. At the very end of the year an
article by a graduate student in Chinese literature at Fudan University, Shanghai,
appeared in a Chinese literary journal making the unprecedented claim, well
worth a spell of 'thought remoulding' in times past, that the literature of the
thirty years after Liberation (1949) has nothing to show equal in worth to that
of the thirty years before-the literature of the May Fourth movement and after. 7
This went well beyond the immediate post-Mao period's formula that the seventeen years after Liberation (to 1966 and the Cultural Revolution) had been fine
for literature, and the seventeen years or thereabouts before, disastrous.

What had gone wrong? The new atmosphere has. been inhospitable to further
recourse to the Gang of Four as the root cause. Skirting round the delicate matter
of a certain fifth member of the Gang, those with a foot in the official scene
probed at long-accepted theoretical principles in the Marx-Lenin-Mao cultural
line. Realism, humanism, alienation, emancipation, were some key topics in this
critical probing, and a few comments on each may be offered.
Realism directly links the issue of truthfulness with that cardinal Marxist
metaphor, reflection. The formula, "literature is the reflection of social life" has
virtually been abandoned wholesale by Western Marxist critics, but in China it
is still, verbally at least, above question. It has been possible, however, to redefine the sense in which "reflection" is to be taken. The first move in the game
was for disenchanted writers, those producing the "literature of the wounded",8
for example, to claim shelter under the reflection theory, and an enormous amount
was written to justify reflection precisely of the "dark side" of socialist society,
while saying less and less about the Gang of Four and Lin Biao being its social
cause. The best known example of this literature was the play "If I Were Real"
by Sha Yexin and others. 9 This satire on hypocrisy and privilege tells of a rusti·
cated city youth who masquerades as the son of a high military official, inducing
orgies of sycophancy from the officialdom which has sneered at his attempts to
obtain the same services openly. The play was actually performed "internally" for
delegates to the Congress at which Zhou Yang made the speech mentioned above.
It had already been subject to official scrutiny and suppression following a series
of public performances noted for their popularity among the young.
The strategy for this interpretation of reflection was easily shown to be weak.
A sophisticated counterargument was offered in the People's Daily at the close
of 1980:
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When the writer has positive ideas it is one style of writing, when he doesn't
it is another. The works of those with differing ideas are not alike. In
general, along with negative factors like privilege there exist at the same time
positive factors for overcoming it. Whether or not one can see them, or is
willing to see them, is purely related to the author's world outlook. lO
The central argument was that if a writer attacks evil he should also praise the
good. But there is a sting in the tail of this statement: adverse judgements on one's
world outlook have been known in the past to carry political consequences. In all
fairness the author went on to make some useful points which may well find
acceptance by all sides. In particular, the truthfulness or sincerity of the writer was
directly broached as an issue: "Actually there is still a question of one's being
truthful whether one is exposing the dark side or praising positive elements."
Orthodoxy, as expressed here, has shifted its ground enough to allow subjective
considerations into the equations of realism and reflection.
Humanism and alienation form another pair of closely linked topics, touching
as they do basic issues in the interpretation of Marxism as a whole, and made
specially pertinent by the historical illustrations provided by recent history. In a
major essay on "The Alienation of Literature and Art and of Man",u Wang
Ruoshui argued strongly for a Marxist humanism to replace the "wrong line,
wrong leadership, wrong ideology governing creative work and wrong handling
of the relationship between politics and the arts."
Under this wrong line, Wang says, the arts were divorced from the people and
became alienated. This idea of alienation, or separation from self, was inherited
by Marx from Hegel and Feuerbach, in a process which Wang describes with great
zest. Overcoming alienation is the goal of Marx's revolution and constitutes the
humanist soul of his philosophy. But alienation recurs in socialist society: the
Cultural Revolution was marked by alienaton on many levels. Wang refers to a
"deification" and "fascist activities" in the now familiar way. Reflecting that the
"humanism inherited by Marx was directed against the theologism and animalism
of which these are incarnations, he finds massive alienation in the cult of Mao itself: "although we have not been under the rule of religion, we have been under
that of modern superstition, which is as devastating as religion". In politics, alienation is seen in the bureaucracy thrown up by the distortions of democratic process. In economics, the examples are the scandals of wastefulness, irresponsibility
and environmental destruction.
All this thunder sets the scene for the argument that the writer-artist should
criticize and protest against, rather than affirm and praise, alienation in real
life. Mao's call to serve the people had led in effect to blind servitude to alienated authority. Earlier, Wang traced out another pattern of alienation: the
replacement of social nature by class nature, making man an abstraction:
A hero in literary works based on the model of an abstract man is only
aware of "revolution", "struggle" and being "lofty and perfect". He fails to
see his relationships with his family members or his spouse and completely
ignores love and marriage. Such a character often lacks human feelings .. ,
it can only be an incarnation of the concept of class.
Wang Ruoshui is, like the People's Daily writer quoted before, speaking from
within the official camp. Certainly his position as Associate Editor of the People's
Daily is prominent enough. But equally clear is the difference of viewpoint with
the previous writer. His theory of alienation justifies just that attitude of criticism
and protest which the latter so elegantly disparaged. The Institutes of Literature
and World Literature under CASS (the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences)
give the appearance of housing an avant-garde of the movement for "emancipation of the mind" in culture. 12
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The last of our catchwords, "emancipation" is rather well connected politically. It is associated with Deng Xiaoping, and most observers believe that Hua
Guofeng's declining fortunes are related to his opposition to it. The emancipation
wind was noticeably strengthened in the latter part of 1980, and CASS was
undoubtedly to the fore in promoting it. Xing Bensi, another CASS philosopher,
celebrated this victory for the "Marxist ideological line" in a People's Daily
article in October 1980. 13 He said that the movement was directed not only
against "modern superstition" (once again defined as a phenomenon of alienation), but was also a movement against "mental things such as theories, line and
guiding principles", and taking instead practice as the criterion of truth.
Experienced observers of China are quick to point out the strictly relative
nature of this movement. While it calls for resolute criticism of "feudalism in the
ideological sphere", the objects of criticism may be limited to temporary obstacles
to the leadership's present goals and offer no warrant for legitimized open dissent.
Nevertheless, events late in 1980 indicated a new turn in official handling of
literature, following a wave of calls for "improved leadership over cultural
affairs".14 In November, thirty-three young writers set up an unofficial "Association for Research on the Literature of Today", said to be connected to the
underground activist movement.
This group has been pressing for some time for authority to resume publication of its "alternative" magazine. The official response was simply to inform the
group that every publication had to be backed up by a recognised organization
responsible for it. "This led them to set up an association so as not to clash with
the regime head-on by publishing their writings illegally."15
The eventual fate of the Association is as yet unknown. What events like this
make clear is that the outlook expressed by Zhou Yang has been made to seem
a decade rather than a year out of date. As we have seen, the above-ground
world is exhibiting increasing variety, but the initiative seems to lie with the mass
of young writers who practise everything from "exposure literature" to pornography. It would again be a mistake to regard this as a uniform grouping. A
recent vivid account of this section of the literary scene comes from W. J. F.
Jenner.16
Between the extremes of boldness and repression there is a great deal of at
best half-emancipated writings; but even in this, one can find serious thought
about what the country has been through, as if to purge China of the past
by putting it on paper.
Jenner, no less than Zhou Yang, sees "truthfulness" as the driving force for
change; but the emphasis is rather different:
Where one does find some fairly general agreement is on the importance of
humanism and of respect for the dignity and rights of the individual. These
are values that have long been under attack, but what was done by those
who ran them down in the past has shown how indispensable they are.
Writers are very important in this re-evaluation . . . Writers who are felt
to be honest are admired and taken seriously by an enormous readership,
which discriminates sharply between the many publications on offer, and
quickly notices which editorial boards stand firm in difficult periods ...
[The young are] fiercely critical of falseness, they want to try and test everything and make a new literature in which they can be true to themselves ...
Jenner believes that official propaganda has no chance of success with this
generation if it cannot prove its good faith. This is undoubtedly reflected in the
spate of articles on truthfulness now appearing in official channels. One such
appeared side by side with the defence of highlighting positive factors discussed
aboveP Far more than Yang Bing, the second author, Zhou Jieren, seemed to
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sense the dramatic concessions to subjective truthfulness required if official
theory is to regain the initiative. Truthfulness is explicitly stated to be an artifact
of the writer, and truthful literature to come from "truthful life".
Art forced to manifest or illustrate policies or essential concepts departs from
the nature of art. (In truthful art) natural, social and class character are
fused in rich thought and feeling.
While holding out the new humanistic brand of Marxism ("Truthful art has
man as the central manifestation"), Zhou makes an open break with the reflection theory:
Art which replicates life is not truthful art. (Art) must overcome the infinity,
complexity and self-sufficiency of life. It enables life to order and explain
itself.
As a famous poet once said (quoting Lenin), "the emotions are not skilled
workers". The raw feelings of the literate masses may in the pursuit of truth
drift too far from the fusion of natural, social and class character sought by
Zhou Jieren. Speaking of the assumption implicit in the idea of society, that a
given society can be changed if the judgement passed on it is adverse, Lionel
Trilling distinguishes three senses in which the ideal of sincerity was of critical
importance: in respect of the person making the judgement, of the degree of
correspondence between the principles avowed by a society and its actual conduct, and of the extent to which a society fosters, or corrupts, the sincerity of
its citizens.1 8 These considerations, especially the third, seem very much alive in
China today. No doubt in reaction to them Zhou Jieren further avowed that:
Only if the writer or artist burns with a fire of sincere and not contrived
passion can he reforge in his heart's oven art which reflects life, truth which,
when we grasp it, makes us recollect the passion we ourselves have lived
through.
"Literature written with one's blood", the great Nietzschean slogan, has a
terribly old-fashioned ring in contempory Western ears. It offends the current
dogmas of textual automony, of structuralism and discourse theory. But it needs
only a little reflection on recent history, on what these "passions we ourselves
have lived through" encompass to sense the narrowness of these objections.
NOTES
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CHEN SHOUZHONG

Aged Tortoises
They should be expelled from the zoo.
No, they should be expelled from the animal kingdom!
An animal should be a creature that lives moving about.
But they are a reaction against the animal kingdom,
Living unmoving, averting death by motionlessness.
So stilI that they seem like plants,
But even plants would sway in the wind!
They are stationary like insensate boulders.
They may be rated as reptiles which live longest,
But, isn't such an existence absolutely ridiculous!?
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KAM LOUIE

ARTICLE

Youth and Education in the Short Stories
of Liu Xinwu

China today faces tremendous social problems. As a result of some thirty odd
years of politicisation, particularly in the last fifteen years when the whole nation
was mobilised to participate in politics, the Chinese are keenly aware of such problems. This is reflected in the literature, to such an extent that during the Cultural
Revolution, nothing which had no social and political message could be printed.
Whatever its intentions were, the Cultural Revolution created more problems,
especially among the young, who were most directly affected by this great social
upheaval. This article looks at youth and education in China as seen by one
author, Liu Xinwu.1 It attempts to show that although Liu poses the right
questions, his perceptions of and answers to these problems are unlikely to help
solve them.
Having taught in a high school for fifteen years, Liu Xinwu writes mostly
about teachers and students and the relationship between them. His story "Class
Teacher," which won him the first prize in the 1978 National Short Story Competition and which began the whole new genre of critical writing in China since
1978,2 is about the efforts made by a teacher to "save" a couple of his students: a
"gang of four" ideologue and a juvenile delinquent.3 Even before the publication
of this story which in 1978 made him the most celebrated writer in China, Liu
Xinwu had written several stories about young people. 4 Of the more important
writers in China now, he has written more than anyone on this topic.
There is another reason for examining the stories of Liu Xinwu. Of the writers
in China now who write about social issues, Liu Xinwu adheres more closely to
the Party line than almost anyone else. When the anti-Confucius campaign was in
vogue, he wrote about the virtues of that campaign,5 and when it was time to
criticise that campaign, he wrote negatively about it;6 when it was time to reverse
the verdict on the Tiananmen Incident, he wrote about the heroic exploits of
those who took part; 7 when it was fashionable to talk about going abroad to study
he wrote about this,S and so on. Liu Xinwu's writings give a clue to current
attitudes in the Communist Party of China on youth and education. His writings
do not go beyond what the Party dictates and what the Party desires. In talking
about his experience in the writing of "Class Teacher," he related how he studied
Mao's "Yenan Talks" diligently to make sure that he did not write "exposure
literature" which is denounced in the "Talks".9
Of course, this is not to say that Liu Xinwu is unique in keeping within the
bounds of what is desirable and permissible. Most writers in China would do that.
However, Liu Xinwu is scrupulously honest in this. In one of his stories which is
told in the first person, a young visitor accuses the author,
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"We hate you, we hate you because you say true and false things at the same
time ... why don't you be consistent and say only true things, so that each
sentence is true?"
"It's difficult," I frankly and honestly told him, "even with what I have
written, there are already people who want to wield sticks and put labels on
me. In order to say true things, I have to cover them with falsehood somctimes."IO
It should be pointed out here that whether in the first or third person, the narrator
in contemporary Chinese fiction usually voices transparently the attitude of the
writer. On the whole, qualities such as ambiguity or irony are lacking in literature.
They are certainly not found in the stories discussed in this article. It can thus be
said that Liu Xinwu is always conscious of the political limitations of writing. He
is a safe writer. There are many writers in China today such as Liu Binyan and
Ye Wenfu who do not lack the courage to speak only the truth.l1 Because of this,
however, these writers do not reflect official thinking as much as Liu Xinwu does.
How does Liu Xinwu perceive the problem of youth in China? His perception
of the young is most vividly described in the story "Wake Up, Brother".l2 Again,
this story is told in the first person, by the brother of the protagonist. The latter is
a young worker who is thoroughly disillusioned with the political situation in
China, even after the "gang of four" has fallen. In the Cultural Revolution, his
father had been attacked for being a "false Party member," and as a consequence
he was never allowed to join the Red Guards. After the fall of the "gang of four,"
his factory falsified production figures in order to become an advanced unit. The
narrator accuses people like his brother of "losing faith in the Party, MarxismLeninism and Mao Zedong Thought." This is certainly a serious problem among
the young in China now, so serious that the concept "a faith crisis" is becoming
a topic discussed by the Party.13 Liu Xinwu has thus correctly identified a problem, but from here he begins to add falsehood to what he perceives.
Instead of looking at why the social system has produced such loss of faith
among the young, Liu Xinwu simply states that the young are not right in being so
cynical. The spokesman for the Party in this story is Party Secretary Lu of the
factory. His life history is like that of Job: he has been falsely accused and imprisoned, his wife has divorced him and even his daughter has changed her name
to show she is no longer his daughter. Yet, when questioned by the disillusioned
brother why he is still so enthusiastic about things, he still replies, "I believe in
our Party."14 Even if there were such Party members, it seems unlikely that a
person as deeply disaffected as the brother could be moved by these sentiments.
In the story, however this is in fact what happens.
The answer provided by Liu Xinwu for the problem of the alienation of the
young is therefore an orthodox one: revive faith in the Party. Without further
reason for it, though, the solution is far from being a convincing one. A young
critic made this point in the unofficial magazine Today, saying that the brother in
the story is actually very clear-headed and need not be awakened. This critical
essay argues that rather than the brother having to wake up, it is Liu Xinwu who
needs to do so, and it ends with the cry "Wake up, Liu Xinwu!"15 Although this
unsympathetic response is rather emotional, it represents nevertheless the reaction
of at least some readers to the story.16
Liu Xinwu's patronising attitude towards the young is refiected in nearly all
his stories. And because of this, the answers he provides for problems in education
are equally orthodox and superficial. In line with Party policy, he blames all the
ills in education on the Cultural Revolution. The ten years to him left a generation
of young people who are either misguided or ignorant. This seems to suggest that
had not the Cultural Revolution occurred, children would be properly educated
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and students would become good citizens when they graduated. This is a common
attitude, and it is voiced by a teacher in his story "To My Old School."17
This mayor may not be the case, but in a country as poor as China, where
many children still can not afford to go to school, it would seem that educational
problems go a lot deeper. In the villages, many children still spend most if not all
their childhood doing odd jobs or looking after younger siblings. This is specifically discussed in a short story in 1979 by a little-known author Li Bo. A Hui,
the protagonist of the story, can not afford to go to school and has to spend her
whole childhood looking after the children of a richer relative. She is therefore
ignorant. But unlike Liu Xinwu who sees ignorance as a personal defect, Li Bo
leaves little doubt that the defect is in the injustice of the social system. 18 He does
not look down on the little girl, but describes her with genuine sympathy and
concern.
It could reasonably be argued that Liu Xinwu does not deal with the whole
educational system, but only with the relationship between teacher and students.
But even here, his perception of the problems and the solutions he proposes do
not go beyond guidelines laid down by the Party and traditional Confucian
thought.1 9 The teacher-student relationship is a one-way affair: the student is a
passive learner whose job is to listen obediently. Where there is conflict between
teacher and student, the teacher is always right. This is nowhere better illustrated
than in "To My Old School." A high school girl attacks her teacher during the
Cultural Revolution for teaching "bourgeois" ideas. A couple of years later, she
herself becomes a teacher and the same fate befalls her. She realises how wrong
she had been and at the end of the story, the student who had criticised her also
repents. 20
The role of the teacher is therefore to "save the children,"21 a slogan first
coined by Lu Xun. 22 But whereas Lu Xun saw the children as being innocent and
needing to be "saved" from the evils of old Confucian morality, Liu Xinwu wants
to "save the children" by using the Confucian values such as respect, loyalty and
conformity. Lu Xun's anguished cry has thus been stood on its head. The contention that the teacher is always good and right is also in direct opposition to
the policies of the Cultural Revolution, where, as well as transforming the students, the teachers were to be themselves transformed.
The teacher in Liu Xinwu's stories does not only look after the academic side
of the student's life. In keeping with the traditional idea of a good teacher, Liu
Xinwu also depicts him as someone who takes an interest in all aspects of the
student's existence. In "Class Teacher," the hero goes to the homes of his students
in order to understand everything about their background. In the story "No Time
to Sigh," the heroine, a headmistress, notices that one of her younger staff members has not been attending classes in her in-service course. The headmistress
makes a point of finding out why this was so, and when she discovers that this
junior teacher is in love, decides that it is her duty to make sure that this love
affair comes to a satisfactory conclusion by obtaining suitable accommodation for
the two young lovers so that they can get married.23 So even in love, the young
need the help of the old. This is not even merely in a material sense, for the
young are shown to be totally ignorant of what love is all about. In one of his
early stories, the protagonist is so confused that she seeks advice from a certain
"aunt Feng," who tells her that "love should be built on a common revolutionary
goal and interest."24 That Liu Xinwu believes the young need advice on this topic
is further evidenced by the fact that he later wrote articles advising the young on
how to regard love. 25
Whether patriotism and love of socialism are necessary ingredients for love or
not, Liu Xinwu leaves no doubt that the young need to be guided in every enWESTERLY, No.3, SEPTEMBER, 1981
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deavour in life. This belief may be correct, but in practice the utter submission of
the young and the attack on students who challenge their teachers (for example
Huang Shuai) 26 can only mean that conformity is held up as a supreme virtue. 27
So to "save the children," the method adopted is one which does not upset the
Party and one which is thoroughly Confucianist: Conform.
This is most clearly illustrated in his story "The Young Man in the Yellow
Overcoat." This young man is, to Liu Xinwu, "strange to the extreme."28 In
order to be different from everyone else, he wears a yellow overcoat which he
looks after meticulously. Like the brother in "Wake Up, Brother," he is depicted
as disillusioned and unhappy. He is "saved" when he realises that other people are
working hard for the modernisation of China and he too begins to work hard.
His old nonconformist identity, the yellow overcoat, is neglected and the colour
fades away. In another story, Liu Xinwu claims that he "loves each green leaf,"2\!
including nonconformists, but the hero in this story is a closet nonconformist,
literally, for his distinguishing characteristic is a photo in the bottom of a drawer.
His social role is that of a very good teacher, and he does nothing to disturb
anyone around him. The story seems to suggest that as long as a person does not
disturb the social fabric, then he should be allowed to have a few eccentricities.
This is similar to the Confucian tolerance for the Daoist hermit, and in a sense,
this teacher is a modern-day hermit.
Liu Xinwu thus stands for the status quo. In this way, he is a good Party
writer. As the solutions he proposes for the problems in education are also official
ones, one can only hope that they will work. However, Confucian eduction has
been upheld in China for a long long time, and if in this long period it has had
little success in modernising the country, one may doubt that the adoption now
of Confucian conformity as the norm for social behaviour will create a breakthrough on the path to a modern democratic China.

NOTES
I. Liu Xinwu (LXW) was born in Chengdu in 1942. Since 1978, three collections of his
short stories have been published, an honour few writers possess. Since 1979, he has
been a council member of the Chinese Writers Association and an editor of ErtonK
wenxue (Children's Literature).
2. For an outline of the beginnings of this new literature, see Kam Louie, "Discussions on
Exposure Literature Since the Fall of the Gang of Four," Contemporary China, 1979,
Vol. 3, No.4, pp. 91-102.
3. LXW, "Ban zhuren" (Class Teacher), in Liu Xinwu duanpian xiaoshuo (Collected
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LI GANG

Human Drama
After Reading the Bible

Jesus suffered to save mankind
Jesus was sold out by Judas
Jesus was nailed to the cross
Yet Judas earned thirty pieces of silver
Jesus was given birth by a woman Mary
Mary had slept with God
God said Mary had an "Immaculate Conception"
Therefore Mary earned the title of "Virgin Mother"
The stage
Drama is
Whatever
After the

is built by man himself
performed for people to watch
you see, it is best not to tell
performance, you should clap politely and enthusiastically
Shikan (Poetry), No.9, 1980
trans. Ee Beng Tat
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BETH McKILLOP

REVIEW

The Chinese*

David Bonavia's book is one of many which have appeared this year with the
intention of explaining contemporary China to the general reader. There are
many reasons for preferring Bonavia to his competitors, most of whom have
also worked as journalists or diplomats in Peking in the period of transition
from Maoism to Dengism. This book is written in an authoritative style which
succeeds in imparting information without becoming unreadable. The author,
who is Times correspondent in Peking, has lived for many years in the Far
East, and has a wide knowledge of Chinese culture and language. He is able to
compare China with the Soviet Union, where he has also worked as a journalist,
pointing to common features of the two socialist systems and to peculiarly
Chinese habits which three decades of communist party rule have done little
to change.
By devoting a chapter to "the Wider Chinese World" Bonavia neatly demon·
strates how the self-confidence of the Chinese has been shaken by the eleven
years of cultural revolution isolation from the international community. Particularly in discussing the arts, one is constantly surprised at the frequency with
which the image of the advanced West is seen in contemporary fiction and
drama. The immense popularity of singers, painters and writers from Hong
Kong and Taiwan inside China attests to the Chinese audience's hunger for
novelty and glamour, and indeed many recent films and plays have been set in
a kind of Chinese dream-world, where foreign standards of living and gracious
customs like tea-parties on the lawn (always with a few rich, talented overseas
Chinese visitors in attendance) are presented to an escapist public.
But if the cinema often provides relief from the drab reality of everyday life,
this is in sharp contrast to many works of fiction which describe the daily grind
in a matter-of-fact style which would have been unthinkable under the gang of
four. Bonavia is particularly good on the satirical, outspoken works which have
appeared since Mao died, stories and plays which are officially tolerated insofar
as they inspire officialdom to work harder and to reform its corrupt ways. But
writers, who have to enjoy the confidence of the Party-run selection panels of
publishing houses and boards of magazine editors if they hope to see their works
in print, are always aware that the line between "positive criticism" and "antisocialist writing" is a thin and shifting one. Many of those who were denounced
as Rightists after publishing outspoken works during the 100 Flowers Movement

* David Bonavia, The Chinese, Allen Lane, 1981, 290 pp. $19.95.
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of 1957 suffered the consequences for two decades thereafter, and writers in the
1980s have seen the unofficial "samizdat" magazines which sold privately near
Democracy Wall in Peking lose their right to publish. In these circumstances,
writing a play like "Pavilion of the Wind and Waves" requires courage.
"Pavilion of the Wind and Waves" is a short satire about a company of
actors seeking permission to stage a play set in the imperial past. The government official reviewing the play is an indecisive, servile fool whose only criterion
is the likely reaction of his superiors. The "play within the play" deals with a
loyal minister's agonizing dilemma: to obey an imperial command and lose his
troops in battIe, or to save the day at the price of going against the Emperor.
(The audience would hardly be blind to the contemporary allusion to Mao's
predilection for issuing "highest commands" during the cultural revolution.)
"Pavilion of the Wind and Waves" ends as the official, driven to distraction by
conflicting orders from his bosses, finally notices that the play has had a favourable mention in the People's Daily, and that its author has shaken hands with
a vice-premier. All doubts cast from mind, he falls back into his customary
torpor, safe in the knowledge that his decision to give the play the go-ahead
rests on the firmest of foundations.
To understand the state of Chinese literature, it is essential to look back to
the cultural revolution, when Mao's wife Jiang Qing functioned as a supreme
commander of the arts, and had ample opportunity to apply her vulgar and
simplistic theories of literature, drama and music for more than a decade. With
her associate, Yao Wenyuan, she devised and enforced a structure of "prominence" in art, upon which all writing must be based. This was a kind of crude
moral hierarchy, where "good characters" were more outstanding in a plot than
"negative characters", "exemplary figures" like young workers or peasants were
given more prominence than ordinary good characters, and the "central hero"
was the most outstanding of all. All works of art had to fit this scheme, and
there were strict rules about which classes constituted proper material for each
category of character: negative characters were all former landlords or nationalist sympathisers, central heroes were always Party secretaries or wizened old
communist soldiers. One film from the period showed a "bourgeois" doctor (in
other words, one trained before the cultural revolution) trying to tamper with
the efforts of a young barefoot doctor to save the life of a working-class patient.
This was meant to demonstrate the "immutable class nature" of professionalclass people, who were said to be incapable of working in the interests of the
poor. Today, the rigid cultural revolution theories of the arts have been discredited, and writers portray realistic characters, with believable weaknesses and
strengths, but leftist ideas on literature are still to be found, and there are
surprising divergences in the mood of works appearing from various publishers
and provincial magazines.
Conformism and dissent each have their supporters, and ideological campaigns about the role of literature continue to bubble under the surface of the
artistic pool. In 1979, the provincial press engaged in a heated debate about
whether literature should "look forward" or "look back"-dwelling on the
agonies and traumas of the cultural revolution, or raising morale for future
endeavours-with protagonists of the opposing schools attacking each other in
extremely charged language. The forward-lookers denounced the chroniclers of
cultural revolution misery as "animals who like to smell stinking things in dark,
damp blood and sludge", "maggots in the corpses of their revisionist masters
who have been thrown on to the rubbish heap of history". Since 1978, writing
in a critical vein has in fact been tolerated to an extent rarely seen even in the
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more liberal 50s, but authors who satmse corrupt officials can expect to see
their works praised one year for "spurring our leaders on to improve their
workstyle", and condemned the next for "attacking the Party and the socialist
system".
The Chinese is essential background reading for anyone who is trying to
approach China through its modern literature. Bonavia is not kind in his judgments on the arts in China-he asserts that modern Chinese music is the worst
in the world, and that Chinese political theory is both crude and derivative. But
his is a stimulating introduction to the Chinese world, and one which deserves
a wide readership.
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FRANCES WOOD

Hong Kong Views of China
A note on sources and their reliability

Hong Kong, Lu Xun once said, is a place I dread. Many western travellers
share his feelings though Hong Kong should not be ignored completely for it
can afford some insight into events in China. Although the day of the Chinawatcher, resident in Hong Kong and peering over the border, are over, some of
the Chinese-language magazines in Hong Kong provide useful information. In
order to fill out the picture of contemporary Chinese culture, it is worth looking
at this major 'unofficial' source and at another 'unofficial' area, that of the now
largely defunct underground pUblications which were particularly associated
with the Democracy movement in Beijing in 1979.
'Unofficial' journals connected with the Democracy movement were mainly
concerned with political themes and only a few contained much in the way of
literature. The poems and stories that appeared were political, many referring
to the Tiananmen incident of April 5, 1976. Since the incident itself has been
officially reappraised, many of the angry poems written at the time have now
been published by the official press in, for example, a series of three fat volumes
dedicated to the memory of Zhou Enlai.
The same defusing of unofficial literary output was seen in the publication of
better stories in official journals, as when Zhongguo qingnian (China's Youth)
published the political allegory 'Beijing in the year 2000' which had first appeared
in the unofficial paper Beijing zhi chun (Beijing Spring). Such examples are not
particularly numerous, but I do not think that members of 'official' literary
circles were being entirely disingenuous when they complained that much of
what appeared 'unofficially' was simply of a very low literary standard. In some
cases, literary offerings in the unofficial magazines were not very controversial
in content but represented a feeling that the official press was too restricted in
scope and that young writers were not encouraged as it was so difficult to get
published. The practical answer to that was often to try local literary magazines
rather than going straight to the centre, for local magazines are both easier to
get into and carefully scrutinised at the centre for new material.
Hong Kong provides rather different sources of information in magazines
such as Zhengming (Contend), Dongxiang (Trends) and Qishi niandai (The
Seventies), which at worst purvey malicious gossip but at best describe in some
detail controversies and events which generally take some time to be revealed
officially in the Chinese press.
A recent example was the banning of the film 'Bitter Love' and criticism of
the author of the screenplay, Bai Hua. This story, which occupies much space
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in the March to May 1981 issues of Zhengming and Dongxiang, is another repetition of the circular route between 'unofficial' and 'official'. The scenario, reproduced in Dongxiang, first appeared in the spring issue of Shiyue (October),
a Beijing literary magazine, but it has now been appropriated by the Hong Kong
'unofficial' press after the row over the projection of the film.
'Bitter Love' tells the story of a patriotic painter who returns to China and
suffers persecution and death. The points of controversy are that the death is
set after 1976, not during the Cultural Revolution or Great Leap when, it is
acknowledged, intellectuals did suffer persecution, but in a period when things
are supposed to be all right again: the central issue of the film is, 'You love
your motherland but does your motherland love you?'. The editors of Dongxiang
suggest that, though the story is loosely based on that of a famous painter (who
has not perished in the snow like his fictionalised twin), it could refer to
thousands of other inteJ1ectuals. As with other polemical writing in present-day
China, bathos is piled upon bathos and a reasonable reader might feel that the
theme could have been conveyed more effectively if the heightened passions had
been diluted. Other stories on the same theme of the misuse and mal-treatment
of intellectuals and specialists in China have been published without calling
criticism on their authors.
Since this particular film is so dramatically dark and so pointedly critical, it
is difficult to agree with Hong Kong editorial opinion that criticism of Bai Hua
necessarily implies a general anti-rightist campaign in the cultural field. The
problem with the Hong Kong journals is that while their sources of information
are good, editorial comments and selection of material are like those of all the
capitalist press, almost entirely devoted to disasters and horrors. Thus, though
they can be useful as a supplement and occasional corrective to the wider picture,
they cannot be used as a whoJ1y reliable single source.
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NOTES ON CONTRIBUTORS
AI QING-born 1910, studied painting in France from 1929 to 1932. Published
his first poetry in 1937 after a spell in prison. In 1941 went to Yan'an, where he
took part in the short-lived movement for freer expression. A victim of the
1957-58 anti-'rightist' campaign, he spent some 20 years in exile before rehabilitation in 1978.
CHEN SHOUZHONG-born 1951, is a university student from Henan. His
poem 'Aged Tortoises' was published in Poetry, no. 8, 1980.
FENG XUEFENG (l903-1976)-poet and critic, was involved in the leftist
literary movement from the late 1920s onwards, and was closely associated with
Lu Xun. He repeatedly clashed with the Communist Party's cultural heads over
literary policy, especially over dogmatism, writing to prescription, and the excessive respect shown to Chinese traditional forms as vehicles for contemporary
messages.
FENG JINGYUAN-born in the early 1940s in Santiaoshi, Tientsin where, like
his father, he was employed in the steelworks. Illiterate when he started work,
he studied and began to write poems. By the time he joined the army, around
1960, his vigorously worded industrial poems were being published nationally.
He is now in eclipse.
GAO XIAOSHENG-now in his early fifties, was one of the Explorer group of
young writers in Jiangsu province who were labelled as rightists in 1957-58. Sent
to live in the countryside. In the last three years has written many stories drawing on his experiences that show peasant life with unglamourised sympathy.
GONG LIU-born in Nanchang 1927, has written in many genres, but best
known as a poet. He suffered badly as a so-called 'rightist' from 1957 onwards.
His poetry in the last few years has often dealt with social problems, and he
is highly respected by younger poets.
W. J. F. JENNER-born 1940, is an English student of Chinese history and
literature. He worked at the Foreign Languages Press, Peking, as a translator
from 1963 to 1965 and is now a lecturer in Chinese studies at Leeds University.
KAM LOUIE-is a Sydney University student, who was carrying out postgraduate studies at Peking University in 1981. Has published in Contemporary
China and elsewhere.
D. A. KELLY-is carrying out research at the Contemporary China Centre,
Australian National University, on relations between China and Australia in
the social sciences.
LIU ZHEN-born Shandong in 1930, she joined the Communist Party at the
age of twelve and has been a professional writer since 1946. Her recent work
has dealt mainly with rural themes.
BONNIE S. McDOUGALL-born Sydney, first studied Chinese at Peking University 1958-9, completed PhD in Oriental Studies (Sydney) 1970. Taught
Chinese literature and language at Sydney and Harvard universities and has
published books, articles and translations from modern Chinese literature. She
works at present as a translator for the Foreign Languages Press, Peking, and
continues to research on modern Chinese poetry.
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BETH McKILLOP-works in the Chinese section of the British Library, London.
Studied at Peking University 1975-77. Reviews and writes on Chinese education
and culture.
ANNA MERTON-is a researcher at Chinese Visual Aids Project, School of
Languages, Polytechnic of Central London. Lived in China 1974-5 and graduated from the School of Oriental and African Studies, University of London,
1978.
QIU XIAOLONG-born 1953 in Shanghai, attended middle school during the
'cultural revolution'. Left school 1970, unemployed four years, then worked in
a street factory another four. Taught himself English, German. Student at university in Shanghai since 1978, currently writing a thesis on T. S. Eliot. His
poems have been published nationally in China.
SHU TING-one of the most highly regarded of the younger poets in China,
she is a worker of 29 from Amoy. She first attracted attention through poems
published in the unofficial magazine Today.
WANG MENG-born in Peking in 1934, he sprang to nation-wide fame when
his story 'A Youngster in the Organization Department' aroused fierce controversy because of its implied criticism of bureaucratic ways. After decades of
forced obscurity and exile he has returned to the literary scene as a writer
interested in adapting and developing techniques new to readers in China, thereby arousing fresh controversy.
FRANCES WOOD-works in the Chinese section of the British Library,
London. She studied in Peking 1975-6 and visits China regularly. She reviews
and writes on Chinese art, architecture and literature.
GLADYS YANG-is a British Sinologist who is on the staff of the magazine
Chinese Literature in Peking. She and her husband Yang Xianyi are well known
translators of classical Chinese texts.
YING RUOCHENG-born 1929 in Peking, was a founding member of the
Beijing People's Art Theatre. Today he is one of its leading actors. He knew
Lao She, author of Teahouse, personally, he has translated the play into English
and plays the dual roles of Pock-mark Liu and his son.
ZHANG LIN-born in 1939 in Liaoning, is an amateur writer working as leader
of a train crew on the Qiqihaer railway line.
ZOU DIFAN-born 1917 near Wuhan, central China. At present deputy editor
of Poetry, he has, since 1949, been considered one of China's leading poets,
with now altogether a dozen collections of his work.
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SELECTED WORKS, LITERARY REVIEWS
10E·238D
SELECTED WORKS OF LU XUN
19~~:fs~ges in four volumes 21 x 14 cm

Cloth, $16.00

A BRIEF HISTORY OF CHINESE FICTION
by Lu Xun
452 pages
18.5 x 13 cm
Cloth, $3.40

POETRY
toE·30
WILD GRASS (Prose Poems)
by Lu Xun
igl_~~~s
19 x 12 cm
Paper,

$0.55

ASHMA (Narrative Poem)
(Forthcoming)
10E·326
SELECTED POEMS FROM "THE GODDESSES"
by Guo Moruo
~u.~~~~
21 x 14 cm
Paper, $0.70
THE FRESHENING BREEZE
Poems by Rewi Alley
192 pages
21 x 13 cm
Cloth, $2.35; Paper, $1.30
10E·1502
THE TIANANMEN POEMS
by Xiao Lan
72 pages
17 x 10 cm
Paper, $0.50

DRAMA
10E·84
QU YUAN (CHU YUAN) (A Play in Five Acts)
by Guo Moruo
108 pages
21 x 13 cm
Half·cloth, $1.05
10E·280
THUNDERSTORM (A Play in Four Acts)
by Cao Yu
168 pages
21 x 14 cm
Half·cloth, $1.80
10E·289
SELECTED PLAYS OF GUAN HANQING
224 pages
'21 x 14 cm
Half·cloth, $2.60
10E·414
SUNRISE (A Play in Four Acts)
by Cao Yu
176 pages
21 x 13 cm
Half·cloth, $1.80
10E·1217
TAKING TIGER MOUNTAIN BY STRATEGY
-A Modern Revolutionary Beijing Opera
126 pages
23 x 16 cm
Cloth, $2.35; Paper, $1.55
10E·1267
SHACHIAPANG
-A Modern Revolutionary Beijing Opera
112 pages
'23 x 16.5 cm
Cloth, $2.35; Paper, $1.55
10E·1287
SONG OF THE DRAGON RIVER
-A Modern Revolutionary Beiqng Opera
54 pages
23 x 16.5 cm
Cloth, $1.30; Paper, $0.80
10E·1298
ON THE DOCKS
-A Modern Revolutionary Beijing Opera
52 pages
23 x 16.5 cm
Cloth, $1.30; Paper, $0.80
10E·1369
AZALEA MOUNTAIN
-A Modern Revolutionary Beijing Opera
72 pages
23 x 16.5 cm
Paper, $0.80
10E·1380
SPARKLING RED STAR (Film Scenario)
80 pages
18.5 x 12 cm
Paper, $0.70
10E·1460
PINE RIDGE (Film Scenario)
88 pages
19 x 12 cm
Paper, $0.55
10E·1515
TEAHOUSE (A Play in Three Acts)
by Lao She
Paper, $1.80
92 pages
21 x 13 cm
All prices are quoted in

REPORTAGE, ESSAYS &
REVOLUTIONARY R'EMINISCENCES
10E·1319
MY HOMETOWN (Reportage Articles)
148 pages
19x13cm
Paper,$1.05
10E·1387
DAWN BLOSSOMS PLUCKED AT DUSK (Essays)
by Lu Xun
130 pages
19 x 12 cm
Paper, $0.80
10E·1455
RECALLING THE LONG MARCH
194 pages
18.5 x 13 cm
Paper, $1.30
10E·1464
ON THE LONG MARCH AS GUARD TO ZHOU
ENLAI (CHOU EN·LAI)
by Wei Guolu
112 pages
18.5 x 13 cm
Paper, $0.80

NOVELS
Classics
10E·26'2
THE SCHOLARS
by Wu Jingzi (Wu Ching·tzu)
620 pages
21 x 13 cm
Cloth, $5.70
10E·1424
A DREAM OF RED MANSIONS
by Cao Xueqin and Gao E (Tsao Hseuh·chin
and Kao Ngo)
Volume I:
620 pages 21.5 x 13 cm Cloth, $8.30; Half·cloth, $7.83
Volume II:
710 pages 21.5 x 13 cm Cloth, $9.40; Half·cloth, $8.8)
Volume III: (Forthcoming)
10E·1480
SELECTIONS FROM "RECORDS OF THE
HISTORIAN"
by Sima Qian (Szuma Chien)
472 pages 21 x 13 cm Half·cloth, $4.30; Paper, $3.65

Modern Works
10E·252
A THOUSAND MILES OF LOVELY LAND
by Yang Shuo
238 pages
19 x 13.5 cm
Half·cloth, $1.30
10E-273
MIDNIGHT
by Mao Dun
548 pages
21 x 14 cm
Cloth, $5.20
10E·294
DAUGHTERS AND SONS
by Yuan Jing (Yuan Ching)
288 pages
21.2 x 13 cm
Half·cloth, $2.60
10E·302
SCHOOLMASTER NI HUAN·CHIH
by Ye Shengtao (Yeh Sheng·tao)
384 pages
21 x 14 cm
Half·mloth, $3.10
10E·460
FLYING RED FLAG
by Liang Bin
(Forthcoming)
10E·340
THE FAMILY
by Ba Jin (Pa Chin)
21 x 13 cm
Half·cloth, $2.60
292 pages
10E·510
TRACKS IN THE SNOWY FOREST
by Qu Bo (Chu Po)
568 pages
'21 x 14 cm
Half·cloth, $4.30
10E·434
RED SUN
by Wu Qiang
(Forthcoming)
Australian dollars.
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10E-438
SNOWFLAKES (Story for Children)
by Yang Shuo
8U pages
18.5 x 13 em
Paper, $0.50
10E-44'2
STORIES ABOUT NOT BEING AFRAID OF GHOSTS
100 pages
18.5 X 12 em
Paper, $0.80
10E-443
AN ORDINARY LABOURER
(A Collection 01 Short Stories)
by Wang Yuanjian (Wang Yuan-chien)
1'9 x 12 em
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176 pages
10E-456
OLD TALES RETOLD
by Lu Xun
1;j6 pages
18.5 x 13 em
Paper, $0.80
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1u8 pages
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Paper, $0.80
lOE-500
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2,4 pages
18.5 X 13 em
Paper, $1.30
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200 pages
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~04 pages
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Cloth, $2.35; Paper, ~1.80
10E-1307
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1Ub pages
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1;j2 pages
19 x 12 em
Paper, $0.80
10E-1311
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OTHER CHILDREN'S STORIES
04 pages
18.5 x 13 em
Paper, $0.80
10E-1317
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144 pages
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Cloth, $1.55; Paper, $1.05
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by Hua Shan
70 pages
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Paper, $0.45
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SHORT STORIES
GOING TO SCHOOL (A Story)
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58 pages
18.5 x 13 em
Paper, $0.40
RHYMES OF II YOUCAI AND OTHER STORIES
10E-1416
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by Zhao Shu Ii
194 pages
18.7 x 12 em
Paper, $1.50
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148 pages
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Paper, $1.05
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by Lu Xun
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76 pages
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114 pages
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248 pages
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OTHER CHILDREN'S STORIES
10E-359
148 pages
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118 pages
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Paper, $0.80
10E-373
10E-1477
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-A Collection of Stories for Children
186 pages
18.5 x 13 em
Paper, $1.05
10E-386
HARVEST (A Collection of Short Stories)
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194 pages
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114 pages
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Paper, $1.05
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by Yang Mo
o~O pages
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by LtU <.ling (Liu Ching)
bod pages
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1,4 pages
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by Luo Guangbin and Yang Yiyan
b12 pages
,1 x 13 em
Half-cloth with jacket, $5.00
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148 pages
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by Yang Xiao (Yang Hsiao)
2u4 pages
18.5 x 13 em
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3U4 pages
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Paper, $2.10
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4tl8 pages
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Paper, $3.10
10E-1423
A REAL GOOD HOLIDAY
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200 pages
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Paper, $1.55
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