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1
____________________________

Introduction

Rural China and the Chinese peasantry in the first half of the twentieth cen-
tury have attracted much academic attention since the Communist takeover
of Mainland China in 1949. There have been heated debates on such issues
as the living standards of the peasantry, the performance of the rural econ-
omy, the influence of imperialism and capitalism on the rural economy,
social stratification of the rural population, the relationship between the rev-
olutionary intellectuals and the peasantry, and so on. In the process of such
debates, various theories have been created or tested.

These are not the earliest debates about rural China and the Chinese
peasantry of the revolutionary era. The earliest ones were conducted during
the revolutionary years among the Chinese intellectuals themselves. One cru-
cial difference between the theories offered by contemporary scholars and
those created by the Chinese intellectuals during the revolutionary years is
that the latter were much more politically motivated and politically oriented.
The intellectuals’ theoretical works formed an important part of their politi-
cal agenda aimed at solving China’s then acute national crisis. To the
Chinese intellectuals of the revolutionary era, purely academic interests, if
there were any, were subordinate to political needs. As leaders and direct
participants of the peasant movements, the Chinese intellectuals in the revo-
lutionary period were deeply concerned about rural China and the Chinese
peasantry because they believed that villages and peasants were at the heart of
their political programs for changing both rural China and China as a whole.
In other words, if academic works on rural China and the Chinese peasantry
created by outsiders were for understanding the ideas and actions of the
peasants and intellectuals of the revolutionary era, the writings of Chinese
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intellectuals during the revolutionary period were produced to justify their
own plans and actions.

This study intends to reveal Chinese intellectuals’ perceptions of rural
China, of the Chinese peasantry, and of the intellectuals’ relationship with
the peasantry during the first half of the twentieth century, as well as how
such perceptions were politicized. It intends to be a history of theories rather
than a theory of history or a history of movements. It covers not only the
works of Communist intellectuals, but also those of the non-Communist and
anti-Communist intellectuals. While both Communist and non-Communist
intellectuals seemed to agree on one basic point—that is, in order to save and
rebuild the Chinese nation, the peasants needed to be utilized and trans-
formed—beyond that they had little in common, maintaining widely differ-
ing views about how to utilize and transform the peasants.

Analysis will begin with the encounters between the intellectuals and the
peasants in modern China, which were made possible by the birth and
growth of the Chinese intelligentsia and the rise and expansion of the
Chinese national movement in the first few decades of the twentieth century.
These encounters were inevitable, predetermined by the logic of a national
movement. One outcome of such encounters was the images of the peasant
created by the intellectuals. Ignorance, innocence, poverty, and powerfulness
were the four characteristics of the peasantry that figured prominently in the
works of all groups of intellectuals, yet different groups of intellectuals
attached different importance to these characteristics and offered different
interpretations of them, in order to suit and justify their own political pro-
grams. However, even though the images of the peasant created by the vari-
ous intellectual groups differed, the general tendency was to transform the
peasant from someone seen as useless, despicable, and negative to someone
considered useful, admirable, and positive. 

In addition to developing images of the peasant, the intellectuals also
endeavored to discover and define the nature of Chinese rural society. This
concern caused a protracted debate among different groups of intellectuals
about the nature of Chinese society in general and Chinese rural society in
particular. The debate formed part of their effort to justify their respective
political strategies. The first stage of the debate, which occurred in the early
1920s between the early Chinese Marxists and the reform-minded intellectu-
als, was centered on whether China had already become a capitalist country
and whether revolutionary socialism was applicable to China. The second
stage of the debate took place in the Soviet Union during the First United
Front of 1924 to 1927. The participants of the debate included Stalinists,
Trotskyites, and supporters of the theory of the Asiatic Mode of Production.
The debate was about whether China was a capitalist society or a semifeudal
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and semicolonial society and, in turn, what kind of revolution China should
undergo. After the Northern Expedition, the Chinese intellectuals launched
the third phase of the debate, which became more and more focused on rural
China and continued until the Japanese invasion and after.

Their encounter with the peasant finally made the intellectuals ponder
their relations with the peasant. Though the majority of intellectuals who
went to the countryside were originally from rural areas, they found it hard to
merge with the peasants after they returned, mainly because of their educa-
tion and urban experience. As a result, intellectuals felt the need to search for
suitable patterns for their relations with the peasants. Different intellectual
groups developed different patterns relevant primarily to the specific aims
and political programs of those groups. The creation of the peasant’s images,
the debate on the nature of rural society, and the search for a suitable pattern
of intellectual–peasant relations are all related in one way or another to the
political strategies of these intellectual groups. There are close connections
between the intellectuals’ perceptions of the Chinese peasantry and rural
China and their perceptions of and plans for the Chinese nation.

The major source materials for this research are the works of the leading
intellectuals who were involved in the various peasant movements of the rev-
olutionary era. Since the early 1980s, the writings of many of these leading
figures have been republished in the form of collected works. Important jour-
nals published during the revolutionary period by the various groups of intel-
lectuals involved in the peasant movement have also been useful. A special
note should be made about the use of literary and artistic works. John
Fitzgerald, in his recent book Awakening China, allows that “fiction and
fashion, architecture and autobiography, take their places alongside politics
and history,” and he asks his readers to “move about among writers, artists,
philosophers, ethnographers, revolutionaries, and soldiers who have little in
common apart from their appearance in the book itself.”1 The readers of this
book are asked, on occasion, to do the same. The use of literary and artistic
works in this research is justifiable for two main reasons. First, Chinese writ-
ers and artists of the revolutionary era belonged to different political groups;
they were not just writers and artists as such, but were writers and artists with
political affiliations and positions. Many writers and artists were direct par-
ticipants in the peasant movements and their works were very much politi-
cized. They endeavored to provide justifications for their political course
through fiction or paintings, as the political leaders, theoreticians, and schol-
ars at the time tried to do through their political and academic essays. The
literary and artistic works I consulted can all be classified as social, or social
science, novels and paintings. As Lee Ou-fan observes, this type of novel
formed the major literary genre of the 1920s and 1930s, especially the 1930s.
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Lee attributed the rise of this genre to China’s national crises, which urged
the writers to shift from the personal to the societal and to write about the
cities and villages.2

The second justification for using literary and artistic works is that those
I consulted are not used to reconstruct the social realities of revolutionary
China, but to demonstrate what the writers and artists of that period
believed the social reality to be like. In commenting on the writings about
peasants in twentieth-century Chinese literature, Helen Siu remarks that
“Most of these images of peasants should not be treated as ‘real’ . . . but they
do reveal the author’s sense of outrage toward an entire social order. The
works illumine how the underlying political assumptions of these writers
guided their efforts to participate in a new political culture, a significant his-
torical narrative in its own right.”3 It is these underlying political assump-
tions rather than the social-economic reality that form the focus of this
study. After all, this is a study of social-intellectual history rather than social-
economic history. 

The term “peasant” itself has caused much debate among Chinese intel-
lectuals in revolutionary China as well as among contemporary scholars. The
problem has been whether to translate the Chinese word nongmin into the
English word peasant or farmer. The issue is keenly germane to the debate
about the nature of Chinese rural society during the revolutionary era and the
evaluation of the modernization process of China. Generally speaking, those
intellectuals who believed that rural China had already entered the capitalist
stage in the first half of the twentieth century would use the word farmer,
while those who argued that rural China was still a feudal or semifeudal soci-
ety in the revolutionary period preferred the word peasant. As Kathleen
Hartford remarks, “The problem is that there is no term for cultivators
enmeshed in the Chinese rural economy that does not imply some assump-
tions about their relationship with the economy; ‘farmer’ casts a vote for the
maximizer-marketeers as much as ‘peasant’ does for the Chayanovians or
others.”4 Scholars are still debating the issue today, and some have argued that
the word “peasant” was invented by Chinese intellectuals for political pur-
pose.5 This book will use the word “peasant” to mean those freeholders, part-
owners, tenants, and hired laborers who worked on the land for a living. This
definition is neutral and close to the meaning of the Chinese word nongmin.
It has a wider meaning than that provided by Eric Wolf, who viewed the
peasant as someone standing midway between the primitive tribe and indus-
trial society.6 Wolf’s definition is based on the assumption that the peasants
lived and operated in a unique system of economy, which is defined by Karl
Polanyi as the distributional mode of trade and elaborated by A. V. Chayanov
as a system that aims at providing subsistence rather than maximizing profit.7
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Determining which year the modern Chinese intelligentsia was born
and which year they began to write about the peasantry is difficult. I have
chosen the year 1900 as a starting point, not entirely arbitrarily, but because
it was that year’s Boxer Rebellion that first drew the attention of a number
of modern Chinese intellectuals to the peasant rebels, which led to some
initial writings about the Chinese peasantry. The intellectuals’ interest in
the peasantry continued to grow after the Boxer Rebellion. In 1902, the Mi
family in Dingxian County of Hebei started their reform program aimed at
modernizing traditional village life. Five years after the Boxer Rebellion, Dr.
Sun Yat-sen proposed the equalizing of land ownership as one of the four
cardinal objectives of his revolution. He also began to exploit the power of
the secret societies, which were mainly composed of peasants. At the same
time, the Chinese anarchist group in Tokyo led by Liu Shipei began to
write about the peasantry. In the late 1910s, Yan Xishan began to imple-
ment his rural program in Shanxi, and Chen Jiongming started to reform
rural education in Guangdong. Meanwhile, in Beijing, Professor Li Dazhao
made the first call to students to go to the village. The early 1920s saw the
emergence of the first modern peasant movements led by Shen Dingyi and
Peng Pai. During the Northern Expedition of 1925 to 1927, more and more
intellectuals returned or relocated to the village. After the end of the
Northern Expedition in 1927, all kinds of peasant movements began to
thrive in rural China. Though the focus of this study is on the 1920s and
after, its coverage includes the first two decades of the twentieth century
because encounters between intellectuals and peasants were already under
way during that period.
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2
____________________________

The Intelligentsia, the Peasantry,
and the Chinese Nation

THE RISE OF THE MODERN CHINESE INTELLIGENTSIA

In an article written shortly before his death in 1948, the famous Chinese
writer Zhu Ziqing described how the May Fourth Movement, in which he
was an active participant, divided the new educated Chinese from the old:

The May Fourth Movement marks the beginning of a totally new
era. Liberalism became firmly established upon the foundation of
autonomous employment for intellectuals. Those of us in the world
of education were pursuing independent careers, not serving as
officials or waiting to become officials. As students, we were able
to choose among many different careers, and were thus freed from
having to make the one path of becoming a bureaucrat. Thus we
became emancipated from the ruling elites. No longer acting as the
effete nobles and bookworms of earlier times, we became members
of a new intelligentsia.1

The difference between the old literati and the new intellectuals
described by Zhu Ziqing was perhaps most clearly manifested in the change
of attitude in the university professors and students around the May Fourth
period. According to Zhang Guotao, a student of Beijing University at that
time, before Cai Yuanpei took over the presidency of the university in late
1916, Peking University was still a stronghold of the old-style literati, who
likened themselves to the successful candidates of the imperial examinations
of the previous period. After the arrival of Cai Yuanpei and the new profes-
sors he recruited, however, the atmosphere changed dramatically. The new
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students began to believe that they should study for knowledge, for the pur-
pose of application of knowledge, and for the sake of rescuing the nation,
rather than in pursuit of positions as government officials.2 Li Dazhao, one
of the professors recruited by Cai Yuanpei, argued in 1919 that the tradi-
tional family system had destroyed many educated men because the relatives
of a knowledgeable and wise man would always want him to become a
“bureaucratized bandit,” so that the rest of them could enjoy a life of luxury
on the basis of his sacrifice. “If they treat you that way, then what they have
for you is the utmost enmity, not a bit of love!”3 Li warned the intellectuals. 

Zhu Ziqing, Zhang Guotao, and Li Dazhao touched upon one of the
most crucial features of the modern Chinese intelligentsia: their emotional
and physical alienation from the bureaucratic system of the state. On the one
hand, this feature differentiated the modern Chinese intelligentsia from the
Chinese traditional literati and, on the other, made the modern Chinese
intelligentsia comparable to the intelligentsia of Russia and some other East
European countries. The traditional Chinese literati, while very much alien-
ated from the peasant masses,4 were closely tied up with the state. The
modern Chinese intelligentsia, however, were alienated not only from the
peasant masses, but also from the state.5 In the words of another member of
this group, these new intellectuals were considered “aliens” by their own
people and were “exiled” by all other members of their own society.6

While both Zhu Ziqing and Zhang Guotao believed that alienation first
took place during the period of the May Fourth Movement, many others
have suggested that it actually occurred some time earlier. Lu Xun, for exam-
ple, described four generations of Chinese intellectuals, although he argued
that a true intelligentsia like that of Russia did not exist in China at his
time.7 According to Lu Xun, the first generation of modern Chinese intelli-
gentsia is represented by people like Zhang Taiyan, who was once Lu Xun’s
mentor and whose generation matured around the turn of the century; the
second generation by people like himself, who launched the New Culture
Movement in the mid-1910s; the third generation by people like the
Communist leader Qu Qiubai, who came of age during the May Fourth
Movement; and the fourth generation by the young intellectuals who
emerged during and after the Northern Expedition between 1925 and 1927.8
This genealogy has been widely supported by Chinese intellectuals as well as
foreign scholars. Zhou Enlai, for example, discussed the differences between
the second and third generations in 1941 by comparing Lu Xun and Guo
Muoruo. According to Zhou, Lu Xun lived in the transitional period
between the Qing and the Republic. He was educated at a school set up by
the Qing government and later became a teacher at a state school; he also
served as a bureaucrat for the warlord government in Beijing. He did not
break with the old tradition until the period of the New Culture Movement,
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when he was already middle-aged. Guo Muoruo, however, became a free and
independent intellectual immediately after he left his home in Sichuan when
he was only about twenty years old. He served neither the Qing dynasty nor
the warlord government. He wholly belonged to the new era, that of the
May Fourth Movement and the New Culture Movement.9

In America, Benjamin Schwartz supported Lu Xun’s genealogy. His
“three generations” basically conform to the first three of Lu Xun’s four gen-
erations, and he noted these differences between those generations:

There is the transitional generation of the late nineteenth and early
twentieth century—men whose roots lie deep in the old culture,
who have undergone the regimen of a traditional education, but
who are already deeply shaken by the desperate plight of their state
and society. They are already prepared to consider new institutions
and foreign ideas, and yet are in many ways still part of the older
literati. The crucial break comes with the student generation of the
beginning of the twentieth century, many of whose members must
be considered as the first truly “alienated” intellectuals of modern
China. The third significant generation is the student generation
of the May 4th period, men now in their fifties and sixties. It is in
this generation that the basic intellectual tendencies of recent
decades crystallize.10

Schwartz lists Kang Youwei, Liang Qichao, Yan Fu, and Zhang Taiyan
as representatives of his first generation; his second generation probably
includes men like Lu Xun, Li Dazhao, and Chen Duxiu; and his third gen-
eration is obviously the generation of Mao Zedong, Qu Qiubai, Guo
Muoruo, and Zhou Enlai. Schwartz argues that the first generation was still
not yet truly a modern intelligentsia because it was not yet alienated from the
state. “It still yearns to be ‘used,’ and still hopes to save the state from ruin,”
he wrote, while the second generation was surely a modern intelligentsia
because of “the emergence of the mystique of revolution” among them.11

Schwartz’s “three-generation” theory was adopted and elaborated by Yip Ka-
che in his study of the Chinese student movement in the 1920s.12

The Chinese philosopher and historian Li Zehou and the American his-
torian Vera Schwarcz also fully support Lu Xun’s genealogy. Li pays special
attention to the relations between the intellectuals and rural China. In his
opinion, the first two generations described by Lu Xun and Schwartz still
lived in a time when the “feudal” society had not fully disintegrated, there-
fore the intellectuals were either directly from the countryside or maintained
wide connections with that society. The outstanding members of the third
generation made the greatest contribution to the Chinese revolution, while
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typical petty bourgeois intellectuals who gathered in the cities and were dis-
connected from the countryside formed the fourth generation.13 Schwarcz,
on the other hand, focuses more on the differences among the first three
generations of Chinese intellectuals in their political attitudes.14

The difference between the new independent intellectuals—university
professors and journalists, for example, and the bureaucrats or the ruling
elites described by Zhu Ziqing, Zhang Guotao, and others—roughly con-
forms to the difference between what Antonio Gramsci calls the organic
intellectuals and traditional intellectuals. The former are the result of new
social and economic development, while the latter emerged in response to
previous economic and social development and continue to exist in the new
environment as representatives of historical continuity.15 In China, the new
social-economic development that created the modern Chinese intelligentsia
was largely the result of Sino-Western contact, which brought about the dis-
integration of Chinese traditional society, the establishment of new institu-
tions, and the spread of new ideas. Of special importance to the rise of the
modern Chinese intelligentsia were the abandonment of the imperial exami-
nation system, the creation of a modern educational system, the development
of modern industry and commerce, the rise of the institutions associated with
a civil society or a quasi civil society, and the emergence of modern profes-
sional groups affiliated with these institutions. The Chinese intelligentsia
thus created, like the intelligentsias of many other third world countries, was
neither the product of pure indigenous culture nor something wholly
imported from the West, but the result of the mixture of Western culture
and indigenous traditions.

THE RADICALIZATION AND EXPANSION OF THE

CHINESE NATIONAL MOVEMENT

It is somewhat ironic that from the first day of its birth, the modern Chinese
intelligentsia had to engage in a fierce and protracted fight against the very
force that had helped create it: imperialism. One striking feature that links
the modern Chinese intelligentsia to both nineteenth-century East European
intelligentsias and the traditional Chinese literati is its strong sense of
responsibility for the fate of the nation and its claim to national leadership.
This is not surprising because, according to Aleksander Gella, national crisis
is actually a precondition for the development of a true intelligentsia. “The
intelligentsia stratum develops in a given nation when the educated members
of the establishment are unable to face and solve the nation’s growing prob-
lems. In response,” he argues, “the intelligentsia appears as a new element of
the social structure, as a stratum placed between the ‘power establishment’ on
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the one hand, and all other classes on the other.”16 The growth of the
modern Chinese intelligentsia was accompanied by a process of the deepen-
ing of the Chinese national crisis and the radicalization of the Chinese
national movement, which was in turn indicated by the radicalization of the
Chinese intelligentsia itself. In fact, the most striking difference among the
first three generations of modern Chinese intellectuals was the progressive
increase of the degree of radicalization: on the whole, the second generation
was more radical than the first, and the third more radical than the second. 

The process of the radicalization of the Chinese national movement was
understandably accompanied by a process of the expansion of the social base
of that movement, since the shift from peaceful reform to violent revolution
was at the same time also a shift from imposing change from above to
fomenting change from below. From the late nineteenth century to the
1920s, the Chinese national movement underwent various stages of develop-
ment: from an intellectuals’ movement, to a student movement, to an urban
mass movement, and finally, to a peasant movement. The first generation of
modern Chinese intellectuals was mainly engaged in an intellectuals’ move-
ment. The 1898 Reform was carried out by a small group of scholars. The
1911 Revolution, although supported by some soldiers and secret societies,
remained a revolution of a small group of revolutionary intellectuals without
a truly mass base. The May Fourth Movement represented the turning point
from the intellectuals’ movement to the student movement. Although work-
ers, merchants, and other strata of the urban society took part in the May
Fourth Movement, it was not until the Beijing–Hankou Railway Workers
Strike (1923), the Canton–Hong Kong Workers’ Strike (1925), and the May
Thirtieth Movement (1925) that the urban masses truly demonstrated their
power and political consciousness. Then, in the latter phase of the Northern
Expedition between 1925 and 1927, the peasants were drawn into the move-
ment, thus realizing the ideal of incorporating all the major classes of China
in a common effort to fight the imperialists and their Chinese followers.17

Hence there were clearly two tendencies taking place simultaneously in the
development of the Chinese national movement: the expansion of the social
base of the national movement, not by one group replacing another, but by
one group incorporating another; and the diffusion of the intellectuals, who
were the leaders of the national movement throughout the period, into the
lower strata of the society. 

The course of the Chinese national movement indicates that the intel-
lectuals’ “discovery” of the peasants was not an accident, but something pre-
determined in the nature of a national movement. In fact, the “discovery of
the people” or “to the people” is almost a universal phenomenon and has
occurred in the modern national movements of many countries, including
early modern European countries, nineteenth-century Russia, and many
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colonial countries during the early twentieth-century. Eric Wolf’s survey of
the twentieth- century peasant wars in six countries—Mexico, Russia, China,
Vietnam, Algeria, and Cuba—indicates that the fusion between the intellec-
tuals and the peasants occurred in all six cases.18 Hans Kohn finds that “the
growth of nationalism is the process of integration of the masses of the
people into a common political form.”19 Tom Nairn observes, “The arrival of
nationalism in a distinctively modern sense was tied to the political baptism
of the lower classes. . . . Although sometimes hostile to democracy, nationalist
movements have been invariably populist in outlook and sought to induct
lower classes into political life.”20

In his thorough work on early modern European popular culture, Peter
Burke argues that European intellectuals went to the people, or peasants and
craftsmen, in the early modern period, mainly because they were attracted by
the culture of the “people.”21 In early twentieth-century China, though some
were indeed attracted to the culture of the “people,” most intellectuals went
to the peasants for their potential political power.22 In this the Chinese intel-
lectuals were closer to their counterparts in nineteenth-century Russia and
early twentieth-century colonial countries than to the early modern
European intellectuals. 

It is true in any national movement that the more acute the national
crisis, the more urgent it is for the leaders of the movement to draw ever
more compatriots into the movement, since the wider the social base of a
national movement, the stronger its power and the better its chances of suc-
cess. Joseph Stalin once remarked, “The strength of the national movement
is determined by the degree to which the wide strata of the nation, the prole-
tariat and peasantry, participate in it.”23 Peter Alter agrees. According to
him, “the national movements in all countries earned a body of support
whose social origin was more variegated than and went far beyond the
narrow stratum of the educated middle classes.”24

This process of the expansion of the national movement led by the
intellectuals represents a great transformation of the traditional relationships
between those in China who work with their brains and those who work
with their hands. When the country was at peace and the traditional order
prevailed, educated people normally belonged to the ruling class and the
uneducated to the ruled. But now that the peace of the country had been
lost and the traditional order had been destroyed, the educated class had to
persuade the uneducated that they actually belonged to the same group and
that they should unite to fight against their common enemies—in China,
the foreigners and their Chinese followers. The one had the understanding
but not the physical strength, the other had the physical strength but not
the understanding; by uniting they could complement each other and form a
powerful force. 
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THE INTELLECTUALS MEET THE PEASANTS

There has been much debate about whether the Taiping Rebellion was a
modern peasant revolution or a traditional peasant rebellion. At the time
of the rebellion, Karl Marx called it a revolution.25 The Chinese
Communist Li Dazhao defined it as “the first Chinese national revolu-
tionary movement.” 26 Both Sun Yat-sen and Mao Zedong emphasized the
anti-Manchu and antiforeign spirit of the Taiping Rebellion and viewed
its leader Hong Xiuquan as their predecessor. Moreover, according to
Chinese Communist historians, who take the Opium War as the begin-
ning of China’s modern history, the Taiping Rebellion surely fell into the
modern period. Further, Hong Xiuquan was undeniably somewhat influ-
enced by Western culture, and his cousin Hong Rengan, who was one of
the most important leaders during the latter phase of the rebellion, was
even more familiar with Western culture and institutions than Hong
Xiuquan. Despite all this, the leaders of the Taiping Rebellion shared
more similarities with traditional peasant rebels than with modern revolu-
tionary intellectuals: a modern Chinese intelligentsia did not exist at the
time of the Taiping Rebellion.

Peasant rebellions led by traditional peasant leaders continued to break
out even after the birth of the modern Chinese intelligentsia and the rise of
the modern national movement led by the modern intellectuals. As foreign
penetration became more frequent and more intense after the Opium War,
the peasant rebellions turned more and more nationalistic, to the extent that
one could conceivably talk about two separate national movements going on
at the same time around the turn of the century: one carried out by the intel-
lectuals, the other by the peasants. Since the visions of the two groups were
quite different, the two movements went separate ways. This becomes appar-
ent through a comparison of the 1898 Reform masterminded by the intellec-
tuals and the Boxer Rebellion of 1900 led by the peasants. The purpose of
both movements was to regain the strength and dignity of the Chinese
nation, yet the intellectuals wanted to achieve that through a well-planned
peaceful modernization program, while the peasants preferred violent and
nativistic means. Moreover, the two groups, although sharing a common
purpose, had no connections with each other. The peasants did not show any
enthusiasm toward the reforms advocated by the intellectuals; in fact, they
had reasons to abhor these reforms because it would be none other than the
peasants who would have to pay their heavy costs. Likewise, the intellectuals
stood by idly while the peasants shed their blood fighting the invading for-
eigners during the Boxer Rebellion. Mocking the ignorance and stupidity of
the peasant rebels was not at all uncommon among the intellectuals at the
time of the Boxer Rebellion. 
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However, despite this, compared with the period of the Taiping
Rebellion, the period of the Boxer Rebellion did show some progress in the
relations between the intellectuals and peasants. During the Taiping
Rebellion, there simply were no independent intellectuals. During the Boxer
Rebellion, however, while on the whole the intellectuals’ comments on the
Boxers were quite negative, a few intellectuals did perceive the latent power
of the peasantry and foresaw it as an immense reservoir that could be tapped
in future national movements. In this sense, the Boxer Rebellion represents
the first contact enjoining the traditional Chinese peasant rebels and the
modern Chinese revolutionary intellectuals. After that, attachment between
the intellectuals and peasants increased, which finally led to the rise of a new
type of peasant movement.

It was a small group of Chinese anarchists who first paid serious attention
to the living conditions and the revolutionary potential of the peasants shortly
after the Boxer Rebellion. They also strove to portray the peasants in a positive
light. Meanwhile, Sun Yat-sen’s collaboration with the secret societies, whose
members were mostly peasants, escalated after the turn of the century. Sun
Yat-sen’s followers also infiltrated into regional peasant rebellions, such as the
Bailang Rebellion in the 1910s in northern China, and they tried to use the
peasants to carry out Sun Yat-sen’s programs.27 However, before the 1920s,
there had not yet been any significant modern peasant movement in China:
the anarchists’ interest in the peasants was very short-lived; and Sun Yat-sen’s
involvement with the peasants was quite shallow. Although there have been
arguments that the peasants were more than inert onlookers and were influ-
enced by and even actively involved in the political activities during the 1911
Revolution, it is basically true that that revolution had little to do with the
peasants. Many scholars, as well as Chinese revolutionaries, and especially the
Communists, take that as the main reason for the failure of the 1911
Revolution. In fact, as Robert Marks argued, in places like Guangdong, it was
in the interest of the reformist gentry that emerged from the 1911 Revolution
to keep the countryside in peace and order. To avoid rural disturbance and
rebellion, and to make sure that they could squeeze more from the peasants
without causing upheaval, these new landlords did not hesitate to use the
police and the courts to deal with any rebellious peasants.28

It was mainly through the efforts of the third generation of modern
Chinese intellectuals—the generation of the May Fourth students, such as
Peng Pai, Mao Zedong, Fang Zhimin, Li Lisan, Deng Zhongxia, Liu
Shaoqi, and others—that the workers and peasants of China were drawn into
the national movement, although some of the second generation of the
Chinese intellectuals, such as Liu Shipei, Zhang Ji, Li Dazhao, Lu Xun, and
Shen Dingyi had already begun to pay attention to the workers and peasants.
Shen Dingyi was even directly involved in the peasant movement. Before the
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establishment of the First United Front in 1924, there had already been
some successful cases of modern peasant movements, the most famous of
which were the Yaqian peasant movement led by Shen Dingyi and the
Haifeng peasant movement led by Peng Pai. After the creation of the United
Front in 1924, especially after the May thirtieth Movement of 1925, the
peasant movement became one of the hottest topics among the intellectuals.
It became a cliche among the intellectuals at that time that “the national rev-
olution is the peasant revolution” because the peasants formed the great
majority of the population of China. More and more intellectuals, mostly
Communists, went to the villages to help with the peasant movement. The
peasants rose up everywhere, and those in southern China were especially
rebellious and powerful. For a while, it seemed that Chinese intellectuals,
especially the revolutionaries among them, had reached a consensus about
the peasant movement. Because of that, it seemed that the social base of the
national movement was appreciably extended and the national movement
reached its greatest momentum.

Unfortunately, the moment the national movement reached its most
critical period and achieved its widest social base was often also the moment
of its split from one national movement into several national movements. The
reason is that the more social classes a national movement incorporated, the
greater the possibility for clashes of interests. In China, the incorporation of
the peasantry into the national movement, while vastly increasing the social
base and power of the movement, also posed new questions for the intellec-
tual revolutionaries because the interests of the peasants were not completely
compatible with the interests of some other classes also represented in the
national movement. The radicalization of the national movement required the
expansion of the movement to incorporate the peasantry, but the incorpora-
tion of the peasantry also further radicalized the national movement because,
as William Hinton observes, the Chinese peasants, although generally sub-
servient and passive, have been prone to radical actions once aroused.29 In
order to draw the peasants into the national movement, some concessions had
to be made to them, which would inevitably damage the interests of the land-
holding classes in the national movement. As Barrington Moore observes,
“The Kuomintang’s partial success brought to the surface latent conflicts
among the disparate elements that a program of nationalist unification had
temporarily brought together.”30 Clashes thus ensued.

The split of the national movement often occurred first within the stra-
tum of the intelligentsia, which would lead to the various groups of intellec-
tuals striving to portray themselves as the true nationalists and all other
groups as imposters. One explanation for this division within the intelli-
gentsia is that since members of the modern Chinese intelligentsia had been
exposed to different trends of Western thought, it was inevitable for them to
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embrace different Western ideals: democracy, socialism, or Communism.31

In other words, the division within the Chinese intelligentsia was actually an
extension of the division within Western intelligentsia. Another explanation
views the division within the intelligentsia from the perspective of class
struggle. The Communist intellectuals tended to believe that the split was
actually inevitable. According to their class analysis, intellectuals do not form
an independent and unified class. Instead, they are affiliated with different
classes, depending on their positions and consciousness. Therefore, the
“intelligentsia” was in fact formed by educated people representing the inter-
ests of different, sometimes antagonistic classes. This view is supported by
Aleksander Gella, who maintains that the leaders of the intelligentsia never
fought for their own group interest and never formulated an ideology of their
own stratum, but, instead, produced leaders for all other class movements,
parties, and ideologies.32 This view is also partially endorsed by the Marxist
scholars of the Soviet Union, who found in the developing countries of Asia
and Africa three different groups within the so-called national intelligentsias.
These three groups were, first, the elite group, which was closely related to
the privileged class and was composed of important ideologues and publi-
cists, the organizers of scientific research, the leading artists, and so on;
second, the lower group, which was linked to the working class and the non-
proletarian laborers and was formed by the so-called semiintelligentsia or
proletarian intellectual workers, including lower-level administrators, village
teachers, clerks, nurses, and all those involved in publicizing and disseminat-
ing rather than creating cultural traditions; and, third, the middle group,
whose social status was between the previous two and was unusually influen-
tial. The third group included engineers, technicians, medical doctors,
agronomists, middle-level government officials, functionaries of political par-
ties, college professors, students, some army officers, and servicemen of reli-
gious groups. They were people like Sun Yat-sen, Mahatma Gandhi,
Sukarno, Ang San, Francis Fanon, Kwame Nkrumah, Patrice Lumumba,
and Gamel Abdel Nasser. The Soviet scholars believe that despite all these
differences, the “national intelligentsias” still formed a more or less indepen-
dent and unified social group because all these countries were still in transi-
tional periods, hence social stratification in these countries was not yet very
distinct, and the intelligentsia could still act like an intermediary class. It is
only when society became more and more stratified that there would appear
different classes of intelligentsia, such as bourgeois intelligentsia, gentry
intelligentsia, and proletarian intelligentsia.33

In China, it seems that the unity of the intelligentsia had always been
more apparent than real. Before the breakdown of the United Front in 1927,
there had already been many controversies and fissures within the intelli-
gentsia, which were manifested by debates on revolution or reform, issues or
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“isms,” socialism and philosophies of life. The peasantry had never been a
hot topic for debate before that point, partly because the peasantry had been
basically outside of the national movement. By 1926 and 1927, however, the
peasantry had become one of the most controversial issues within the
national movement. The peasant question loomed so large in the minds of
the revolutionaries that the attitude toward the peasant movement was
regarded by many as the sole criterion for differentiating the leftists from the
rightists, or the revolutionary intellectuals from the counterrevolutionary
intellectuals.34 After a short period of passion between the intellectuals and
peasants, during which the rightists, leftists, and the middle elements all
pledged their loyalty to the peasants, the intellectuals realized that they actu-
ally had quite different ideas about the peasant question. The heart of the
issue was not whether the peasants should be incorporated into the national
movement, or whether a way should be found to solve the peasant question,
but how. There were drastic differences between the various groups of intel-
lectuals in their national programs, their views of the peasants, and their
solutions to the peasant question. It is these differences that the following
chapters will address.
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The Image of the Peasant

From the beginning of the twentieth century, Chinese intellectuals began to
pay more and more attention to the peasants. This was a result of their
increasing awareness of the peasantry’s importance to the rebuilding of the
Chinese nation, and their ensuing strong desire to incorporate the peasants
into their nation-rescuing programs. Such interest in the peasantry grew so
fast that in the 1920s and after, there was a tremendous outpouring of writ-
ing about them. Peasants became the subjects of political and academic
works, heroes of novels, plays, and poems, and figures of paintings. Never
before in Chinese history had the educated class been so enchanted with
those who had toiled in the fields for untold generations. 

Various images of the peasant began to emerge from the multitude of
works. The images were diverse and at times the prototypical image created
by one individual or group would be transformed. However, while there were
such differences, some constant and common elements can be discerned in
the images of the peasant created by various individuals and groups through-
out that period. This chapter will describe and interpret such common ele-
ments as well as the differences in the images of the peasant and attempt to
demonstrate the general transformational tendencies of the peasant image
through time.

THE IGNORANT

On May 17, 1903, indignant at Russia’s new demand for unequal rights in
Northeast China, the young radical Chen Duxiu called for a mass assembly
to discuss the matter in Anqing, capital of Anhui Province. To his dismay,
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only about 200 people showed up. His speech at the meeting denounced
those who were apathetic to national affairs. He targeted four types of
people, defining the first three as the traitorous ruling court, the shortsighted
gentry and merchants, and the literati who only pretended to be open-
minded. “The fourth type,” he said, “are the wild stupid people who are
ignorant of both the unequal treaty that is being imposed on China by Russia
and the dismemberment of China that is going on. How could such people
develop patriotism? Peasants in villages all over China belong to this type.” 1

Obviously, in Chen Duxiu’s mind, the other three groups of people knew the
situation well but did not care, whereas the peasants did not care because
they knew nothing of the nation’s perilous condition.

Nine years later, at a meeting held in Hangzhou of Zhejiang, Sun Yat-
sen called on every Chinese person to stand up and assume the duties of a
citizen. He then castigated “the wild peasants who had no understanding of
the true meaning [of the revolution]” because they believed that after the rev-
olution the only thing left was freedom with no need to pay taxes either in
cash or grain.2

Both Chen Duxiu, later a co-founder of the Chinese Communist Party,
and Sun Yat-sen, founder of the Chinese Nationalist Party, were critical of
the peasants for their ignorance and indifference. Their portrayal of the
Chinese peasant was not very different from what Karl Marx wrote about
the peasant of India, who cared about nothing but some miserable patch of
land and who lived an “undignified, stagnatory, and vegetative life.” 3 It is
interesting to note that at one point Chen Duxiu and Sun Yat-sen shared
the same view about the Boxer Rebellion. Chen attributed the humiliation
China suffered after the rebellion to the Boxers in a 1918 article about the
demolition in Beijing of the Von Ketteler Monument, built immediately
after the Boxer Rebellion to commemorate the German minister killed by
the Boxers. Patriotic Chinese viewed this monument as an extremely humil-
iating symbol. “How shameful China is! What a curse the Boxers are!”
Chen wrote. He warned that the Boxer Rebellion might happen again
because the superstition and ignorance behind it still prevailed in China.4

Sun Yat-sen, although praising the Boxers for their spirit of resistance,
called the Boxers “bandits,” as many educated Chinese of his generation
did,5 and described the Boxer Rebellion as “a widely arrogant and presump-
tuous action.” 6

Intellectuals were critical of the peasants for whatever it was that they
did. The peasants were blamed for not acting and not assuming their duties
as citizens, such as participating in the anti-imperialist mass assembly and
paying taxes to the republic. However, if they rose and acted to show their
concern for the nation, as the Boxers did, they were condemned as well. In
the minds of the intellectuals, ignorance explained both the indifference and
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unwanted actions of the peasants. Ignorance was believed to be the root
cause of other weaknesses; for example, it was thought to be one of the most
important factors contributing to the peasants’ superstition and subservience,
as well as to their lack of the spirit of cooperation. 

For some time, this image of the ignorant, unruly, indifferent, and
superstitious peasant was to persist in the minds of Chinese intellectuals.
Even those who truly sympathized with the peasants would not argue against
it. For example, almost all educated Chinese who supported the Boxers
during the Boxer Rebellion admitted that the Boxers were indeed ignorant.
Chen Shaobai, the editor-in-chief of the Zhongguo ribao, the mouthpiece of
the Xingzhonghui, although refusing to call the Boxers “bandits,” neverthe-
less believed that they had no political consciousness.7 The editor of the
Guominbao, a newspaper run by Chinese students in Japan, held that the
Boxer Rebellion reflected the xenophobia of the ignorant and stubborn
people of the interior areas, adding as a side note that such xenophobia could
be transformed into a moving force for independence.8 An essay in the
Zhongguo xunbao, a supplement to the Zhongguo ribao, stated that the Boxer
Rebellion demonstrated that the Chinese people had spirit, but no wisdom.9
Even the author of the most famous editorial defending the Boxers called the
Boxers “ignorant people” with a “low level of thinking.”10 These Boxer sym-
pathizers agreed that the Boxers were brave and righteous, but also ignorant
and superstitious.11

In the early 1920s, both Chen Duxiu and Sun Yat-sen still adhered to
their earlier evaluations of the peasants. In 1923, Chen Duxiu, who was gen-
eral secretary of the Communist Party, acquiesced to help expand the influ-
ence of the Nationalist Party among the workers and peasants, especially the
latter. At the same time, however, he was troubled by the fact that the
Chinese peasants, although large in number, would not be able to contribute
much to the revolution because they were too backward to be mobilized.12 In
1924, Sun Yat-sen still held to the notion that the peasants were generally
indifferent to national affairs because of their lack of knowledge.13

This view was to a large degree shared by the leftist Li Dazhao, co-
founder of the Chinese Communist Party. In a 1917 article calling the young
intellectuals to go to the villages, Li described the countryside as a dark and
uneducated world and the peasants as ignorant people.14 In a short article
written two years later, he compared rural life in America with that in China,
and found that “there are three things that are indispensable to American
rural life: the library, the post office and the church. There are also three
things that are indispensable to the rural life in my native place: the old-style
school, the opium house, and the temple.” 15 Zhang Guotao, Li Dazhao’s
disciple in Beijing University, had similar views about the ignorance of the
peasant. He declared in 1922 that the peasants had no interest in politics,
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and that all they wanted was a true Son of Heaven to rule them and a peace-
ful, bumper year.16

Even the famous peasant movement pioneer Peng Pai agreed that the
peasant was ignorant. When Peng started his work among the peasants in his
native Haifeng County of Guangdong, his close friends told him that peas-
ants were incapable of organization and ignorant, and that to conduct propa-
ganda work among them would be a waste of time.17 Although Peng Pai
ignored their objections, he agreed with them to some extent that the peas-
ants were indeed ignorant. In 1923, Peng Pai wrote that “we common
people, especially the peasants in the village,” had to be blamed for China’s
miserable position for “our lack of self-consciousness and laissez-faire atti-
tude.” 18 After he had successfully organized peasant associations in several
counties in Guangdong, he proudly told his friend that he had gradually
become “a member of the ignorant class.” 19

Yan Yangchu, a Western-trained liberal who became a champion of the
mass education movement in China, offered his personal experiences to illus-
trate the ignorance of the peasants. Yan worked among the Chinese Labor
Corps in France for the YMCA in 1918 and was shocked by the behavior of
his compatriots, most of whom were peasants from northern China.20 As he
later recalled, ninety percent of the 200,000 Chinese people working in
France were illiterate. “They did many things there that harmed our national
prestige. They ate peanuts in the train and threw the shells on the floor; they
spat in the train; it is the French custom that man and woman walk hand in
hand, our people would point at the couple and laugh at them….It was in
France that I got to know the real China,” he said.21 Nearly a decade later, he
still held the belief that the peasants were truly ignorant. “The brains of the
peasants in the villages are just like a piece of blank paper. You [the intellec-
tual] may paint it red, but you may also paint it black,” he argued.22 Yan’s
perception of the peasant might have been largely shared by his followers in
the Mass Education Movement. One article in the Nongmin published by
Yan’s mass education association claimed that the peasants had strong
points, as well as three distinct weak points: they were ignorant, conservative,
and superstitious.23 In the 1930s, Yan’s view about the ignorance of the peas-
ant was also shared by Liang Shuming, Yan’s famous colleague in the rural
reconstruction movement. Liang repeatedly argued that the peasants were
simpleminded. They could intuitively feel their own sufferings, but they were
unable to understand the causes of their problems, not to mention find their
solutions. Only intellectuals could help them with that.24 In fact, during the
1920s and 1930s and later, the intellectuals’ emphasis on mass education was
mainly based on the idea that the peasants were ignorant.

Lu Xun argued in 1908 that the gentry scholars accused the common
people of being superstitious in order to ascribe this as the cause of China’s
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humiliation. To Lu Xun, this was a pretext for the scholars for shirking their
own responsibility.25 However, it was none other than Lun Xun who created
the most vivid literary images of the ignorant, indifferent, and superstitious
peasants about a decade later. The gullible Sister Xianglin in “New Year’s
Sacrifice” (1924), who was in constant fear of being cut into two pieces by
her two dead husbands in her afterlife; the comical, ignorant, and tragic Ah
Q who lived on psychological victories and forgetfulness; the callous and
indifferent people who watched Ah Q’s execution as no more than a game in
“The True Story of Ah Q” (1921–1922)—all are peasant creations of Lu
Xun. As late as 1923, Lu Xun still called the Boxers “boxer bandits,” and
denounced the masses for their indifference.26 From 1923 to 1925, he con-
tinually mocked the Boxers for their belief that canned meat was made of
Chinese children killed by “foreign devils,” 27 and the belief that if their mar-
tial arts had reached a certain level of perfection, their bodies would be
impervious to the bullets and shells of the foreigners.28 He also blamed the
villagers around Hangzhou for destroying the historical Leifeng Pagoda out
of superstitious beliefs.29

Like the friendly critics of the Boxers at the time of the Boxer Rebellion,
the great majority of the intellectuals who talked and wrote about the igno-
rance of the peasant in the late 1910s, 1920s, and after, took it as the reason
for their sympathy rather than contempt toward the peasant, and they usually
faulted society or others rather than the peasants themselves for such igno-
rance. Yan Yangchu, for example, argued repeatedly that the peasants were
not innately stupid, but had been deprived of opportunities. Li Dazhao and
Peng Pai also attributed the ignorance of the peasants to social problems and
urged the intellectuals to go to the village to help them.30 Immediately after
Shen Dingyi helped the peasants in his native village form peasant associa-
tions and carry out a rent reduction campaign in 1921, the local elite in
Zhejiang began to denounce the peasant associations and called the peasants
ignorant country bumpkins, attributing their “ugly crimes” to their igno-
rance. Shen Dingyi commented in a 1922 newspaper article, “About this
word ‘ignorant’—I don’t know how many wrongs coming out of the blood,
sweat, bitterness, and tears of life are contained in this word.”31 Shen did not
explicitly deny that the peasants were ignorant, but he certainly believed that
the peasants themselves should not be blamed for their lack of knowledge
and understanding and that people should feel sorry about this state rather
than resort to condemnation. In fact, three years earlier, Shen had already
suggested education as a means to overcome the ignorance and narrow-
mindedness of the peasants so that “the wasteland and mineral resources in
their minds” could be exploited to benefit the nation.32 Like Shen Dingyi, Lu
Xun was also a sympathizer with the peasants. It is widely believed that Lu
Xun had deep but critical sympathy for Ah Q.33 His sympathy for Run Tu
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(“Hometown”), Ai Gu (“Divorce”), and Sister Xianglin is even more obvious.
In Lu Xun’s own words, he wrote these stories to describe “the corruption of
the upper class and the sufferings of the lower class.” 34 It is even suggested
that Lu Xun’s thought reflected the demands and desires of the peasants and
that he saw society through the eyes of the peasants.35

THE INNOCENT

The peasant sympathizers also did not believe that all aspects of peasant life
and peasant character were negative. True, the peasants were ignorant, the
reasoning went, but they were also innocent, uncorrupt, uncontaminated,
pristine, and pure; and, it was often implied, they were innocent and pristine
because they were ignorant and unsophisticated. Frequent comparisons were
made between the peasants and city folks, and between the lower class and
upper class by the peasant sympathizers, to show that actually the peasants,
not the city folks or the upper-class people, were better human beings.
Sometimes this made the sympathizers’ views appear somewhat self-contra-
dictory. For example, to prove that it was rewarding for young intellectuals to
go to the village, in a 1919 article Li Dazhao offered the following sharp and
vivid contrast between life in the city and that in the village, which seemed to
counter his criticism of the darkness of the countryside and the weak points
of the peasant: “There is much evil in the city and much happiness in the vil-
lage; urban life is mainly dark, rural life is mainly bright; urban life is almost
the life of the ghost, rural activities are all activities for human beings; the air
in the city is filthy, and the air in the village is clean.”36 Li’s remarks were
echoed by Yan Yangchu fifteen years later, who argued that “the bad and
weak points of the Chinese people are almost all carried by the ‘city folks,’ or
at least we can say the city folks have more serious bad points than the ‘coun-
try bumpkins.’” He reasoned, “In the villages, you can still see some survivals
of the virtues of the Chinese people permeating the life of the country
bumpkins, which are very difficult to find in the cities.” 37

Liang Shuming and many others agreed with Li Dazhao and Yan
Yangchu. Liang argued in 1928 that the spirit of Chinese culture no longer
existed in the cities because the city people had been strongly influenced by
foreign cultures and the good traditional customs could only be found in the
villages.38 Peng Pai praised the peasants for their spirit of honesty and right-
eousness and their loyalty to their own class.39 Deng Zhongxia, leader of the
Chinese Communist labor movement, commented in 1923 that even imper-
ial rulers such as Zeng Guofan and warlords such as Feng Yuxiang were
aware that the peasants had pure hearts, honest character, were brave and
hardworking, and much more loyal than the unemployed hooligans of the
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port cities.40 An author of the Nongmin compared the peasants to the urban
businessmen and found the peasants hardworking, simple, and honest, while
most businessmen liked the comfortable and luxurious life and were exces-
sively cunning.41 The leaders and participants of the folk literature movement
in the late 1910s and early 1920s believed that the folk literature of the peas-
ants was fresh, simple, natural, and sincere, while the elite literature was
exactly the opposite. Many of them argued that the city dwellers were so pol-
luted and hypocritical that they not only lacked the ability to create folk liter-
ature, but also lacked the ability to appreciate the folk literature created by
the peasants. Some of them, notably Gu Jiegang, tended to believe that folk
culture represented the genuine pristine Chinese heritage. In Gu’s view, the
common people were innocent and sincere by nature.42 Even sympathetic
foreigners found that the Chinese peasants were more attractive than the
urban dwellers because of their native purity.43

Underlying all these discourses is the assumption that the peasants are
innocent and pristine because they are primitive, natural, simple, and hard-
working, and because their lives had not been penetrated and contaminated
by modern foreign civilization. Innocence, simplicity, and honesty are also
the attractive elements Lu Xun found in the character of the peasant. Critics
have suggested that among the peasant characters Lu Xun created in his sto-
ries, Run Tu (“Hometown”) represents tenacity, Ai Gu (“Divorce”) is
unbending, and Sister Xianglin (“New Year’s Sacrifice”) displays the peas-
ant’s ability to endure humiliation. Furthermore, these critics note, it is pre-
cisely on these qualities that Lu Xun laid his hopes for the future.44

Therefore, Lu Xun’s characters are usually formed of mixed and contradic-
tory features: they are uncultured, superstitious, and subservient, but they are
also hardworking, honest, simple, and innocent. 

The peasant characters created by other writers engaged in the so-called
regional literature movement are even more innocent than those created by
Lu Xun. In the 1920s and 1930s, writers such as Feng Wenbing (Fei Ming),
Shen Congwen, Yang Zhengsheng, and Li Jingming devoted themselves
wholly to the creation of the image of poetic rural life and the innocent peas-
ant. Fei Ming’s stories are filled with moving and innocent village people. In
reviewing one of his stories, one of his contemporaries remarks that “What
he writes about are ideal characters and an ideal realm. The writer closes his
eyes to reality and creates an illusory Utopia.” 45 In “Snow” (1927), “Aboard
and on Shore” (1927), “Husband,” and other stories and essays, Shen
Congwen, who claimed to belong to the “country folk,” portrays the corrupt
urban life in contrast to the simple and pristine rural life; he also attempts to
expose the hypocrisy of the urban upper class in the mirror of the actions of
the innocent rural lower class. In “Aboard and on Shore,” an old Hunanese
woman selling pears and peanuts by the river, who would never cheat her

The Image of the Peasant 25



customers, reminds the writer of the hypocritical “philanthropists” in the
cities who smuggled rice and kept as their private property clothes that had
been donated for the poor. A Chinese scholar researching Shen Congwen
finds that Shen possessed a villager’s sense of moral superiority over the city
folks,46 while an American authority on Shen Congwen remarks that “in
urban China, Shen Congwen had a negative mirror image of the life he
would celebrate in his regional literature.” 47 Shen blamed the urban centers
for destroying the pristine world of the rural frontier. This theme also
appears in Ye Shengtao’s 1921 story “The Sorrowful Heavy Burden,” in
which the writer is saddened to see women from the villages leave their hard
but upright lifestyle for the dissolute lifestyle of the cities.48 Similarly, there is
Lao She’s story about Camel Xiangzi, a rickshaw driver who was born and
raised as a simple, good-natured village boy, but was later gradually destroyed
by the depraved and inhuman urban life of Beijing.49

The emergence of this group of writers who devoted themselves to por-
traying the innocence and purity of the peasants led Pearl S. Buck to
describe, in 1935, a transition in themes in China’s literature in the 1920s
and 1930s:

The subject of modern Chinese novels of a few years ago, for
instance, dealt chiefly with modern love situations, with semi-for-
eign liaisons, with rebellions against home and parents, and the
whole tone was somewhat sickly and certainly totally unrooted in
the country. There is still more than enough of this in both art and
literature, but health is beginning to creep in, the health of life
from plain people living plain and sturdy lives upon their earth.
The young intellectuals are beginning to discover their own
masses. They are beginning to find that life in the countryside, in
small towns and villages is the real and native life of China, fortu-
nately still fairly untouched with the mixed modernism which has
made their own lives unhealthy.50

This new trend was reflected not only in literature, but also in art.
Hence, “One sometimes sees these days a peasant woman upon a canvas
instead of a bird upon a bamboo twig, and the straining figure of a man
pushing a wheelbarrow instead of goldfish flashing in a lotus pool.” Buck
attributed this new trend to Western influence, namely, the Western interest
in all proletarian movements, particularly the influence of Communism.51

This image of the innocent and pristine peasant fit in perfectly with the
slogan of “the sanctity of labor” [laogong shensheng], which was then very
popular in China and the world, especially among left-wing intellectuals.
One researcher has argued that before the May Fourth Movement, when Li
Dazhao talked about the laborers’ class [lao gong jie ji], he meant both the
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factory workers and the peasants, but most of the time he meant the peasants
only, because at that time there were not many factory workers in China.52

This holds true for many other intellectuals who talked about the laborers’
class around the May Fourth period.53 The word “laonong,” which literally
means the working peasant, was created, and it was interchangeable with the
word “laogong,” which means working worker. The slogan of “noble laborer”
argues that those who work with their hands are more honorable than those
who work with their brains, and those who work with their brains are in turn
nobler than those who do not work at all but reap without sowing. Firmly
believing in that slogan, Li Dazhao made repeated calls to young intellectu-
als, not only to go to the village, but also to till the land personally.54 Li
declared that “anyone who does not do any labor has no right to talk about
the ‘noble laborer’ ” 55 and that “whoever labors is noble and sacred, hence
better than you gentry, sages, and politicians who are vampires disengaged
from human affairs.” 56 Li also told an interesting story about an artist in
Beijing, who would stand on the city wall every morning to observe what was
happening around him, but would stay home and refuse to go out in the
afternoon. When asked to explain, the artist said that in the morning, he
could see the laborers who carried vegetables to the city, school students with
their school bags on their way to schools, and the sanitation workers with
their night-soil carts: all these people were laborers, illustrating the beauty of
human life through their work. They were innocent and pure people. By
midday, those “devils and robbers” who only consumed but never produced
would appear one after another. Their noisy cars and ferocious guards would
turn the world of human beings into a world of ghosts. Therefore, to the
artist, midday was the dividing line between the world of brightness and the
world of darkness, and between purity and immorality.57

The catchphrase of the “noble laborer” was so influential at that time
that even the warlords Chen Jiongming and Wu Peifu declared at one time
that they would support and protect the laborers. Although not many stu-
dents went to work with the peasants, as Li Dazhao had wished, many short-
lived work–study mutual-aid groups were formed by the students in the
cities, with the purpose of bridging the gap between laborers and intellectu-
als. If, since Confucius’s time, those who worked with their brawn had
always been ruled and looked down upon by those who worked with their
brains, now the order seemed to be reversed in the minds of some intellectu-
als. The peasants might be ignorant, but they were also innocent and noble,
and the intellectuals had something to learn from them.

THE POOR

Besides their ignorance and innocence, the peasants had something else to
attract the attention of the intellectuals: their poverty. Among the modern
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Chinese intellectuals, the small anarchist group in Tokyo led by Liu Shipei
was the first to pay serious attention to the living conditions of the peasants
and they were very likely also the first to conduct organized research about
and among the peasants. Liu Shipei organized the Association for
Investigating the Sufferings of the Peasants in 1907 “to expose directly the
cruelties of the officials and the rich people, to seek remedies, and to help the
common people.”58

The association conducted surveys of the living conditions of the peas-
ants in various provinces and published the results in their journals, Tianyi
and Hengbao. Their concerns were shared by many other nonanarchist revo-
lutionaries at that time.59 However, like the anarchist movement itself, the
anarchists’ concern about the living conditions of the peasant was short-
lived. In the 1910s, Sun Yat-sen and other Nationalists began to talk about
the poverty of the peasant and they paid special attention to the land prob-
lem. By the 1920s and 1930s, the Chinese intellectuals of most schools had
reached an agreement on two points: first, although all social classes in
China suffered from the social-political disorder of that period, it was the
peasants who bore the heaviest blow; second, the damage on rural areas had
become ever more severe after the beginning of the twentieth century
because of the further deterioration of the general situation of the country.

Causes of Poverty

Before the 1911 Revolution, the intellectuals usually attributed the poverty of
the peasantry to the exploitation of the landlords and the Manchu govern-
ment. Zou Rong, Liu Shipei, and Huang Kan all denounced the Manchus
and the landlords for their mistreatment of the peasants.60 A sympathizer of
the peasant participants of the famous Laiyang Rebellion of 1910 also
blamed the local gentry and the Manchu government for the insufferable
conditions that forced the peasants to rebel.61 Starting in the early 1920s,
however, more and more Chinese intellectuals began to take imperialism as
the most important factor behind the bankruptcy of the Chinese rural econ-
omy and the poverty of the peasant. 

The specific causes of the peasantry’s poverty were believed to include
the following: the bankruptcy of the rural household handicraft industry due
to the import of cheap industrial goods from Western countries; the indem-
nities demanded by foreign countries that were mostly paid by the peasants
in the form of taxes exacted by the government; the rise of the cost of living
as a consequence of foreign invasions; internal political disorder, especially
warlord politics, which was also often blamed on the imperialists; and the
frequent natural disasters and banditry that often ensued. Though left-wing

28 The Image of the Peasant



intellectuals still maintained that the exploitation of the landlord class was
also an important factor, the new trend was to view the internal factors such
as warlord politics and landlord exploitation as by-products of foreign inva-
sion or independent factors of only secondary importance. However, there
were also some intellectuals who argued that foreign and domestic factors
were equally important, as well as a small group of intellectuals who held that
the decline of China’s rural economy had nothing to do with imperialism
and was caused entirely by China’s internal problems.

In 1923, Chen Duxiu divided the sufferings of the peasants into general
sufferings of the whole peasantry and particular sufferings of the landholding
peasants and the landless peasants. According to Chen, the general sufferings
of the peasantry had three major causes: the import of foreign products; the
unhealthy politics; and, finally, the peasants’ ignorance and their lack of orga-
nization, which made it easy for the landlords and gentry to exploit them. In
explaining the particular sufferings of the landholding and landless peasants,
Chen paid more attention to class difference and class exploitation.62

Chen listed imperialism as the prime but not the sole cause of the suffer-
ings of Chinese peasants. The manifesto of a Communist-led peasant associa-
tion in Hunan, written in the early 1920s, put more blame on imperialism
than Chen Duxiu did by linking foreigners with Chinese warlords. The man-
ifesto attributes the sufferings of the peasants to “foreigners who increased the
price of cotton and hence monopolized the cotton market, leaving us with
nothing to weave,” who also “made the warlords fight each other . . . and sent
their products to China and made our handicrafts worthless.”63

The Nationalists shared this view of imperialism with the Communists
in the 1920s. Dr. Sun Yat-sen agreed that imperialism was the biggest prob-
lem of China, and when the first United Front was established in early 1924,
both the Nationalists and Communists agreed that the targets of the national
revolution would be imperialists and warlords. Mao Zedong remarked in
1949 that “Sun Yat-sen had a world outlook different from ours and started
from a different class standpoint in studying and tackling problems; yet, in
the 1920s he reached a conclusion basically the same as ours on the question
of how to struggle against imperialism.”64 In its “First Manifesto about the
Peasant Movement,” released in July 1924, the Nationalist government told
the peasants that the penetration of foreign goods and the control of Chinese
customs by foreigners were responsible for China’s rural bankruptcy. The
imperialists were also responsible for the protracted warlord wars because it
was in their interests to keep the warlords fighting each other.65 In another
declaration to the peasants released a month after the First Manifesto, the
Nationalist government argued that the ultimate source of all the sufferings
of the peasantry was the foreigners. These “red-haired, green-eyed ‘tough
guys,’” “namely, the foreign capitalists who encroached upon the Chinese
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people,” were believed to be “crueler and more savage than the [Chinese]
officials and warlords.” 66 Liao Zhongkai, a leading left-wing Nationalist,
argued in mid-1924 that “the invasion of the imperial-capitalists is the
source of all evils [in rural China].” He also supported the idea that the war-
lords could exist only because they were supported by the imperialists.67 The
Guangdong Provincial Peasant Association took the same stand. The politi-
cal report passed at its first congress clearly states that the Chinese warlords
and capitalists were the tools of imperialists.68

After 1925, largely because of even stronger antiforeign sentiment
aroused by the May Thirtieth Movement, more and more Chinese intellec-
tuals began to accept the view that imperialism was the sole cause of China’s
rural problems, and they usually supported their argument by grouping all
evil Chinese as the lackeys of foreigners. Chen Duxiu had changed his posi-
tion by now. In 1923, he listed imperialists, warlords, and landlords as three
independent factors, but in 1926 he linked them all by arguing that
“Warlords, compradores, and landlords and gentry are the three means by
which the imperialists exploit and oppress the Chinese people.” 69

The popular view that imperialism was the chief culprit for China’s rural
crisis was supported by Peng Pai,70 Fang Zhimin,71 Zhang Wentian,72 and
other Communist intellectuals. Deng Yanda, founder of the Third Party,
also repeatedly accused the imperialists and their Chinese collaborators of
oppressing and exploiting the Chinese people in general and the Chinese
peasants in particular.73 The leaders of the short-lived Fujian government in
the early 1930s, who were very much influenced by the Third Party, held a
position very close to that of the Communists.74

The view that imperialism was the chief or even sole factor behind
China’s rural bankruptcy was fully supported by the United Front government
of 1924 to 1927. After the breakdown of the United Front, that view contin-
ued to be held not only by Communists and the Third Party, but also by the
Nationalists. After 1927, the Nationalist government led by Chiang Kai-shek
and Wang Jingwei did not argue against listing imperialism as the leading
enemy of China, but only rejected the Communist idea of lumping the right-
wing leaders of the Nationalist Party among those traitorous Chinese who
served the imperialists. In fact, the threat of imperialism provided the
Nationalists with a pretext for opposing social revolution and the
Communists. They argued that since the chief enemy of China was imperial-
ism, all Chinese should therefore unite to carry out a national revolution
against the imperialists and a few colluding warlords, and that social revolu-
tion and class struggle would result in Chinese fighting among themselves
and hence would be detrimental to the national revolution. Wang Jingwei, for
example, argued right after his break-up with the Communists in July 1927
that the land problem was not as important as the Communists believed
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because “the strongest oppressors are the imperialists, and so what China
needs is unification and cooperation of the different classes of people against
imperialism. A class conflict . . . would therefore be detrimental to China.”75

Most Chinese scholars supported the political leaders’ assessment of the
general situation of rural China and its causes by providing data and acade-
mic theory. Immediately after the outbreak of the May Thirtieth Movement
in 1925, Qi Shufen, a left-wing economist trained in Japan under the famous
Japanese Marxist economist Kawakami Hajime, published a book entitled
China under Economic Invasion to denounce the foreign powers for plunder-
ing China. While not paying special attention to rural China, he argued that
foreigners had tightly controlled the whole of China and China had become
poorer and poorer because of this. He focused on the unequal treaties and
their resulting evils, including the concessions, the foreign control of the
Chinese transportation system, and foreign investment. “It is capital-imperi-
alism that has weakened China and it is the unequal treaties coming with
capital-imperialism that threatens our existence,” he concluded.76 Warlord
politics, he argued, is also caused by the unequal treaties.77 He cited many
works in English and Japanese and provided statistics as well as tables to sup-
port his charges. The book included prefaces written by prominent figures
such as Wu Jingheng, Xu Qian, Tang Shaoyi, and Guo Muoruo, who were
from very different backgrounds and would later lead very different political
lives. The fact that they all praised the book indicates the existence of a con-
sensus among different groups of Chinese intellectuals about the negative
evaluation and total rejection of imperialism at that time. 

Qi was later gunned down by the Sichuan warlord Yang Sen, but his
research was carried on by other scholars, Communist and non-Communist.
In the 1930s, left-wing rural economists led by Chen Hansheng and Qian
Junrui were very active in collecting and presenting the facts about the causes
of China’s rural bankruptcy. In reviewing a report written by a joint team of
Chinese and foreign scholars about China’s economic development and for-
eign economic cooperation with China, one left-wing scholar argued that
“the imperialist invasion is the most fundamental cause of the decline of
China’s rural economy.”78 Independent sociologist Li Jinghan, whose several
years of rural investigation in northern China convinced him that “although
there are various complicated factors behind the abrupt collapse of China’s
rural economy and the gradual deterioration of the living conditions of the
peasant, the penetration of international capital might be the central ele-
ment,” 79 supported this view. He provided a vivid description of how inter-
national capital destroyed rural China step-by-step, which resonated with the
Communist theory.80

Besides political leaders and scholars, writers, and especially the leftists
among them, also joined to denounce those who exploited and oppressed the
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peasants. The difference is that while the political leaders and scholars usu-
ally expressed their ideas directly, the writers often expressed theirs indirectly
through the mouths of the characters they created. Hong Shen, the Harvard-
trained left-wing playwright, wrote The Bridge of Five Degree Holders in 1930
and The Fragrant Rice in 1931, the first two plays of his village trilogy, in
which he accused the landlords, gentry, officials, and capitalist usurers of
exploiting the peasants on behalf of the imperialists. He vividly described
how drought, wandering soldiers, and the unpredictable market affected the
peasants’ lives. In The Fragrant Rice a village scholar suggested that the peas-
ants became poor because they could no longer sell their handicrafts to the
cities; instead, they had to buy everything from the cities, and the people in
the cities in turn bought everything from foreigners.81 Commentators remark
that the trilogy demonstrates “the anti-imperialist and anti-feudal spirit of
the author.” 82

In Mao Dun’s story “The Spring Silkworm,” written in 1932, the old
peasant Lao Tongbao feels that since the appearance of foreign yarn, foreign
cloth, and foreign oil in town, and foreign steamships on the river, the com-
modities in town have become more and more expensive, while the products
of his field, silkworm cocoon and grain, are increasingly worth less and less.
He also feels that he has to pay more and more taxes and levies because the
officials have begun to collaborate with “the foreign devils.” As a result, he
loses all his land and becomes a landless peasant. He frequently curses “the
foreign devils” for “cheating the Chinese out of our money,” although he has
never seen any of them.83 A contemporary critic remarked that Mao Dun’s
story proved “the firm and unshakable theory of social science,” which
claimed that the penetration of the commodities of international imperialism
would cause the collapse of the rural economy.84

Through the words of a character in his story “Young Master Gets His
Tonic,” the left-wing writer Wu Zuxiang said in 1932, “Everything around
here going downhill from one day to the next has nothing to do with fate. If
you ask me, it’s because we’ve been cheated out of all our money by the for-
eigners.” 85 Ye Shengtao, in his “A Year of Good Harvest,” published in
1933, describes how a harvest turned into a disaster for the peasants due to
the drop of the price of rice caused by the import of foreign grains and the
monopoly of the merchants.86 In fact, “how and why a harvest turned into a
disaster for the peasant” became a very popular theme at that time among
both writers and social scientists. The control of the market by foreign capi-
talists and the exploitation of native feudal forces were usually taken as the
two most important factors for the creation of the strange phenomenon. 

In Wang Tongzhao’s 1933 novel The Mountain Rain, which is about
peasant life in Shandong, an old peasant asks an old village man of letters to
explain to him why things had gone so bad in the last twenty to thirty years.
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His reply: “All those things have been done to us by the foreign devils!” The
old peasant and a dozen or so other peasants all agree that this is the right
answer. The old peasant then remembers the local peasants’ resistance to a
railway built by the Germans and the antiforeigner rebellion launched by the
Eight Trigrams sect. All these failed. The railway was built, and “the strange
locomotives, foreigners with swollen bellies and thick fingers, electric poles,
guns and small black tablets” all arrived. All evil things came with the rail-
way. Foreigners not only destroyed the rural economy, the old peasant
argues, they have also destroyed the people’s morality. Since the coming of
the churches and modern schools, the character implies, more and more
people have turned evil.87

This is how the writers imagined the peasants would explain their mis-
erable conditions. Needless to say, the writers’ imaginations might have been
strongly influenced by the intellectuals’ own explanations of the rural bank-
ruptcy, to the extent that what the peasants in the stories say are intellectuals’
words put in peasant mouths. Obviously, foreign invasion and the internal
turmoil that was usually linked to foreign invasion were widely believed to be
the major causes of rural poverty. Intellectuals of all groups, from
Communists to Nationalists, agreed that imperialists and warlords supported
by imperialists were the major enemies of the Chinese nation and the
Chinese peasantry. Qi Shufen remarked in 1925 that “the word ‘imperialism’
is constantly in our mouth and ear, and it is engraved in our hearts and on
our minds.” 88 The veteran Communist Zheng Chaolin describes how the
Chinese revolutionaries were preoccupied with the issue of imperialism
during the Northern Expedition and after:

Of the two main slogans, “down with the warlords” was subordi-
nated to “down with imperialism.” People viewed the warlords as
no more than tools through which the imperialists controlled
China. What’s more, every disaster, every potential cause of dis-
quiet, was blamed on imperialism. The compradors were the tools
of imperialism, the right-wingers of the Guomindang were run-
ning dogs of imperialism, agricultural bankruptcy was the result of
imperialist aggression, and so on. In a nutshell, people diverted the
workers’ and peasants’ hatred for their Chinese oppressors onto the
imperialists and the foreign oppressors.89

To some extent, it may be said that in the real world the chief enemy
of the Chinese intellectuals were the imperialists, whereas the chief enemy
of the Chinese peasants were the landlords and gentry. Therefore, to link
the imperialists with the landlords was to link the intellectuals to the peas-
ants. Chinese disciples discarded Marx’s teaching about the dual role of
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imperialism—namely, that imperialism was both a destructive force and a
constructive force in the colonies. Among Chinese Communists, only a small
group of Trotskyites held the idea that foreign and Chinese capitalists were
equally exploitative, and, in turn, that imperialists should not be singled out as
the target of revolution. Among the non-Communist intellectuals, the sociol-
ogist Fei Hsiao-tung was among a few Chinese intellectuals who argued that
internal and external factors played an equal role in causing China’s rural
problems. In 1939, he agreed that rural poverty was the biggest problem of
China: “It is the hunger of the people that is the real issue in China.”90 He
found that in the village he investigated, economic depression was caused by
the decline of domestic industry, which can in turn be attributed to the larger
problems of relations between the village industries and the world market.91

Fei viewed the issue from the perspective of the process of modernization and
social change in the context of traditional-modern and native-foreign contact
and conflict. In his opinion, the traditional society was able to maintain sub-
sistence and peace because the traditional rural industry provided an impor-
tant supplement to agricultural production. Rural problems arose when the
traditional rural industry was destroyed by foreign machine-made products or
the modern factory system. The method of reviving rural economy was to
develop modern rural industry. He elaborated this theory in an essay written
in the late 1940s.92 Although one scholar argues that Fei “saw the inroads of
Western imperialism as responsible for most of contemporary China’s rural
economic and social problems,”93 Fei’s criticism of imperialism was much
milder than that of many other Chinese intellectuals. 

The liberal Hu Shi was one of the very few Chinese intellectuals who
held that his so-called five great national enemies of China—namely,
poverty, disease, ignorance, corruption, and disorder—were all China’s inter-
nal problems and that they had nothing to do with imperialists because
“imperialism cannot injure a country that is not first devastated by those five
devils.” He asked: “Why has imperialism done no injury to the U.S.A. or
Japan? Why has it chosen China for exploitation? Is it not because we have
been so greatly weakened by the five devils that we no longer possess the
power of resistance?”94 Hu’s argument was supported by a small group of
scholars surrounding him and a rural economist named Gu Mei, who agreed
that rural economy had declined and the peasants were poor but attributed
all these to internal factors rather than foreign inroads.95

If Hu’s article had been published before the May Fourth Movement, he
would have been supported by many iconoclastic intellectuals who blamed
Chinese tradition rather than foreign invasion for China’s problems. But the
social context had totally changed by the 1930s and the target of the Chinese
intellectuals was no longer native tradition, but the imperialists. It was there-
fore small wonder that most people felt offended by Hu Shi’s view. These
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included not only the radicals, but also conservatives such as Liang Shuming,
who wrote an article to criticize Hu immediately after Hu publicized his
views in 1930. According to Liang, Hu’s five enemies could be reduced to
two: poverty and disorder, because ignorance and disease are linked to
poverty and corruption to disorder. He then argued, “poverty is caused by the
direct economic penetration of imperialism, and social disorder is caused by
the indirect manipulation of warlords by imperialism, therefore, imperialism
is the chief culprit.” 96 Hu responded by pointing out that both poverty and
disorder existed in China long before the imperialists arrived. He once again
cited the modernization of Japan to show that China should blame itself for
its problems.97 Liang, however, would not change his views about imperial-
ism. In a book published in 1936, Liang continued to argue that “the rural
destruction that has occurred in China in the last several decades is totally
the outcome of foreign influence.” 98

The Longing for the Lost Golden Age 

Most Chinese intellectuals supported Liang Shuming rather than Hu Shi.
They not only argued that imperialism was the most important contributant to
China’s rural problems, but also held that the process of pauperization in rural
China was accelerated around the turn of the century due to intensified foreign
invasion following the Sino-Japanese War and the Boxer Rebellion, the rise of
warlord politics, and the expansion of commodity economy, among other fac-
tors. As a result of all these, many Chinese intellectuals argued, more and more
small landholding peasants lost their land, and the life of the Chinese peasant
became harder and harder. It thus became very popular among the Chinese
intellectuals to compare the good old days with the unpleasant present, and to
focus on depicting the process of bankruptcy, collapse, and decadence of rural
China in the first few decades of the twentieth century. 

According to Peng Pai, in the 1920s, of the 56,000 peasant households
in Haifeng of Guangdong, twenty-five percent were semilandholding peas-
ants, and fifty-five percent were landless peasants. Some villages had ten
landholding households twenty years before, but now only two to three (or
three to four) households still maintained that status. Consequently, there
were many village people who had worn shoes twenty years before, but now
could afford them no more. The peasants no longer had decent clothes.
Twenty years before, many peasants could still afford to get married. They
would use sedan chairs to carry their brides and beat gongs and drums to
make the wedding ceremony boisterous and exciting; now very few peasants
could afford a wife.99 One of the reasons for the deterioration of the peasant
conditions, according to Peng Pai, was a change of the landlords’ attitude.
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Before the 1911 revolution, the landlords were kept within certain bounds
because there were still certain rules they had to obey, but after the revolu-
tion, the landlords became offensive and overbearing.100

It seems that the process of land accumulation started somewhat later in
northern China than in southern China.101 The percentage of small land-
holding peasants, semilandholding peasants, and landless peasants varied
between the north and the south, and between coastal and interior areas.
Compared to the statistics of Haifeng and other places in the south, during
the same period, landless peasants constituted a smaller percentage in the
north.102 However, according to Chinese intellectuals, this does not mean the
peasants in northern China were not poor. For example, estimates made in
the 1930s show that in Shanxi Province in northern China, full tenants
formed less than twenty percent of the population and hence tenantry was
not a big problem there,103 yet Chen Hansheng argues that the peasants in
Shanxi were living in the utmost poverty and that, in 1930, a peasant in
Shanxi received an annual income considerably smaller than that enjoyed by
most peasants in impoverished lands like India and the Philippines.104 The
British economist R. H. Tawney offered an explanation. According to him,
in the northern provinces, owner-peasants still formed two-thirds of the
peasantry, not because they were rich but because the yield of the soil was too
low to make it an attractive investment to the capitalists. In addition, the
peasants did not have the resources to rent additional land. Hence, the
prevalence of small owner-peasants in northern China was actually caused by
the infertility of the land and the peasants’ poverty. Therefore, the peasants
in northern China were poor even though they owned land. Tawney pre-
dicted that as modern industry and finance expanded, what had happened in
southern and eastern China would happen in northern China too and the
number of owner-peasants would diminish.105

Tawney’s theory was later confirmed by William Hinton, who found that
the poor quality of the land was one of the reasons for the comparative disper-
sion of land ownership in the Long Bow Village of Lucheng County of
Shanxi. “Whereas in many parts of China it took only half an acre or less to
support one person,” he noted, “in the southern districts of Lucheng County
it took about one acre.” He further concluded, “In general, in every country in
the world the highest concentration of land holding is to be found in the rich-
est, most fertile valleys, and the lowest concentration in the poorest mountain
regions where the surplus possible from one man’s labor is least, and hence
the rate of exploitation is the lowest.” 106 John Buck agreed that the agricul-
tural productivity in northern China is much lower than that in southern
China.107 Elizabeth Perry’s study of the Huai River region further confirms
that low tenancy did not mean economic prosperity for the peasant.108

Despite the lack of marked land accumulation, Chinese intellectuals
believed that the process of rural pauperization was also intensified in
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northern China after the turn of the twentieth century. The novelist
Wang Tongzhao testified that in Shandong Province, where German and
Japanese influence had been strong, the rural bankruptcy began at approx-
imately the beginning of the twentieth century, as it did in Haifeng and
other places in southern China. One character in Wang Tongzhao’s story
“The Sunken Boat” (1927) lamented that the lovely, interesting, and ele-
gant old days were gone forever.109 In his novel The Mountain Rain
(1933), an old peasant remarked that things did not begin to turn unpleas-
ant until thirty years before.110 In the postscript to Mountain Rain, Wang
admits that one of his purposes of writing the story was to describe the
causes and effects of the breakdown of the villages in northern China.111

Li Dazhao suggested that the tide of rural bankruptcy reached the north a
little later than the south because the civil war did not expand to the north
after the 1910s. After an analysis of related statistics, Li argued that the
years between 1917 and 1920 already showed a clear tendency toward
bankruptcy of the middle and small peasants and the accumulation of land
by the big landlords.112

Again, it was Lu Xun who gave vivid literary expression to the rapid
bankruptcy of the villages. He wrote in “Hometown” in 1921:

Through a crack in the canopy, I peered into the distance.
Scattered across the distant horizon, towns and villages came into
view under the vast and graying sky: they were drab, desolate,
devoid of any semblance of life. I was assailed by a depression
against which I was utterly powerless.

No! This was not the countryside I had recalled time and
again for more than twenty years. The area I remembered was far,
far more lovely.

He then added that he was not sure whether his hometown had been
truly as lovely as he thought: it was probably nothing more than what lay
before him. But there were definitely no signs of progress either.113 The fact
that he had to sell his old house and move the whole family to the city is
also indicative of the general situation of the countryside. It was believed at
that time that one of the major signs and causes of the rural bankruptcy was
the transfer of large numbers of the population, both rich and poor, from
the villages to the cities. The writer Zhou Libo noticed the existence of two
different images of village life and village people in Lu Xun’s mind: one
based on his early memory, the other on what he saw when he grew up.
Zhou remarked that “in his other works, he (Lu Xun) also wrote about the
peaceful and happy village that had not been flooded by the mighty current
of commodity and the honest and kind old peasants, but when he wrote like
that he was merely recalling the good dreams of his childhood years. When
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he was older he witnessed the ‘bitter and numb’ desolate villages and the
shortcomings of the peasant life.” 114

For the pastoral novelist Shen Congwen, rural decadence was best
indicated by the loss of innocence and purity of the villagers. In 1934, he
visited western Hunan, his native land, after an absence of eighteen years,
and found that “everything is different [from before]”: “On the surface it
appears that everything has progressed tremendously, but after a careful
examination, you would find the tendency of decadence in the transition.
The most obvious fact is that the uprightness, simplicity and the beauty of
humanity has almost disappeared completely.” 115 He decided to write a
novel to depict how “twenty years of civil war have heavily pressed the
character and soul of the peasants who were the first to be affected, and
have deprived them of their previous simplicity, diligence, peace and
uprightness” and how “excessive taxes and levies and opium have sunk the
peasants into destitution and laziness.” 116

Authors of many other essays and novels of the 1920s and 1930s con-
firmed that the Golden Age described by Peng Pai, Wang Tongzhao, Lu
Xun, and Shen Congwen did not begin to disappear until after the turn of
the century. Liang Shuming wrote in 1936 that the process of rural destruc-
tion had started “several decades” earlier and had accelerated only “two or
three decades” before.117 Liang was particularly upset about spiritual bank-
ruptcy, namely, the erosion of Confucian values. The leading Communist
theoretician Zhang Wentian argued in 1933 that the process of rapid pau-
perization began after the Sino-Japanese War of 1894 and 1895.118 In an
article written in 1927, the writer Ye Shengtao observed that the peasants
were in a more difficult position now than they were three or four decades
earlier.119 Lao Tongbao, the bankrupt peasant in Mao Dun’s 1932 story “The
Spring Silkworm,” frequently recalled the prosperous years of the previous
three decades.120 In Wu Zuxiang’s “The Great Peace Under the Heaven”
(1934), the peace and prosperity of Fengtan Village did not begin to collapse
until several decades before.121

The Portrayal of Rural Poverty

The living conditions of the poor peasants were widely depicted in stories
and articles of the 1920s and the 1930s. Lao Tongbao in Mao Dun’s “The
Spring Silkworm” (1932), Huang Erguan in Hong Shen’s “The Fragrant
Rice” (1931), and Xi Dayou in Wang Tongzhao’s Mountain Rain are good
examples of small bankrupt landholding peasants, while Lu Xun’s Ah Q
might indicate how poor a landless peasant was. Lao Tongbao and Huang
Erguan became bankrupt despite a good harvest. Both Mao Dun and Hong
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Sheng’s stories were set in southern China, while Wang Tongzhao was one
of the few famous writers who wrote about northern China. Xi Dayou in
Mountain Rain was originally an honest owner-peasant in Shandong who
later became bankrupt mainly because of the extortion of the warlord troops.
Wang Tongzhao’s other stories, such as “The Sunken Boat,” vividly
described a major event taking place in Shandong at that time: the migration
of large numbers of bankrupt peasants from Shandong to northeast China.
He attributed this event to wars, banditry, heavy rent and taxes, and natural
disasters.122 Unlike these owner-peasants, Lu Xun’s Ah Q experienced no
bankruptcy. He was miserable from the very beginning. He had no land, no
family, no house, and had to work as a farmhand and live in the Land and
Grain Temple of the village. As early as 1927, a critic found that poverty was
the central theme of Lu Xun’s stories about rural China.123

The peasants’ poverty not only became the central theme in stories
written by left-wing writers such as Mao Dun, Lu Xun, and Hong Shen,
but also attracted the attention of writers without clear political stands, such
as Luo Shu and Shen Congwen. Both Luo Shu’s “Twice-Married Woman”
and Shen Congwen’s “The Husband” tried to explore how poverty affected
the dignity, mentality, and emotional life of the peasants.124 In “Twice-
Married Woman,” a couple who had lost their land and house decided that
the wife had to be sold to another man so that both of them could survive.
In “The Husband,” the peasants in the mountainous villages were so poor
that they had to send their women, even newlywed wives, to serve the mer-
chants and soldiers traveling along the river. A husband who went to visit
his wife in the boat had to sleep alone in a separate corner while his wife
slept with other men in the main section of the boat. For Shen Congwen,
the most painful thing is not the mental and emotional injuries suffered by
the husband, but the transformation experienced by the wives: The life of a
prostitute quickly turned these previously innocent and simple village
women into vulgar persons.

The left-wing artists also made their contribution to creating visual
images of the poor peasant. Extremely active were a group of woodcarvers,
who were patronized, guided, and encouraged by Lu Xun. Lu Xun endorsed
woodcarving because he felt that both the Chinese traditional painting and
the Western oil painting of the modernist school did not care much about
social reality, while modern Western, especially Russian, woodcarving is
close to life and hence easily accepted by the masses. Moreover, “woodcarv-
ing is easy to do.” 125 Woodcarving became Chinese art’s revolutionary
genre, and the woodcarvers were all leftist revolutionaries. The movement
traced its origin to an exhibition in Shanghai in 1931, which displayed some
woodcarving works by the young left-wing artists for the first time.126

Though it was not until after 1937 that the woodcarvers began to make the
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peasant one of their foci, some of them did try to depict the miserable condi-
tions of the peasant before 1937, when most woodcarvers were still residing
in the cities. This becomes obvious through a glance at the titles of their
works created during the period of 1931–1937. Probably as a result of the
disastrous flood in southern China in 1931, at least four works created by
different artists before 1936 were entitled “Flood”; the titles of other works
about rural China produced during that period included “Life After a Great
Disaster” (Duan Ganqing, 1935); “Where Is Our Home,” and “Famine”
(Duan Ganqing, 1935); “We Are as Poor as before Even Though We Have
just Had a Harvest” (Lu Zhou, 1936); “The Symphony of Hunger” (Zhang
Ying); “Collapse on the Road because of Hunger” (Zhang Hui); and “The
Hungry Throng” (Luo Qingzhen).127

The titles of academic works about the living conditions of the peasants
were no less striking than those of the artistic works. The first volume of
Zhongguo nongcun [Rural China] (1934–1935) contains articles such as “The
Present Agricultural Crisis of China,” “A Case of Rural Decline in Shangyu
of Zhejiang,” “The Villages of Longyan [Fujian] in Turmoil,” “The Villages
of Linwu of Hunan Under the Heavy Pressure of Taxation,” “The Peasants
of Fengyang [Anhui] Under All Kinds of Burden,” and “A Case of
Imperialists’ Invasion of Rural China.” In 1933, the left-wing economist
Feng Hefa published his two-volume Collected Materials on the Chinese Rural
Economy. Two years later, a two-volume continuation was added.128 The four
volumes represented the best collection of reports and investigations on rural
conditions of various parts of China before the mid-1930s, and most of the
articles included offered quite miserable portraits of rural China.

The Issue of Class Difference 

It seems that all groups of intellectuals agreed that the peasants were poor, but
they had different assessments about the extent of the gap between the rich
and the poor in rural China. Some argued that there was no major difference.
Sun Yat-sen at one time maintained that there were only the very poor and
the slightly poor in China.129 Sun’s follower Liao Zhongkai agreed that there
was no marked difference between the rich and the poor and argued that
there were very few big landlords in rural China. He attributed this to the
backward communication system of China.130 Liang Shuming, who insisted
that there was only professional difference but no class difference in Chinese
society, suggested that the real difference was between the cities and the vil-
lages because the educated and the rich had all moved to the cities.131 In the
early 1920s, even some Communists supported this view. Qu Qiubai, for
example, argued in mid-1923 that there was no marked class differentiation in
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China.132 The purpose of making such an argument was to support the
United Front policy and show approval of the slogan of national revolution.

However, there were also many intellectuals who maintained that class
exploitation did exist in China and that it was one of the most important
sources of the sufferings of the peasantry. As early as the first decade in the
1900s, the anarchists led by Liu Shipei argued that the landlords were the
“big robbers” and “a big calamity for the peasants.” 133 In the foreword to
Hengbao, Liu Shipei wrote that “our peasants are pitiful. They have no land.
When they rent land from the tyrants, they have to pay fifty percent of their
harvest as rent.”134 In the 1920s and 1930s, it became more and more popular
among the left-wing intellectuals to emphasize class difference, to make
comparisons between the poverty of the poor peasants and the wealth of the
landlords, and to suggest that the poor were poor because they were
exploited not only by outsiders such as the imperialists and warlords, but also
by the landlord class, whom they believed formed the power base of the war-
lords and imperialists. Because of the dramatic regional differences existing
in rural China at that time, supporters of the two contrasting views had no
difficulty in finding living data to verify their respective positions. 

Shen Dingyi argued in 1920 that high rent had made the lives of the
peasants miserable. After paying the rent, the peasants had nothing left for
themselves, and sometimes they were in debt to the landowner after paying
everything they had.135 Shen’s report was confirmed several months later by
the May Day special issue of the Weekly Review he and Dai Jitao edited. The
issue contained articles about the living conditions of the peasants in
Zhejiang, Hubei, and other places. Although the method of exploitation dif-
fered from place to place, peasants everywhere were extorted heavily by the
landlords.136 Both Li Dazhao and Peng Pai tried to show that just as the
common people became poorer and poorer, the landlords became richer and
richer.137 Later left-wing commentators also found much evidence of class
exploitation in Lu Xun’s novels.

The theme of class difference and class exploitation was developed to a
new degree in the 1930s by the young left-wing writers like Wu Zuxiang, Ye
Zi, and Ai Qing, and the left-wing social scientists such as Chen Hansheng,
Qian Junrui, Qian Jiaju, Feng Hefa, and Xue Muqiao. In Wu Zuxiang’s
1932 story “Young Master Gets His Tonics,” Chen the Baldheaded, a land-
less peasant who went to Shanghai for a living, had to sell his blood to
Guanguan, a student in Shanghai who happened to be the son of a landlord
from the same village, after the latter was injured in an accident. After
Guanguan returned to the village, the wife of Chen the Baldheaded became
Guanguan’s wet-nurse, providing him with her milk every day as nutriment.
Chen the Baldheaded later had to return to the village and became a bandit
and was finally executed under the order of Guanguan’s uncle.138 Here milk
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and blood became powerful metaphors for the exploitation of the peasants by
the landlords. Ye Zi published his first story “The Harvest” in 1933, in
which he tried to answer a question that bothered a lot of intellectuals at that
time: why were the peasants still poor and hungry even though they had a
harvest? Landlords and officials were blamed for their excessive exploitation
of the peasants.139 Ai Qing, the leftist poet, in his famous poem “Dayanhe—
My Wet-Nurse,” written in 1933 while he was in prison, contrasted the life
of his landlord family and that of Dayanhe, his wet-nurse, a poor peasant.
The young poet, after taking all the milk Dayanhe had to offer, was taken
back to his parents’ home, where he found and enjoyed all kinds of strange
things that he had never seen in Dayanhe’s home. He saw “the red-lac-
quered, floral-carved furniture,” and “the ornate brocade on my parents’ bed.”
His buttons were made of silk and mother-of pearl, he “sat on a lacquered
stool with a small brazier set underneath,” “ate white rice which had been
milled three times,” while Dayanhe, his wet-nurse, had to live a totally dif-
ferent life: “she washed our clothes . . . she carried the vegetables, and rinsed
them in the icy pond by the village . . . she sliced the turnips frozen through
and through…she stirred the swill in the pig’s trough . . . she fanned the
flames under the stove with the broiling meat . . . she carried the baling bas-
kets of beans and grain to the open square where they baked in the sun.”140

The left-wing social scientists led by Chen Hansheng and Qian Junrui
tried to prove the existence of class difference and class exploitation with data
collected from the villages. From the late 1920s to the early 1930s, they con-
ducted investigations in various parts of China. In Chen Hansheng’s native
Wuxi County of Jiangsu, through a three-month investigation of seventy-
seven villages and eight towns, they found that the landlords, who formed
5.7 percent of the total number of households, owned 40.5 percent of the
land; the rich peasants, making up 5.8 percent of the total number of house-
holds, occupied 19.9 percent of the total land, while the poor peasants, who
made up 68.1 percent of the total number of households, owned only 17.7
percent of the total land. In Guangdong, Chen Hansheng found that colo-
nial and feudal exploitations were the main causes of the peasants’ poverty
and the major obstacle to the development of agriculture in China.141

Independent sociologists such as Li Jinghan and Fei Xiaotong, and some
Nationalist scholars, although rejecting class struggle, supported the
Communist view that there was class difference and class exploitation in
rural China. Li Jinghan, basing his views on many years of rural investiga-
tion, realized that the “major aspect of the rural economic problem” is “the
unfairness of rural social structures and institutions.” The heart of the prob-
lem, according to Li, lay in the land system. He believed that this unfairness
was the source of class conflict.142 Fei Xiaotong, through his investigations in
1936, found that the land distribution of Kaixiangong was very unequal.143
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Fei mentioned in 1981 that between 1936 and 1949, landlords occupied 56.5
percent of the total land of Kaixiangong. As a result, seventy-five percent of
the families living in the village had to live on rented land and borrow money
at usurious rates.144 In his 1939 book, Fei emphasized that the land system
was a serious problem and that it should be reformed. He repeatedly stated
that taxes and rent were a heavy burden for the poor peasants, which was also
the major cause of conflicts between the landlords and peasants. He further
argued that these problems existed not only in the village he investigated, but
also in every other part of China, and that they were especially serious in
central China.145

The difference between the Chinese intellectuals who argued for the
existence of class difference and those who argued against its existence is
similar to the classic controversy between Robert Redfield and Oscar Lewis
about life in rural Mexico, where Redfield found a folk society based on
communitarian values and community solidarity, whereas Lewis saw a soci-
ety torn by conflicts over access to land and a history of political struggle.146

It also resembles the controversy between the Russian Communists and pop-
ulists in the late nineteenth century concerning the social stratification of
rural Russia. The populists emphasized solidarity and the precapitalist nature
of the Russian commune and the possibility of using it as the base of a future
Communist society, whereas Lenin and his followers contended that capital-
ism had already penetrated into rural Russia, and that the communes had
already split into rich, middle, and poor strata, which would finally lead to a
rural society based on class division.147

If the Mexican debate was basically academic, the Russian debate was
very much political. The Chinese debate, like the Russian one, was deeply
linked to political struggles between the various groups of intellectuals.
Different groups of intellectuals often adopted different criteria about class
differentiation, which led to different conclusions as to whether marked class
difference existed in China. This is well indicated in the different assess-
ments drawn from the same case study by a Communist scholar and a non-
Communist scholar. The study was conducted by a non-Communist scholar
in a village in Sanhe County of Hebei. According to the investigation, the
village had 3,800 mu of land and about 170 families. The land distribution
was as follows (p. 44):

The non-Communist investigator concluded that the land distribution
was “quite equal” and that the living conditions of an ordinary family in the
village were “not too bad” because each family averaged twenty-two mu of
land. This assessment was strongly criticized by a left-wing scholar, whose
calculations (based on the same statistics) showed that the ten richest families,
which made up six percent of the total number of households, owned nearly
fifty percent of the total amount of the land; while the poor families, mean-

The Image of the Peasant 43



ing those who owned less than ten mu of land, owned less than ten percent
of the total amount of the land, although they formed more than one-third
of the total number of households. He then concluded that the land distribu-
tion was not equal. As for the living conditions of the peasants, the left-wing
scholar argued that it was absurd to talk about the “ordinary family” with the
average amount of land, because not every family owned the average amount
of land.148

Number of Families Amount of Land Owned by Each Family
5 200 mu
5 100 mu
3 80 mu
1 60 mu

11 40 mu
30 30–40 mu
30 20–30 mu
20 10–20 mu
45 less than 10 mu
20 0 mu

The assessment of the rural class stratification of Dingxian of Hebei and
Zouping of Shandong indicates similar differences in the criteria held respec-
tively by Communist and non-Communist scholars. Liang Shuming insisted
that the land distribution in Zouping and Dingxian was equal because more
than ninety percent of the households owned land.149 The Communist
scholar Chen Hansheng did not agree. Chen argued that although most
families in Dingxian owned land, some of them owned much more land than
others.150 Surprisingly, some members of Liang’s group tended to agree with
the Communists rather than Liang Shuming. As mentioned earlier, Li
Jinghan, the chief sociologist in Dingxian, agreed that class differences were
one of the most serious problems of rural China. Wang Xiangchen, a writer
affiliated with Yan Yangchu’s Dingxian experiment, noted that there were
marked class differences in the village he served.151

Current Research

Almost all Chinese intellectuals based their writings on the conditions of a
specific area of China rather than the whole of China: Mao Zedong on
Hunan and Jiangxi; Peng Pai on Guangdong; Fang Zhimin on Jiangxi; Lu
Xun, Mao Dun, Ye Shengtao, and Wang Luyan on Zhejiang; Wu Zuxiang
on Anhui; Fei Xiaotong on Jiangsu and Yunnan; Wang Tongzhao on
Shandong; Liang Shuming on Henan and Shandong; and Yan Yangchu and
Li Jinghan on Hebei. In their provinces, they usually covered only one or
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several counties rather than the whole province. Yet they all tended to take
the small area they wrote about as the miniature of the nation, despite their
awareness of the existence of marked regional differences in land distribu-
tion, land tenure, commercialization, and other aspects. Statistics were rare,
and those available were often not very accurate.152 Moreover, very few of
those intellectuals were trained economists or sociologists. Therefore, one is
justified to ask, were the images of the poor peasant created by the Chinese
intellectuals reliable reflections of reality or merely the results of their imag-
ination? Did the golden age described by the Chinese intellectuals really
exist in rural China before the foreigners arrived or was it simply a myth
created as a counterpoint to the prevailing disorder? And if rural bankruptcy
did occur, were the reasons provided by the Chinese intellectuals accurate or
off the mark? 

Contemporary Chinese historians agree that rural bankruptcy did occur
and that imperialism was its chief cause, or at least one of its most important
causes. In fact, almost all the traditional peasant rebellions as well as modern
peasant movements since 1840 have been interpreted wholly or partially as
resulting from foreign invasion and the ensuing rural pauperization. For
example, some scholars have tried to explain the Boxer Rebellions in terms of
this process of rural bankruptcy.153 In general, Chinese economic historians
emphasize the detrimental effects of foreign trade and commercialization on
the Chinese rural economy.154 Since the 1980s, some Chinese scholars have
begun to reexamine and reevaluate rural conditions during the first half of
the twentieth century. They have not overturned the general conclusions, but
they have challenged some specific viewpoints. For example, a few scholars
have found that the differences in landholding between the rich and poor in
pre-1949 China had been somewhat exaggerated by the Communist Party.
The official Communist view, which was first stated in 1950 by Liu Shaoqi,
holds that the landlords and rich peasants, who formed less than ten percent
of the rural population, occupied seventy to eighty percent of the land,
whereas the peasants, who made up more than ninety percent of the rural
population, controlled only twenty to thirty percent of the land.155 A recent
study indicates that the landlords and rich peasants owned fifty to fifty-two
percent of the land, while the peasants occupied forty-eight to fifty percent
of the land, and that in the several decades before 1949, the general tendency
was not land accumulation, but land dispersion.156

In the Soviet Union, studies concerning the social-economic history of
rural China can be divided into two periods: the period before the breakup of
Sino-Soviet relations and the period after. During the first period, theoreti-
cians and scholars of the two Communist parties had so much influence on
each other that it was impossible to draw a line between the two groups.
Before 1949, the official Soviet view about rural China had tremendous
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influence on the Chinese Communist and leftist intellectuals. Besides the
relevant works of political leaders such as Stalin, Trotsky, and Bukharin, and
the documents of the Comintern, important works published during this
period included Ludwig Madjar’s work on rural economic relations, E. F.
Kovalev’s work on rent, and others.157 From 1949 to the breakup of Sino-
Soviet relations in the 1960s, Soviet studies on rural China basically followed
the lines drawn before 1949.

The period after the breakup of Sino-Soviet relations saw a strong inter-
est in reexamining the accepted views about rural China. A. C. Mugruzin,
the chief Russian expert on modern Chinese rural economy, argued that in
the first half of the twentieth century, landlords and rich peasants actually
occupied about fifty percent of the arable land of China, not seventy to
eighty percent, as estimated by Soviet and Chinese scholars in the previous
period. Among them the landlord class owned thirty-five to forty percent of
the land. His estimate is actually very close to that made by Joseph Esherick
in the early 1980s, which held that in pre-1949 China, the landlords, who
constituted four percent of the total rural households, owned thirty-nine per-
cent of the land.158 Mugruzin further argued that the penetration of capital-
ism in rural China was not evident at that time and that there were very few
proletarians in rural China.159 Although he agreed that rural pauperization
did occur and listed semifeudal exploitation as the major factor,160 his study
implies that the Chinese peasants were not as poor as many Chinese intellec-
tuals believed in the 1920s and 1930s, and that the exploitation by foreigners
and landlords was not as severe as estimated before. As a result, he argued,
the main difference in rural China was not between the landlords and the
peasants, but between those who owned property and those who did not.161

In a recent work, Mugruzin argued that the Chinese rural economy in
the first several decades of the twentieth century actually contained two con-
tradictory tendencies: there were factors resulting in some growth in produc-
tion, but there were also factors resulting in reduction in production and
diminished productive forces. He argued that these two tendencies demon-
strated different forces in different regions and among different social classes.
He criticized previous Chinese and Russian studies for overemphasizing the
tendency of pauperization, collapse, and stagnation while neglecting the ten-
dency of growth. On the basis of his calculation and comparison of per capita
grain production, money income, and land possession of the 1920s, 1930s
and the 1950s, he concludes that the level of agricultural production of the
1920s to 1930s was actually higher than that of 1952 and only slightly lower
than that of 1957. “Therefore, the 1920s and 1930s can hardly be simply
described as ‘stagnation,’ not to mention ‘decline’.” He further concludes that
there was growth in agricultural production during those years, and its
growth rate was higher than that of the population growth.162

46 The Image of the Peasant



Among scholars in the West, views on this issue are much more diverse.
There has been much controversy about two important issues relating to the
images of the peasant created by the Chinese intellectuals. First, did the living
conditions of the Chinese peasants improve or deteriorate during the first half
of the twentieth century? Second, was Western presence, foreign trade, or
imperialism beneficial or detrimental to the Chinese rural economy during
that period?163 Scholars in two influential schools—namely, the world system
school and the moral economy school—have advanced arguments that are
closest to those held by most Chinese intellectuals. The two theories share a
negative evaluation of the role of imperialism in the “frontiers” or colonies.
They agree that rural bankruptcy did occur in China, and that imperialism or
foreign trade played the most important part in it. Frances Moulder, for
example, finds that Western trade expansion and the ensuing incorporation of
China into the world system was an important factor in causing rural prob-
lems in southern China, which led to the Taiping Rebellion in the mid-nine-
teenth-century.164 This explanation of the cause of the Taiping Rebellion is
very similar to that provided by Karl Marx, Li Dazhao, and most other
Chinese Communist scholars.165 Eric Wolf interpreted the twentieth-century
peasant wars in six countries, including China, in terms of the expansion of
the capitalist system and its devastating effects on the lives of the peasants in
the frontier.166 Robert Marks, Kamal Sheel, and Ralph Thaxton all found that
the moral economy theory fit in well with the conditions of modern China.
The theory explains the modern peasant movement in terms of the destruc-
tion of traditional moral economic institutions by Western expansion and the
change of rural social structure and class relations. Robert Marks argues that
the peasants in Haifeng, although benefiting from an expanding market
brought about by imperialism in the beginning, suffered badly later from the
breakdown of the sugar market and the ensuing changes in land tenure rela-
tions.167 Kamal Sheel believes that the penetration of international capitalism
caused the collapse of the trade and cultivation of tea, indigo, tobacco, and
cotton of rural Jiangxi, which led to the change in land relations and the
decline of the regional economy.168 Thaxton argues that “the new pressure on
peasant livelihood owed their origins mainly to the fiscal crisis induced by the
world powers.”169 These scholars tend to agree with the Chinese intellectuals
about the existence of a golden age, when the foreigners had not arrived and
the old order still prevailed.

Next in line are a group of scholars who agree that Chinese rural econ-
omy did decline during that period, but they attribute this more to domestic
factors than to foreign penetration. One of the earliest representatives of this
group is R. H. Tawney. He remarked in 1932 that “it is difficult to resist the
conclusion that a large proportion of Chinese peasants are constantly on the
brink of actual destitution.” 170 His statement that the position of the Chinese
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peasantry was “that of a man standing permanently up to the neck in the
water, so that even a ripple is sufficiently to drown him”171 has since been
widely quoted. He tried to show that the situation was caused by heavy taxa-
tion, warlordism, bad credit relations, minute land holdings, poor soils, and
population pressure. Tawney’s views have been echoed by some later studies.
James Thomson, for example, attributes China’s rural crisis to population
pressure and the failure to release the pressure through industrialization, and
to natural and man-made disasters such as floods, famine, rebellion, eco-
nomic dislocation, civil strife, and banditry. Although he mentions the
destruction of the traditional handicraft economy by the flow of factory
goods, he obviously agrees that it was mainly China’s internal problems that
caused the rural crisis.172 Mark Selden notices the deterioration of living con-
ditions in rural Shaanxi and argues that warlordism, famine, and class differ-
ences were the major factors responsible for rural poverty.173 Victor Lippit
emphasizes the exploitation of the peasants by the rural upper class who
seized the major part of the peasant surplus through rent, taxation, and usu-
rious interest rates.174 Edward Friedman, Paul Pickowicz, and Mark Selden
also agree that interior rural China experienced a long-term economic
decline, but they do not believe foreign trade played any role in the decline;
on the contrary, they argue that world market penetration was actually bene-
ficial to the rural economy.175 Besides the various internal factors frequently
mentioned by the Chinese intellectuals, such as warlord wars, landlord
exploitation, and natural disasters, some scholars, such as Joseph Esherick
and Prasenjit Duara, find that the reform programs carried out by the gov-
ernment were a heavy burden for the peasants and formed one of the factors
responsible for the increase in rural poverty.176

Then there are also some Western scholars who argue that the Chinese
rural economy neither developed nor deteriorated in the first half of the
twentieth century: it was in stagnation. Dwight Perkins and Albert
Feuerwerker both argue that there was no growth in Chinese rural economy:
although the output increased, it occurred at the same rate of population
growth, which led to stagnation in per capita income. But these scholars also
argue against the notion that the Chinese rural economy deteriorated during
that period. They believe that tenancy rate and rent levels remained approxi-
mately the same during the period.177 Douglas Paauw takes the same posi-
tion, arguing that not only the agricultural sector, but the whole economy
was in stagnation during the so-called Nanjing Decade (1927–1937).178

Arthur Young, although claiming that the whole economy was in progress
rather than stagnation, agrees with Paauw that most of agriculture “was rela-
tively stagnant during the decade despite important trends that were begin-
ning to bring about a forward movement.” 179 Philip Huang also takes this
position. He argues that mainly because of population pressure, the history of
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the rural economy of the Yangzi Delta was characterized by a pattern of
“involutionary growth,” “involutionary commercialization,” “commercializa-
tion without development” or “growth without development.” 180 Obviously,
they all attribute the stagnation mainly to population pressure and/or the lack
of technological breakthrough rather than external factors.

Finally, there is a group of scholars who claim that the Chinese rural
economy was developing during the first half of the twentieth century and, as
a result, the living conditions of the Chinese peasantry actually improved
rather than deteriorated. One of the earliest proponents of this view is
Ramon Myers. His study of the rural economy of northern China convinced
him that the following popular propositions were all wrong: that during the
first half of the twentieth century village land distribution became more
unequal; that peasant living standards deteriorated steadily after China began
to trade with the West; and that peasants were cruelly exploited by the
wealthy classes of the cities. He found that the peasant economy of northern
China “performed remarkably well” during that period and that the agricul-
tural problems of China had nothing to do with rural socioeconomic rela-
tionships.181 Two studies published in 1989 supported this view. Thomas
Rawski maintains that Chinese rural economy developed in the prewar years.
He estimates that agriculture developed at an average rate of 1.5 percent,
which was 0.5 percent higher than population growth. This led to increase in
output and income per capita and to rising living standards.182 Loren Brandt
estimates that rural labor productivity increased between forty and sixty per-
cent during the period between 1870 and 1937, which indicates that the
rural economy was improving rather than declining. He maintains that land
concentration was not increasing during the period; that the terms of tenancy
had improved for the tenant by the 1930s; and that more income went to the
lower classes than to the landlords.183 This group of scholars tends to believe
that foreign trade actually exerted beneficial influences on Chinese rural
economy. David Faure, for example, although avoiding a quantitative state-
ment about whether the Chinese rural economy was developing or declining
in pre-liberation Jiangnan and Guangdong, argues that foreign trade was a
positive factor in the rural economy. He found that the tenants in a commer-
cialized area could be much better off than the owner-peasants in a non-
commercialized area, owing to the opportunities provided by the market.184

The debate is still going on and to date has neither proved nor disproved
the image of the poor peasant portrayed by Chinese intellectuals in the 1920s
and 1930s and after. Because of the lack of reliable data, the true nature of
the development of rural economy and the peasant income change in the
whole of China over the decades under discussion probably will never be
indicated in solid statistics.185 However, while it may be difficult to show sta-
tistically whether an average Chinese peasant became poorer or richer during
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the period, suffice it to say that the various disasters described by the Chinese
intellectuals, including the decline of household industry, warlord wars, gov-
ernment and landlord exploitation, and flood and drought did happen in
many parts of China during the period, and understandably these did result
in terrible suffering on the part of the peasants. Moreover, for our purpose, it
is much more important to trace what the Chinese intellectuals believed to
be true than to prove whether what the Chinese intellectuals believed was
actually true.

Poverty and Ignorance

It did not take much imagination for the Chinese intellectuals to relate the
ignorance of the peasants to their poverty. The question was, does ignorance
cause poverty or vice versa? As early as 1907, a revolutionary pointed out “the
poor are ignorant because they are poor.” 186 A writer suggested in the 1920s
that it is intellectual famine that causes the peasants to suffer from poverty.
Therefore, rural education would solve the problem.187 Many others, how-
ever, believed the issue was not so simple. They viewed it more like a vicious
circle. Hong Shen, the famous playwright, wrote a play in 1916 to call for
contributions to a popular education program. He translated its title into
English as Poverty or Ignorance, Which Is It? He believed education was the
way to change the lives of the poor. But how could the poor afford educa-
tion? One character in the play commented that the offspring of rickshaw
drivers would always be rickshaw drivers because they had no money to send
their children to school.188 Liang Shuming also saw a vicious circle of
poverty, ignorance, and the lack of political power. “The more ignorant, the
weaker, the poorer; the poorer, the weaker, the more ignorant,” he argued.189

However, he seemed to believe that poverty was a greater concern. As to the
matter of how to initiate rural work, he wrote that “the natural order is to
start with economy; only after the development of economy can there be
necessity and possibility for political and educational reform.”190

Yan Yangchu found that the Chinese laborers in France were extremely
eager to learn. They attended classes every evening after a whole day’s hard
work. Some even missed their supper to attend class, and they learned
extremely quickly. Thus he realized that the people of the lower class were
ignorant, not because they were not willing or not able to learn, but because
they were denied the opportunity of learning.191 Most left-wing intellectuals
agreed with Yan that it was poverty that made the peasants ignorant. Mao
Zedong is reported to have realized this even before the May Fourth
Movement.192 Peng Pai had come to this conclusion by 1921.193 Li Dazhao
had similar views: the peasants worked in the fields from dawn to dark, and
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when they happened to be free, there were no educational facilities in the vil-
lage available for them.194

Understanding the complexities of the relationship between the igno-
rance and the poverty of the peasants convinced the intellectuals that educa-
tion alone could not solve the problem of ignorance because education could
not be separated from the social-economic system. As a result, Peng Pai later
ridiculed himself for initially dreaming of instigating social revolution
through education.195 Other leading Communists such as Mao Zedong and
Zhang Guotao were enchanted with mass education at first but ended up
becoming revolutionaries instead. Yan Yangchu felt it necessary to make the
transition from mass education to rural reconstruction. Fei Xiaotong found
the literacy movement hardly helpful if rural society itself did not change.196

The Communist intellectuals began to criticize the mass education move-
ment in the 1920s for attaching too much importance to supra-class educa-
tion.197 Left-wing social scientists in the 1930s argued that poverty was the
cause of all other problems in the village and criticized Yan Yangchu and his
followers for attaching equal importance to the four biggest problems in the
village they perceived: ignorance, poverty, illness, and selfishness.198

THE POWERFUL

Related to the poverty of the peasants, the theme of the peasants as a poten-
tially powerful revolutionary force emerged during the 1920s and the 1930s,
especially among left-wing intellectuals. In fact, as early as the period of the
Boxer Rebellion, a few Chinese intellectuals had already realized that the
peasants could become a powerful revolutionary force if proper leadership
was provided. A few years later, the anarchists Liu Shipei, Zhang Ji, and
others became true believers in the peasants’ power. In their writings pub-
lished in 1907 and after, they advocated “the laboring people’s revolution”
and “peasant revolution.” 199 They suggested that the anarchist revolution in
China should start with the peasant revolution because peasants not only
form the great majority of the Chinese population, but are also imbued with
a sense of solidarity and a tradition of rebellion against oppressive authority.
Their writings traced peasant rebellions in Chinese history to prove that “the
revolutionaries came from the peasantry.” 200 Many revolutionary intellectuals
began to praise the peasant rebels in Chinese history.201 Those revolutionar-
ies led by Dr. Sun Yat-sen attached special importance to the secret societies,
whose members were mostly peasants. 

However, it was not until the 1920s and 1930s that it became a popular
belief among the Chinese intellectuals that the peasants were truly powerful.
If, previously, the large peasant population of China was considered a huge
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burden by many intellectuals, now that population became an immense
resource for revolution and development. Many factors contributed to this
transformation of perception. These included the support shown by the peas-
ants to the Northern Expedition, the import of new revolutionary ideologies,
especially the influence of the Russian Revolution, the demands for the fur-
ther development of the national movement, and the manifestation of peas-
ant power by traditional style peasant rebellions202 and modern peasant
movements led by pioneer intellectuals. The Communists and the left-wing
Nationalists began to pay serious attention to the peasant during their coop-
eration between 1924 and 1927. After their split in 1927, the Communists
began to exploit to the fullest extent the potential of the peasants’ revolution-
ary spirit. At the same time, other groups of intellectuals began to explore
the use of the peasants’ power to further their own agenda.

The revolutionary intellectuals attributed the peasants’ revolutionary
spirit mainly to their miserable living conditions. As early as 1904, a revolu-
tionary argued that the propertyless were prone to revolution because they
had nothing to lose. Therefore, the poorer China became, the more revolu-
tionaries there would be, and the earlier the revolution would succeed. He
even announced that only the poor had the right to revolution.203 Li Dazhao
argued in 1920 that hunger is the driving force of social change. Since the
peasants in northern China were suffering from natural disasters, and the
warlords, tycoons, and politicians still refused to help them, it seemed to him
that great social changes were imminent.204 Chen Duxiu pointed out in 1923
that foreign goods, soldiers and bandits, natural disasters, and the officials
and gentry “may well prompt the peasantry to join the revolution.”205 Peng
Pai wrote in 1926 that the hardships and bitterness experienced by the peas-
ants had equipped them with “self-awareness” and a willingness to join the
peasant associations.206 The Communist Manifesto to the Peasants written
in 1920 states that the life of the Chinese peasants was as miserable as that of
the Russian peasants before the Russian Revolution and that the peasants
were full of grievances. The Pingxiang Uprising of that year was cited as evi-
dence of the peasants’ resentment and the dawn of the revolutionary age.207

The same argument was made in the January 1924 Manifesto of the
Nationalist Party.208

This observation was probably partially based on the personal experi-
ences of the revolutionary intellectuals themselves. For many of them, the
poverty of their own families as well as the nation was one of the most
important factors in convincing them that revolution was the only way out.
According to Madame Sun Yat-sen, “Many times Dr. Sun has told me that
it was in those early days, as a poor son of a poor peasant family that he
became a revolutionary. He was determined that the lot of the Chinese peas-
ant should not to be so wretched, that little boys in China should have shoes
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to wear and rice to eat.” 209 Fang Zhimin also vividly described how the
poverty of his own family and of other people influenced his thinking in his
formative years. When he was still a student at the family school of the land-
lord Zhang Niancheng, he was already constantly bothered by the question
“Why are the rich always so rich and the poor always so poor!?” 210 One of his
poems written in 1922 starts with the sentence “around me there seem to be
innumerable people crying!” and ends with “Yes, I should come to your
rescue, I will go with you.”211 In his autobiography, he wrote about how the
debt his parents incurred to send him to school became a heavy burden for
the whole family. He concluded, “because of my own economic status and
my acceptance of the new trends of thought, I harbored deep resentment
toward the bloodsuckers in the society. . . . On the other hand, I had pro-
found class sympathy toward the poor workers and peasants.” 212 In order to
change the miserable conditions of the poor peasants, he opted for revolu-
tion. For the intellectuals from poor families, it was very easy to relate their
personal or family misfortunes to the sufferings of other poor people and the
terrible state of the nation. For those from well-to-do families, it took a little
more political understanding for them to move along the same path as those
from poor families.

Organization and Consciousness

Nonetheless, peasants were believed to be potential, not actual revolutionar-
ies. They needed to be inspired, mobilized, and organized by the intellectu-
als. If the revolutionary intellectuals or political activists were able to awake
by themselves, then the peasants had to be awakened by others.213 If not
guided by intellectuals, the peasant rebellion would lead to no more than
wild and rampant violence. Such discourse was widespread among the edu-
cated Chinese as early as the time of the Boxer Rebellion,214 and it became
increasingly so in the late 1920s and after. In the Communist Manifesto to
the Peasants written in 1920, the peasants were described as able to be awak-
ened and willing to listen to propaganda. The document called on the revo-
lutionaries to go to the countryside to enhance the peasants’ political
consciousness.215 Peng Pai felt that poverty-striken peasants were waiting to
be mobilized by revolutionaries like himself. He was very eager to get more
comrades to help him with this, saying repeatedly that if the peasant move-
ment in Haifeng failed, the reason would be that his fellow revolutionaries
did not come to help him in his efforts.216

It was generally agreed that it took organization and political conscious-
ness to make a powerful revolutionary force out of the amorphous peasant
masses. The intellectuals believed that they were the ones who could bring
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these entities to the peasants. In the first decade of the twentieth century, the
anarchists advocated the creation of “the association of the laboring people”
and urged revolutionary intellectuals to go to the laboring people and merge
with them.217 In the 1920s, more and more intellectuals came to realize that
whether the peasants were powerful or powerless depended to a large degree
on the attitude of the intellectuals, who were believed to hold the key to
changing the peasants through organization and education. Therefore, there
was always a discourse about the powerlessness of the peasants that accompa-
nied the discourse about their power. The peasants were powerless in the
past because the intellectuals neglected them and they became powerful now
only with the help of the intellectuals. Dr. Sun Yat-sen made this very clear
in two of his speeches delivered in August 1924. In his first speech he argued
that the first thing the peasants should do was to organize themselves. He
described the peasants without organization as “a pan of sands,” predicting
that “if the peasants organize themselves with the help of the government,
then they would reestablish their status and gain happiness.” 218 In his second
speech, which was made to the students of the Peasant Movement Institute,
he told the students that because the peasants were lacking in education, they
had been indifferent to national affairs, hence it was the responsibility of the
graduates of the institute to educate the peasants about their duties and
rights to the nation, to teach them the Three Principles of the People, so
that the whole class of peasants would be awakened and join the revolution.
He also reiterated the importance of organization in this speech.219

Sun Yat-sen’s views were shared by his followers Liao Zhongkai, Tan
Yankai, Chen Gongbo,220 and Shen Dingyi. Shen decided in December
1927 that he would “dig deeply among the masses, to plant the ideas of the
Three Principles of the People in so firm a foundation that they cannot be
pulled up, and to instill among the masses a trust in party leadership.” He
argued that “the adult farmers in every village should be members of the
farmer’s association.” 221

Liang Shuming also argued that the two most important tasks of his
rural reconstruction movement were the development of the peasants’ self-
consciousness and the creation of village organizations. He explained that
self-consciousness meant that the peasants should be aware that they had to
rescue themselves. After they achieved self-consciousness, they had to gener-
ate organization, which he defined as groups formed by many people with a
common aim and armed with a sense of order and the spirit of moving for-
ward. Organization is necessary, he argued, because all the rural programs
required collective efforts. He expected that “the unorganized peasants,
under the leadership of intellectuals, would unite to strive for economic self-
defense and independence.” 222 Yan Yangchu fully agreed with him. Yan
attributed the lack of organization among the peasants to their selfishness,
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which he believed could be overcome through education in four fields: litera-
ture and art, means of livelihood, hygiene, and citizenship.223 He attached
particular importance to citizenship education in enhancing the peasants’
political consciousness. “It is not enough to turn an illiterate peasant into
‘someone who can read’; it is of first importance to make him a citizen with
democratic ideas,” he argued.224

The Communists were also concerned with the peasants’ need for orga-
nization and their political consciousness. However, when the Communists
talked about consciousness, they usually meant both national consciousness
and class consciousness. In other words, the Communists wanted a different
kind of peasant organization, one based on class difference and class con-
sciousness, and they believed that it was the duty of the revolutionary intel-
lectuals to help the peasants become organized and transform their
consciousness. The peasants needed to be awakened to their class conscious-
ness because they were not able to recognize their own class interest. As early
as 1920, Cai Hesen argued that the problem of the Chinese revolution was
not that China had no classes, but that the Chinese workers and peasants
had no class consciousness—because they attributed their poverty and misery
to “fate.” “If their class consciousness is awakened,” he predicted, “then the
momentum would be as strong as that of [the working class] of western and
eastern Europe.” 225 Qu Qiubai believed that the peasant revolutions in the
past failed because the peasants were not well organized and lacked democra-
tic ideas; “There was no revolutionary class to lead them then, as there is
today with the Chinese proletariat in the vanguard.” 226 Fang Zhimin argued
in early 1927 that the peasants were not strong in the past because they were
not united, commenting “Now the peasants have understanding, but it will
not do if they are not united.” 227 Zhou Enlai, in an article written in 1928,
emphasized that since seventy-five percent of the party members were peas-
ants, the party was not built on a strong proletarian class base, and so needed
to emphasize eliminating peasant consciousness as well as petty-bourgeois
consciousness.228 In a letter to the Red Army of Jinggangshan led by Mao
Zedong and Zhu De written in September 1929, Zhou Enlai pointed out
that since the Red Army was composed mainly of destitute peasants rather
than workers, it was necessary to promote proletarian consciousness to over-
come peasant consciousness.229 Two decades later, in a speech to the writers,
Zhou reiterated this point and argued that the peasants possessed some
backward characteristics that could only be eliminated through patient
reform with the help of “us”—the revolutionary intellectuals—although he
also praised the peasants for their merits: courage, diligence, endurance, and
simplicity.230

In stories from the 1930s and 1940s, left-wing writers began to devote
themselves to depicting the process of the peasants’ consciousness
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transformation. The Mountain Rain by Wang Tongzhao was one of those
stories. Wang Tongzhao told his readers that besides describing the causes
and facts of rural bankruptcy, he also wanted to trace the process of the peas-
ants’ awakening in this novel. The destitute peasant Xi Dayou, after aban-
doning his village and experiencing many new things and meeting many new
people in the coastal city, began to understand “why the Japanese factory is
willing to spend ten thousand silver dollars a day to hire laborers; why our
own villages has become so desolate; why we are not able to keep out the for-
eign merchandise and why we are constantly bullied by foreigners.” Mao
Dun found in Xi Dayou a transformation from “peasant consciousness” to
“proletarian consciousness” due to changes in his life.231 In the 1940s, the
famous peasant writer Zhao Shuli also paid much attention to the transfor-
mation of the peasant consciousness. Zhao’s peasant characters usually had a
dark side. In many cases, this dark side was reflected in their “feudal con-
sciousness,” which Zhao believed could only be overcome through constant
education. In “The Story of Li Youcai,” a peasant called Little Yuan was
originally an activist in the struggle against the landlord, but after he was
made the village official under the new regime, he began to act like a land-
lord. The peasant masses, except for a few “awakened” ones, were still sub-
servient and not aware of their own rights, hence were powerless when
confronting these “new landlords.” In Zhao’s opinion, the peasants had to
undergo a process of consciousness transformation. Otherwise the revolution
would simply end up with a new group of landlords replacing the old one.

The emphasis on organization is understandable since organization is
important for any political movement. The obsession with the transforma-
tion of consciousness, however, is somewhat surprising. This is especially so
for the Communists because the emphasis on consciousness is contradictory
to the teachings of classic Marxism. In his classical study on Li Dazhao,
Maurice Meisner pointed out that Li Dazhao’s thought in its pre-Marxist
stage was marked by a strong voluntaristic spirit, which “resulted in his
explicit rejection of certain deterministic features of Marxism in his first
encounter with the theory.” 232 As previously indicated, in this aspect, Li
Dazhao was not alone among the Chinese intellectuals, whether
Communists, Nationalists, or members of other groups. This feature drew
the Chinese intellectuals close to two leading international Communists.
One is Lenin, who strongly emphasized the role of the consciousness of the
revolutionaries in the revolution; the other is Antonio Gramsci, who also
wrote about the importance of consciousness. Gramsci defined culture as
“the attainment of a higher awareness, with the aid of which one succeeds in
understanding one’s own historical value, one’s own function in life, one’s
own rights and obligations,” which sounds very similar to the Chinese intel-
lectuals’ discourse on consciousness. Gramsci’s strategy for achieving such a
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culture or consciousness is also very similar to that adopted by the Chinese
intellectuals. According to Gramsci:

The fact is that only by degrees, one stage at a time, has humanity
acquired consciousness of its own value and won for itself the right
to throw off patterns of organization imposed on it by minorities at
a previous period in history. And this consciousness was formed
not under the brutal goad of physiological necessity, but as a result
of intelligent reflection, at first by just a few people and later by a
whole class, on why certain conditions exist and how best to con-
vert the facts of vassalage into the signals of rebellion and social
reconstruction.233

Yet there is a crucial difference between Gramsci and the Chinese intel-
lectuals in their concepts of consciousness. Gramsci was talking about replac-
ing the capitalist consciousness of the masses with the proletarian
consciousness or, in his own words, to replace the capitalist hegemony with
an alternative hegemony, while the Chinese intellectuals all focused on get-
ting rid of the so-called feudal consciousness of the peasantry and indoctri-
nating them with a new consciousness, be it the Three Principles of the
People or socialism. For Gramsci, the transformation of consciousness is
important because Western Europe is so developed that the capitalist class
has established not only a political state, but also a civil society, which makes
it very hard, if not impossible, to achieve a Communist victory through pure
violent revolution. The reason why the Chinese intellectuals emphasized the
transformation of consciousness was precisely the opposite: they wanted to
use consciousness to make up for the underdevelopment of Chinese capital-
ism and the backwardness of Chinese society.

Various methods were adopted to awaken the peasants’ conscious-
ness.234 For the Communists, the best way was by class struggle itself. Mass
assemblies, parades, slogan shouting, trial and execution of the landlords,
land confiscation and redistribution, and military struggle with the landlords
and the Nationalists—all contributed to the increasing awareness of class
consciousness among the peasants. Education, especially political indoctri-
nation, was emphasized too. This could take many forms, including meet-
ings, classes, and performances. In left-wing writer Yu Dafu’s articulation,
being involved in the peasant movement and taking part in actual struggle
activities were active methods of arousing the peasants, whereas education
was a passive method.235

For the non-Communist intellectuals, education, or the passive method,
was taken as the major and even the sole way of arousing the peasants. The
rural reconstructionists attached great importance to education. Citizenship
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education formed an important part of Yan Yangchu’s mass education pro-
gram in Dingxian. Besides formal teaching, Yan also promoted mass litera-
ture and peasant drama, supervised by Sun Fuyuan, a famous writer and
editor, and Xiong Foxi, a Harvard-trained playwright, respectively. Sun
edited 600 “mass reading books,” while Xiong wrote and directed several
plays to expose the evil behavior of the immoral gentry and the ignorance
and superstition of the villagers, and to indoctrinate the peasants with Yan
Yangchu’s teachings.236 They also made use of history. Scholars affiliated
with the mass education association spent many years studying Chinese his-
tory from the Xia Dynasty to the Song Dynasty and chose forty national
heroes from that period to use as role models for the masses.237 The mass
education association also published a magazine for the peasants, which
appeared every ten days during the twelve years between 1925 and 1937. The
articles were usually short and the language simple. Besides agricultural tech-
niques, the magazine carried a column labeled “citizenship education,” as
well as stories and legends aimed at educating the peasants. It also reported
to the peasants the current affairs of the nation and the world. For a long
period, Dr. Sun Yat-sen’s will was reprinted on the first page of each issue.
There was also a short editorial in every issue; topics in 1926 included “It is
not that the Republic is not Good”; “The Republic is still Good no Matter
What”; “Why We Have to Have a Nation”; “Peasants Should Be Strongly
Interested in National Affairs too”; “How Can Peasants Help Eliminate the
Domestic Turmoil”; “The National Day and the Peasants”; “We Peasants
should not Look Down Upon Ourselves”; “Despotism and Republicanism in
the Villages.” The topics of 1929 and 1930 included “How to Eliminate the
Superstition of the Peasants”; “Who Dare to Say that the Common People
are not Patriotic”; “The Country-bumpkins and Civilization”; “The
Awakening of the Peasants”; and “The Country-bumpkins and Politics.”

The Portrayal of the Powerful Peasant

The 1920s generation of Chinese intellectuals realized that ignorance, lack of
organization, and many other weak points of the peasants could be overcome
by better organizational and educational work offered by the intellectuals and
that the peasants could be turned into a powerful revolutionary force. The
events of 1926 and 1927 proved to many that this understanding was right.
Madame Sun Yat-sen described vividly how the awakened and organized
peasants moved Dr. Sun Yat-sen:

I remember clearly the First All-Kwangtung Peasants’ Conference in
Canton in July 1924.238 There for the first time we saw the people of
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China . . . coming to participate in the revolution. From all the dis-
tricts of Kwangtung, the peasants came, many of them walking miles
and miles, barefooted, to Canton. They were ragged, tattered. Some
carried baskets and poles. I remember I was deeply moved. 

Dr. Sun was moved also. When we reached home, he said to
me: “This is the beginning of the success of the revolution,” and he
told me again the part the oppressed people of China must play in
their own salvation.239

Probably it was this new understanding of the revolutionary potential
and spirit of the peasant that made Chen Duxiu feel it necessary to reassess
the Boxer Rebellion in September 1924. He realized that his 1918 assess-
ment of the Boxer Rebellion was not fair. He now felt that the xenophobia,
superstition, and barbarism of the Boxer rebels were all forgivable, given the
crime foreigners committed in China and the superstition and barbarism of
the whole world at that time. “What really deserves our resentment is the
civilization of the warlords, bureaucrats, unscrupulous merchants, university
professors and journalists who are subservient to the foreigners, not the bar-
barism of the xenophobic Boxers!” he wrote. He said now he had to admit
that the Boxer Rebellion was the solemn and stirring prelude to the Chinese
national revolution.240 He now listed the 1898 Reform, the Boxer Rebellion,
the 1911 Revolution, and the May Fourth Movement as the four important
national movements of the petty bourgeoisie.241

The left-wing Nationalist Liao Zhongkai had reached the same conclu-
sion several months earlier than Chen Duxiu. Liao argued that China had
had two revolutions; the first was the Boxer Rebellion and the second the
1911 Revolution. Unlike many other educated people of his generation, who
attributed the failure of the Boxer Rebellion to the Boxers’ stupidity, Liao
put the blame on the Qing officials.242 Li Dazhao also wrote about the
Boxers in a sympathetic tone. To him it was understandable that the Boxers
destroyed everything foreign, because the rebellion was actually not just a
result of political, religious, racial, and cultural conflicts, but also “possesses
economic meaning, and to some extent, it was a reaction to the oppression of
industrial economy.”243 In another article, he called the Boxer Rebellion a
“national revolutionary movement,” although he also mentioned the peas-
ants’ weak points, notably, their ignorance and superstition.244 In 1925, the
Communist theoretician Qu Qiubai defined the Boxer Rebellion as “a prim-
itive peasant rebellion,” “a class struggle launched by the oppressed and
exploited class of China against the foreign capitalist class,” and “an anti-
imperialist national liberation movement.” In his opinion, the Boxers had
many shortcomings, but were brave and patriotic and their actions wholly
justified, considering the foreign aggression China had suffered.245 In 1926,
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the left-wing Nationalist Gan Naiguang called the Boxer Rebellion “an
ardent great peasant resistance.” 246 After the Communists broke with the
Nationalists in 1927 and retreated to the villages to lead peasant revolutions,
the Communist Party began to fully rehabilitate the reputation of the Boxers
and promote the Boxer Rebellion as “an anti-imperialist movement.” 247

If the “Boxer bandits” were revolutionaries, then what were the current
bandits? Under the new circumstances, many revolutionary intellectuals
began to write and talk favorably about the peasant rebels, or “bandits” and
secret societies. Both Li Dazhao and Wang Ruofei paid special attention to
the revolutionary potential of the Red Spear Society in northern China.248 As
early as 1925, the United Front dispatched peasant movement personnel to
Henan to infiltrate and reorganize the Red Spears.249 Chen Duxiu wrote in
1926 that the Red Spears rebellion was as significant as the Taiping and
Boxer rebellions and referred to them as the latest in a long history of
Chinese peasant rebellions.250 Mao Zedong argued in 1926 that the rural
vagrants of China who formed secret organizations were capable of fighting
very bravely. “If a method can be found for leading them, they can become a
revolutionary force,” he predicted.251 In 1926, one newspaper article argued
that “those who look like bandits and robbers are actually a peasant revolu-
tionary army.” Lu Xun, although continuing to call the Boxers “bandits,”
agreed with this author.252

This new understanding of the revolutionary spirit of the peasantry even
convinced the head of the Department of Peasant Affairs of the Nationalist
Party, the left-wing Nationalist Gan Naiguang, in 1926 that the peasantry
actually formed the class base of both the Nationalist Party and the national
revolution, just as the workers formed the class base of the Communist
Party. Unlike most other Nationalists, who supported a four-class alliance
theory or a “revolution of all the people,” Gan argued that the peasants were
the main revolutionary force, while all other groups—workers, merchants,
and so on—were their allies, although he insisted that whenever there were
conflicts between the national interest and the class interest, the national
interest should prevail.253 He based his theory on the argument that imperial-
ism, China’s primary enemy, was supported by the warlords and bureaucrats,
who were in turn buttressed by a class of local tyrants and evil gentry.
Therefore, to overthrow imperialism, it was necessary to first overthrow the
Chinese lackeys of the imperialists, and the class best suited to this task was
the peasantry because they formed the great majority of China’s population
and their resistance would be the most powerful. He cited the Taiping
Rebellion and the Boxer Rebellion to prove his point.254

It was probably also on the basis of this new understanding of the rev-
olutionary spirit of the peasants that an argument was made as to whether
Lu Xun’s Ah Q was still a true image of the Chinese peasant. In 1928,
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Qian Xingtun, a left-wing literary critic, argued that Ah Q represented the
peasant of the past era—the era of the 1911 Revolution. It was not an
accurate image of the peasant of the new era—the era of the May Fourth
Movement, the May Thirtieth Movement, and the Northern Expedition—
because in the previous decade Chinese peasants had demonstrated their
revolutionary spirit.255

Mao Dun came to Lu Xun’s defense by saying that the peasant move-
ment had a history of only two to three years. Therefore, when Lu Xun
wrote the stories in his Cheering from the Sideline before the Northern
Expedition, the Chinese villages were exactly as Lu Xun described in his
novels. Even after the Northern Expedition, there were still many peasants
like those whom Lu Xun described.256 Mao Dun still held this view five
decades later. In his autobiography, he argues that the development of the
peasant movement was not even among different regions of China. The rev-
olutionary spirit of the peasants in the Lake Tai area, including Jiangsu and
Zhejiang Provinces, was not as strong as that of the peasants of Hunan,
Hubei, and Jiangxi. The peasants’ awakening was also a slow process. In the
Lake Tai area, according to Mao Dun, it took ten years.257 Another reader
agreed with Mao Dun that Qian’s criticism is problematic. He argued that
the revolutionary peasants depicted in Qian’s article existed only in the
South, or one-third of China’s territory. The peasants in the North were still
naive, unorganized, uneducated, and superstitious. They knew nothing about
revolution, not to mention revolutionary spirit! Ah Q was still alive and he
still represented the majority of the Chinese peasants. He predicted that it
would take at least five more years for all the Ah Qs to disappear in China.258

Lu Xun himself was even more pessimistic about the peasants’ revolu-
tionary spirit than that reader. He wrote in 1926, “I wish people are right to
say that what I wrote about was a past era, but I am afraid that what I saw was
not the past, but the future, or even two or three decades from now.”259 Lu
Xun was too critical to see the revolutionary spirit of the peasants: his feelings
toward them as reflected in the novels never went beyond sympathy and well-
meaning criticism. A contemporary critic commented that “he does not ask
the peasants to fight against their fate, neither does he ask the youth to return
to the villages to reform the countryside.”260 In 1928, Feng Xuefeng, a leading
Communist literary critic, divided the progressive intellectuals into two
groups: one formed by those who turned against the old culture and society
and their previous status by joining the socialist movement, the other com-
posed of those who sympathized with the revolution, but still could not totally
break with the past and were not sure about their own belief in revolution.
Feng placed Lu Xun into the second group.261 After a thorough study of the
peasant characters created by Lu Xun in his various stories, Mao Dun con-
cluded that they all belong to “the children of traditional China.”262
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All these evaluations of Lu Xun are quite different from the eulogistic
one made by Mao Zedong in 1937. The truth is that Lu Xun was a represen-
tative of the writers of the early 1920s. Besides Lu Xun, writers emerging
during that decade who wrote about the peasant included Ye Shengtao
(Zhejiang), Xu Yunuo (Henan), Pan Xun (Zhejiang), Peng Jiahuang, Xu Jie
(Zhejiang), Wang Renshu (Ba Ren, Zhejiang), Wang Tongzhao
(Shandong), Xu Qinwen (Zhejiang), Jian Xian’ai (Guizhou), Feng Wenbing
(Feiming, Hubei), Wang Luyan (Zhejiang), Sheng Congwen (Hunan), Tai
Jingnong, and others. Some of these writers, including Xu Yunuo, Pan Xun,
Peng Jiahuang, and Xu Jie, stopped writing around 1926, which means their
literary career ended before the emergence of the radical peasant movement
in 1927. Accordingly, like Lu Xun’s novels, most of their stories focused on
the ignorance, superstition, and subservience of the peasants. Their charac-
ters demonstrated little revolutionary spirit. Although some of their charac-
ters were not content with their lives and tried to escape the bleak world of
their villages, their adventures always ended up with failure. Both critics and
the writers themselves believed that what they wrote was exactly what was
happening in the villages at that time. For example, Mao Dun praised Xu Jie
and Peng Jiahuang for their “pure objective attitude.”263

Lu Xun and some of his fellow writers of the early 1920s seem to have
never experienced the transformation of thought as Mao Dun did, who
belonged to the 1920s generation in the beginning, but then caught up with
the radical writers of the 1930s. Mao Dun initially was very pessimistic about
the peasants’ revolutionary spirit and the future of the land revolution.
According to Zheng Chaolin, during one of his visits to Mao Dun immedi-
ately after the collapse of the First United Front in 1927, Mao Dun “com-
plained about the positions the Party had adopted after the August 7
Conference [1927] and opposed the policy of organizing peasant insurrec-
tions everywhere. He said that if one insurrection failed, the peasants would
no longer be prepared to participate in insurrections, even if the situation
became revolutionary. That was the first time I had heard a comrade come
out clearly against the new policies of the Central Committee,” Zheng com-
ments.264 Mao Dun’s pessimism about the Chinese revolution in general was
reflected in his first trilogy, composed of three novels—Shattered Illusion,
Vacillation, and Pursuit—and his famous and controversial essay “From
Guling to Tokyo.” His pessimism about the peasant revolution in particular
is expressed in the story “Mud,” which is his first centered on the peasant.
The story begins with the arrival of a small Communist guerrilla force at a
village to mobilize the peasants. The villagers, however, are very scared,
believing the Communists will force them to practice “sharing wives.” Then
Chiang Kai-shek’s army arrives and the guerrillas retreat. Chiang’s army
loots the village and executes Uncle Huang, the only literate person in the
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village, for having helped the Communists. Instead of being aroused, the vil-
lagers are relieved because everything becomes normal again and “there were
to be no more new and incomprehensible terrors in store.” 265 Fifty years
later, Mao Dun criticizes himself for making the peasants look too backward
in this story. Because of his “obsolete thinking,” Mao Dun was ostracized by
the party after the Northern Expedition.266

But Mao Dun was not going to remain an enemy of the party for long.
In 1932 and 1933, he completed his village trilogy of “The Spring
Silkworm,” “The Autumn Harvest,” and “The Last Days of Winter.” In
these stories he created some young, politically conscious, and rebellious
peasant characters, whose images were totally different from the ones he por-
trayed in “Mud.” The author frequently likened these people to the Taiping
Rebels.267 The Chinese peasant rebellions in history also drew Mao Dun’s
attention. In 1930, he wrote a story about the rebellion led by Chen Sheng
and Wu Guang at the end of the Qin Dynasty. The rebellious peasants,
especially their leaders, were highly praised. He also applied modern revolu-
tionary concepts to this ancient event. For example, he adopted the concept
of class to describe the peasants involved in the rebellion.268

Mao Dun’s transition was probably as much an outcome of his own
awakening as of pressure from his fellow left-wing writers and the
Communist Party. There was a strong tendency among left-wing writers in
the early 1930s to shift attention from urban intellectuals to the revolutionary
peasants. Along with the march of the Communist revolutionaries into the
villages, peasants and their revolution became the focus of the left-wing writ-
ers who stayed in urban centers. These left-wing writers, including Jiang
Guangci, Hong Shen, Ding Ling, Wu Zuxiang, Ye Zi, Sha Ting, Qiu
Dongping, and others, had all experienced the peasant movement of the late
1920s and were now armed with a revolutionary ideology. They played a very
important role in turning the party propaganda about the revolutionary spirit
of the peasants into vivid literary images. Peasants in their works were no
longer as naive and weak-minded as Ah Q and others in the stories created by
the writers of the 1920s. This new trend began in the years between 1928 and
1930, with the rise of the so-called revolutionary literature or propaganda lit-
erature, led by Jiang Guangci. Jiang Guangci’s novel The Roaring Land, pub-
lished in 1930, was considered the first literary work depicting the awakening
of the peasants and their revolution. The story, like many others by Jiang, fol-
lowed a formula: a revolutionary intellectual, who is the son of the local land-
lord, returns to his village to lead the peasant revolution. He is assisted by a
young villager who has worked as a miner and a female student who is the
niece of another local landlord. Together they manage to mobilize the peas-
ants and organize them into peasant associations. The young peasants are all
awakened and militant, while the old ones are subservient, superstitious, and
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backward at the beginning, but in the end, realize that the young peasants
are right and they too join the revolution.269 In the same year, Yang
Hansheng published his The Underground Spring, which was also about the
peasant movement during the Northern Expedition. Mao Dun remarked
that the story is very much like Jiang Guangci’s works, implying that it is full
of political propaganda but mediocre in artistic quality.270

In fact, even before the publication of The Roaring Land, some stories
about the peasant movement during the Northern Expedition had already
been published, including The Dusty Shadow by Li Jingming, published in
Shanghai in 1927, based on the true story of the revolutionary intellectual
Zhou Shuiping, who led the unsuccessful peasant movement of Jiangyin
County of Jiangsu during the Northern Expedition and was executed by the
warlord Sun Chuanfang.271 The tragic result of the movement and the story
put “heavy pressure” on Lu Xun and made him “very uncomfortable.” 272

After 1930, the revolutionary peasant became a fashionable subject in
left-wing literary writings. In Hong Shen’s “The Bridge of Five Degree
Holders” (1930), the peasants of a village in Southern China who were suf-
fering from a severe drought won their struggle against the powerful Zhou
family by destroying the Zhou family’s bridge, which was believed to be
related to the fortune of the Zhou family, but blocked the passing of the boat
with a water pump used for irrigation. Li Quansheng, the small landholding
peasant who led the struggle, was very brave and determined.273 Ding Ling,
like Mao Dun, had been famous for her stories about young intellectuals, but
now she also shifted her attention to the peasants. In “The Tianjiachong
Village,” written in 1931, she described how a revolutionary intellectual, who
was a daughter of a landlord, awakened the consciousness of Zhao Desheng,
a landless peasant, and other villagers. The young female revolutionary in the
story advised the peasants, “How could you fail the battle [against the land-
lords]? You have so many people! Look ahead from here, then go ahead,
then look ahead again, from here to the place far, far away—in all those
places with chimney smoke, those who live in hut and pit, those who stand
by the cattle pen—all those powerful and strong men are your comrades!”
The young revolutionary was later arrested, but the now aroused villagers
began to fight. According to Ding Ling, the novel was based on a true
story.274 “The Flood,” another work by Ding Ling, written in the same year
and also based on real events, concerned the same theme. The peasants’ fight
against the flood finally led them to confront the corrupt and inept govern-
ment.275 One contemporary critic commented that the most valuable contri-
bution of “The Flood” was the belief in the power of the masses.276 Wu
Zuxiang’s “One Thousand and Eight Hundred Piculs” (1933) described how
the organized poor peasants looted the 1800 piculs of grain stored in the
temple of a landlord clan.277 The peasant Xi Dayou in Wang Tongzhao’s The
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Mountain Rain decided to join the revolutionaries after his ideological trans-
formation.278 Xi Dayou represented a break from the peasant images created
by Wang Tongzhao a few years earlier.279 Ai Qing, while in prison, wrote a
beautiful long poem to praise the peasant rebels led by Chen Sheng and Wu
Guang at the end of the Qin Dynasty.280 This radical trend in the revolution-
ary literature even influenced writers who were not directly involved with the
League of Left-wing Writers. Wang Luyan, for example, published two
novels, The Village and The Wild Fire (The Angry Village), both in 1936, in
which he depicted the peasant rebellions and created the characters of many
revolutionary peasants who were totally different from the helpless and sub-
servient peasant characters he had created previously. 

Ye Zi might be the best representative of those left-wing writers who
dealt with the revolutionary peasants in the 1930s. He devoted most of his
short literary life to writing about the peasant revolution of the late 1920s
and early 1930s. All heroes and heroines in his stories have strong revolu-
tionary spirit. The young generation seems immediately receptive to revolu-
tion. The old peasants are more like Lu Xun’s characters in the beginning;
they are hardworking, enduring, and subservient, but in the end they are all
taught by experience that revolution is the only way out. In fact, it was the
norm to write about the generational or age differences and conflicts among
the peasants. The older people, whether a father, a mother, or an older
brother, are usually still not politically conscious and are not ready to fight,
but the son and the younger sibling are often of a totally different type. They
are politically aroused, brave, and resolute. To some extent, the differences
between the old and the young peasants in the stories of the 1930s mirror the
differences between the writers of the 1920s and the radical writers of the
1930s. Mao Dun depicted the differences and conflict between a father and a
son in “The Autumn Harvest,” and Wang Luyan described the differences
and conflict between an elder brother and a younger brother in The Wild
Fire. However, it was Ye Zi who made the most extensive use of this for-
mula. In “The Harvest” (1933) and “The Fire” (1933), the hardworking and
docile old peasant Uncle Yun Pu has illusory hopes about the landlords and
the officials and is against the revolutionary activities of his son Liqiu in the
beginning, hoping the landlord and official will leave some grain for his
family after being served a good meal. However, after all his grain is taken
away and his son arrested and executed, he joins the revolt without hesita-
tion. In “Outside the Wire Entanglement” (1933), Uncle Wang initially
curses his two sons for their rebellious activities. After the Nationalist Army
takes his property, burns his house, and kills his daughter-in-law and two
grandchildren, he is in such despair that he wants to hang himself, but
changes his mind at the last second and decides to join his two revolutionary
sons. The next morning, the author wrote, Uncle Wang is “on the way to the

The Image of the Peasant 65



direction where the sun rises.” In “The Guide” (1933), Aunt Liu, an old
peasant who has worshipped Guanyin for over forty years, finds it hard to
hold on to her belief after the Nationalists kill her three sons. She ends up
disguising herself and leading a brigade of the Nationalist Army to a trap set
by the Red Army, before the Nationalist Army executes her in the end.281

Despite the bloody and tragic scenes in his stories, Ye Zi, compared to
Lu Xun, was much more optimistic about the peasants’ consciousness and
much more confident about what path the peasants should take. On Ye Zi’s
novels Lu Xun offered these comments: “The writer has fulfilled the current
task, he has responded to the oppressor: Literature is militant!” 282 In fact, it
was the peasants, rather than literature, that were really militant. Most of Ye
Zi’s novels were based on true stories. For example, Uncle Yun Pu and his
son Li Qiu in “The Harvest” and “The Fire” were Ye Zi’s uncle and cousin,
respectively. The latter was executed in 1931 for joining the local peasant
movement.283 Led by his youngest uncle, a Communist student returned
from the provincial capital Changsha, Ye Zi’s whole family participated in
the peasant movement in Hunan from 1925 to 1927, and underwent the
blood and fire of the fierce class struggle. Thirteen members of his family
died for the movement after its failure, and his mother became mentally
deranged after being forced to witness the execution of his father and
sister.284 Ye Zi admitted that his novels were short of artistic flavor, but were
full of flaming enthusiasm and bloody and tearful facts. “Sometimes I wanted
to jump into my stories to fight the enemy,” he declared.285

The strong interest of the left-wing writers in the peasants’ revolution-
ary spirit continued in the 1940s. Important revolutionary literary works on
peasants during that decade included The Heroes of Mountain Luliang (1945)
by Ma Feng and Xi Rong, and a series of stories written by the peasant
writer Zhao Shuli, among which the most successful were “The Marriage of
Little Erhei,” “The Story of Li Youcai,” and “The Transformation of the
Lijiazhuang Village.” The Heroes of Mountain Luliang was about how the
peasants of northern China joined the resistance against the Japanese
invaders, and Zhao Shuli’s novels described the peasant life in the
Communist base area in Shaanxi. Mao Dun commented that the characters
in The Heroes of Luliang represented “the peasants who had stood up and
who could never be enslaved again,” while the peasants in “The Story of Li
Youcai” were those who had destroyed the feudal remains and were march-
ing toward their total freedom; the peasants in “The Transformation of the
Lijiazhuang Village” already possessed “a strong national consciousness,” “a
clear awareness about who to love and who to hate and a will to fight,” and
“the creative power.” 286 Two important novels appeared in 1948 to depict
the land reform being carried out in north China: The Sun Shines over the
Sangkan River by Ding Ling, and The Hurricane by Zhou Libo. Both
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depicted the birth of a group of peasant heroes. In addition to novelists,
playwrights and poets also devoted themselves to portraying the new image
of the peasant. The most famous play about the new peasant during the
period was The White-Haired Girl, written by He Jingzhi and Ding Yi,
based on a real story, and one of the best poems about the new peasant was
“Wang Gui and Li Xiangxiang,” written in 1945 by the peasant poet Li Ji.
The Yangge (Rice Song) plays were also used to demonstrate and extol the
power of the peasants.287

The woodcarvers joined the left-wing writers in creating the image of
revolutionary peasants. After 1937, some woodcarvers went to Yanan,
while others stayed in the area controlled by the Nationalist government.
In the years that followed, they created two contrasting images of the peas-
ant: one was the image of the peasants in the non-Communist areas, who
were not very different from the prerevolutionary peasant—poor,
oppressed, and exploited; the other was the image of the peasants in the
Communist-controlled area, representing the new type of peasants—
strong, happy, and awakened.288

Different Understandings of the Peasant Power

Although the great majority of Chinese intellectuals had come to the conclu-
sion that the peasants were a powerful force, they had different views about
how to utilize that force. Liang Shuming, for example, at first did not believe
the peasants could be turned into revolutionaries. After the Communist
peasant movement began, he saw the revolutionary peasants mainly as a neg-
ative and destructive force. He proposed rural reconstruction, with the pur-
pose of counterbalancing the Communist peasant movement and turning the
peasants into a peaceful constructive force. Liang criticized those Chinese
revolutionaries who strove to find the “driving force” of revolution among the
“peasants, workers, proletariat and the oppressed. ” “In their imagination,
these people are the most deprived both politically and economically, there-
fore, they must want to change the current state of affairs so that they can get
equal political and economic opportunities,” he argued. Liang believed that
this was erroneous because these people could not become true revolutionar-
ies for two fundamental reasons. First, their problems were caused by per-
sonal misfortune rather than class difference. Therefore, they would be
fighting for personal gain rather than class interest. As a result, as soon as
they achieved some status, they would turn into nonrevolutionaries or coun-
terrevolutionaries. Second, these people were mostly ignorant peasants from
poor and remote villages. They possessed no new knowledge. Instead, their
life was permeated with old habits. Therefore, if they rose to solve their own
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problems, they would move backward rather than forward. However, Liang
did not deny that the peasants formed “a potential powerful force in the soci-
ety,” which could be tapped for the benefit of the nation under two condi-
tions: first, if it was guided by the intellectuals; second, if it was used to build
a new social order rather than destroying old forces.289

The warlords Chen Jiongming and Yan Xishan shared Liang Shuming’s
perception of the peasants. According to Peng Pai, Chen Jiongming once
told him that “I am scared of the masses, especially the peasants.” “He turned
pale at the mere mention of the peasants,” Peng commented. Chen believed
that the peasants should always be pacified and never aroused or mobilized.
Thus Peng Pai’s work among the peasants terrified him.290 During the Anti-
Japanese War, Yan Xishan’s followers suggested that the peasants of Shanxi
be mobilized to join the fight against the Japanese, but Yan was reluctant
because, he contended, “it is not a simple matter to organize the peasants.
We lose a big opportunity if we don’t organize the peasants, but if we do,
we’ll create for ourselves a lot of trouble.” He added, “The peasants are like a
fierce tiger, we have to have an electric whip that can bring the tiger under
control [before we start mobilizing it].” 291 Like the Communists, Liang
Shuming, Chen Jiongming, and Yan Xishan all believed that the peasants
possessed violent revolutionary power, but instead of tapping this power, as
the Communists tried to do, they preferred keeping that power in check.

The non-Communist intellectuals tended to focus more on the peasants’
potential intellectual and productive power rather than their revolutionary
power. Yan Yangchu was a good example. He mentioned that his experience
with the Chinese laborers in France helped him realize both the “bitterness”
and the “strength” of the “bitter strength,”292 and that “their physical
strength is above us (the intellectuals), while their intellectual strength is not
below us. The only difference is the opportunity of education.”293 He realized
that China’s richest resource was neither coal nor iron, but the 300 million
politically uneducated peasants and he advocated exploiting this “intellectual
mine.” He firmly believed that a proper education program would release the
potential intellectual power of the Chinese peasants. “As soon as the ‘intel-
lectual mine’ is exploited, the intelligence of the people would be promoted,
and [China] would hold sway over the world.” 294 He believed that the fate of
a nation is totally determined by the intellectual level of its people.295 Besides
intellectual power, he also emphasized productive power, physical power, and
the power of unity of the peasants. He argued that these four types of power
could be exploited by education in the four fields of literature and arts, eco-
nomics, public health, and citizenship.296

There were also a few intellectuals who were never fully aware of the
peasants’ power. Fei Xiaotong, for example, admitted in 1950 that he was
not convinced that the peasants were truly powerful until early 1949, when
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he saw a long line of peasant carters sending food to feed the Communist
soldiers at the front during a dark night. He was on his way from Beijing to
Shijiazhuang to meet with Mao. “Marching toward the opposite direction
were the peasants and their grain carts. There was a flag on each cart, but
there were no escorting soldiers. They continued their march with the light
of lanterns during the late night. Looking from afar they were like a line of
red stars. This image moved me . . . it was an iron current, it was unparalleled
power,” he wrote. He then blamed himself for being unfamiliar with this
power, for not understanding this power earlier, and for lacking confidence
in the liberation of the people. After he returned to Qinghua University from
this trip, he made two speeches about the “power of the people.” 297

The image of a potentially powerful peasantry, together with the dis-
course on the innocence and sacredness of the peasantry, the emphasis on
consciousness, a common aversion toward capitalism and belief in socialism,
has led many to view many of the peasant sympathizers, including Dr. Sun
Yat-sen, Li Dazhao, Peng Pai, Mao Zedong, Yan Yangchu, Fang Zhimin,
Tao Xingzhi, Liang Shuming, and many others, as having been strongly
influenced by populism—for among the elements of populism are the beliefs
that the people are pristine and powerful, that a modest educational stimulus
would release the creative forces of the people, and that it is possible to avoid
capitalism.298 Although there was never an independent populist movement
in China, as there was in Russia, populism did add much flavor to the ideo-
logical basis of the various peasant movements of China, whether
Communist, liberal, functionalist, or Confucianist. However, these Chinese
intellectuals could hardly be described as pure populists because few of them
really believed that the people, or the peasants, could carry out the revolution
without the leadership of the intellectuals. Maurice Meisner found in Li
Dazhao’s views a contradiction between a populist faith in the revolutionary
spontaneity and energies of the masses and a voluntaristic belief in the deci-
sive revolutionary role of the consciousness of the intelligentsia.299 Kamal
Sheel found the same contradiction in the mind of Fang Zhimin.300 The
same can be said about Mao Zedong, Peng Pai, and many other Communist
intellectuals. Benjamin Schwartz reached the following conclusion nearly
four decades ago: “That anarchistic variety of populism which insists on the
spontaneous initiative of the people itself does not become deeply entrenched
in China. . . . In general, it is the elitist rather than the anarchist brand of
populism which wins in China. The notion that popular energies are to be
tapped is certainly present, but it is linked to the conviction that their ener-
gies must be guided by those who know.”301

The peasants were ignorant, innocent, poor, and powerful. These are the major
aspects of the image of the peasant in the minds of the Chinese intellectuals
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during the first half of the twentieth century. But these were not all the ele-
ments in the image of the peasant. The ideas that the peasants were supersti-
tious, physically weak, selfish, and so on, also formed part of the intellectuals’
discourses about the peasants. However, most of these other elements in the
image of the peasant can be related to the four dominant aspects in one way
or another. The four aspects of the image of the peasant did not evolve
equally at the same time. At the beginning of the century, most intellectuals
were mainly concerned about the ignorance of the peasants, and only a few
of them realized that the peasants were actually powerful when and if proper
leadership and education were provided. By the 1920s and the 1930s, how-
ever, most intellectuals had come to agree that the peasants were truly pow-
erful. While the peasants were still believed to be ignorant, most intellectuals
now felt that such ignorance could be forgiven, since it was not their own
fault. Moreover, they believed that such ignorance could be overcome with
their help. At the same time, the view that the peasants were innocent and
poor became widely accepted, as a result of the influence of new trends of
thought and new events. On the whole, in the first two or three decades of
the twentieth century, Chinese intellectuals managed to turn the image of
the peasants from a basically negative one to an essentially positive one. The
major features that formed the multifaceted peasant image created by the
Chinese intellectuals in the 1920s and 1930s were passionately and concisely
summarized by the legendary American journalist Edgar Snow in 1936, who
described the Chinese peasantry as the “impoverished, underfed, exploited,
illiterate, but kind, generous, courageous and just now rather rebellious
human beings who are the vast majority of the Chinese people.” 302

This transformation of the peasants’ image was accompanied by a trans-
formation of the intellectuals’ perception of their own roles and their rela-
tions with the peasants. At the turn of the century, most intellectuals acted as
bystanding critics of the peasants. Starting from the 1920s and 1930s, how-
ever, many of them began to consider themselves representatives of the peas-
ants, and the various groups of intellectuals even fought against one another
for the right to represent the peasants. This transformation becomes obvious
through a quick comparison between the writings about the rebellious peas-
ants during the Boxer Rebellion and those about Boxers and the newly
emerged revolutionary peasants during the 1920s and 1930s. The tone had
changed. Instead of blaming and criticizing the peasants, the intellectuals
now praised and extolled them. Moreover, the intellectuals now tended to
blame themselves for whatever weaknesses the peasants possessed. The way
of addressing the peasant was changed too. At the time of the Boxer
Rebellion, the peasants were usually addressed as “they” and “them.”
However, by the 1920s and 1930s, many intellectuals began to address the
peasants as “we” and “us.” There was much discussion about the merging of
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the peasants and intellectuals, and some intellectuals believed they had actu-
ally successfully transformed themselves and had adopted the identity of the
working class. If, at the beginning of the century, the peasants were mainly
viewed as a source of the national crisis, by the 1920s and 1930s, many intel-
lectuals had come to realize that the peasants could become a powerful posi-
tive force, or at least a potential positive force in the national movement. In
the ignorance and poverty of the peasantry, the intellectuals found the guilt
of the “old” society, which they intended to overthrow or reform. In the
innocence, poverty, and powerfulness of the peasantry, the intellectuals
found the force needed for overthrowing or reforming the “old” society. 

The peasants’ ignorance, innocence, poverty, and powerfulness were
recurrent and universal features present as they were in the writings of intel-
lectuals with different theoretical and political persuasions. As a result, all the
images of the peasantry created during that period were multisided.
However, that does not mean there were no crucial differences among the
images created by different groups of intellectuals. Two major differences can
be discerned among the images created by the various schools. The first dif-
ference was in the relative importance each group attached to each feature.
For some pastoral writers, innocence or purity was the most important aspect
of the peasants’ image of their creation. The other features possessed only
secondary importance. Yan Yangchu and his followers in the rural recon-
struction movement argued that the four most striking traits of the peasant
were ignorance, poverty, weakness, and selfishness. Although they also dis-
cussed the peasants’ innocence and power, they believed that these were less
important than the four features they listed. The left-wing intellectuals,
however, believed that the most important features of the peasants’ image
were poverty and powerfulness. Because of the varying importance they
attached to the various features, the portraits of the peasant produced by the
various intellectual groups were quite different from one another.

The second major difference among the various groups of intellectuals
was in the interpretations they offered. For example, while all agreed that
the Chinese peasants were truly poor, they attributed this to different
causes: some viewed imperialism, the external factor, as the chief or sole cul-
prit; some argued that external and internal factors played equal roles; still
others held that poverty was entirely an internal problem to China. As to
the internal factor of rural poverty, Communist and left-wing intellectuals
argued that it was composed of the warlords, including the new warlords led
by Chiang Kai-shek, the compradors in the cities, and the landlords and
gentry in the villages. The Nationalists would list only the old warlords and
bandits. They would call the Communists red bandits, who they believed
had prevented the Nationalist government from reunifying and reconstruct-
ing the nation. As discussed before, the relations between ignorance and
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poverty caused much controversy. The left-wing intellectuals attributed the
peasants’ ignorance to their poverty, which was in turn related to social injus-
tice; but others held that it was ignorance that caused poverty. Regarding the
peasants’ power, the left-wing intellectuals emphasized the peasants’ revolu-
tionary spirit, but others, including Yan Yangchu, Liang Shuming, and the
right-wing Nationalists, did not regard this as significant. While the latter
also talked about the power of the peasants, they preferred to interpret it as
something very different. As for that power demonstrated in the violent
peasant movement, the left-wing intellectuals saw it as positive and revolu-
tionary, while the right-wing Nationalists and many others considered it
negative and destructive. Therefore, even if the various groups of intellectuals
shared a same or a similar portrait of the peasant, they might still endow it
with different meanings.

These two major differences indicate that some room did exist for the
intellectuals to manipulate the image of the peasant to fit their own pro-
grams. The links between the images created by the various groups of intel-
lectuals and their respective economic-political programs were quite obvious.
Although those who argued for the existence of class difference in rural
China did not necessarily support class struggle, those who argued against
the existence of class difference were all against class struggle. Those who
advocated agrarian revolution emphasized the revolutionary spirit of the
peasants, while those who championed education and reform stressed the
intellectual power of the peasants. The images of the peasant thus created
were the outcome of the interaction between the perceived social reality on
the one hand and a preexisting national program in the minds of the intellec-
tuals on the other. This, in turn, would be used to justify each group’s pro-
gram for changing the fate of the nation.
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4
____________________________

The Nature of Rural Society

With Chiang Kai-shek’s coup against the Communists in April 1927 and
Wang Jingwei’s purge of the Communists in July 1927, the First United
Front between the Nationalists and Communists came to a bloody end. By
the same token, the so-called Great Revolution of China that started on
May 30, 1925, was regarded as having failed. Why did the revolution fail?
Where was the way out, if there was any? Revolutionaries of all kinds, espe-
cially the revolutionary intellectuals who were compelled to retreat to their
research rooms in the urban centers, were forced to ponder these questions.
It did not take long for the various groups of revolutionaries to find that
they were involved in a theoretical battle that was no less fierce than the
military and political battles they had just fought and were still fighting.
One of the most important topics they debated during that period was the
issue of the nature of Chinese society—that is, whether modern China had
become a capitalist society, a feudal society, a semifeudal and semicolonial
society, or none of these.

Organizers, participants, and critics alike emphasized the importance of
this debate to past and future revolutions. According to He Ganzhi, a
Communist theoretician, the debate mattered because, on the one hand, it
helped examine the reasons why the Great Revolution had failed and hence
would help mold future policies, and, on the other hand, it provided oppor-
tunities for the various political parties to propagandize their own views and
criticize those of others.1 Wang Lixi, editor of Dushu zazhi, one of the most
influential journals at the time, emphasized the importance of the debate to
the search for revolutionary strategies. In 1931, he announced “in order to
inquire into the right future of the revolution, we first need to answer: at
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what social stage is China in at present?”2 Qian Junrui, an active Communist
participant in the latter phase of the debate, declared that “the purpose of our
debate about the nature of Chinese rural society is not to conduct academic
argument, but to determine the tasks and nature of the agricultural reform
movement or peasant movement of contemporary China.” 3 Mao Zedong
also realized the importance of the issue. In 1939, he summarized the points
put forth by Communist Party theoreticians and made a formal statement
about the nature of Chinese society. According to Mao, “only when we grasp
the nature of Chinese society will we be able to understand clearly the tar-
gets, tasks, motive forces and characters of the Chinese revolution and its
prospective and future transition. A clear understanding of the nature of
Chinese society, that is, of the conditions of China, is therefore the key to a
clear understanding of all the problems of the revolution.”4

The debate was carried out among the various factions of the Nationalist
Party and Communist Party rather than between the two parties, because
one of the most striking political features of the post-Northern Expedition
era was the rise and fall of factions within the two parties. During the three
years between 1927 and 1930, Chen Duxiu, Qu Qiubai, and Li Lisan were
deposed as leaders one after another by the Chinese Communist Party.
Factions within the party struggled not only for power, but also for the legit-
imacy of their theories and strategies. The three deposed leaders, for exam-
ple, were believed to represent three different revolutionary strategies
respectively: right opportunism, “left” putschism, and “left” adventurism—to
follow the later official definitions of the Communist Party. The struggle
finally led to the formation of the Chinese Trotskyite organization led by
Chen Duxiu, as opposed to the Chinese Communist Party, from which
Chen was expelled in 1929. The same factional struggles occurred within the
Chinese Nationalist Party. One year after the collapse of the First United
Front, two powerful factions, the Reorganization Group and the Third
Party, were formed in Shanghai. All these factions, both Nationalist and
Communist, were more or less involved in the debate about the nature of
Chinese society.

Of crucial importance to understanding the nature of Chinese society
was understanding the nature of rural Chinese society, because the rise of
peasant power in South China, especially the peasants’ demand for solution
of the land problem, was one of the most important contributions to the
breakdown of the First United Front.5 After the collapse of the First United
Front, the peasant problem—and especially the land problem—became the
thorniest issue to demand the attention of all parties and factions and caused
endless problems in their relations. Moreover, the nature of urban China was
already quite clear because the Chinese cities had obviously become an inte-
gral part of the capitalist world by that time. What remained uncertain was
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the nature of rural Chinese society. During the first phase of the debate,
which lasted roughly from 1928 to 1933, the major issues debated were the
nature of Chinese society as a whole and the general social history of China,
in which special attention was paid to rural Chinese society. During the
second phase, lasting from 1934 to 1935 but continuing sporadically into
1937 and beyond, the nature of rural Chinese society became the focal point
of the debate. 

Although the Communists and leftists formed the majority of the partic-
ipants, some scholars with other political affiliations also joined in. Nor was
the debate confined to Chinese revolutionaries and scholars: Soviet and
Japanese leftist theoreticians also contributed. Marxism provided the theoreti-
cal weapon for the great majority of the participants, and even many of the
non-Communist scholars adopted Marxist theories and terms.6 But there
were also scholars who refused to accept Marxian views. Finally, the debate
mainly took place during the period between the split of the First United
Front in 1927 and the Japanese invasion of China in 1937. Its roots, however,
can be traced to as early as 1920; and it lingered on for quite a while after
1937. Fei Xiaotong, for example, in his works written during and after the
Second World War, still tried to define the nature of rural China. Wang
Yanan, a contributor to Dushu zazhi and a supporter of the theory of a capi-
talist China in the early 1930s, changed his position in the 1950s and wrote a
book to prove the theory of a semifeudal and semicolonial China, which by
then had become the indisputable official theory of Communist China.7 In
the 1980s, historians in Mainland China started another debate on the issue.8

THE INDIGENOUS PIONEERS: 1920–1922

In November 1920, after escorting the British philosopher Bertrand Russell
on a trip to Hunan Province, the Chinese philosopher Zhang Dongsun
became Russell’s loyal disciple and fully accepted Russell’s idea that what
China really needed at that moment was not socialism, but education and
industry, because China’s two biggest problems were believed to be igno-
rance and poverty. Zhang published several short articles and letters during
and after that month, to propagate Russell’s ideas, among which the most
well known was a 500-character article entitled “One More Lesson Learned
from My Trip to the Interior.” 9 In these articles and letters Zhang Dongsun
criticized the Chinese socialists for blindly accepting socialist ideas created
for Western society by Westerners, without paying due attention to the dif-
ferences between China and the West and the applicability of socialist theo-
ries to Chinese society. The reason for this, according to Zhang, was because
those intellectuals were living in coastal seaports, therefore, what they saw
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was the industrial materialist civilization of the West that had been trans-
planted to China, which was totally different from the traditional agrarian
culture that existed in the vast interior areas of China. In short, Zhang
believed that the Chinese socialists were misled by the few tiny parts of
China that had been urbanized, modernized, and Westernized.

Zhang Dongsun’s writings greatly shocked the early Communists of
China, because Zhang had been considered one of them. In the earlier
months of that year, he was still a follower of socialism and in one of his
articles he declared that “socialism is a philosophy of life and a worldview—
it is also the most recent and most advanced philosophy of life and world-
view.” 10 He was among those who organized the first Marxist group in
Shanghai11 and he once even called for a Sino-Russian socialist alliance to
overthrow the international capitalist system and establish a socialist world
order.12 After his change of position in November 1921, he indicated in his
writings that he still hated capitalism, but only the foreign one. Since capi-
talism was believed to be the best way to develop industry, he proposed to
establish Chinese national capitalism to compete with and gradually elimi-
nate foreign capitalism, which was considered by him to be the cause of
China’s poverty. He still loved socialism as well, but no longer the Russian-
style revolutionary socialism. He now turned to guild socialism, which pro-
posed peaceful cooperation rather than violent class struggle between the
capitalist class and the proletarian class. But even guild socialism could not
appear in China in any time soon, because it could only be realized after the
capitalist system was fully established and developed. He wrote, “Even the
advanced nations have not realized this new system, not to mention China.
It is still in doubt whether or not our sons and grandsons can see this system
established in China.” 13

Zhang Dongsun’s abrupt change of mind led to a debate about whether
socialist revolution was applicable to China. Zhang Dongsun’s view was sup-
ported by some of his comrades in the Research Clique, Beiping New
Learning Association, and the Association for Spreading Learning,14 includ-
ing Liang Qichao, Shu Xincheng, and some others. Their critics were
China’s earliest Communists, including Chen Duxiu, Li Dazhao, Cai
Hesen, Li Da, Shao Lizi, Chen Wangdao, Li Hanjun, Li Ji, Zhou Fohai,
and others. 

Although the focus of the debate was the applicability of socialism, it
inevitably touched on the issue of the nature of Chinese society because
Zhang Dongsun, Liang Qichao, and others argued that socialist revolution
was not applicable to China precisely because China was not a capitalist soci-
ety. According to Zhang Dongsun, China was still in the stage of universal
poverty, and there was neither a capitalist class nor a working class in China,
and, therefore, no social basis for socialist revolution. He argued further that
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China had neither bourgeois politics nor capitalist economy. He asked: how
could we establish the working-class dictatorship without a working class?15

For the same reason, he was against the organization of the Chinese
Communist Party. “What class will the party represent? If there is no class to
back it, the party can never be organized,” he wrote.16 He agreed with Shu
Xincheng that China had no qualifications for any -ism. Liang Qichao was
the strongest supporter of Zhang Dongsun. He shared Zhang Dongsun’s
idea that China had neither a capitalist nor a working class.17 He preferred
calling the poor Chinese “vagrants” rather than “workers.” In his opinion,
China lacked the material preconditions for socialism, and China’s problem
was in production rather than in distribution. Should China develop social-
ism at all, it had to wait until after the full blossom of Chinese national capi-
talism, and there was no shortcut to socialism. He also emphasized the
difference between Chinese society and Western society to support his point
that class struggle was not applicable to China. In 1921 and 1922 and after,
Liang Qichao developed the theory that Chinese society was characterized
not by conflicts between capitalists and proletarians, but by conflicts between
the class with guns and that without guns, and between the class with jobs
and that without jobs. He vaguely admitted that China was a class society,
but his definition of class was quite different from that of the Marxists.18

Almost all Marxist theoreticians China had at that time rushed to the
defense of revolutionary socialism. Their articles appeared in a number of
leftist journals published in Shanghai, and some other journals published in
Beijing and elsewhere. They argued that although China was not a devel-
oped capitalist country, it had already become an integral part of the capital-
ist world and had established an elementary capitalist system. Therefore, a
proletarian revolution was not only possible, but also necessary. Chen Duxiu,
for example, attributed China’s poverty to the development rather than
underdevelopment of capitalism because it is the nature of capitalism to
increase the wealth of one class while at the same time accelerate the pauper-
ization of another. He found Zhang Dongsun’s argument that China had no
working class absurd. He angrily questioned, “If China has no workers, who
plants the rice you eat? Who weaves the cloth you wear? Who builds the
house you live in? Who makes the trains and ships you take? Who prints the
newspaper you edit?” 19

Li Ji tried to prove that China did have a few large capitalist enterprises,
which he believed included the mines and banks owned by foreigners or
jointly owned by Chinese and foreigners. As for landlords and rich peasants
in rural areas, they were all small capitalists. Therefore, China was a country
with deep-rooted small capitalists and burgeoning big capitalists, and the
Chinese working class was suffering from the capitalist method of exploita-
tion under the capitalist system.20
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Li Da argued that China had already entered the age of industrial revo-
lution and that the difference between Chinese society and Western society
was in quantity rather than in quality. The so-called vagrants, who were very
much despised by Liang Qichao, were actually unemployed workers and
potential revolutionaries. According to him, the capitalist class in China was
international, and almost all Chinese people belonged to the working class.
Therefore, Chinese society was characterized by conflicts between the inter-
national capitalist class and the Chinese working class.21 Cai Hesen agreed
with Li Da that China had become a proletarian nation oppressed by an
international capitalist class.22 His slogan was that the class war in China was
part of the class war of the world. Capitalists of the foreign powers and a few
Chinese warlords, tycoons, and capitalists formed the capitalist class in
China, while the great majority of China’s population belonged to the prole-
tarian class.23 Like Li Da and Cai Hesen, Li Dazhao also viewed the class
formation of China from a global perspective.24

Li Hanjun’s argument was exceptional in that he held that economically
China had already entered the age of capitalism, but politically it was still in
the age of feudalism.25 He was one of the very few who argued that there
were feudal survivals in Chinese society before Stalin’s theory about a semi-
feudal and semicolonial China reached China during the First United Front.
Li’s view would be further elaborated by the leftist Sun Zhuozhang in the
early 1930s.

Mao Zedong, although not directly participating in the debate,
expressed his ideas about the issue in a letter to his friends in France. Mao
was a special correspondent for the Changsha Dagongbao while Bertrand
Russell and Zhang Dongsun visited Changsha in November 1920. He had
Russell’s lectures reported in the newspaper.26 He told his friends “Russell,
speaking in Changsha . . . took a position in favor of Communism, but
against the dictatorship of the workers and peasants. He said that one should
employ the method of education to make the propertied classes conscious [of
their failings].” Mao then said that he and his friends in Changsha found
Russell’s view “all right in theory,” but “in reality it can’t be done.”27 Mao
viewed China as a capitalist society or, more accurately, he regarded China as
part of the international capitalist system, which was composed of two inter-
national classes: the capitalists and the proletariat. Peng Pai also talked about
the evil and wickedness of the capitalist system in 1921.28 One comrade of
Peng Pai remarked that Peng Pai’s aim of launching the struggle against the
landlords was “to overthrow the present capitalist system.”29

All these arguments made by the early Communists were in accordance
with the official guidelines of the newly established Chinese Communist
Party. The program passed by the First Congress of the CCP in 1921
asserted that the aim of the party was to overthrow the bourgeois govern-
ment with the revolutionary army and the proletariat and to eliminate capi-
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talistic private ownership.30 The party did not have any doubt at the time of
its birth about the capitalist nature of the Chinese state and society.
Otherwise its very existence would have become problematic. The Second
National Congress of the CCP, held in 1922, recognized the existence of
feudal warlords, but at the same time maintained that “Chinese capitalism
has developed to such a degree that the Chinese bourgeoisie has been able to
fight against the feudal warlords for their own class interest.” It also empha-
sized that the imperialists were behind the Chinese feudal warlords and
together they were blocking the development of Chinese national capital-
ism.31 To a large extent the resolution of the Second National Congress of
the CCP signaled the transition from the theory of a capitalist China to the
theory of a semifeudal and semicolonial China.

The socialists all believed that China did not have to wait till the full
development of capitalism to launch the socialist revolution. In fact, many of
them doubted the possibility of further developing capitalism in China
because of the encroachment of foreign powers. They suggested that through
a socialist revolution China skip the developed capitalist phase and jump
directly from an elementary or colonial capitalist society to a socialist society.
It was not necessary to develop Chinese national capitalism, the socialists
argued, because on the one hand, Chinese national capitalism and foreign
capitalism were equally evil and, on the other hand, socialism could help
build a modern industry as fast as capitalism, while at the same time avoiding
the evils of capitalism and creating a rational and equal society. Li Dazhao,
for example, argued that the experience of the Soviet Union had proved that
the socialist system could do better than the capitalist system in developing
industry and agriculture.32 If Zhang Dongsun, Liang Qichao, and their sup-
porters really wanted to develop industry, the socialists asked, why didn’t
they choose socialism instead of capitalism?

No sophisticated theories were provided by either side in the debate.
The Chinese Marxists did not know very much about Marxism at the time,
and this was evident in their arguments. For example, almost all Marxists
classified the peasants, especially the poor peasants, as proletarians. This
point was to cause much controversy among the Marxists themselves later.
No serious efforts were made to analyze the nature of traditional China. Li
Hanjun brought up the issue of a feudalism–capitalism dichotomy, but he
did not amplify his theory. Contemporary historians in mainland China,
while praising the Marxists for their brave defense of revolutionary socialism,
admitted that their knowledge of Marxism was insufficient and many of their
arguments were naive and inaccurate.33

No matter how naive the debate might have been, it did bring up some
important issues that would continue to be debated in later times. As far as
the nature of Chinese society is concerned, the debate touched on three
major points. First, was China a capitalist society? Were there both a capital-
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ist class and a working class in China? Second, was there a fundamental dif-
ference between rural China and urban China and between neidi (interior)
and kouan (coastal ports)? Zhang Dongsun and many others noticed that the
urban–rural difference was so dramatic that it actually made the Chinese
cities and villages different kinds of society; they argued that it was important
not to neglect the rural and interior areas in discussions about the nature of
Chinese society. The Marxists, however, insisted that no fundamental differ-
ence existed between coastal urban centers and interior rural areas and that
China as a whole had become an integral part of the capitalist world. The
Communists would discard these positions in later debates. The third issue
concerned whether imperialism and national capitalism were friends or ene-
mies. Zhang Dongsun and Liang Qichao attributed China’s problems to
imperialism and proposed to develop national capitalism in order to elimi-
nate foreign capitalism. The socialists, however, paid more attention to class
division than national difference. In Li Da’s words, capitalists, whether
native or foreign, were all voracious tigers, and national capitalism was a
plague as dangerous as foreign capitalism.34 This position would also be dis-
carded by the Communists in later debates.

The debate about socialism ended in 1922, but the interest in the nature
of Chinese society continued. For example, after 1922, Xinqingnian, now an
organ of the Chinese Communist Party, continued to publish articles dis-
cussing socialism and the nature of Chinese society. Some participants of the
debate, such as Chen Duxiu, Li Da, Cai Hesen, and Li Ji, became leading
figures in the later debate about the nature of Chinese society, with their
views more or less modified. As far as their views about the nature of current
Chinese society and the Chinese revolution are concerned, Chen Duxiu and
the other early communists can be viewed as Trotskyites before Trotskyism
reached China. Or, in Benjamin Schwartz’s word, they were “Proto-
Trotskyists.” 35 It was probably not a coincidence that after the collapse of the
First United Front, some of these Communists, including Chen Dixiu and
Li Ji, accepted the Trotskyite view that China had already become a capital-
ist society. For many of them, the Trotskyite interpretation of the nature of
Chinese society was not new or foreign at all, but their own view that had
been suppressed during the First United Front. Zhang Dongsun and Liang
Qichao never actively joined the debate again, but their views had great
influence on the non-Marxist scholars who wrote about the nature of
Chinese society from the late 1920s to the 1940s.

THE SOVIET PREDECESSORS: 1924–1928

During the First United Front, the nature of Chinese society became an
important issue to the leaders of the Soviet Union and the Comintern
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because it directly determined what kind of revolution China should and
would have: a feudal China would require a bourgeois revolution; a semifeu-
dal and semicolonial China needed a bourgeois democratic revolution; and a
China with an Asiatic mode of production or a capitalist system would
necessitate a proletarian revolution. This issue caused a heated debate in the
Soviet Union during the First United Front, and the debate escalated after
the collapse of the First United Front, when the Chinese revolution became
one of the three major issues that caused the final split between the Stalinists
and the Trotskyites.36 The debate about the nature of Chinese society pro-
duced three contrasting views in the Soviet Union: one arguing for a China
with an Asiatic mode of production, another for a capitalist China, and still
another for a semifeudal and semicolonial China.

Two Hungarian Communists who lived in the Soviet Union, Evgenii
Varga and Ludwig Madjar, represented the theory of a China with an
Asiatic mode of production. In 1925, Evgenii Varga began the debate about
the Asiatic mode of production in China with an essay denying that China
was feudal. He claimed that China was ruled by a class of scholar-elite, that
China could not develop capitalism because of the existence of the “tyranny
of the clan” in villages, and that political power in China came from the con-
trol over massive public works. This view was later embraced by Karl
Wittfogel and elaborated by Madjar.37 Madjar was sent to work in the Soviet
consulate general in Shanghai in 1926. After he returned to Moscow, he was
made the deputy to the head of the Comintern’s Far Eastern section. From
this position he wrote A Study of Chinese Rural Economy, a book first pub-
lished in 1928 and reprinted in 1931 and praised at that time as the first
powerful attempt at subjecting the contemporary Chinese land system to
Marxist analysis. He argued that China at the time of the arrival of the
Westerners was still a society with the Asiatic mode of production, whose
chief features were the absence of private land ownership and the presence of
a special form of taxation (a mixture of rent and tax). However, due to the
influence of commercial capitalism, the Asiatic mode of production had long
been in erosion. The arrival of Western imperialism brought about more
fundamental changes, and current China was in transition from the Asiatic
mode of production to capitalism. Although remnants of the Asiatic mode of
production still widely existed and were still important in determining the
strategy of the Chinese revolution, capitalism was growing rapidly and had
made China a capitalist country by destroying the economic basis of the
Asiatic mode of production.38

Karl Radek and Leon Trotsky and their followers in the opposition
group embraced the theory of a capitalist China. They shared Varga and
Madjar’s view that there was no feudalism in China. However, they did not
accept the theory of the Asiatic mode of production. Instead, they argued
that China had long been a capitalist society. Radek had been a member of
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the opposition group since 1923 and 1924, and he served as president of  the
Sun Yat-sen University in Moscow from 1925 to 1927. In his lectures given
at the university, he argued that because of the erosive influence of commer-
cial capitalism, whose chief features were free transaction of land and money
rent, feudalism had disappeared in China since the Qin and Han dynasties.39

After the Opium War, commercial capitalism developed to a new stage, and
industrial capitalism also emerged. Therefore, capitalism had dominated in
both urban and rural areas of China. To him, the peasant struggles in rural
China were against the bourgeoisie rather than the feudal elements.

Trotsky began to write about China during the First United Front, but
his most important writings about China were all produced after the collapse
of the First United Front in 1927. Trotsky’s views on the nature of Chinese
society differed fundamentally from those held by Stalin and Bukharin in
several aspects, especially in his definition of the capitalist class of China and
his denial of the existence of feudalism in China. According to Trotsky, con-
trary to Stalin and Bukharin’s theory, there were no contradictions between
imperialism and the Chinese national bourgeoisie because the latter were
simply agents and representatives of the former; neither were there any con-
tradictions between the Chinese urban national bourgeoisie and the rural
landlord class because the two classes were closely linked. The landlords were
capitalists rather than feudal forces, rural China was dominated by urban
China, and there was actually no feudalism in China. Together the imperial-
ists, the national bourgeoisie, and the rural landlords formed the capitalist
class of China, which was the target of the revolution.40

Stalin and his supporters severely criticized the views of a China with an
Asiatic mode of production and a capitalist China, and instead insisted that
China was a semifeudal and semicolonial society. Madjar’s book carried a
long official editor’s introduction written by its publisher in which Madjar’s
major views were roundly attacked, although there was praise for the book’s
abundance of materials. The introduction, based mainly on materials pro-
vided by Madjar himself, argued that private land ownership had existed in
China for a long time and that the peasants had long been bonded to the
land by the landlords and exploited by them. Permanent tenancy, which
Madjar considered a remnant of the common land ownership of the premod-
ern rural community and a unique Chinese phenomenon, did not exist
widely in China and was not unique. Because of this, Madjar’s conclusion
that China was in transition from the Asiatic mode of production to capital-
ism was incompatible with China’s social realities: the chief features of the
Asiatic mode of production—the absence of private land ownership, the rule
of rural communities, and the combination of agriculture and handicrafts in
the households—were either totally absent or present but not of much signif-
icance in China. The introduction’s inference was that China at that moment
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was a semifeudal society. Warlords and the incessant wars between the war-
lords were cited as examples of the vestiges of feudal institutions. The official
introduction admitted that after the Qin unification, China was more central-
ized and despotic than other feudal societies, but argued that this did not con-
tradict the concept of feudalism at all: it was feudalism with special Chinese
features. It was further suggested that the most important basis of the central-
ization of China was not the irrigation system, as the proponents of the Asiatic
mode of production argued, but the struggles with other ethnic groups.41

The debate on the Asiatic mode of production was suppressed in the late
1920s in the Soviet Union and in 1931 it was officially declared that the
Asiatic mode of production as described by Madjar and others did not exist in
China. Those who insisted on its existence were classified and persecuted as
Trotskyites. It was treated not as an academic issue, but a political one,
because the theory of the Asiatic mode of production was believed to be detri-
mental to the Comintern’s efforts at spreading revolution to the colonies and
semicolonies since “a geographically distinct mode of production arguably
could render Comintern leadership unnecessary.”42 Because of severe political
pressure, Madjar declared in 1930 that while he would no longer insist that
China at the time of the arrival of the Westerners was a society with the
Asiatic mode of production, he still believed that the Asiatic mode of produc-
tion represented a special stage in the development of human society.43

The official introduction to Madjar’s book pointed out the same contra-
diction in Radek’s writings: on the one hand, Radek described many feudal
features of China. On the other hand, he refused to call China a feudal soci-
ety.44 More severe attack on Radek came directly from Stalin, who argued
that Radek was wrong in overemphasizing the role of commercial capitalism
in Chinese history and in defining current China as a capitalist society.
According to Stalin, commercial capitalism had existed in rural China for a
long time, but had never played a dominant role in the economy; instead, it
was characterized by primitive accumulation and was closely linked with the
rule of landlords; it also inherited from the landlords the medieval method of
exploiting and oppressing the peasantry. What dominated the current rural
economy of China were the survivals of feudalism, which were protected by
the imperialists and represented by the warlords, governors, and military and
nonmilitary bureaucrats.45

The debate about the nature of Chinese society was closely intertwined
with the differences in revolutionary strategies of the three sides, especially
between the Stalinists and the Trotskyites. Based on their respective analyses
of the nature of Chinese society, the Stalinists insisted that the Chinese rev-
olution was a national-democratic revolution aimed at overthrowing imperi-
alism and feudalism, but Trotskyites argued that it should be a proletarian
revolution against the capitalists, both foreign and Chinese. The Stalinists
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believed that the Nationalist Party was a bloc of four classes (workers, peas-
ants, petty bourgeois, and national bourgeois), but Trotsky maintained that it
was a bourgeois party. Trotsky’s theory about a capitalist China led him to a
entirely different analysis about China’s class relations, which in turn led him
to the conclusion that it was impossible to unite all of China’s classes to fight
imperialism and warlordism because of the close links between the national
capitalists, the imperialists, and the rural landlord class. By the same token,
the land revolution in China was considered a revolution against the capital-
ist class rather than feudal forces, and the Chinese capitalists would therefore
surely stand against the land revolution.46 The proponents of the theory of
the Asiatic mode of production supported the Trotskyite strategy because
they believed that the “Asiatic” China had a weak and underdeveloped bour-
geoisie, unable to assume the leadership of the revolution, and, therefore, the
peasants and the proletariat had to lead the revolution, which could be
socialists in its aims. Because of this, many supporters of the theory of the
Asiatic mode of production were persecuted as Trotskyites.47 Before 1927,
based on their theory about national revolution and class alliance, Stalinists
ordered an alliance between the Chinese Communists and Nationalists. This
policy was probably also linked to the abandonment of internationalism and
world revolution and in their stead the search for allies against the Western
powers and the pursuit of Russian national interest by the Stalinists.48 The
Trotskyites, who still upheld internationalism and world revolution, strongly
argued against such an alliance and proposed an “independent class policy”
based on an “independent class organization.” 49 After 1927, the Stalinists
continued to champion a democratic-bourgeois revolution in China, while
the Trotskyites argued for a proletarian revolution and proposed national
assembly as a temporary strategy.

THE DEBATE AMONG THE CHINESE MARXISTS

During the First United Front of 1924–1927, through the Comintern, the
Stalinist theory of national revolution, which emphasized that China should
first complete a bourgeois-democratic revolution before entering the stage of
proletarian-socialist revolution and implied that the present China was a
semifeudal and semicolonial society, was widely accepted by both the
Nationalists and Communists in China. This theory provided justifications
for the United Front Policy and conformed well with the slogans of the First
United Front: “Down with the Imperialists” and “Down with the Warlords,”
with imperialists representing the colonial forces and warlords the feudal
forces. Both Chen Duxiu and Li Da changed their position about the nature
of Chinese society. They abandoned their previous views of the capitalist
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nature of Chinese society and argued instead for a semicolonial and semifeu-
dal China. Chen Duxiu wrote in 1926 that “the National Revolution has two
meanings: national revolution and democratic revolution, namely, the over-
throw of foreign imperialism and the native semi-feudal forces.” He divided
all Chinese people into two factions. One was the democratic faction, or the
red faction. The other was the semifeudal faction, or the anti-red faction.50

Li Da, in his Contemporary Sociology, published in 1926, pointed out that
China was a semifeudal and semicolonial country; therefore, “although the
target of the Chinese democratic revolution is imperialism, the feudal class
that serves imperialism or the representatives of the imperialists within our
weak nation should also be overthrown.”51

Mao Zedong had also abandoned his belief in a capitalist China and
accepted the new theory by early 1926. In an essay written in December
1925, he divided the Chinese population into five classes: the big bour-
geoisie, the middle bourgeoisie, the petty bourgeoisie, the semiproletariat,
and the proletariat. He made specific assessments about the rural popula-
tion on the basis of this five-class theory, which he believed could be
applied to any country. “As regards the countryside,” he wrote, “the big
landlords are the big bourgeoisie, the small landlords are the middle bour-
geoisie, the owner-peasants are the petty bourgeoisie, the semiowner
tenant peasants are the semiproletariat, and the farm laborers are the prole-
tariat.” 52 Such a classification indicates clearly that at that time he still
believed that both Chinese society in general and rural China in particular
were capitalist in nature. He mentioned nothing about feudal or semifeudal
forces. However, only one month later, he wrote another article in which
he described the big landlords as “the only secure bulwark of feudal and
patriarchal society,” but he continued to classify the other classes of rural
China as either bourgeoisie or proletariat.53 In another important essay
written in September 1926, Mao argued that China was “an economically
backward semicolony” where “the feudal-patriarchal class (the landlord
class) in the villages” formed “the greatest adversary of revolution” because
it constituted “the only solid basis for the ruling class at home and for
imperialism abroad.” He now included more people into the feudal cate-
gory than he had several months earlier. The warlords, the local bullies,
bad gentry, greedy bureaucrats, and corrupt officials were all viewed as
components of feudal forces.54

The semicolonial and semifeudal theory was accepted not only by the
Communists, but also by many Nationalists, especially the left-wing
Nationalists. Gan Naiguang, for example, argued that China was a semi-
colony with strong feudal survivals, reflected in warlord politics, the power of
the evil gentry, local tyrants and corrupt officials, the backward agricultural
and industrial level, and localism and patriarchy.55
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These typical Stalinist arguments would be followed by the theoreticians
of the Chinese Communist Party in their debate with the Nationalists and
the Trotskyites after 1927. During the First United Front, although not
everyone liked Chen Duxiu and Mao Zedong’s interpretation of feudal
forces, it was generally agreed that both colonialism and feudalism did exist
in China. The revolutionary theoreticians, Nationalist and Communist alike,
all tried to prove that China was a weak nation with strongly entrenched
feudal characteristics threatened by foreign powers. The theory of a capitalist
China proposed by Communist scholars in the pre-United Front years was
temporarily forgotten.

The debate about the nature of Chinese society among the various
groups after 1927 was an extension and development of both the debate
among Chinese intellectuals and the debate in the Soviet Union before,
during, and immediately after the First United Front. The collapse of the
First United Front, on the other hand, provided both occasion and purpose
for the participants of the debate. 

The First Phase: 1928–1933

There were three major groups in the first phase of the debate, lasting from
1928 to about 1933. Each group was named after its journal and was affili-
ated with a political party or faction: The Xinshengming (New Life) and
Qianjin (Forward) group with the Nationalist Party; the Xinsichao (The
New Thought) group with the Communist Party Central Committee; and
the Dongli (the Driving Force) group with the Chinese Trotskyites.
Besides these three groups, leaders of the Third Party, although not
directly participating in the debate, also expressed their views about the
nature of Chinese society.

The Xinshengming Group. Within the Nationalist Party, the issue of the
nature of Chinese society was first raised by three short-lived journals that
appeared in 1928 and 1929: Shuangshi (Double Ten), Geming pinglun
(Revolutionary Review), and Qianjin. After the three stopped publishing in
1929, their message was carried on by another journal, Xinshengming, which
existed from November 1928 to December 1930. The contributors to these
journals were mostly left-wing Nationalists.

Shuangshi was one of the first journals to raise the issue of the nature of
Chinese society. Qianjin was directly affiliated with the Nationalist Party’s
Department of Propaganda, headed by Gu Mengyu, a prominent economist
and left-wing Nationalist. Using the pseudonym Gongsun Yuzhi, Gu was
both the editor of and chief contributor to the journal. As a learned man
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fluent in German, English, and French, and with a Ph.D. in economics from
the University of Berlin, Gu was said to be very familiar with Marxism,56

although he never became one of its proponents.57 Gu argued that the
Chinese revolution should not adopt the method of class struggle and land
revolution because China was not a class society. He probably predated
Liang Shuming in suggesting that Chinese society had only professional dif-
ferences, but not clearly defined class differences—hence the Communist
theory about a semifeudal and semicapitalist China was baseless. He argued
that the structure of Chinese society had undergone little change since the
collapse of feudalism in pre-Qing times. This structure had three major fea-
tures: (1) an underdeveloped monetary system; (2) commercial capital and
usury that formed the major forms of capital (industrial capital was insignifi-
cant); and (3) free land transactions. These features had remained unchanged
since the Opium War, despite the political and economic influence of for-
eign invasion. Gu maintained that the economy and society of China
belonged to the stage of incipient capitalism, but that feudal ideas still had
tremendous influence; hence he defined China as “an incipient capitalist
society dominated by feudal ideas.” 58 Although politically Gu was hostile to
Marxism, academically he was strongly influenced by it, and his views about
the nature of Chinese society were often expressed in Marxian concepts. One
might consider his theories somewhat contradictory, since an incipient capi-
talist society cannot be compatible with a classless society. It should be men-
tioned that the contributors to the journal did not agree with one another
about the nature of Chinese society. While Gu Mengyu basically denied that
China was a feudal society, other contributors believed that China was still a
society dominated by feudal forces.59

Geming pinglun was created by Chen Gongbo, another left-wing
Nationalist. Both Chen and Gu belonged to the Wang Jingwei clique of the
Nationalist Party and both later became important leaders of the anti-
Chiang Kai-shek Reorganization Group. Chen and Gu founded two differ-
ent journals instead of one because they could not agree with each other
whether the authors should use their real names or not.60 However, that was
not their only difference. Geming pinglun was more radical than Qianjin.
While Gu Mengyu and Qianjin denied the existence of classes and the
applicability of class struggle in China, Chen Gongbo and Geming pinglun
argued that the national revolution of China should adopt the methods of
mass movement, democratic collectivism, and class alliance. The two jour-
nals represented two different groups within the Wang Jingwei clique. The
Geming pinglun group wanted to overthrow the military dictatorship of
Chiang Kai-shek through revolutionary organization and activities, while
the Qianjin group put more faith in public opinion than in political organi-
zation. The supporters of Geming pinglun were mainly students and young
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intellectuals, whereas Qianjin was more welcomed by high-ranking politi-
cians and intellectuals.61

Ironically, although Chen Gongbo was a fierce enemy of the
Communists at that time, to a large extent he agreed with the Communists
in their analysis of the nature of Chinese society. He defined China as a
semicolonial society with strong feudal structures.62 He argued that the
feudal forces included the landlords, the bureaucrats, and the warlords, all of
whom oppressed the general populace, including the newly born bour-
geoisie.63 The only major difference between him and the Communists was
that he considered the Comintern to be the third reactionary force in China,
in addition to imperialism and feudalism, because it was committed to
strengthening the Communist Party and destroying the Nationalist Party
and therefore hindered the national revolution, just as imperialism did.64

While Shuangshi, Qianjin, and Geming pinglun were all controlled by the
left-wing Nationalists led by Wang Jingwei, Xinshengming was created by
Chiang Kai-shek’s theoreticians, including Dai Jitao, Shao Lizi, Chen Guofu,
Chen Bulei, and Zhou Fohai, with the purpose of “interpreting the Three
Principles of the People and enhancing the spirit of the Three Principles of the
People.”65 All the books published by the Xinshengming Press had light blue
covers, because blue is the symbol of the Nationalist Party.66 Although at that
time power struggles and personal animosities were rampant between Wang’s
group and Chiang’s group, there seemed to be no fundamental difference
between them in their understanding of the nature of Chinese society because
many left-wing Nationalists, including Gu Mengyu, Chen Gongbo, and Tao
Xisheng, were soon to become the most important contributors to
Xinshengming. In fact, the right-wing Nationalists did not really participate in
the debate. In Chen Gongbo’s words, this was because the rightists had no
knowledge of the theories. He also took that as the reason why the Communist
theoreticians took the wayward left-wing Nationalists rather than the Nanjing
government as their primary target in the debate.67

Among the contributors to Xinshengming, Tao Xisheng showed the
greatest interest in the debate about the nature of Chinese society. He was
undoubtedly also the most productive writer of this group. Born in 1899 in a
gentry family in Hubei Province, he attended Beijing University, became
involved in the May Thirtieth Movement in 1925, and, in 1927, was invited
to Wuhan to work in a military school run by the United Front, where he
stayed for about a year. According to his own accounts, it was during this
period that he realized how destructive the Communist peasant movement
was. He was very sympathetic with the victims of class struggle in the rural
areas. Once he risked his own life to rescue five peasants who were about to
be executed for being enemies of the peasant association.68 Fifty years later,
he commented that his one-year experience in Hubei during the First United
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Front made him realize that “the Communist theory about a semi-feudal and
semi-capitalist China was far-fetched and was made to fit their policy and
strategy of ‘peasant movement and land revolution.’ It was not based on
objective analysis of and scientific research on the structures and problems of
Chinese society.” 69

As early as 1925, he published an article about the social structure of
China, in which he analyzed the origin, development, and decline of the
literati to demonstrate that the literati and the peasantry formed the two
main classes of Chinese society. In 1928, he began to write more on this
topic and in the following year collected his articles in a book, A Historical
Analysis of Chinese Society, which was widely read and reprinted eight times
between January 1929 and March 1933.70 His important works also included
Essays on Chinese Social Phenomena (1931), Chinese Society and Chinese
Revolution (1932), and Retrospect and Prospects of China’s Problems (1932). His
basic argument was that it is difficult to find a pure capitalist society or a
pure feudal society because every society is a mixture of elements of different
social formations. To him, China had developed commercial capitalism since
ancient times, and China after the Opium War was no longer a feudal soci-
ety. However, feudal forces were still very powerful in Chinese society. What
were these feudal forces? They were the institutions and ideas affiliated with
the literati class, which, according to him, was similar to the feudal aristoc-
racy and included two groups: the landlords and bureaucrats.71

Tao’s biggest problem was that he was inconsistent and often contradic-
tory. One commentator from the Trotskyite group attributed this to his
blind plagiarism of the ideas of others.72 A left-wing historian argued that it
was because he frequently adapted his theories to changes in the prevailing
political scene.73 In his first book, A Historical Analysis of Chinese Society, Tao
argued first that China had never had a feudal period in the strict meaning of
the term “feudalism,” then in the latter part of the book he stated that to the
end of the Qing Dynasty China had been a feudal society, and the feudalism
of China was not very different from the feudalism of medieval Europe.74

Later he developed the so-called five-stage theory about Chinese history.
According to this theory, after middle Qing, China became a commercial
capitalist society or a semifeudal society oppressed by the imperialists.75

Tao believed that his theory was totally different from either the theory
of the Stalinists or that of the Trotskyites.76 However, his understanding of
the nature of Chinese society was actually a mixture of the ideas of the
Stalinists and the Trotskyites. His theory about commercial capitalism was
not different from that of the Trotskyites, and his theory about a commercial
capitalist society where the development of capitalism was hindered by both
the feudal forces and imperialism was very similar to that of the Stalinists.
Therefore, he was severely criticized by both sides. The Trotskyites criticized
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him for emphasizing the feudal forces in modern China, and the Stalinists
criticized him for exaggerating the role of so-called commercial capitalism in
premodern China.77

The Dongli Group. Some Chinese students in Moscow accepted Trotsky’s
theory about the Chinese revolution and became Trotskyites immediately
after Chiang Kai-shek’s coup of April 1927, which indicated to them the
inaccuracy of Stalin’s theory of a semifeudal and semicolonial China as well
as the fallacy of the United Front policy stemming from this theory. By the
winter of 1928, Trotskyites were said to be everywhere among Moscow’s
Chinese students. It is reported that at one point nearly half of the Chinese
students in Moscow were Trotskyites.78 The Chinese Trotskyite Wang Fanxi
estimated that at one time nine-tenths of the former students at the
Communist University for Toilers of the East in Moscow were Trotskyites.79

But Trotskyite organizations did not appear in China until 1928, formed
mainly by veteran Communists who had been purged by the Chinese
Communist Party and by students returned from Moscow. From 1928 to
1930, four Trotskyite groups were formed in China. The first one was
formed in 1928 by some returned students from the Sun Yat-sen University.
They published a journal named Our Views [Women de hua], therefore they
were called the “Our Views group.” 80 The second group was led by Chen
Duxiu and was formed in October 1929. Chen had become very resentful of
Stalin and the new leaders of the Chinese Communist Party, who blamed
him for all the failures the party experienced in 1927 and deposed him in
August of the same year. Chen liked Trotsky’s writings81 and decided to
cooperate with Trotsky and form a new organization. His group was the
largest among the four Chinese Trotskyite organizations. Their “Our
Political Manifesto” declaring the birth of their organization was signed by
eighty-one persons.82 Their organ was entitled The Proletariat [Wuchanzhe],
and they were therefore called “The Proletariat group.” As many of its mem-
bers were veteran Communists, the group was also referred to as “The
Seniors Group.” Two other groups were formed around the end of 1929 or
spring 1930. One was called “The October group,” the other “The Combat
group,” both named after their respective journals, and both were created by
students who had returned from Moscow.83

Although the Trotskyites had four different organizations with fierce
power struggles among them, their political principles and theories, includ-
ing their understanding of the nature of Chinese society in general and rural
Chinese society in particular, were not very different from one another. They
were all loyal followers of Trotsky, devoting most of the pages of their jour-
nals to his writings. Wang Fanxi, leader of one of the four groups, admits
that “it seems to me in retrospect that the ‘struggle’ between these four
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groups was waged over trivial and petty issues with exaggerated
intensity . . . we deliberately exaggerated our differences in order to justify the
existence of our various factions.” 84 After reading the political principles of
all four groups, Trotsky found that there were no fundamental differences
among them and suggested that they create a unified organization.

According to Zheng Chaolin, among all the elements in Trotsky’s
theory, his thesis—“that not feudal remnants but capitalist relations were
predominant in China, that China had long been capitalistic, that China’s
backward rural economy was dominated by urban capitalism, and that
Chinese society was already bourgeois; so . . . China’s revolution . . . would be
proletarian-socialist”—was one of those more difficult for the Chinese
Trotskyites to accept. Chen Duxiu was among those skeptics,85 which indi-
cates that Chen, although very much influenced by foreign theories, was not
a blind follower of Stalin or Trotsky. His abandonment of the theory of a
capitalist China and acceptance of the theory of a semifeudal and semicolo-
nial China during the First United Front, and his subsequent abandonment
of the latter and reacceptance of the former after the collapse of the United
Front, were evidently sincere and painful. 

Chen’s conversion to Trotskyism, or rather his return to his former posi-
tion, was well reflected in his views of the nature of Chinese society
expressed in a letter in 1929 to the Central Committee of the Chinese
Communist Party, in which he argued that because of the long-lasting ero-
sion of commercial capitalism and the penetration of international capitalism
into the villages, the whole economic structure of rural China was dominated
by commodity economy. The cities dominated the villages rather than vice
versa. As a result, capitalist economic relations prevailed in rural China. The
Northern Expedition further destroyed the political power of the feudal ele-
ments; the capitalist class had managed to establish their political rule over
other classes, and had even forced the imperialists to make some concessions.
Therefore, China had become a capitalist society both economically and
politically; feudalism had become “the survivals of the survivals.” 86 A few
months later, in “Our Political Manifesto” of “the Proletariat Group,” writ-
ten by Liu Renjing and Chen Duxiu, the Chinese Trotskyites elaborated on
their views about the nature of Chinese society.87

The reorganized Trotskites published a journal entitled Dongli. The
first issue of the journal appeared in July 1930, its second issue in
September, and then the Nationalist government closed the journal down.
Although short-lived, the journal was very influential at that time, with its
clear-cut Trotskyite stand. It was edited by Wu Jiyan, Chen Duxiu’s
nephew; the chief theoretician of the journal was Yan Lingfeng, a returned
student from the Sun Yat-sen University of Moscow. In the first issue, Yan
published an article entitled “Chinese Economy: Capitalist or Feudal”; in the
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second issue, he contributed another article. These two articles, together
with his responses to his critics, were collected in a book entitled Studies on
the Economy of China, published in Shanghai in June 1931. He published
another book in the next year.88

In his various works, Yan Lingfeng did not deny there were still feudal
survivals in China, but he argued that what dominated Chinese society was
petty bourgeoisie rather than feudal survivals. According to him, the great
majority of Chinese peasants were small-scale commodity producers and
belonged to the petty bourgeois class. They were no longer feudal peasants.
He criticized the Stalinist argument that imperialism played a double role
in China: on the one hand, it destroyed the traditional subsistence econ-
omy and spread commodity economy; on the other hand, it blocked the
development of national capitalism, and for its selfish purpose it even allied
with feudalism and acted as the protector of the feudal survivals. Yan
believed that imperialism had to develop capitalism in the colonies because
at the stage of imperialism, colonial countries exported not only commodi-
ties, but also capital. He maintained that there were no contradictions
between imperialism and Chinese national capitalism, as assumed by the
Stalinists. He also pointed out that rural China had become an integral
part of the capitalist world: the subsistence economy had been totally
destroyed; the small peasants were now closely connected with the outside
world by the market system; commercial capital and usury in rural China
did not belong to feudalism, but were part of the capitalist system because
they were related to urban capital and their function was to destroy feudal-
ism in rural areas; rent in kind was not a feudal survival, but a stimulant to
the development of capitalism.

Another influential Trotskyite theoretician was Ren Shu, who pub-
lished Introduction to Chinese Economy in Shanghai in January 1931.89

Although Ren Shu and Yan Lingfeng often attacked each other,90 their
views on the nature of Chinese society were basically the same. One of Ren
Shu’s major innovations was to analyze the development of capitalism in
China by tracing the decline of traditional technologies and institutions and
the rise of modern technologies and institutions. For example, he argued
that the Chinese sailing ship (junks) represented feudal economy and
steamships represented capitalist economy; when he found that in 1926,
ninety-eight percent of the commodities in China were carried by
steamships, and only two percent by junks, he concluded that capitalism
made up ninety-eight percent of the Chinese economy, and feudalism only
two percent. He made the same comparison between the old-style Chinese
private banks (qian zhuang) and modern banks, and found that modern
banks had rapidly replaced the traditional banks as the most important
financial institutions. He also studied the development of the silk industry
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and found that, in 1928, silk produced by traditional methods, which to him
represented feudalism, made up only ten percent of the total output,
whereas silk produced in modern factories, which he believed represented
capitalism, made up ninety percent of the total output.

Yan Lingfeng and Ren Shu raised several issues that were to become the
focal points of the second phase of the debate, including the validity of using
technological change to determine the change of the nature of a society; the
role of imperialism in the development of capitalism in China, especially
rural China; the relationship between commodity economy and capitalism;
and the status of rural classes.

The Xinsichao Group. Both the Xinshengming group and the Dongli group
challenged the Stalinists’ theory about Chinese society that emphasized both
colonial and feudal characteristics. However, the attacks of the
Xinshengming group were not very efficient because they did not go beyond
the Stalinist views. Their views about the nature of Chinese society turned
out to be not as different from those of the Stalinists as they believed them to
be. The real challenge to the Stalinist theory came from the Trotskyites, as
many of them were among the best-trained Marxist theoreticians China had
at that time, well versed in both classic Marxist works and foreign languages,
especially Russian. Most Trotskyites lived on theory-making rather than on
practical revolutionary activities. The Nationalist scholars liked to comment,
not without bias, that the real authorities on Marxism were all Trotskyites.
The Trotskyites themselves were also very proud of their knowledge of
Marxism. Although the Chinese Trotskyites did little more than repeat what
Trotsky and Radek said about Chinese society and the Chinese revolution,
supporting their views with more data, they necessitated serious response
from the Stalinists, since the Trotskyites offered entirely different views on
the nature of Chinese society, on the reasons for the failure of the First
United Front, and on future revolutionary strategies. A CCP ideologue made
it very clear that the participation of the CCP in the debate about the nature
of Chinese society was mainly a response to the Trotskyite challenge.91

Before the emergence of Trotskyite organizations in China in 1928, the
Chinese Communist Party, following Stalin, had already begun to attack
the Trotskyites in the Soviet Union on their views about the nature of
Chinese society and the strategy of the Chinese revolution. For example,
the Resolution of the Sixth National Congress of the Chinese Communist
Party passed on July 9, 1928, reiterated that the current Chinese revolution
could only be a bourgeois-democratic revolution rather than a socialist revo-
lution or continuous revolution, as proposed by the Trotskyites, because the
unification and independence of the nation had not been achieved, the pri-
vate land ownership of the landlords had not been destroyed, and the semi-
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feudal remnants had not been eliminated.92 Before the Sixth Party Congress,
Stalin’s theory about Chinese society had not been accepted by everyone,
although it had been widely propagated in China. Some believed that China
was still a feudal society, and some argued that China was a society with
strong vestiges of the Asiatic mode of production.93 The Sixth Party
Congress made Stalin’s views about the nature of Chinese society the official
theory of the Chinese Communist Party. In 1928, the Communist leader
Cai Hesen declared his acceptance of Stalin’s theory.94 Obviously, Stalin’s
theory was quite different from Cai’s 1921 argument of a “proletarian
Chinese nation” oppressed by “an international capitalist class.” A resolution
passed by the Central Committee of the Chinese Communist Party in
September 1929 defined the “semifeudal” character of Chinese society as fol-
lows: “Capitalism has played a dominant role in the Chinese land system
(free transaction of land), but feudal exploitation still dominates the relations
between landlords and peasants (examples include rent in kind and labor
rent), therefore, the economic relations of rural China are semi-feudal.” 95

After the rise of the Chinese Trotskyite organizations, Li Lisan, who
replaced Qu Qiubai as the de facto leader of the Chinese Communist Party
after the Sixth Party Congress, and the new central committee of the party,
responded to the Trotskyite challenge. In an article written in December 1929
and published in the journal Bolshevik,96 Li attacked the views of Chen Duxiu
and his followers. He started with the role of imperialism in the development
of capitalism in China. He argued that the Trotskyites were wrong in believ-
ing that imperialism might make concessions to China and help China
develop capitalism because it was in the interests of the imperialists to ally
themselves with the reactionary feudal forces, from warlords to local land-
lords, to divide China and prevent China from developing a national market
and industrial capitalism. According to Li, the ultimate purpose of imperial-
ism was not to help China develop capitalism, but to turn China into a
market and raw material base of the powers. As a result, on the one hand,
imperialism had helped destroy the subsistence economy and develop com-
modity economy in China, which were beneficial to the development of capi-
talism; on the other hand, it protected the feudal mode of production and
prevented China from developing the capitalist mode of production.

Li Lisan argued that the Trotskyite view about commercial economy was
also wrong. According to the Trotskyites, the development of commercial
capitalism would destroy feudal relations, and commercial capitalism could
even become an independent social form to replace feudalism. Li agreed that
commercial capitalism could help destroy the feudal system, but he did not
believe that commercial capitalism could become an independent mode of
production, because the only effect of the development of commercial capital
would not be to change the old mode of production, but would lead to land-
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lords exploiting the peasants even more with the old methods and cause rural
society to become stratified. Only the development of industrial capitalism
could finally overthrow the feudal system and replace it with capitalism.

Li’s conclusion was that the current Chinese economic structure still
conformed to the Marxist definition of feudalism, with the peasants as the
owners of the tools and methods of production, and the landlords as the
owners of the land. The relations between the landlords and the peasants
were relations between lords and subjects, based on the land ownership
system and extraeconomic exploitation. Li mentioned some special features
of Chinese feudalism, such as the free transaction of land and the control of
political power by literati bureaucrats rather than by the landlords them-
selves. He maintained that although these features made Chinese feudalism
somewhat different from the feudalism of medieval Europe, they did not
affect the basic feudal nature of Chinese society. 

The journal Xinsichao, which represented the official views of the
Chinese Communist Party, was first published in November 1929 in
Shanghai and continued to exist until July 1930. Its authors mainly elaborated
on the views of Li Lisan and the Comintern, and strove to prove and propa-
gate the theory of a semifeudal and semicolonial China. Like Li Lisan, their
primary targets of criticism were the Trotskyites. The chief contributors to
Xinsichao included Pan Dongzhou, Wang Xuewen, Wu Liping, Xiang
Shengwu, and Li Yimang.97 According to He Ganzhi, it was Pan Dongzhou
and Wang Xuewen who first created the Chinese phrase “ban fengjian ban
zhimindi,” meaning semifeudal and semicolonial.98 They defined Chinese
rural economy as a semifeudal economy, because rural China had already been
dominated by commodity economy, which was neither pure feudal nor pure
capitalist, but a mixture of and a transitional form between the two. They
defined the rural economy as a semicolonial economy because foreign interests
now dominated the Chinese economy. Pan Dongzhou attributed the bank-
ruptcy of national industry and the crisis of rural economy to foreign financial
capital, which he believed had helped destroy China’s national economy, and
had acted as the protector of landlords, gentry, warlords, and bureaucrats.99

Two famous former Communists lent their support to the Chinese
Communist Party. One was Li Da, the famous Marxist theoretician.
Although no longer a party member by that time, he continued to hold the
official Communist view about the nature of Chinese society. He published a
book in 1929 in which he continued to advocate the theory of a semifeudal
and semicolonial China and the national democratic revolution.100

The well-known novelist Mao Dun also joined the debate and supported
the official Communist line. Like Li Da, he had also left the party. The
debate that took place in 1930 greatly interested him, and he decided to write
a novel to express his views. The novel he wrote was Twilight, published in
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1933. Its hero, Wu Sunpu, was the owner of a silk factory, an ambitious
national industrialist, with dreams of developing China’s national industry.
However, the economic inroads made by foreigners, which became ever
more severe with the Great Depression, coupled with the monopoly of the
national economy by the bureaucratic bourgeoisie and the incessant fighting
among the warlords, made the development of native Chinese industry very
difficult. As a result, his dreams were shattered; he was reduced to frantic
efforts to protect his own individual interests. He faced pressure from two
sides: the compradors, who represented the interests of the foreign business-
men, and his workers, who were struggling for their own livelihood and
rights. In the end he was forced to his knees by a powerful comprador—one
of his own countrymen in the pay of foreign businessmen.

Mao Dun later said he wrote the novel to expose the misleading theories
of the Trotskyites and the bourgeois scholars about the nature of Chinese
society.101 On another occasion he wrote: 

I wrote the novel in order to make the following responses to the
Trotskyite and bourgeois scholars through the use of vivid descrip-
tion: There is no way that China can develop its own capitalism.
Because of the oppression of imperialism, feudal forces and the
bureaucratic and comprador classes, China had become increas-
ingly semi-colonial and semi-feudal . . . the future of the Chinese
national bourgeoisie was very gloomy. They were weak and waver-
ing. At that time they had only two options: to surrender to the
imperialists and became compradors, or to compromise with the
feudal forces.102

Though the novel was set in the city, Mao Dun’s original plan was to include
the village in the plot. One of the reasons why he chose to write about a silk
factory was that such a factory connects the city with the village.103 In his
own words, his intention was to compose an “urban–rural symphony” or an
“urban–rural trilogy.” For the rural part, he planned to write about the peas-
ant revolt, the Red Army, and the bankruptcy of the rural economy. In the
afterword of Twilight, he explained that he had to cut the rural component
because of his own health failing.104 But in an interview conducted forty years
later, he said that he had to do so because he was not familiar enough with
the village conditions at that time. Because of the absence of rural life in
Twilight, he called it a novel with hemiplegia.105 Twilight enjoyed great influ-
ence at the time, and the Communists actually used the novel as a textbook
to teach revolutionary theories to its junior members.106

The Third Party. The Third Party, or the Chinese Revolutionary Party
[Zhonghua geming dang], was created immediately after the 1927 defeat by a
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group of former Nationalists and Communists. Its leaders were the former
Nationalist Deng Yanda and the former Communist Tan Pingshan. Both
Deng and Tan held important positions in the short-lived Wuhan govern-
ment. Ironically, while Communist comrades both at home and abroad criti-
cized Tan Pingshan for neglecting the land problem in 1927, Deng Yanda’s
Communist friends highly praised him for being a strong supporter of the
land revolution.107 Among the leaders of the Nationalist Party, Deng was one
of the very few who really appreciated the power of the peasantry. He even
followed Gan Naiguang in arguing that the Communist Party was a prole-
tarian party and represented the interests of the workers, while the
Nationalist Party represented the interests of the peasants, and, as a result,
the Nationalist–Communist United Front would naturally lead to an alliance
between workers and peasants.108

According to their political declaration, the Third Party’s understanding
of the nature of Chinese society was very similar to that of the Chinese
Communist Party. The declaration argued that both feudalism and capital-
ism had distinct economic, political, and social features. Feudalism was
defined as a system in which the subsistence economy played the dominant
role and the landlords used political force to occupy the land and exploit the
peasants by plundering their products and forcing them to do free labor; in
which the occupation of the land by the landlords led to their monopoly of
political, military, and economic power; and in which there were marked
social stratification and class differences. Capitalism was believed to have a
set of different features.

Based on their definitions, it was argued that the backward northwestern
and southwestern areas and the vast rural areas of China still belonged to the
feudal stage, but the coastal cities had already entered the capitalist stage.
However, since more than seventy percent of China’s population lived in
rural areas, feudalism was still the dominant force in China. At the same
time, the party also recognized that China had become a semicolonial coun-
try because the national economy was controlled by foreign powers, which
inhibited the development of national capitalism in China.109 Such an under-
standing of the nature of Chinese society may have influenced the short-
lived anti-Chiang Kai-shek Fujian government of the early 1930s, in which
the Third Party members played an important role. The minimum political
program released by the Fujian government defined China as a “semi-feudal
society under the rule of the imperialists.”110

Dushu zazhi: All Groups Coming Together. By the end of 1930, the major jour-
nals of the various groups, including Qianjin, Geming pinglun, Xinshengmin,
Dongli, and Xinsichao, had all stopped publication. Most were banned by the
Nanjing government. In April 1931, a new journal entitled Dushu zazhi
[Study Magazine] appeared, and it carried on the debate for another two
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years. Dushu zazhi was published by the Shenzhou Guoguang Press, which
was affiliated with Chen Mingshu, a former general of the Nationalist army,
but at that time a dissident of the Nationalist Party who was actively engaged
in propagating socialism and creating the Social-Democratic Party of China.
The editors of Dushu zazhi were a couple named Wang Lixi and Lu
Jingqing, both were poets. Wang was a member of the Nationalist Party and
a former member of the anti-Bolshevik Group in Jiangxi,111 but at the time
of debate he was a follower of Chen Mingshu. Although the previous jour-
nals were all controlled by particular political groups and were not open to
contributors with different political orientations, Dushu zazhi was much
more receptive to people with different views.112 The editors declared that
their intention was to break up the monopoly that certain factions had over
the debate.113 Wang Lixi, the editor, “liked to think of himself as a second
Tsai Yuan-pei [Cai Yuanpei], and employed writers from right across the
political spectrum, including the pro-Kuomintang rightist Tao Hsi-sheng,
members of the Stalinist faction, and even Trotskyists.” 114

Probably because of its inclusiveness, among all the journals involved in
the debate during that period, Dushu zazhi was undoubtedly the most influ-
ential.115 From 1931 to 1933, Dushu zazhi published four special issues on
the social history of China. Much criticism and personal attack were
exchanged, not only between people with different political affiliations, but
also between people within the same political groups. Many contributors
declared that they did not belong to any political party, but almost all of
them had to choose the views of one of the political groups since virtually no
new views about the nature of Chinese society emerged. Some Trotskyite
participants later recalled that most of the articles were critical of Stalinist
views and that the Trotskyites defeated the Stalinists in the debate,116 which
implied that the representation of the views of the various groups in the jour-
nal was not balanced. A simple survey of the background of the authors of
the four special issues of Dushu zazhi indicates that at the time of the debate,
among the total of twenty-nine authors, six were Trotskyites, three were
Trotskyite sympathizers, one was possibly Trotskyite, three were CCP mem-
bers, two were possibly CCP members or supporters, five belonged to Tao
Xisheng’s Xinshengming group, one was a foreigner, four were independents
(one Trotskyite supporter, one CCP supporter, two social-democrats), and
four unidentified (see Table 1). The table tends to support the claim by some
Trotskyites that they contributed more to the journal than the other groups.
However, Wang Xuewen, an active Communist participant in the debate,
recalled that after the CCP leaders found out the connections between
Shenzhou Guoguang Press and the “anti-Bolshevik group,” presumably
meaning the anti-Communist background of its editor Wang Lixi, they pro-
hibited the party and Youth League members from contributing articles to
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Dushu zazhi.117 Therefore, the unbalanced representation may have been
caused by the CCP rather than the editor of Dushu zazhi. The second half of
the Trotskyite claim, that the Trotskyites defeated the CCP in the debate, is
even more difficult to prove.

Table 1 
General Information about the Dushu zazhi Special Issues

Name Number Views about the Political Affiliation Political Affiliation
of Author of Nature of Current at the time after 1949

Articles Chinese Society of debate

Bai Ying 1 semifeudal,
semicapitalist

Chen Bangguo 3 capitalist

Dai Xingyao 1 capitalism with feudal
survials (bureaucrats) Xinshengming

Du Weizhi 1 capitalist Trotskyite mainland, jailed
died in 1992

Hu Qiuyuan1 2 colonial pre-capitalist or Japan Group2 Taiwan
semi-colonial feudalism

Ji Lei 1 irrelevant (general
theory)

Jing Yuan3 2 backward capitalist Trotskyite mainland, recanted

Li Ji 3 capitalist Trotskyite mainland, recanted

Liang 1 irrelevant (ancient Xinshengming mainland
Yuandong4 China) CCP

Liu Mengyun5 1 semifeudal, CCP mainland
semicolonial

Liu Suhua6 1 semifeudal, CCP Died in the Civil
semicolonial War (1946–1949)

Ren Shu 2 capitalist Trotskyite

Sun Zhuozhang 2 capitalist economic Independent7 drowned in 1932
base and feudal in Putuo, Zhejiang
superstructure

Tao Xisheng 2 semicolony with Xinshengming Taiwan
strong feudal forces

Tanaka Tadao 1 irrelevant (critical Japanese
review)

Wang Boping 2 capitalist Trotskyite8 Taiwan

Wang Lixi 3 irrelevant (ancient Independent died in Henan
China general review) in 1939

Wang Yanan 1 capitalist Japan group mainland, changed
his views
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Table 1 (Cont’d.)
General Information about the Dushu zazhi Special Issues

Wang Yichang 4 capitalist Independent
(Trotskyite)

Xiong Deshan 3 irrelevant (ancient CCP died in Guilan
China) during the Anti-

Japanese War

Yan Lingfeng 2 capitalist Trotskyite Taiwan

Yu Shen 1 backward capitalist possibly Trotskyite

Zhang Hong 1 semifeudal possibly CCP

Zheng Xuejia9 1 capitalist Japan Group Taiwan

Zhong Gong 1 semicolonial, possibly CCP
semifeudal10

Zhou Gucheng 1 transitional: traditional- Xinshengming mainland
modern: national-
international

Zhou Shaocou 1 irrelevant (ancient)
China)

Zhu Bokang11 1 semi-colonial, Xinshengming mainland
semifeudal

Zhu Xinfan 2 semifeudal, independent (CCP) died in 1946
semicolonial

Total: 29 48

1. He was basically a Trotskyite sympathizer at that time, but later became associated with
the Nationalist Party. For more information, see Benton, China’s Urban Revolutionaries, 96.

2. This group included some Chinese students in Japan who had a very close relationship
with Wang Lixi. It was not a strictly political group and the members did not necessarily share
the same views about the nature of Chinese society. 

3. Jing Yuan was Liu Renjing.
4. For Liang’s life story, see Yao Dianzhong, “Liang Yuandong jiaoshou zhuan,” 208–219.
5. According to Chen Hansheng, Xue Muqiao, and Feng Hefa (Jiefangqian de Zhongguo

nongcun, 267), Liu Mengyun was Zhang Wentian.
6. For Liu’s life, see Wang Xuewen, “Sanshi niandai Shanghai wenhua zhanxian de yixie

douzheng qingkuang,” 46–47; Zhongguo shehui xingzhi wenti lunzhan ziliao xuanbian, Vol.1, 10.
7. For more information about Sun, see Gao Jun, “Zhongguo shehui xingzhi wenti de lun-

zhan,” 9.
8. For Wang’s life story, see Zheng Chaolin, “Chen Duxiu and the Trotskyists,” 175; Yueh

Sheng, Sun Yat-sen University in Moscow and the Chinese Revolution, 171–172.
9. Zheng Xuejia was a Trotskyite at that time, but later became associated with the

Nationalist Party.
10. Indirect evidence for his CCP identity is provided by Yu Shen, another participant,

who called Zhong Gong “Stalinist” and classified Zhong and Liu Mengyun (Zhang Wentian)
into the same group.

11.For more information about Zhu, see the book advertisement in Zhongguo shehui shi de
lunzhan, Vol. 3; Wang Shunsheng and Yang Dawei, Fujian shibian, 166.
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The table indicates that, contrary to the claim of the editors, very few
authors were truly nonpolitical academicians. Those who did not hold any
political stand before the debate became involved in politics immediately
after they joined the debate. Usually they identified with or were identified
by others with one or two of the political groups based on their views. A
good example was Wang Yichang. He was a virtual nobody before the
debate. Even the editors did not know who he was.118 His articles in Dushu
zazhi brought him considerable fame, and led to his close affiliation with
Wang Lixi and Tao Xisheng,119 but his views about the nature of Chinese
society had always been very close to those of the Trotskyites. In fact, in his
first article published in Dushu zazhi, he openly attacked both the
Xinshengming and Xinsichao groups for failing to notice the rise of capital-
ism and the fall of feudalism in China.120 In the second phase of the debate,
he was more clearly identified with the Trotskyites because of his views,
although there is no evidence that he had ever joined any Trotskyite groups. 

Another contributor, Zhu Xinfan (also called Zhu Qihua, Zhu Peiwo
and Li Ang), called himself a “nonpartisan international revolutionary,” but
since he was a strong supporter of the Stalinist theory about the nature of
Chinese society and a fierce critic of the Xinshengmin scholars and the
Trotskyites, he was regarded as a blind follower of the Stalinists. However,
the Communists never considered him their comrade. In a book published in
1940, he claimed that he was one of the delegates to the first national con-
gress of the Chinese Communist Party in 1921 and that he was the chief
interpreter for the Soviet advisor Mikhail Borodin during the First United
Front. In this book he also strongly attacked the Stalinists.121 According to
his own account, at the time of the debate, he held an official position in the
Nanjing Nationalist government. Some said that he had been Zhou Fohai’s
secretary and the editor of a Nationalist journal. Many of his books were not
his own products, but compilations of Stalinist works.122 He was probably
just a player, making use of popular interest in the debates as an easy source
of income and fame, but as long as he played with Stalinist views, he was
perceived as a serious Stalinist.

The young Sichuanese Sun Zhuozhang also called himself a “nonparti-
san revolutionary.” He had studied in France and had been involved in the
formation of the Social-Democratic Party of China there.123 He argued that
China had already become a capitalist country economically, but was still
feudal politically because the capitalist production forces had not been able to
dismantle the backward feudal political system. In his opinion, this was per-
fectly compatible with the Marxist theory about the contradiction between
superstructure and economic base. He and a few others believed that his
theory was original and unique. However, Li Hanjun had developed such a
theory ten years earlier, during the debate on socialism. Sun was probably not
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aware of Li’s theory at that time since Li’s views were only made public in a
very short article published in Xinqingnian. Some participants called Sun an
eclecticist who tried to combine both the CCP and Trotskyite theories. It
would be difficult to classify him as belonging to any of the political groups
at that time, although it is probably safe to call him a “leftist.”

Compellingly, during the first five years of the debate, as far as the nature
of the current Chinese society was concerned, the debate produced only two
contrasting views: one held that China was already a capitalist society, and the
other was that China was a semifeudal, semicolonial society. In other words,
the Chinese participants of the debate were followers of either Stalin or
Trotsky. The Communist Party, the various factions of the Nationalist Party,
and the Third Party basically shared an understanding of the nature of
Chinese society, though they all strove to demonstrate that they had totally
different views from one another. In fact, they were not as different as they
wanted the public to believe. This can probably be attributed to two impor-
tant factors. First, most of the participants from the Nationalist Party, includ-
ing Gu Mengyu, Chen Gongbo, and Tao Xisheng, belonged to the left wing
of the party. Both Chen and Tao were former Communists.124 The founders
of the Third Party, Deng Yanda and Tan Pingshan, were former left-wing
Nationalist and Communist, respectively. They all seemed to have differenti-
ated the Chinese Communist Party from Marxist theory. They did not like
the CCP, but they still talked in Marxian terms: Marxism was the only grand
revolutionary theory they were familiar with at that time. Second, the main
slogan of the First United Front was “Down with the Imperialists and the
Warlords,” which was created according to the theory of a semifeudal and
semicolonial China. All three groups agreed that there was nothing wrong
with the slogan or the theory. The United Front failed, not because the slogan
and the theory were wrong, but because that slogan and theory were betrayed
by their former revolutionary allies. Now that they all wanted to portray
themselves as the true successors of the National Revolution, they had to con-
tinue to adhere to that slogan along with the theory on which it was based.125

The real difference among the Communist Party, the left-wing
Nationalists, and the Third Party was reflected in their understanding about
which elements represented the semifeudal or feudal forces in China. For
example, both Mao Zedong and the left-wing Nationalist Tan Yankai
believed that there were “local bullies and evil gentry” in China, but they
could not agree about just who “the local bullies and evil gentry” were. Tan
argued that they were the people who overtly allied with the opposing war-
lords, but for Mao they were members of the rural ruling class.126 The three
groups differed in their revolutionary strategies, especially their attitudes
toward the peasants. The left-wing Nationalists and the Third Party were
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very suspicious of the revolutionary strategies, especially the land revolution
suggested by the Comintern, but they did not have much doubt about the
Comintern’s theory on the nature of Chinese society and Chinese revolution. 

Contemporary mainland Chinese historians still emphasize the similari-
ties between the theories of the Nationalist theoreticians and the Trotskyites
in order to classify them into what they consider a single “reactionary”
group.127 Leaving aside the judgmental term “reactionary,” analysis of their
writings at the time reveals that, generally speaking, the Nationalists were
close to the Trotskyites in their view of the nature of ancient China because
they were not against the theory of “commercial capitalism.” However, their
view of the nature of current Chinese society was quite different from that of
the Trotskyites and more similar to that of the Chinese Communist Party
because they did not deny the existence of feudal forces or feudal influence.
The Nationalists could not accept the Trotskyite theory about the capitalist
nature of current Chinese society mainly because behind it stood the ghost of
proletarian revolution.

The similarities between the three groups’ theories of the nature of cur-
rent Chinese society, especially between the views of the Nationalists and the
Chinese Communist Party, were first pointed out by the Trotskyites, who
had decided to discard not only the strategies proposed by the Comintern,
but also its theory of the nature of Chinese society. The Trotskyites attrib-
uted the Third International’s failed strategies to its faulty evaluation of the
nature of Chinese society. The Chinese Trotskyites declared that Stalin’s
views of Chinese society and Chinese revolution “have no difference at all
from the views of the Third Party, the Reorganization Faction, and even
Chiang Kai-shek, because all these people are making a great fanfare about
anti-feudal forces.” 128 The Trotskyite Li Ji found the debate between the
Nationalist Tao Xisheng and the Stalinist Zhu Xinfan ridiculous because
their views were actually the same.129 The Trotskyite sympathizer Wang
Yichang, in reviewing the debate, classified Chen Gongbo, the leader of the
Reorganization Group, and Deng Yanda, the leader of the Third Party, with
the Communist Xinsichao group and found the views of the Xinsichao group
and the Xinshengming group very much the same.130

The similarities between the views of the Stalinists, the left-wing
Nationalists, and the Third Party were also manifested in the fact that
throughout the debate, the Stalinists made the Trotskyites, rather than the
other two groups, their major target of attack. Li Lisan’s important article
and the articles published in Xinsichao were all responses to the open letter by
Chen Duxiu and Liu Renjing, while the majority of the articles by the
Stalinists published in Dushu zazhi were responses to the works of the
Trotskyites Yan Lingfeng and Ren Shu. When the Communist theoretician
He Ganzhi attempted a thorough study of the whole debate in 1937, he
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included only the Xinsichao and the Dongli groups and wholly neglected the
other groups.

While differences existed not only between groups, but also within
groups, those latter differences tended to focus on less fundamental issues.
Moreover, mainly depending on the unity and discipline to each group, some
had more internal differences than others. A contributor to Qianjin who
belonged to the Nationalist group later recalled that Gu Mengyu was lenient
and liberal enough to publish an article criticizing Gu’s own views.131 The
three leading theoreticians of the Nationalist group—Gu Mengyu, Chen
Gongbo, and Tao Xisheng—although in general agreement about the nature
of Chinese society, had very different views about class and class struggle in
China. Gu Mengyu denied the existence of classes and the applicability of
class struggle in China; Tao Xisheng and Chen Gongbo recognized the exis-
tence of classes in China, but doubted the applicability of class struggle. The
Trotskyites also quarreled constantly among themselves, though as far as the
nature of Chinese society was concerned, their views were quite similar. The
most serious difference within the Trotskyite group seems to have been
between Yan Lingfeng and Ren Shu on one side and Liu Renjing on the
other. In 1931, Liu Renjing published a short review of Ren Shu’s
Introduction to Chinese Economy and Yan Lingfeng’s Studies on Chinese
Economy, in which he accused the two authors of neglecting two important
factors that blocked the development of capitalism in China—one was impe-
rialism, the other was feudal remnants. He argued that they were wrong in
suggesting that capitalism had developed to the same level in China as that
in other capitalist countries. He agreed with them that China had already
become a capitalist country, but he preferred to define China as “a backward
capitalist country.” 132

The confusion of concepts added to the intensity of the debate. The cen-
tral issue in the debate was whether or not feudalism still existed in China.
But what is feudalism? It seems that everyone had his or her own definition,
and the same person might have different definitions at different times.133

Geographically, this phase of the debate was mainly conducted in
Shanghai. Most of the leading participants resided in Shanghai, to enjoy the
relative safety provided by the international concessions, and almost all of the
influential books and journals were published in Shanghai, which was
China’s center of publication at that time. Beijing and Tianjin also figured
prominently in the debate because of the various publications based there.
Heated debates were frequent among university students and professors .134

Rural China was the core of the debate. All groups agreed that capitalism
had already dominated the urban economy of China. If there were any feudal
vestiges in the cities, they were quite insignificant. The real battle between the
groups was fought in the countryside. He Ganzhi and Sun Zhuozhang rightly
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remarked that the issue of the nature of rural society was the focus of all
debates.135 All groups devoted much attention to the villages, and some stud-
ies even ignored the cities completely. Those who argued for a capitalist
China had to prove that urban or foreign capitalism had already penetrated
into the villages and had fundamentally changed rural life. Those who argued
for a semifeudal and semicolonial China had to prove that despite the pene-
tration of urban capitalism, rural life had not been fundamentally changed and
there were still strong feudal elements. 

The Second Phase: 1934–1937

Largely because of the importance of the nature of rural Chinese society to
the whole debate and the fact that there were actually only two contrasting
views in the debate, the second phase of the debate was centered on only one
issue: the nature of rural Chinese society. The social history of China and the
nature of Chinese society as a whole attracted much less attention during the
second phase than during the first phase. Moreover, the second phase of the
debate involved only two groups: the CCP group and the group that sup-
ported Trotskyite views. Besides the theoretical and political importance of
the nature of rural society, two other factors also contributed to the rise of
the debate. One was the introduction of the writings on Chinese rural society
and economy by foreign scholars; particularly important were the works by
the Russian scholar L. Madjar, the American scholar John Lossing Buck,
and the Japanese scholar Tanaka Tadao. The other was the transfer of finan-
cial capital from the cities to the villages following the bankruptcy of urban
industries caused by the Great Depression.

Ironically, since it was impossible for both the Chinese Communist
Party and the Trotskyists to have their own research institutions and their
own journals openly in the areas controlled by the Nationalists, the CCP
group disguised themselves as non-Communists, while the Trotskyite group
was composed of real non-Communists. The CCP scholars were able to
carry on their activities under the guise of researchers of the Academia Sinica
headed by Cai Yuanpei, an academic leader known for his tolerance of diver-
sity. Chen Hansheng, an underground Communist who had earned a Ph.D.
in history in 1924 from the University of Berlin, was the leader and guiding
spirit of this group. Chen worked with Li Dazhao at Beijing University from
1924 to 1927 and later went to Moscow to work as a research fellow in the
Institute of Peasant Movement Studies of the Comintern, where he became
involved in a debate with Madjar.136 He believed Madjar’s argument about
rural China was wrong, but lacked solid evidence to prove that rural China
was still dominated by feudalism rather than capitalism.137 He returned to
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China in 1928 and a year later was invited by Cai Yuanpei to head the
Institute of Social Sciences of Academia Sinica based in Shanghai, a position
he maintained till 1934. During this period he recruited some young leftist
scholars to conduct investigations in the villages of twenty-four counties,
with the purpose of proving the semifeudal and semicolonial nature of
China’s rural society.138 Their direct protector in Academia Sinica was Yang
Xingfo, then general secretary of Academia Sinica and a former follower of
Deng Yanda. It was due to Yang’s support that the investigative reports of
Chen Hansheng’s group were published, and it was because of Yang’s assas-
sination by Chiang Kai-shek in June 1933, as well as the suspicion and per-
secution of the Nationalist scholar Fu Sinian, that Chen Hansheng had to
resign his position in Academia Sinica in 1934.139

Before he left China in late 1934 for Tokyo to work for the Comintern
as a secret agent under the legendary red spy Richard Sorge, Chen organized
his followers into the Chinese Association of Rural Economy Studies and
became its chairman. The association published a journal entitled Zhongguo
nongcun [Rural China] from October 1934 to December 1936; its chief con-
tributors included young scholars such as Qian Junrui (Tao Zhifu), Sun
Yefang, Xue Muqiao, and Feng Hefa. These scholars were so active that
Chen’s absence seems to have affected very little the work of the association.

The other side of the debate was represented by the journal Zhongguo
jingji [Chinese Economy], which was affiliated with the Chinese Association
of Economic Studies and edited by Deng Feihuang, a former member of the
Reorganization Group. The chief contributors to the journal included Wang
Yichang, Zhang Zhicheng, Wang Yuquan, Zhang Zhiming, and Wang
Jingbo. They supported the Trotskyite views on the nature of rural Chinese
society, although there is no evidence that any of them were affiliated with
Trotskyite organizations.

The general argument between the two sides about whether rural China
was semifeudal and semicolonial or capitalist was based on their differences
on many specific issues. The first issue was what determined the nature of
rural China: production forces or production relations? The Chinese Economy
scholars argued that Marxism held that production forces form the base of a
society and hence determine the nature of the production relations and the
nature of the society. Since many new agricultural methods, equipment, and
technology had been imported into China, and more and more poor peasants
had become wage laborers employed on farms using these new importations,
capitalist rural production forces had been created in China; therefore, rural
China had become a capitalist society. The Rural China scholars, however,
insisted that although production forces should be taken into account, it is
production relations—namely, the method of property ownership, the status
of each class in the production, and the method of distribution—that deter-
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mine the nature of a society. This was because “the nature of a social-eco-
nomic structure (which means the sum total of production relations) can only
be determined by its own features,” not by the features of its material base.
According to Marxism, production forces are not always compatible with
production relations and hence it would be misleading to determine the
nature of production relations on the basis of production forces. They argued
that the Soviet Union was a socialist country not because it had more
advanced production forces than capitalist countries, but because it had more
advanced production relations. Therefore, 

when we analyze a feudal society, our main concern is to observe
whether in the dominant economic system of that society, the
exploitation of surplus products is based on land ownership,
whether the direct producer is independent, and whether the rela-
tions between the owners of the means of production and the
direct producer are based on extra-economic power, etc. We do
not take into consideration whether the society uses ‘manual pestle’
or ‘junks’.140

Fruitful conclusions in the debate about the relative importance of pro-
duction forces and production relations in determining the nature of rural
China were virtually impossible. Even if both sides agreed on this issue, the
nature of Chinese rural society would remain obscure because it was even
more difficult for them to agree on exactly what kind of production forces or
production relations China had at that time. There was not even agreement
on the definition of production forces. Wang Yichang, the leader of the
Chinese Economy group, argued that production forces were the human-
invented technologies used in the exploitation of nature and natural
resources. His follower Zhang Zhicheng elaborated on his point and pro-
posed that production forces were composed of three elements: means of
production, or tools; labor; and technology. However, Xue Muqiao of the
Rural China group believed that production forces had both technological
and social aspects, with social relations also forming an important compo-
nent.141 Furthermore, the two sides had different assessments about the
importance of modern technology and organization in rural China. The
Rural China group argued that capitalist production forces, including
machines and other modern agricultural technologies, existed in limited areas
only, and most rural areas were still at the pre-capitalist stage. The Chinese
Economy group, however, emphasized the importance of imported modern
farming methods and equipment to the rural economy.

As for rural production relations, the two groups could not agree on the
roles of the various rural classes and the relations between them. The Rural
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China group classified the landlords and rich peasants, especially those con-
sidered “local tyrants and evil gentry,” as semifeudal elements. The small
landholding peasants and landless peasants were regarded as semifeudal pro-
ducers. The Chinese Economy scholars viewed the landlords as feudal rem-
nants but rich peasants as rural capitalists, the small landholding peasants as
independent capitalist producers, and the poor peasants and landless peasants
as members of the rural proletariat.142 As a result of their different percep-
tions of the roles and nature of each class, the general schemes for classifica-
tion of the rural population were also different. Wang Yichang of the Chinese
Economy group proposed a two-step classification. The first step was to
divide the whole rural population into the landlord class and the peasant
class; the second step was to further divide the peasant class into the capital-
ist class and the labor class. According to Wang, the relations between the
landlords and peasants were feudal in nature, but the relations between the
rural capitalists and the rural labor class were of a capitalist nature.143 The
Rural China scholars argued that rural classification was not so simple
because there were many other classes between the rural capitalists (rich
peasants) and the rural proletariat, including the middle peasants and poor
peasants. They insisted on dividing the rural population into five classes:
landlord, rich peasant, middle peasant, poor peasant, and farm labor.144

Wang Yichang called this classification “a complete mess” because it con-
fused feudal relations with capitalist relations and unnecessarily differentiated
the poor peasants from farm laborers, both of whom, according to Wang,
formed the rural proletarian class.145

Rural usury also caused some controversy between the two groups. The
Rural China group argued that usurers were affiliated with both the capitalist
forces and the landlord class, and that they were not always incompatible
with the feudal elements. The Chinese Economy group saw usurers as repre-
sentatives or agents of urban capitalists and imperialists, and therefore they
were capitalist elements. Related to the role of usurers and merchants was
the issue of commodity economy, which had been a hot topic since the
beginning of the debate. The Rural China group maintained that commodity
economy alone could not determine the nature of a society because it could
only change the exchange system of a society, but not its production system.
Commodity economy or commercial capital could exist in any form of soci-
ety. In China, commercial capitalists and feudal elements had joined forces
to establish a political and economic united front; therefore, the development
of commercial capitalism sometimes strengthened rather than weakened the
position of feudal elements. This was well reflected in the fact that many
Chinese landlords were at the same time businessmen and usurers. The
Chinese Economy scholars, however, reiterated the significance of the devel-
opment of commodity economy in rural areas. According to them, if the
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landlords and peasants had to rely on external markets, then rural China was
a part of the capitalist world.

This in turn led to another round of debate on the relative importance of
cities and villages in China’s economy. Did the cities dominate the villages,
or vice versa? The Chinese Economy group firmly believed that the urban cen-
ters had established their dominant roles over the rural areas; therefore, if the
cities were capitalist, so were the villages. The Rural China group did not
deny that the cities had dominated the villages economically, but they argued
that urban capitalists, although dominating the villages, had failed to funda-
mentally change the production relations of the rural areas. Cities and vil-
lages remained different. To them, the fact that the rural economy was
controlled and dominated by urban capitalists did not necessarily mean that
the rural economy itself was capitalist in nature. 

The different perceptions of the two schools about the role of the rich
peasants and the small landholding and landless peasants were closely
related to their different views about land rent. According to Marxist
theory, feudal rent is quite different from capitalist rent. The former is
based on feudal land ownership, which involves landlords who own the land
and peasants who do not own land but have to rent land from the landlords.
The latter is based on capitalist land ownership, which involves landlords
who own the land, rural capitalists who rent the land for capitalist produc-
tion, and rural workers who provide their labor for rural capitalists in
exchange for wages. As a result, feudal rent is paid to landlords by tenants;
such rent includes the total surplus value created by the tenants and often
even includes part of the products needed by the tenants and their families
for survival. Capitalist rent is paid to landlords by rural capitalists, and it
includes only part of the surplus value created by rural workers; the other
part of the surplus value is kept by rural capitalists as the average profit. The
debate about land rent started in the previous period. The Trotskyites
argued that the rent paid by the Chinese peasants was capitalist in nature
because it was paid in cash rather than in produce, and that it was the sur-
plus value extracted from the rural proletariat by the rural capitalists. The
Communist Party theoreticians held that rent in cash was not incompatible
with feudalism because it was merely a simple modified form of rent in pro-
duce. Moreover, in China, rent in cash had just emerged and rent in pro-
duce was still the dominant mode. Furthermore, the CCP theoreticians
argued, the rent paid by the Chinese peasants included all the surplus value
they created and usually such rent also included part of the products needed
for the peasants’ survival. The peasants were not entitled to keep any part of
the surplus value as their average profits. Such exploitation was semifeudal
in nature rather than capitalist, and the Chinese peasants were feudal ten-
ants rather than rural capitalists.146
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The role of imperialism in China’s rural economy, especially the rela-
tions between imperialism and national capitalism in rural China, and the
relations between imperialism and rural feudal forces, remained a heated
topic in the debate. The two sides were adamant about their previous posi-
tions, with those on the Chinese Economy side arguing that imperialism
would cause the inevitable disappearance of feudalism and the rise of capital-
ism in China. On the one hand, they reasoned, imperialism and feudalism
were totally incompatible with each other; on the other hand, there was no
difference or contradiction between imperialism and Chinese national capi-
talism. A slightly different view was voiced by Wang Jingbo, a member of
the Chinese Economy group, who argued that even if rural China did not have
a capitalist mode of production, it was still a capitalist society because it was
controlled and dominated by imperialism or international capitalism. In his
words, “China is a colony; and a colony is the countryside of international
capitalism.”147 The Rural China group maintained that imperialism actually
played a double role in the transition from feudalism to capitalism in rural
China. As for Wang Jingbo’s view, Qian Junrui and Zhou Bin of the Rural
China group pointed out that even though rural China was dominated by
international capitalism that did not necessarily mean that rural Chinese
society itself was capitalist.148 They cited India and other colonies as exam-
ples to show that a dominant foreign capitalist system could work well in a
pre-capitalist context. 

The differences in the general understanding of the nature of rural soci-
ety led the two groups to different interpretations of the current rural pau-
perization and bankruptcy of China. The Chinese Economy group viewed that
bankruptcy as both proof and a natural result of the development of capital-
ism in rural China. The Rural China group, on the one hand, opposed
attributing the rural bankruptcy to feudal exploitation alone, and on the
other hand, rejected the idea of interpreting it entirely in terms of capitalist
development. They stressed the combined effects of external factors such as
the invasion of foreign capital and the shift of world agricultural depression,
and internal factors such as the commercialization of agricultural production,
the domination of China’s national economy by the imperialists, and the
semifeudal exploitation.149

Finally, the two groups could not agree on matters relating to the study
of rural economics. Should rural economists focus on the land problem or
capital problem, production relations or production forces? The differences
between the two groups were largely caused by their different understandings
of the nature of China’s rural crisis. Wang Yichang of the Chinese Economy
groups proposed that rural economists should shift their attention from
social relations (production relations) to relations between humans and
nature (production forces, especially technology). The Rural China scholars
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argued that the most urgent problem in rural China was still the land prob-
lem, which the First United Front failed to solve; therefore, they contended,
rural economists should study production relations, especially the issue of
land redistribution.150

The Chinese Economy group proposed that since rural China had already
become part of the capitalist world, the most urgent issue was capital distrib-
ution rather than land distribution. They either declared that “the issue of
land redistribution had become history since the end of the Great Revolution
in 1927,” 151 or argued that although the land problem was still an urgent
issue, as a colonial capitalist society the true enemy of China was foreign cap-
italism rather than native feudalism, and the land problem could only be
solved after, rather than before or simultaneously with the overthrow of for-
eign capitalism.152 Accordingly, they believed that the subject of rural eco-
nomics was capital rather than land, production forces rather than
production relations.153 They proposed greater focus on the technological
aspects of production, such as agricultural techniques and the revenue and
expenditure of agricultural management.

These two approaches were believed to be represented respectively by
John Lossing Buck’s Chinese Farm Economy, published in 1930, and Chen
Hansheng’s The Production Relations and Production Forces of Rural
Guangdong, published in 1935. Buck’s book focuses on the management of
individual farms or rural households, especially on the technical issues of the
farms, such as the utilization of land, the size of the farms, and its effects on
efficiency, tenancy, fertilizer and livestock, revenue, and expenditure. Chen’s
book concentrates more on social relations in the countryside and emphasizes
the landlords’ exploitation of the peasant. Wang Yichang and Han Dezhang
of the Chinese Economy group proposed a shift from the Chen approach to
the Buck approach, which meant a shift from topics such as rural classes,
usury, and rent to topics like soil, crops, livestock, tools, fertilizer, and mea-
sures. Qian Junrui of the Rural China group, however, called for a movement
from the Buck approach to the Chen approach, arguing that rural economics
should be an integral part of theoretical economics rather than an extension
of agricultural science.154 In other words, the Rural China group wanted to
concentrate on agrarian issues, while the Chinese Economy group preferred to
focus on agricultural issues.

Except for Wang Yichang, a veteran of the debate, all the other partici-
pants during this phase were new faces. However, the issues were basically the
same as in the first phase. The two groups were loyal successors of the
Xinsichao group and the Dongli group, respectively. The main difference was
that they narrowed their scope from China as a whole to rural China alone. The
biggest change on the CCP side was that they now paid much more attention
to field investigation and relied more on materials collected directly from the
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villages to prove their arguments. The major change on the Trotskyite side was
that they were now more scholars than revolutionaries. After the two large-scale
arrests by the Nanjing government in 1931 and 1932, the Trotskyite organiza-
tions were heavily decimated and most of their leaders had been put into prison.
That group of scholars who continued to argue along the Trotskyite line during
the second phase of the debate seems to have banished politics, especially the
idea of revolution, from their minds. There is no evidence that any of them had
ever been revolutionaries before. They preferred to call themselves economists,
whose duty it was to find ways of increasing productivity within the capitalist
system. Therefore, their opponents in the debate charged they had abandoned
the revolutionary message of the Trotskyite participants of the first phase of the
debate and had fallen into reformism.

Although this new phase of debate may have taken on a more academic
appearance than the first phase, in essence it was still a political debate waged
between the revolutionaries and reformers. Generally speaking, if the CCP
scholars during this phase were better armed with solid data than the
Trotskyites, the Trotskyites once again proved themselves to be better stu-
dents of Marxist theories, with bountiful quotations from Marxist classics to
buttress their arguments. 

THE NON-MARXIST AND ANTI-MARXIST VIEWS

Many non-Marxist scholars felt that the whole debate among the Marxists
was baseless and absurd. They tended to stress the uniqueness of Chinese
society and refused to apply Marxist or other foreign concepts, such as feu-
dalism, class, or the Asiatic mode of production, or foreign grand theories
such as Marxist unilinear evolutionism, to the study of Chinese society. In
this they were true successors of Zhang Dongsun and Liang Qichao.
However, unlike Zhang and Liang, they were more like external critics than
direct participants in the debate. In the process of their criticism they tried to
form their own theories about the nature of Chinese society in order to
replace the foreign theories. Unlike the Marxist participants, this group of
scholars did not act collectively, nor did they seem to share common political
views. Some were considered conservatives, while others were regarded as
liberals. Some of them were traditional Chinese scholars, and others were
academically trained social scientists. The representatives of this group
included Qian Mu, Hu Shi, Liang Shuming, and Fei Xiaotong. What they
had in common was a shared aversion to the revolutionary ideologies.

Qian Mu, in his Guoshi dagang [An Outline History of China], written in
1929, argued that since the Qin Dynasty China had been neither a feudal nor a
capitalist society, because while there were no hereditary feudal lords or major
differences between the rich and the poor in China, and the relationship
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between the landlords and the tenants was regulated by state law rather than
feudal bonds, it was also the case that traditional Chinese political ideology did
not allow for the development of capitalism. He criticized those who debated
whether China was a feudal or capitalist society for blindly following the pat-
tern of European history without paying enough attention to the uniqueness of
Chinese history.155 He brought up the issue of feudalism again in his Guoshi
xinlun [A New History of China], in which he stressed the positive effects of
Confucianism on China’s social justice. He maintained that there had been no
strictly stratified class system in China since the Qin and Han Dynasties. In
Chinese society there had been neither a hereditary aristocracy nor a class of
serfs such as those in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Europe.
Theoretically, there was mobility among the four main social groups of China:
the literati, the peasantry, the craftsmen, and the merchants. Therefore, he
rejected the use of the term “feudalism” to define Chinese society. He did not
like the term “despotism” either, because he believed that Confucianism pro-
posed to limit rather than strengthen the power of the emperor.156

Hu Shi made his first serious response to the Marxist debate in an article
written in 1930. Based on his well-known argument about issues and isms,
he proposed piecemeal reform to eliminate China’s five national enemies:
poverty, disease, ignorance, corruption, and disorder. According to Hu,
Chinese society was neither capitalistic nor feudal, but a society enfeebled by
those five “enemies”:

This enumeration of our five enemies does not include capitalism,
because we cannot yet talk about capitalism in China. Nor the cap-
italist class, because we have only a few fairly well-to-do people,
but certainly no capitalist class. Nor feudalism, because feudalism
in China ended 2,000 years ago with the formation of the First
Empire. Nor imperialism, because imperialism cannot injure a
country that is not first devastated by those five devils.157

To support his conclusions, Hu cited Li Jinghan’s investigation of
Beijing village families and information about villages in Sichuan and Anhui.
In a speech delivered in America in 1941, Hu Shi further argued that
Chinese feudalism was successfully abolished during the Han Dynasty rather
than during the Qin, as he had claimed in his 1930 article. Chinese society
after Han had seen no real class divisions, and not even any enduring differ-
ences between the rich and the poor.158

Liang Shuming also emphasized the uniqueness of Chinese culture and
society, summarizing his theory about the nature of Chinese society in a
book published in 1937. He defined China as a society based on Confucian
ethics, in which there were only professional differences, but no class differ-
ences. The aristocracy and serfs of medieval Europe and the capitalists and
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workers of modern Europe had no parallels in China. In China there was no
monopoly of property and therefore no exploitation of one class by another.
He attributed this to three factors: one was the free transaction of land, which
made monopoly of the land very difficult; another was the rule of inheritance,
which was not based on primogeniture but required the property to be equally
divided among all children—a factor that also helped to avoid the monopoly
of property; the last was the lack of machines, which made it unnecessary to
accumulate large amounts of wealth to build large-scale factories.

Obviously, the concepts of feudalism and class adopted by Qian Mu,
Liang Shuming, and Hu Shi were quite different from those used by the
Marxist scholars. To the former, feudalism meant the contracted political
structure of medieval Europe, and class meant the unbridgeable gap between
the aristocracy and the commoners of medieval Europe. They did not con-
sider the relations between landlords and peasants feudal and did not regard
warlords and landlords as feudal forces, as many revolutionary intellectuals
did. On the issue of feudalism, the Marxists and non-Marxists actually
adopted two different sets of definitions and created two unrelated discourses
using the same terminology. The non-Marxist scholars had much less inter-
nal controversy concerning the concept of feudalism and its existence in
China; they all based their concept of feudalism on the social features of
medieval European society and Western Zhou China. Marxists of all kinds
agreed that China had gone through a period of feudalism, but they could
not agree about whether current China still possessed feudal traits. In order
to support their argument that feudalism did exist or had existed in China,
Chinese Marxists had to base their concept of feudalism more on the social
features of China rather than those of medieval Europe. In short, the non-
Marxist scholars adopted a universal concept of feudalism in order to argue
against the universality of both feudalism and the Marxist scheme of social
evolution, whereas Marxist scholars had to localize and nationalize the con-
cept of feudalism in order to prove the universality of both feudalism and the
Marxist scheme of social evolution.

The young sociologist Fei Xiaotong also agreed to some extent with
Liang Shuming. In fact he was accused by some people of plagiarizing Liang
Shuming’s theory about the nature of Chinese society.159 In a book written in
the 1940s, he made his first effort at generalizing about Chinese society by
discussing its nature. Following Qian Mu and Liang Shuming, he empha-
sized the uniqueness of Chinese society. As a functionalist, his theoretical
weapon was anti-evolutionism. To him, the debate about the transition from
feudalism to capitalism was meaningless.160

In summary, there were two major approaches to the issue of the nature of
Chinese rural society: Marxist and non-Marxist. Although the first round of
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the debate, which took place in the early 1920s, was carried out between
Marxists and non-Marxists, the most important part of the debate, which
occurred between 1927 and 1937, was conducted among various groups of
Marxists. The non-Marxists became onlookers or, at most, external critics.
This was so because the debate between 1927 and 1937 was closely tied to
the theory and strategy of past and future revolutions: it was mainly an argu-
ment among revolutionaries. The great majority of the non-Marxists were
nonrevolutionaries. Therefore, it was difficult for them to find common
ground with the doctrinally oriented revolutionary theoreticians.

There were clearly three levels of differences among the intellectuals
who addressed the issue of the nature of Chinese society. At the first level
were the differences between the Marxist and non-Marxist intellectuals.
They did not even share a common system of definitions and concepts that
provided the theoretical bases of the debate. At the second level were the dif-
ferences between the Trotskyites and the other three groups of revolutionary
intellectuals, namely, the Chinese Communist Party, the Reorganization
group, and the Third Party. They all accepted Marxist theory and its system
of definitions and concepts, but had different understandings of the defini-
tions of feudalism and capitalism and of their manifestations in China. At
the third level were the differences among the Chinese Communist Party,
the Third Party, and the Reorganization group. They agreed with each other
about the existence of feudal elements in China, but used different terms to
define such elements; and disagreed with each other as to what exactly com-
posed those feudal elements.

Whether Marxist or non-Marxist, all those who wrote about the nature
of Chinese society and Chinese rural society took the debate as a political
matter rather than a purely academic endeavor. Everyone tried to establish
logical relations in one way or another between their views of the nature of
Chinese society and their political strategies. Their starting points were their
strategies and programs for rebuilding the nation rather than China’s social
realities. No one conducted any serious investigations during the first phase
of the debate. During the second phase, some of them, especially the CCP
scholars, began to conduct investigations in the villages. However, their con-
clusions had already been reached before they went to the villages. They were
determined to find data to support, rather than challenge, those conclusions. 

The various views that emerged during the debate about the nature of
Chinese rural society formed an important part of the Chinese intellectuals’
efforts to grasp something that could justify their grand programs for China
in general and rural China in particular. Each group of intellectuals strove to
define Chinese rural society in such a way as to provide the basis for its
transformation to a new society as envisioned by that group, and transformed
in a manner of their prescription or preference. That they spent so much
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time and energy in debate on the issue of the nature of Chinese society
reflected well the influence of the May Fourth Movement and the New
Culture Movement.161 The debate was the combined result of several factors:
the rise of the modern Chinese intelligentsia, the spread of Marxism, and the
increasing acceptance of the social sciences in China. During the New
Culture Movement and May Fourth Movement, Chinese intellectuals were
mainly concerned about the importation of foreign ideas; now they endeav-
ored to link those imported ideas with the realities of China. Many Chinese
intellectuals now firmly believed that the development of human society is
determined by a set of social laws, and therefore it is possible to find the best
program for China’s future through the study of China’s present. As a result,
instead of looking to heaven for mandate, as the traditional Chinese peasant
rebels did, modern Chinese revolutionaries turned to society itself for legiti-
macy and guidance. In other words, to the modern Chinese intelligentsia,
the laws of society are the modern mandate of heaven. The debate indicates
how modern Chinese revolutionaries have differed from both the traditional
literati and the traditional peasant leaders, and how twentieth-century
Chinese revolutions and reforms have differed from traditional Chinese
peasant rebellions and dynastic changes.
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5
____________________________

Patterns of Intellectual–Peasant Relations

The Chinese intellectuals created various images of the peasant and offered
various theories about the nature of Chinese rural society as part of their
effort to justify their respective programs for the peasantry and rural China.
However, in order to put their programs into practice and utilize and trans-
form the peasants, the intellectuals could not simply stay in their study
rooms and indulge in mental exercises. To test their theories about peasant
and rural China and activate their revolution or reform plans, they had to
go to the countryside to meet the peasants in person. This gave rise to the
question: what kind of relationship should the intellectuals have with the
peasants? This topic figured prominently in the intellectuals’ writings of
that period. Different groups had different ideas about this, with most
using either imported theories or traditional practices to justify their
respective patterns.

FROM ALIENATION TO REUNION

The Transformation of Identity

In his 1936 interview with Edgar Snow, Mao Zedong recalled that shortly
after the 1911 Revolution, he joined the revolutionary army in Changsha for
a short time, hoping to help complete the revolution. He had the following
to say about his life in the army: “My salary was seven yuan a month—which
is more than I get in the Red Army now, however—and of this I spent two
yuan a month on food. I also had to buy water. The soldiers had to carry
water in from outside the city, but I, being a student, could not condescend
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to carrying, and bought it from the water peddlers.” 1 This statement reveals
that, on the one hand, the new generation of students like Mao was quite
different from the old literati, which regarded soldiering as one of the lowli-
est occupations. On the other hand, these new students still maintained
some of the features of the traditional literati, such as their contempt for
manual labor. However, for our purpose, the importance of this statement
lies in Mao’s identifying himself as a student, rather than a farmhand, his
previous status. Five years earlier, when he was thirteen years old, Mao was
forced to quit school to work in the field all year long. One of his early
friends recalled that some days his father ordered him to carry farmyard
manure from his village to the faraway field fifteen times a day.2 His life as a
laborer lasted for about two years, during which he is said to have proved
himself to be as capable and hardworking as an adult peasant in all kinds of
farm work.3

If Mao’s talk with Edgar Snow in 1936 indicates how he changed from a
farmhand or a semifarmhand to a student, then his “Talks at the Yenan
Forum on Literature and Art” made six years later convey how he overcame
his identity as an intellectual and reemerged as a member of the working class:

If you want the masses to understand you, if you want to be one
with the masses, you must make up your mind to undergo a long
and even painful process of tempering. Here I might mention the
experience of how my own feelings changed. I began life as a stu-
dent and at school acquired the ways of a student; I then used to
feel it undignified to do even a little manual labor, such as carrying
my own luggage in the presence of my fellow students, who were
incapable of carrying anything, either on their shoulders or in their
hands. At that time I felt that intellectuals were the only clean
people in the world, while in comparison workers and peasants
were dirty. I did not mind wearing the clothes of other intellectu-
als, believing them clean, but I would not put on clothes belonging
to a worker or peasant, believing them dirty. But after I became a
revolutionary and lived with workers and peasants and with sol-
diers of the revolutionary army, I gradually came to know them
well, and they gradually came to know me well too. It was then,
and only then, that I fundamentally changed the bourgeois and
petty-bourgeois feelings implanted in me in the bourgeois schools.
I came to feel that compared with the workers and peasants the
unremoulded intellectuals were not clean and that, in the last
analysis, the workers and peasants were the cleanest people, and
even though their hands were soiled and their feet smeared with
cow-dung, they were really cleaner than the bourgeois and petty-
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bourgeois intellectuals. That is what is meant by a change in feel-
ings, a change from one class to another.4

Those who believed that Mao was an innate peasant leader, who always
had feelings for the working people and placed his hopes on the peasantry
from his earliest years, would find this statement hard to accept. The fact is
that after Mao left his village and became a student of what was considered a
“modern” school at the age of sixteen, especially after he entered the First
Provincial Normal School in Changsha in 1913, he seemed to gradually
forget his status as a peasant youngster and strove to find a place among the
urban intelligentsia. In a letter written in 1917, Mao followed the traditional
Chinese literati and classified all human beings into two types: gentlemen
and “small persons.” He considered intellectuals like himself to be gentlemen
and the peasants “small persons.” Although he argued then that gentlemen
should have mercy for small people and treat them as fellow countrymen,5 it
was not until after he became a revolutionary and had some experience in
urban revolution that he fully understood the necessity of returning to the
peasants. In his own words, he did not “fully realize the degree of class strug-
gle among the peasantry” (meaning the value of the peasants as a component
force of class struggle) until 1925, which happened after he observed the mil-
itant peasant movement following the May Thirtieth Movement during a
sick leave in his native village in Hunan.6 This was confirmed by Zhou Enlai,
who recalled that sometime before 1925, when informed of the rural work
done by Tao Xingzhi, Mao replied that the party was too busy with work in
the cities and could not send people to the villages.7 To be sure, Mao did not
totally ignore the peasants before 1925, but neither did he make them the
focus of his attention, as he did after 1925.8 Stuart Schram found it curious
that “although of peasant origin, he had been so long in rediscovering the
peasantry.” 9 Within the Communist Party, there were quite a few who
returned to the countryside or redirected their attention to the peasants ear-
lier than or contemporaneously with Mao. These included Li Dazhao, Shen
Dingyi, Wei Baqun, Peng Pai, Liu Zhidan, Deng Zhongxia, Yun Daiying,
and others.10

The path Mao took from a village boy to an urban intellectual and his
subsequent return to the village and the peasants was shared by many
Chinese intellectuals of his generation. His change of sentiment and iden-
tity was also a common experience among the intelligentsia, especially the
revolutionaries. If Mao’s statement was more concerned with the change of
“subjective identity,” or how the intellectuals felt about their alienation
from and reunion with the working class, Lu Xun’s relationship with his
peasant friend Run Tu, described in his famous story “Hometown,” is
indicative of the change of “objective identity,” namely, how the peasants
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sensed the change of their relationship with the intellectuals. Lu Xun, heir
to a bureaucratic family,11 and Run Tu, the son of a peasant who worked in
Lu Xun’s house, were close friends when they were young and used to call
each other “brother,” but when Lu Xun returned to his hometown as an
established intellectual and government official after an absence of twenty
years and met Run Tu again, Lu Xun could not detect any trace of their
old friendship and Run Tu, now a poor peasant, began to call Lu Xun
“Master” and asked his son to kowtow to Lu Xun. “I shuddered [upon
hearing that] as I realized what a wretched, thick wall now stood between
us,” Lu Xun wrote.12

The change of subjective and objective identities of the intellectuals
described by Mao Zedong and Lu Xun were well analyzed by Fei Xiaotong
in 1947:

at college, even if they [the students from villages] fail to learn any
new knowledge or technology, their life style and value system
must undergo dramatic changes, hence they feel that they have
become different from the villagers, that they are no longer able to
associate with the rustic villagers, whose language is crude and dull
and whose appearance is repulsive. Even though the students are
willing to condescend to living with the villagers, others would see
them as different persons from whom they used to be and would
treat them with increased respect. As a result, the students would
be treated like guests in their own homes, making it impossible for
them to continue to live at home.13

Returned Students

The great majority of modern Chinese intelligentsia of Lu Xun’s and Mao
Zedong’s generations, especially the Communist revolutionaries and the
early champions of the peasants among them, were either directly from the
village, like Mao, or from families or areas close to the peasants, like Lu Xun.
For example, according to a recent collection of official biographies, among
the thirteen delegates attending the first congress of the Chinese Communist
Party, seven were from ordinary peasant families; two were from landlord
families; three were from county seats of the interior and rural Hubei
Province; only one, Chen Gongbo, born in Guangxi and raised in
Guangzhou, was of truly urban origin.14 According to Li Rui, those of Mao’s
close friends during his student years in Changsha who later became
Communists and died for the revolutionary cause were mostly from rural
areas. Li believed that their rural background made Marxism-Leninism more

120 Patterns of Intellectual–Peasant Relations



acceptable to them and played a role in the formation of their revolutionary
spirit and character.15

A quick survey of the background of other prominent Communist and
non-Communist intellectuals who were involved in the early peasant move-
ment indicates a similar pattern. Dr. Sun Yat-sen was born in a village in
Guangdong and considered himself the son of a poor peasant;16 Li Dazhao
was born and raised in a rich peasant family in Hebei; Peng Pai was from a
landlord family in Guangdong; Shen Dingyi was from a landlord family in
Zhejiang; Deng Yanda was born and raised in a village in Guangdong;17 Yan
Yangchu was from the interior and rural Bazhong County of Sichuan; and
Tao Xingzhi was born into a poor peasant family in Anhui.18 It was these
intellectuals with rural roots who first proposed to go or return to the village.

The general tendency was not only for intellectuals with rural origins to
return to the village, but also for them to return to their own villages. Early
examples included Shen Dingyi and Peng Pai, who began to organize the
peasants in their native communities in the early 1920s. Other early examples
included Wei Baqun of Guangxi;19 Mao Zedong and Liu Dongxuan of
Hunan;20 Ruan Xiaoxian, Huang Xuezeng, and Zhou Qijian of
Guangdong;21 Fang Zhimin of Jiangxi;22 and Zhou Shuiping of Jiangsu.23

Some anarchists also went to Xiangshan County of Guangdong, the erst-
while home of their late leader Liu Shifu, to organize peasant associations
and establish peasant schools.24

Yun Daiying, the general editor of Zhongguo qingnian [Chinese Youth],
argued in 1924 that both the students who returned to their native villages
for summer vacation as well as the primary school teachers in the villages
could most easily be drawn into the peasant movement. He called on the
local intellectuals to help with the work of their own villages.25 In the same
year, Ruan Xiaoxian made seven suggestions about the peasant movement to
the Communist Youth League, including that “the leaders of the movements
should be natives. If they are not natives, they should have native guides.” 26

Seven years before, Li Dazhao had made the call for all urban students to go
to the village. Yun Daiying’s and Ruan Xiaoxian’s call was different from that
of Li Dazhao in that Yun and Ruan targeted a special group of urban stu-
dents, namely, those who had their roots in the villages, and urged them to
return to their own villages. Yun and Ruan saw the trend more clearly than
Li Dazhao, probably because they had the advantage of observing the rural
work of intellectuals like Shen Dingyi and Peng Pai. Actually, most of the
intellectuals who went to the villages to carry out reform or revolution before
the Northern Expedition were the so-called returned students. 

During the Northern Expedition, peasant movements in various parts of
China continued to be led by “returned students.” At the provincial level, the
peasant movement in the southern provinces was tightly controlled by native
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Communist intellectuals—Peng Pai in Guangdong, Mao Zedong in Hunan,
and Fang Zhimin in Jiangxi. The peasant movement at the county and vil-
lage levels was also mainly led by local intellectuals. For example, in
Guangdong, the peasant movement at the district level was headed by the
so-called “big four of the peasant movement” —Peng Pai, Zhou Qijian,
Huang Xuezeng, and Ruan Xiaoxian. Except for Ruan, all the others were
sent back to the district whence they came.27 Returned students also led the
peasant movement of Guangning,28 Lechang,29 and Hainan of Guangdong;30

Pingle of Guangxi;31 Xingguo,32 Donggu,33 and Xunwu of Jiangxi;34 and
Rucheng,35 Yueyang,36 and Sangzhi of Hunan.37

The Peasant Movement Institute in Guangzhou and Wuhan played a
special role in training peasant leaders. Those provinces with more graduates
of the institute were usually also the provinces where the peasant movement
developed more quickly than others.38 Initially, the special status of the
returned students was a great asset to the peasant movement. As H.
Chapman observed, these students helped protect the peasant movement
because these intellectuals “were protected by a false analogy, which ranked
them with the old-time Chinese scholars—their persons being regarded by
all classes as almost sacred and their opinions as entitled to peculiar respect—
so that they were able to engage in seditious propaganda, even mild rioting,
for which others would be imprisoned and shot.”39

A general survey (Table 2) of the Communists who led the peasant
uprisings after the breakdown of the First United Front in 1927 indicates
that most of them were also returned students.40

TABLE 2
A Survey of the Communist Leaders of Major Peasant Uprisings from 1927 to 1929.

Name Native Education Urban Place of Time of 
Place Experience Uprising Uprising

Peng Pai+ Haifeng College (Waseda Tokyo Haifeng Late 1927
(Guangdong) Univ.) (Guangdong) 

Zhang Dapu Technical school; Guangzhou; Hai-lu-feng April,Sept.,
Shanming* (Guangdong) Univ. of the Moscow (Guangdong) Oct. 1927

Toilers of East 

Gu Dacun* Wuhua Professional Guangzhou Wuhua and August, 
(Guangdong)  School adjacent areas 1928 

Yang Shanji* Hainan college(Univ. of Guangzhou; Hainan Sept. 1927
(Guangdong) the Toilers of East) Moscow (Guangdong)   

Feng Ping* Hainan Shanghai Culture Shanghai; Hainan Sept. 1927
(Guangdong)  Univ.; Univ. of the Guangzhou; (Guangdong)

Toilers of the East Moscow 

Wang Hainan college (Shanghai Shanghai Hainan Sept. 1927
Wenming* (Guangdong) Univ.) (Guangdong)
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TABLE 2 (Con’t)
A Survey of the Communist Leaders of Major Peasant Uprisings from 1927 to 1929.

Name Native Education Urban Place of Time of 
Place Experience Uprising Uprising

Feng Baiju* Hainan middle Nanjing; Hainan Sept. 1927
(Guangdong) school Shanghai (Guangdong)

Lei Jingtian* Nanning Xiamen Univ.; Naning; Youjiang Dec. 1929
(Guangxi) Daxia Univ. Xiamen; (Guangxi)

Shanghai

Wei Baqun* Donglan military school; Guilin; Donglan Dec. 1929
(Guangxi) Peasant Guiyang; (Guangxi)

Movement Guangzhou
Institute

Zhu Jilei* Pinghe middle school; Xiamen; Pinghe March
(Fujian) Peasant Guangzhou (Fujian) 1928

Movement
Institute

Guo Diren* Longyan middle school Xiamen; Longyan April 1928
(Fujian) Peasant Guangzhou (Fujian)

Movement
Institute

Deng Zihui* Longyan middle school Japan Longyan April 1928
(Fujian) (Fujian)

Zhang Yongding higher primary county seats Yongding June 1928
Dingcheng* (Fujian) school of Yongding (Fujian)

& Dapu

Fu Bocui* Shanghang Tokyo School Japan Shanghang June 1928
(Fujian) of Law and (Fujian)

Politics

Guo Shanghang Shanghang June 1928
Muliang (Fujian) (Fujian)

Chen Geng+ Chong’an middle Fuzhou Chongan 1928
(Fujian) school (Fujian)

Fang Yiyang technical Nanchang; Yiyang and Jan. 1928
Zhimin* (Jiangxi) school Jiujiang; Hengfeng

Shanghai (Jiangxi)

Shao Yiyang college (Beiping Nanchang; Yiyang and Jan. 1928
Shiping* (Jiangxi) Normal Univ.) Beijing Hengfeng

(Jiangxi)

Huang Hengfeng college (Beiping Nanchang; Yiyang and Jan. 1928
Dao* (Jiangxi) Normal Univ.) Beijing Hengfeng

(Jiangxi)

Zeng Wan’an college (China Nanchang; Wan’an Dec. 1927
Tianyu* (Jiangxi) Univ.) Tokyo; (Jiangxi)

Beijing
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TABLE 2 (Con’t)

A Survey of the Communist Leaders of Major Peasant Uprisings from 1927 to 1929.

Name Native Education Urban Place of Time of 
Place Experience Uprising Uprising

Zeng Ji’an college (Shanghai Nanchang; Wan’an Dec. 1927
Yansheng* (Jiangxi) Univ.) Shanghai; (Jiangxi)

Nanjing

Gu Bai Xunwu middle school Meixian; Xunwu March
(Jiangxi) Guangzhou (Jiangxi) 1928

Mao Xiangtan normal school Changsha (Hunan) and Sept. 1927
Zedong* (Hunan) (Jiangxi)

Yu Pingjiang military school Guangzhou Piangjiang Sept. 1927
Bimin+ (Hunan) Peasant (Hunan)

Movement
Institute

He Long* Sangzhi no formal Changsha Sangzhi March
(Hunan) education and other (Hunan) 1928

places

Zhou Tongren college; Guiyang; Sangzhi March
Yiqun+ (Guizhou) military Shanghai (Hunan) 1928

academy Tokyo;
Guangzhou

Luo Pingjiang middle school county seat Pingjiang March
Nachuan* (Hunan) of Pingjiang (Hunan) 1928

Hu Zi* Huangmei college (Dongnan Wuhan; Huangmei Sept. 1927
(Hubei) Univ.) Nanjing (Hubei)

Xiao Huanggang Zhonghua Univ.: Wuhan; Mianyang Sept. 1927
Renhu (Hubei) military academy Guangzhou (Hubei)

Peasant
Movement
Institute

Deng Mianyang middle school Wuhan Mianyang Sept. 1927
Chizhong* (Hubei) Peasant (Hubei)

Movement
Institute

Zou Lixian Gong’an1 Sept. 1927
Zisheng (Hunan) (Hubei)

Fan Gong’an Gong’an Sept. 1927
Xueci (Hubei) (Hubei)

Yang Gong’an Gong’an Sept. 1927
Yunxiang (Hubei) (Hubei)

Pan Huangpi Whompoa Wuhan; Huang’an- Nov. 1927
Zhongru* (Hubei) military Guangzhou Macheng

academy (Hubei)
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TABLE 2 (Con’t)

A Survey of the Communist Leaders of Major Peasant Uprisings from 1927 to 1929.

Name Native Education Urban Place of Time of 
Place Experience Uprising Uprising

Wu Huangpi Whompoa Guangzhou Huang’an- Nov. 1927
Guanghao* (Hubei) military Macheng

academy (Hubei)

Dai Huang’an normal school; Wuhan Huang’an- Nov. 1927
Kemin* (Hubei) Peasant Macheng

Movement (Hubei)
Institute

Cao Huang’an college Wuhan Huang’an- Nov. 1927
Xuekai* (Hubei) (Zhonghua Macheng

Univ.) (Hubei)

Cheng Zaoyang middle school Wuhan; Zaoyang Nov. 1927
Kesheng* (Hubei) France (Hubei)

Wang Xuanhan technical school; Chengdu; Xuanhan- April 1929
Weizhou* (Sichuan) military school Russia; Wanyuan

Shanghai (Sichuan)

Li Jiajun* Wanyuan college (Tongji Shanghai Xuanhan- April 1929
(Sichuan) Medical College) Wanyuan

(Sichuan)

Wang Xinyang Peasant Wuhan Xinyang Nov. 1927
Bolu* (Henan) Movement (Henan)

Institute

Zhang Huangchuan Peasant Wuhan Huangchuan, Feb. 1928
Yanwu* (Henan) Movement etc. (Henan)

Institute

Ma Shangde* Queshan Technical Kaifeng Queshan Oct. 1927
(Yang Jinyu) (Henan) school (Henan)

Zhou Shangcheng Central military- Wuhan Shangcheng, May 1929
Weijiong (Henan) political school (Henan)

Xu Macheng Shangcheng2 May 1929
Qixu (Hubei) (Henan)

Shu Huoshan Tokyo Advanced Anqing; Lu’an- Nov. 1929
Chuanxian* (Anhui) Industrial school Japan; Huoshan

Guangzhou (Anhui)

Zhou Lu’an middle school Anqing Lu’an Nov. 1929
Juanzhi* (Anhui) Huoshan

(Anhui)

Wang Anshun college Guiyang; Central May 1928
Ruofei+ (Guizhou) Japan; Jiangsu

France; (Jiangsu)
Moscow
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TABLE 2 (Con’t)

A Survey of the Communist Leaders of Major Peasant Uprisings from 1927 to 1929.

Name Native Education Urban Place of Time of 
Place Experience Uprising Uprising

Yan Pu* Wuxi college Wuxi; Wuxi Nov. 1927
(Jiangsu) (Nanfang Univ.) Shanghai (Jiangsu)

Hang Wuxi Peasant Guangzhou Wuxi Nov. 1927
Gaoren (Jiangsu) Movement (Jiangsu)

Institute

Hu Yongjia Shanghai and Yongjia late 1929
Gongmian* (Zhejiang) other Places (Zhejiang)

Yu Ninghe college (Nankai Tianjin Eastern Oct. 1927
Fangzhou* (Tianjin) Univ.) Hebei

Liu Bao’an middle school; Guangzhou Weihua May 1928
Zhidan* (Shaanxi) military academy (Shaanxi)

* born in a village
+ born in a county seat
++ born in a city
1. Lixian of Hunan is adjacent to Gong’an of Hubei.
2. Macheng of Hubei is adjacent to Shangcheng of Henan.

This survey, although covering only the major ones of the several hun-
dred Communist peasant insurrections following the Chinese Communist
Party Central Committee’s directive issued on August 7, 1927, suffices as a
foundation for several general conclusions to be drawn. First, most of the
insurrections were led by intellectuals with at least a middle-school educa-
tion. Among the individuals surveyed, He Long was the only one who did
not have any formal education. Second, most of the intellectuals were origi-
nally from rural areas. Some were from villages, others from county seats.
Not a single one was born and raised in a big city. Those from county seats
were often related to the surrounding villages in one way or another. Zhou
Yiqun, Wang Ruofei, and Peng Pai, for example, were from landlord fami-
lies who had houses in county seats but left their fields in the villages to be
cultivated by their tenants. Third, most of the intellectuals chose to return to
their native areas to launch uprisings. For most insurrections, at least one of
the key leaders was local born. 

This survey covers only the peasant uprisings. The Communists also
launched many soldier uprisings during that period. The leaders of the sol-
dier uprisings were not necessarily native sons because the army units were
frequently transferred from one area to another. However, most of those
uprisings were supported by local party leaders and the peasant forces they
controlled. The Communist leaders later argued that the Nanchang Uprising
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and the Guangzhou Uprising failed mainly because the military leaders failed
to get the support of the local peasants,41 while the Autumn Harvest
Uprising led by Mao Zedong was considered a model for soldier–worker–
peasant alliance. The Pingjiang Uprising of 1928 led by Peng Dehuai was
greatly assisted by the peasants of Pingjiang, organized by local intellectuals
such as Luo Nachuan and Hu Yun. In Guangxi, the soldier uprising led by
Yu Zuoyu, Li Mingrui, Deng Xiaoping, and Zhang Yunyi gained strong
support from the Youjiang peasant movement led by Wei Baqun. Zhang
Yunyi later remarked that “if we [the rebel soldiers] had not gone to
Youjiang to join the revolutionary masses, it would have been very difficult
for us to create the Seventh Red Army and to strengthen and develop our
forces within a short time.”42 In Shaanxi, the soldiers and local peasants led
by natives and nonnatives joined in launching the Weihua uprising. The sup-
port of local peasants was widely believed to be essential for the success of
the soldier uprisings.

Those non-Communist intellectuals interested in the peasantry and who
went to the countryside after 1927 showed the same inclination for their
native villages. Shen Dingyi was still very active in his home village in
Xiaoshan County of Zhejiang. His bid for national power ended in failure,
and he then lost his provincial position, but he would never lose his village,
to which he could always return.43 Fu Bocui was another peasant leader
whose experiences were very similar to those of Shen Dingyi. Like Shen, Fu
was also from a landlord family. He had studied in Japan in the mid-1910s.
In 1918, Fu became a lawyer and returned to his native county—Shanghang
of Fujian— to practice law. He became famous among the students and local
people for his courageous and successful struggles against corrupt officials.
He joined the Communist Party right after Chiang Kai-shek’s coup in April
1927 and became a prominent Communist leader in western Fujian. He then
voluntarily reduced his tenants’ rent and ordered other landlords to do the
same. However, when the party asked him to distribute his land among the
tenants, he refused on the grounds that such radical measures would cause
attack from the Nationalist government, and that the partition of land own-
ership would block technological improvement. At a local party conference
presided over by Mao Zedong in 1929, Zhang Dingcheng and others criti-
cized his stand. In 1930, he was expelled from the party for disapproving the
official policies about land distribution and other matters. After that, he
returned to his home village, Jiaoyang of Shanghang, located on the bound-
ary of three counties and surrounded by high mountains. During the next
two decades, with a population of about 5,000 and an army of about 700 sol-
diers, he mediated between the Nationalists and the Communists and man-
aged to keep his small domain an independent kingdom.44 Like Shen,
although lacking support from either the Nationalist Party or the
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Communist Party, Fu remained a powerful local figure simply because of his
local connections and influence.45

In southwestern Henan Province, the rural reconstruction movement in
the four counties of Zhenping, Neixiang, Xichuan and Dengxian was led by
four natives—Peng Yuting, Bie Tingfang, Chen Zhonghua, and Ning Xigu,
respectively. Although Bie Tingfang, the least educated among the four,
had the strongest military force and it was mainly his power that enabled
the implementation of many of the rural reconstruction projects, it was the
intellectual Peng Yuting who masterminded the local autonomy and rural
reconstruction programs carried out in the region. Peng, a native of
Zhenping, was well educated and well traveled, and was a high-ranking
official before returning home in 1926. After both Peng and Bie died, Chen
Zhonghua took over. Chen was a native of Xichuan who had attended
schools in Shanghai and Kaifeng.46 Ning Xigu, the leader of the Dengxian
County, was a native of Dengxian and a graduate of the Huangpu Military
Academy in Guangzhou.47

Two other rural reconstructionists, Wu Chaoshu and Feng Rui (Feng
Tixia), also chose to return to their rural birthplaces. Wu, from Hainan, was
a former consul-general in Washington D.C. In the early 1930s, he resigned
from his position as the head of the Legislative Yuan and returned to Hainan
to help with the rural development project. Feng Rui was an agronomist
from Guangdong who worked in Dingxian for some years. In the early
1930s, he returned to Guangdong to oversee a rural reconstruction project.48

The rural reconstructionists Liang Shuming and Yan Yangchu did not
return to their own villages. Liang, born and raised in Beijing, did not have a
village to which he could return; Yan, a native of Sichuan, chose to go to
Dingxian of Hebei.49 However, the rural reconstruction project in Henan,
where Liang later worked, was started by three natives: Wang Bingcheng,
Peng Yuting, and Liang Zhonghua. Liang Shuming was their employee.
Likewise, the project in Dingxian was also initiated by the native Mi
family.50 Yan Yangchu himself admitted that the particular reason for his
choosing Dingxian as the base of his experimental program was because the
mass education movement had already spread to fifteen counties of the
Baoding district before he arrived there. In addition, the peasants of
Baoding, especially Mi Digang, invited him to go there and assured Yan that
they would give him full support.51 In these two cases, because the locals who
initiated the projects were relatively insignificant persons, they were later
overshadowed by outsiders who possessed more resources and greater fame.
It was often the case that if those who went to the countryside were nonna-
tive intellectuals, they had to communicate with the local people through
native intellectuals in the initial phase. For example, when the sociologist Li
Jinghan started his investigation project in Dingxian, he was far from suc-
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cessful with the peasants because his investigators were all nonnative college
graduates. Later he decided to use the graduates of local schools. These
native intellectuals were far more successful in collecting data because they
enjoyed the trust of the peasants.52

Researchers interested in rural society also tended to return to their
native locales to conduct investigations. The sociologist Fei Xiaotong made
field trips to many areas of China, including Guangxi and Yunnan, but his
most famous fieldwork was conducted in the Kaixiangong village in his
home county, Wujiang of Jiangsu. In the preface to Fei’s Peasant Life in
China, his mentor Bronislaw Malinowski remarked that one of the unique
features of Fei’s book was that “it is the result of work done by a native
among natives.” 53 Malinowski explained that here the word “native” simply
meant that Fei was born and raised in the area he studied.54 Truly there is
hardly a better word than “native” to describe the relations between Fei and
the people of Kaixiangong. Other Chinese sociologists and anthropologists
followed the same pattern. Martin Yang’s A Chinese Village is about the life
of his own village, Taitou of Qingdao, Shandong.55 Lin Yaohua [Lin Yueh-
hwa]’s The Golden Wing depicts his own family and his home village in
Gutian of Fujian.56

Even foreign scholars who studied Chinese villages had to follow this
pattern. The American sociologist Daniel Harrison Kulp II was the author
of Country Life in South China, a book about the social life of the Fenghuang
[Pheonix] village of Chao’an County, Guangdong. Investigation and data
collection were mainly conducted during the summers of 1918 and 1919 by
his students who came from the Chaozhou area. Kulp himself paid a visit to
the village in 1923, accompanied and assisted by a college student from that
village. It has even been rumored that Kulp never actually visited the village
and that all the investigation was done by his students from that area.57

John Lossing Buck’s studies on Chinese farm economy and land utiliza-
tion have been very influential. However, little of the data contained in the
books were collected by Buck himself; instead, they were provided for him by
the Chinese native intellectuals—Buck was the guide, compiler, analyzer,
and synthesizer. His Chinese Farm Economy was based on seventeen surveys,
containing data about 2,866 farms (households) in seventeen localities. All
surveys were conducted by his students in their native communities. His pro-
ject on Chinese land utilization, which started in the early 1930s, was also
completed with the help of native intellectuals. Buck realized from the very
beginning that “the selection of capable Regional Investigators was the foun-
dation of the study.” Most of his investigators were “graduates of middle
schools and could speak the same dialect as that of the farmers to be inter-
viewed.”58 Buck’s preference for native investigators was preceded by that of
the Chinese anarchist Liu Shipei. Liu emphasized about a decade earlier that
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“the sufferings of the peasants differ from place to place. . . . Therefore, a
native’s description about the conditions of the people of his place would be
different from hearsay.” 59

It is interesting to note that the Communist Yun Daiying and many
other revolutionary and reform leaders attached special importance to the
role of village school teachers in carrying out rural programs. A 1928 CCP
document stipulated that rural teachers in particular should be encouraged to
join the peasant movement.60 Another CCP document, published in
September 1926, called the village primary school teachers “the natural
guides of the peasants,” and urged the party to win them over.61 The
Communist peasant leader Ruan Xiaoxian expressed the same views in an
important article written in the same year.62 There were not many profes-
sions suitable for a returned intellectual in the village other than that of vil-
lage school teacher. Therefore, most returned students became village school
teachers. As teachers they enjoyed the villagers’ respect, trust, and support.
Some of the rural teachers returned first to teach in the village and were only
later drawn into the revolutionary or reform programs. Others became revo-
lutionaries or reformers first, then returned to the villages and became teach-
ers as a convenient guise. 

Examples of the important role of village teachers in the rural revolution
were plentiful. Ruan Xiaoxian reported in 1926 that in Hunan there were
more than 100 primary school teachers who were helping with the local
peasant movement. Because of this, Ruan foresaw a bright future for the
peasant movement of Hunan.63 Deng Zihui and Zhang Dingcheng recalled
that right after the collapse of the First United Front in 1927, in Longyan
and other counties of western Fujian, the Communist Party did not have
many peasant members. However, at the same time, the primary school
teachers of all the villages were mostly Communist party members or leftists.
As a result, the work of the party was all based in the primary schools.64 Deng
Zihui, the leader of the peasant uprising in Longyan County, and Zhang
Dingcheng, who led the uprising in Yongding County, were themselves pri-
mary school teachers prior to the uprisings. In Huang’an County of Hubei,
almost all rural school teachers were Communists during the period of the
First United Front. This was one of the most important reasons why
Huang’an became a Communist stronghold after 1927.65 In Shimen County
of Hunan, after the breakup of the United Front in 1927, the local
Communists— who were mostly intellectuals—went to the middle schools
and primary schools to take positions as teachers and used the schools as
their bases to prepare for peasant uprisings.66 In Weinan County of Shaanxi,
the Communists gathered in three local schools and made Xuanhua Higher
Primary School the base of the local party branch.67 When the Weihua
Uprising was defeated, the local party branch transferred the intellectual
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party members from the city to the villages to work among the peasants. As a
result, the primary school teachers and principals in northern Shaanxi were
mostly Communists or members of the Communist Youth League.68 In his
“Xunwu Investigation,” written in May 1930, Mao Zedong explained why
middle school and primary school students and primary school teachers were
so active in the local Communist movement. Mao found that most of these
people belonged to the class of small landlords who, “in years with declining
standard of living, must incessantly sell land in order to survive. This group
has a very miserable future ahead. . . . They are enthusiastic for revolution.” 69

However, revolution was not the only choice for rural school teachers. As
will be indicated, the intellectuals involved in the rural reconstruction and
mass education movements, such as Liang Shuming, Yan Yangchu, and Tao
Xingzhi, attached even greater importance to village school teachers in trans-
forming rural China. Village school teachers played a very important role in
their reform programs.

The intellectuals who returned to their areas of birth enjoyed many
advantages: they had a keen understanding of local conditions; they were
familiar with local culture and spoke the dialects; and, finally, they had an
array of connections. Family or lineage support was particularly important in
the development of many peasant movements. Peng Pai and Fang Zhimin,
for example, received much support from their family members, relatives,
and friends in their native communities.70 Living and working among their
own people gave the revolutionaries special strength and a sense of security.
After Fang Zhimin launched a peasant uprising in his native area in late
1927, the Nationalist government sent a regiment of soldiers to the area to
deal with him. He and his followers had only two and a half guns, and were
in no position to resist the strong enemy. Finally they were surrounded in a
small mountainous area. Yet Fang flatly rejected the idea that the guerrillas
should move to another area to avoid being eliminated, reasoning that by
staying they could always rely on the local people, whereas in a new area,
they would be total strangers to both the place and the people and hence it
would be much easier for the enemy to eliminate them.71 It turned out that
Fang made the right decision. The enemy regiment failed to eliminate his
small forces. Local and familial support also played an important role in
many non-Communist projects. The reform project of the Zhaicheng village
of Dingxian, Hebei started out as a business of the Mi family.72 Fei
Xiaotong’s fieldwork in Kaixiangong was assisted by his sister, who was
working with the peasants as an expert on silk-making.

The Communist leaders attached so much importance to native cadres
that when the Red Army moved to a new area, one of the first things it
would do was to look for local party branches or party members, and when-
ever the main forces of the Red Army had to retreat from an area, the party
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would leave some party leaders with good local connections in the area to
“continue the struggle.” For example, when the Red Army of Youjiang area
in Guangxi had to leave for the central base area in Jiangxi, the party decided
that natives Wei Baqun and Chen Hongtao would stay in Youjiang. When
the Red Army decided to leave Jiangxi, Mao Zedong instructed Zhang
Dingchen, a native of western Fujian, to return to his birthplace. To remain
in an area where fierce class struggle had just been carried out without a
powerful military force of one’s own was an extremely dangerous undertak-
ing. Natives had advantages, but they had disadvantages too. Usually they
had many local enemies, who, after the retreat of the Communist forces,
would return to seek revenge. Even if the revolutionaries themselves could
escape, their families would often become easy targets. These disadvantages
were noticed by the Communist leaders as early as the initial phase of the
land revolution. In northeastern Jiangxi, for example, the three Communist
leaders, Fang Zhimin, Shao Shiping, and Huang Dao, once decided to
switch their bases. Huang Dao, a native of Hengfeng County, would work in
Yiyang County. Fang Zhimin, a native of Yiyang County, would work in
Hengfeng County. The local party committee ordered that switch because
Fang Zhimin was “too big a target in Yiyang and would attract the attention
of the enemy.”73 Shao Shiping, a native of the seventh district of Yiyang, was
transferred to its ninth district, after a dangerous confrontation with his ene-
mies in his native village. Later he was transferred to Hengfeng to replace
Fang Zhimin. They still worked in their home areas, but not their native vil-
lages. It was hoped that this arrangement would ward off the disadvantages
of working in one’s native place while still enjoying some of its advantages.
On many occasions, the revolutionaries left behind in their native communi-
ties after the retreat of the main forces of the Red Army did not survive. In
Guangxi, both Wei Baqun and Chen Hongtao were killed not long after the
retreat of the Red Army. But there were successful cases of such arrange-
ments as well. One was the triumph of the Communist guerrilla forces on
Hainan Island, where “the red flag was never toppled” between 1927 and
1950. Another example was the success of the Communist forces in western
Fujian led by Zhang Dingcheng and Deng Zihui. When the Communist
forces in southern China had to make another march to the north in 1937,
the Communist Party again left some prominent leaders in their homelands
to “continue the struggle.” Huang Dao stayed in Jiangxi to lead the
Communist forces in northern Fujian and northeastern Jiangxi. Tu
Zhengkun was left in Pingjiang of Hunan to manage the local office of the
New Fourth Army and the local party work.

During the Anti-Japanese War, besides leaving behind a small number
of local-born party members to continue the struggle in the south, the
Communists also emphasized the importance of local knowledge and local
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cadres in their new base areas in northern China. In the southern Hebei base
area created by the Eighth Route Army forces led by Xu Xiangqian, Li
Qingyu, a local veteran Communist, was chosen to head the government
because he “was familiar with local conditions and enjoyed the respect of the
local people.” 74 He Long, head of the central Hebei base area, realized that
his most urgent task was to train local cadres, “because they have a better
knowledge of local conditions and customs than those from other
provinces.” 75 In the Shanxi–Chahar–Hebei base area, two natives were
selected to head the Border Region Administrative Committee. In the
northern Jiangsu base area, three local Communists were chosen to lead the
administrative and military organs. A survey of 210 New Fourth Army
cadres stationed in northern Jiangsu indicated that 140, or two-thirds, of
them were natives of Jiangsu. Chalmers Johnson called the use of natives
“standard Communist practice,” which formed “one of the methods by which
the Communists advanced local civil-military cooperation.”76 In contrast, the
lack of reliable local cadres hindered the Communist mobilization efforts in
the Huaibei area.77

In many areas, local-born intellectuals played as important a role in
establishing revolutionary base areas in northern China as their southern
comrades did. The northern Shaanxi base area was originally created by
intellectuals such as Liu Zhidan, Xie Zichang, Gao Gang, and Xi
Zhongxun, who were all natives of Shaanxi and educated in urban schools.
In Shanxi, native-born Bo Yibo was a key figure in building Communist
power. During the Anti-Japanese War, the warlord Yan Xishan, famous for
his “sense of locality,” was so impressed by the two leading Communists
from Shanxi that he declared, “The resistance war of Shanxi should rely on
Bo Yibo in political aspect and on Xu Xiangqian in military aspect.” 78 In
Shandong, before the Eighth Route Army arrived, the local Communists
had already created the powerful Shandong Column.79

Though largely confined to northern China during the Anti-Japanese
War, the party did not forget southern China and was always ready to send
those cadres of southern China origins back to their birth places to reestab-
lish Communist power. In 1940, Zhuang Tian, a military leader who had
taken part in the Long March and who was then stationed in Yanan, was
sent to Hainan Island to help Feng Baiju with military affairs: he was chosen
because he was a native of Hainan.80 In 1945, when the Anti-Japanese War
was approaching its end, the Central Committee of the party decided to send
Zhang Dingcheng, the former leader of the western Fujian base area,
together with more than 300 cadres from western Fujian and eastern
Guangdong, back to southern China to reestablish the Communist base area
in western Fujian, eastern Guangdong, and southern Jiangxi.81 Six months
earlier, Shao Shiping, the former leader of the northeastern Jiangxi base area,
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had already been sent back to Jiangxi to reestablish a Communist govern-
ment there. Li Xiannian, a veteran Communist from Hubei, was sent back to
the Hubei–Henan border area in 1939 to reestablish a base area in the region
formerly controlled by the Hubei–Henan–Anhui Soviet.

To some degree, the experiences of the returned students are very similar
to the rites of transition analyzed by Van Gennep and Victor Turner.
According to them, the transition of individual status in small-scale societies
follows three stages: separation, margin (liminal), and aggregation. The first
stage, separation, represents the detachment of the individual or group either
from an earlier fixed point in the social structure or from a set of cultural
conditions. During the intermediate phase, the liminal period, the status of
the individuals and groups concerned is ambiguous, and they traverse a realm
that has few or none of the attributes of the past or coming state. In the third
stage the passage is consummated. The individuals or groups are in a stable
state once more and, by virtue of this, have rights and obligations of a clearly
defined and structural type and are expected to behave in accordance with
certain customary norms and ethical standards.82 If the path of the returned
students is taken as a rite of passage, then, clearly, the beginning of a higher
level education, which usually accompanied the beginning of urban experi-
ence, represents separation from their previous status and conditions. After a
short liminal period for the students, which involved mainly psychological
and intellectual changes, they acquired the status of intellectuals, and,
according to tradition, began to assume responsibility for the national fate as
well as the people’s livelihood, while at the same time enjoying respect from
the people. In this case the students’ journey or pilgrimage to the schools in
the cities served two functions: one was to differentiate the students from the
other villagers, and the other was to unite and homogenize the students from
various parts of China so that they would return to their villages with similar
ideas and a sense of comradeship.

The Awakening and Reunion

Not all intellectuals with rural origins voluntarily returned to the countryside.
It took the kind of transformation of sentiment and identity described by
Mao Zedong to bring some intellectuals back to their villages. From an indi-
vidualistic point of view, the intellectuals had nothing to gain but every-
thing—including even their lives—to lose by returning to the village. In fact,
few of those Communists who returned to organize peasant uprisings follow-
ing the breakdown of the First United Front survived. Hence it was believed
by the revolutionary intellectuals that only those who put the fate of the
nation and class above their own happiness and lives had the courage to
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return. Identity transformation was important not only for the Communists,
but also for the non-Communist peasant sympathizers. The non-
Communist Tao Xingzhi went through a similar identity change as the one
described by Mao Zedong:

I was born a Chinese commoner. However, more than a decade of
school life gradually drew me toward the direction of a foreign
aristocrat. . . . Fortunately, my roots as a Chinese and commoner
are deep, hence, after a period of awakening, I now rush back to
the Chinese masses like the Yellow River runs wild.83

The non-Communist writer Lao Xiang’s experiences are similar to those
of Tao Xingzhi. One of his books was entitled The Yellow Soil because he
believed that yellow soil symbolized country life. Urban dwellers, he sug-
gested, despised the peasants because of their closeness to the yellow soil; the
peasant who wanted to have a better life had to first divorce himself from
that. As a village boy, he had begun to despise the yellow soil after he started
attending an urban school. After living in the city for more than a decade, he
felt that he had gradually turned into a city dweller and did not want to visit
his native village. However, he soon found that it was not so easy to rid him-
self of the yellow soil. He could avoid thinking of it during daytime, but at
night it was often in his dreams. After a period of time, his feelings about
urban life began to change and he felt a longing for the yellow soil. Finally,
in 1933, he decided to join Yan Yangchu and went to a village in Dingxian
to help with the rural reconstruction.84

Both Tao Xingzhi and Lao Xiang attributed their “awakenings”—their
change of feelings—to their deep rural roots. For others, the awakening was
the combined effect of rural roots and urban experiences. Fang Zhimin, for
example, recalled that when he was a little boy in the village school, he did
not know either what imperialism was or what patriotism meant. After
entering the higher primary school, he gradually came to understand patrio-
tism; however, it was not until he had actually witnessed the behavior of
foreigners in the big cities that he finally became a steadfast patriot and
Communist. In Nanchang, he saw how Westerners controlled China’s
postal service. In Jiujiang, he saw how the foreigners had obtained conces-
sions on Chinese territory, how foreign warships navigated freely in China’s
inland waters, and how foreign teachers in the missionary school earned
much higher salaries than the Chinese teachers. In Shanghai, he saw the
French Park with signs prohibiting Chinese and dogs from entering. “I’ve
come across many offensive instances like these and some even more so than
these,” he wrote. “Each time I was incensed and became more determined
to strive for the liberation of the Chinese nation.” The way to liberate
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China, according to Fang, was to awaken all the masses to fight against the
hated imperialists.85

Urban experiences had contradictory effects on rural intellectuals: it
drew them away from the villages, but at the same time pressed them back to
the peasants. The students from the villages were supposed to find in the
cities a life different from and better than the ones they had left behind; they
were also to transform themselves from peasants to persons of higher status.
However, many discarded such notions once they became aware of the
nation’s plight and decided to devote themselves to the urgent cause of
national salvation. To do so, they had to return to the countryside, to their
places of birth. 

Revolutionary intellectuals considered one’s attitude toward the working
class, including workers and peasants, an important criterion differentiating
progressive from backward intellectuals. For an intellectual to become a qual-
ified Communist, the transformation of sentiment described by Mao Zedong
was requisite. Mao told his young followers in 1939, “In the final analysis,
the dividing line between revolutionary intellectuals and non-revolutionary
or counter-revolutionary intellectuals is whether or not they are willing to
integrate themselves with the workers and peasants and actually do so. . . . If
he is willing to do so and actually does so, he is a revolutionary; otherwise he
is a non-revolutionary or a counter-revolutionary.” 86 Mao was quite confi-
dent that he himself had completed this transformation of identity.

The close connection between the early Chinese intelligentsia and the
countryside is not surprising in a country with a large peasant population and
undeveloped urban centers, where it had been possible throughout history for
peasants to enter the upper class through education, and where the educated
class had never been confined to the cities, as was the case in many other cul-
tures. Among the leading Chinese intellectuals who devoted themselves to
the peasant movement in the early twentieth century, Liang Shuming stood
out as one of the very few born and raised in an urban environment, and
because of that he later considered his engagement in the peasant movement
one of the four major surprises in his life.87 Although the intellectuals no
longer considered themselves peasants after they left their home villages,
their blood relationship with the peasants gave them considerable advantage
in communicating with the peasants. This common blood origin, together
with the merging of the intellectuals’ interest in building a strong and inde-
pendent nation and the peasants’ interest in finding better lives, formed the
dual bond that made the relationship between the intelligentsia and the peas-
antry in China somewhat different from that which existed in some other
peasant societies. For example, in early modern Europe, most of the intellec-
tuals who “went to the people” came from the upper class who viewed the
people as “a mysterious Them.”88 In Russia, the earliest populists in the
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nineteenth century were mostly of urban and aristocratic origins because of an
impassable gulf between the aristocracy and the serfdom that had existed
before. After the emancipation of the serfs, however, the new generation of
populists began to appear more similar to the Chinese intellectuals: those who
launched the “To the people” movement were believed to be mainly of non-
aristocratic origins, and hence better understood the sufferings and the power
of the peasantry. In India, due to the traditional caste system and the new
colonial education system, the intelligentsia and the peasantry were separated
by marked social and cultural barriers. Many Indian nationalist intellectuals in
the early twentieth century found themselves in embarrassing positions
because they could no longer speak the language of their own people.

Urban Origins of the Peasant Movements

Although the majority of Chinese intellectuals interested in the peasantry
were rooted in the villages, the various peasant movements they led all origi-
nated in urban centers. This is compatible with the fact that almost all the
leading intellectuals of the various movements went through a period of urban
living. It is also compatible with the argument that the peasant movement
represents the last stage of the Chinese national movement. The ideologies
that provided the theoretical basis for the peasant movements, such as
Communism, liberalism, functionalism, and neo-Confucianism, were all first
developed in the cities. In fact, most of them had their roots in foreign soil. In
addition, the first phase of almost all the peasant movements took place in the
cities. Sporadic Communist or socialist peasant movements began quite early,
but for quite a while did not get official recognition within the party, which
initially paid much more attention to the labor movement.89 Even the early
sporadic peasant movements were influenced by events that occurred in urban
locales. In May 1923, when Peng Pai had successfully organized 200,000
peasants into peasant associations in Guangdong, he declared, “the class
struggle of the urban working class had now spread to the villages.” 90 In fact,
Peng Pai’s interest in the peasantry may be traced back to his student years at
Waseda University in Japan.91 During the First United Front, the Communist
Party started to pay serious attention to the peasants; after the collapse of the
First United Front in 1927, rural China became increasingly important to the
party as land revolution was made an official policy. 

The mass education movement began in cities such as Changsha of
Hunan, Hangzhou and Jiaxing of Zhejiang, Yantai and Qufu of Shandong,
and Wuhan of Hubei, and did not begin to spread to rural areas until 1926,
when Yan Yangchu decided to move his base to Dingxian of Hebei.92 Yan
Yangchu believed that there were two good reasons for starting the mass
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education movement in towns and cities. First, it would help urban people
become aware of how difficult and monotonous rural life was. Second, it
could help gain support from society and educational institutions. He argued
that in order to be successful in the countryside, they first had to be success-
ful in the cities, because without the leadership of the cities, nothing could be
accomplished in the countryside.93 In Liang Shuming’s case, Liang’s
Confucian philosophy developed while he taught in Peking University in the
late 1910s and early 1920s. After resigning from the university in 1924, he
ran schools in Caozhou and Qufu of Shandong and Guangzhou of
Guangdong. He did not start his rural project until the late 1920s.

Sociological research on the peasantry was also preceded by research on
urban society. Li Jinghan, the sociologist who investigated the peasants of
Dingxian in the late 1920s and 1930s, recalled that immediately after he
came back to China upon his graduation from an American university, he
began investigating the lower classes and other groups in Beijing, which he
carried on for four years. Then he realized that the great majority of the
Chinese population was living in the villages, and the real “people” were in
the countryside rather than in cities; consequently he shifted his attention
from the city to the village.94 Likewise, the community studies carried out by
the functionalist school originated in urban Chicago; when such ideas came
to China, they were first taught in urban universities, with the earliest case
studies carried out in the noisy streets of Beijing. Probably because of the
influence of Professor Robert Ezra Park of the University of Chicago, Fei
Xiaotong argued in 1933 that to understand social change, one should study
the cities and not the countryside, for rural change would come from the nat-
ural and inevitable pattern of villagers temporarily going to the city and then
returning home with new ideas and attitudes.95

All these intellectual movements were nationalistic; they originated in
the cities because the intellectuals in the cities were the first subjected to new
ideas. Focus began to shift from the cities to the villages because in China a
national movement could not be truly national without the participation of
the peasants. The urban theories, once brought to rural China, were often
made rural as a result. Hence Marxism or Leninism became Maoism; urban
mass education became rural mass education; urban community studies
became rural community studies. The process of importation also led to a
process of creation.

AREAS OF DIFFERENCE

The strong connections between the Chinese intellectuals who returned to
the village and the peasantry did not guarantee an easy integration of the two
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groups, considering their fundamental differences. The intellectuals who
returned to the village straddled the rural and urban worlds. To some extent,
they were also intermediaries between the foreign and Chinese worlds. No
matter how strongly the intellectuals sympathized with the peasants, in the
eyes of the peasants they were often strangers with strange ideas as well as
members of the ruling class. Intellectuals often felt wronged because peasants
did not respond to their actions and ideas with the enthusiasm they expected.
They felt a strong bond with and affection for the peasants, but such feelings
were generally not reciprocated, at least not at the beginning.

Affecting the intellectual–peasant relations were several areas of differ-
ence that kept them apart. One of the most important was language. For a
nonnative intellectual, the linguistic difference between him  or her and the
peasants was that of different dialects or between Mandarin and the dialect.
The Communist leader Qu Qiubai, a native of Jiangsu, lamented that he
could not communicate with the Jiangxi peasants because they did not share
a “common language.” 96 The famous woman writer Xie Bingying described a
similar experience. Xie, together with five other female students, were among
the student army of the Central Political-Military School at Wuhan sent to
rural Hubei to fight the rightist rebellion. At the village, the six of them
wanted to talk to the local women. But only two could communicate with
the peasants. The other four were from northern China and hence could not
understand the Hunan–Hubei dialect.97 In July 1927, a Communist cadre
working among the Red Spears reported from northern Henan that since
most cadres were from southern Henan, they could not work effectively
because of language difficulties.98 It was also reported in June 1926 that, for
similar reasons, when the peasant movement activists of Haifeng County of
Guangdong moved to neighboring Puning County, they found it very hard
to carry on their work.99

Such problems also plagued the foreign and Chinese intellectuals
involved in the rural reconstruction projects, as in Lichuan County of Jiangxi.
The people of Lichuan speak a dialect that is different from both Mandarin
and that of neighboring Fujian. This linguistic barrier is believed to have
been one of the factors that caused the failure of the project.100 Yan Yangchu,
who started his mass education work among the Chinese laborers in France
during World War I, later realized that it was fortunate for him that the
Chinese laborers there were all from northern China because otherwise it
would have been impossible for him to communicate with them.101 His
Dingxian base was also in northern China, yet when Yan Yangchu made his
first speech to the villagers of Dingxian, this famous speaker found that it
was still difficult to get his idea across because he was not familiar with the
local jargon.102 Liang Shuming made a wise decision to go to the villages in
Henan and Shandong in northern China. Had he gone to the villages in
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Guangdong, as he had originally expected, he would have had to bring an
interpreter with him. 

For a local-born intellectual, the linguistic difference between him or her
and the peasants was that between the more formal speech and the vernacu-
lar. Peng Pai lamented in 1921 that education had become a privilege of the
upper class and, as a result, even in the same district with all inhabitants
speaking the same language (or dialect), the poor people, because of their
lack of education, could not understand what the educated people were
saying.103 Peng Pai’s first encounter with the villagers of Haifeng was just
such an experience. He went to a village near the county seat of Haifeng in
1922 to mobilize the peasants. He met several peasants during the first two
days, but no one wanted to talk to him. He realized that one of the reasons
why the peasants avoided him was because his speech was too cultured and
hence much of what he said was unintelligible to them.104 Mao Zedong also
noticed such linguistic difference between local intellectuals and the masses.
However, writing almost two decades later than Peng Pai, he attributed the
difference to a deficiency in learning of the intellectuals rather than the peas-
ants. He said in a speech, “If someone enters primary school at seven, goes to
middle school in his teens, graduates from college in his twenties and never
has contact with the masses of the people, he is not to blame if his language
is poor and monotonous.” If the intellectuals refused to learn from the
masses after graduating from school, Mao claimed, they would never be able
to improve their language.105 In another speech, Mao said: “Since many writ-
ers and artists stand aloof from the masses and lead empty lives, naturally
they are unfamiliar with the language of the people. Accordingly, their works
are not only insipid in language but often contain nondescript expressions of
their own coining which run counter to popular usage.”106 Obviously, for
Mao, the linguistic difference was not just an issue of language skills, but
rather one of attitude on the part of the intellectuals. 

In a recent article, the sociologist Fei Xiaotong also discussed the lin-
guistic problems he encountered as both a local and a nonlocal intellectual
when he was with the peasants. He made three important field trips in his
lifetime. The first was to the mountainous area inhabited by the Yao minor-
ity people in Guangxi in 1935; the second was to his native county Wujiang
of Jiangsu in 1936; and the last was to the Lu village in Yunnan during the
Anti-Japanese War. He felt that because of linguistic differences, the knowl-
edge he gained from the three trips was different in each case. “In the
Jiangcun village [in his native county], on the whole, I could communicate
with my subjects without the help of a third party; in the Lu village, I could
not have my own way as I did in the Jiangcun village; in the mountainous
area inhabited by the Yao people, I could not do without the help of those
who could speak Mandarin.” 107 He was arguing against the idea that one
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should not conduct anthropological work among one’s own people.
Obviously he believed that linguistically it is much more convenient for an
anthropologist to work in his native land than in other places. However, even
there, he was not free of linguistic problems. “Although we all speak the Wu
dialect, much of what they said was not very intelligible to me, and it was
more difficult for them to understand what I was saying,”108 Fei wrote. 

Clothing was another area of difference between intellectuals and peas-
ants. The intellectuals liked to wear long gowns, or Western suits, or the so-
called Sun Yat-sen suit (Chinese tunic suit, later known as Lenin garb and
then as the Mao suit). These were either impractical or too formal and
expensive for the peasants. The peasants’ clothing, which Mao refused to
wear while a student, usually consisted of loose-fitting trousers and a tunic-
like garment made of handwoven cloth. The differences were obvious. In
many regions, peasants were often barefooted or had only straw sandals to
wear, whereas intellectuals would always wear shoes. When Peng Pai first
went to a village in Haifeng in May 1922, he wore a white hat and a white
Western-style student uniform. On the first day, he met two peasants. The
first mistook him for a tax collector, and the second thought he was an army
officer or a soldier. The next day, another peasant guessed that he had come
to the village to collect debts. None of them would grant him conversation.
After two days, Peng Pai realized that besides his formal speech, his clothing
also played a role in betraying his status and scaring the peasants away.109

When Luo Nachuan, the peasant leader of Pingjiang County of Hunan, first
went to visit the paper makers in a mountainous area in the 1920s, he was
mistaken for a geomancer because he wore a long gown and a pair of glasses.
Fortunately, he found it useful to pretend to be one and told the workers that
a great change was coming.110 On this matter of clothing, Mao Zedong
found that there was a time lag between the students and other sections of
the population in adopting the new style. The students were the first, the
young peasants and young workers were next, and the rest lagged behind.
Adoption of the new style was also linked to economic status. The poor
could not afford such changes.111

The intellectuals and peasants also had different attitudes toward physi-
cal labor. The peasants did not necessarily enjoy such work, but they had to
do it for survival. The intellectuals, however, disclaimed any work involving
physical labor. Yan Yangchu was very upset to notice that the “village youth,
before they started their school education, were able to help their parents
with collecting firewood and night soil, watching the buffaloes and plowing
the field, and were true laborers, but as soon as they entered school, became
educated and were exposed to urban culture, they turned into vagrants who
were not content with rural life but could not survive in the cities; they could
work with neither their minds nor their hands.” 112 When Qu Qiubai and his
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family refused to wash their own clothes and cook their own food despite
their not being able to afford a servant,113 and when the student-soldier Mao
Zedong had to spend some portion of his meager income to buy water, they
were merely following the social norms. After the October Revolution in
Russia, the idea of “the sanctity of labor” took hold in China and some intel-
lectuals began to attribute social injustice to the division between mental
work and manual work. Out of a sense of guilt about their own lifestyle and a
sense of sympathy toward the laborers, many students embraced the “New
Village” ideal of half-study/half-work and began to adopt a different attitude
toward physical labor. However, this failed to eliminate a basic difference:
intellectuals still basically labored with their minds, while peasants and work-
ers did so with their hands.

Finally, the intellectuals and peasants also had different beliefs. The
May Fourth generation of Chinese intellectuals, especially the revolutionaries
among them, was mostly iconoclastic, believing that religion, superstition,
and even traditional thought should be wiped out before China could mod-
ernize, whereas the peasants still upheld their traditional belief systems and
continued to worship their various gods and deities, deceased ancestors, and
the Son of Heaven. While the intellectuals had already become obsessed
with social Darwinism, Socialism, Anarchism, Marxism, liberalism, and all
imported -isms, the peasants were still using geomancy and fate to explain
the world and their lives within it. Many Communist intellectuals were dis-
appointed that the peasants had a hard time accepting the idea that class
exploitation was the main cause of their poverty. Instead, the peasants
believed that fate determined their poverty.114 The sociologist Li Jinghan
found in the 1930s that superstition had managed to maintain its indis-
putable authority among the peasants:

If there is no rain, they would pray to the Dragon King; if the
locusts come to destroy their crops, they would pray to the Bala; if
the river runs wild, they would pray to the God of the River; if
they are poor and in dire need of money, they would pray to the
God of Wealth; if their women are infertile, they would pray to the
Goddess; if they are seriously ill, they would pray to the God of
Medicine. They are indifferent to the public welfare of the vil-
lage. . . . However, when it comes to renovating temples, remolding
golden statues, and arranging ceremonies for the gods and fairies,
they would vie with each other to donate and often times their
donations would be well beyond what they can afford. Their life is
dominated by the belief in fate and heaven, which is far different
from the belief in the omnipotence of science and man’s power in
conquering nature.115
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In his study of the Chinese Revolutionary Party, Edward Friedman
pointed out the essential difference between the belief systems of the intel-
lectuals and the peasants. The peasants might join the revolution led by the
intellectuals, but they tended to experience the revolution differently. The
peasants continued to act on millennial, religious, and mystical notions after
the 1911 Revolution.116 Mugruzin found that Chinese peasants possessed a
strong belief in absolute power. During the warlord period, peasants longed
for the return of the emperor. They believed that the only reason there were
so many corrupt officials and evil gentry was because of the emperor’s
absence.117 This was confirmed by Li Dazhao, who recorded in 1917 that
after the 1911 Revolution, the intellectuals all believed that the old imperial
system would vanish and never be resurrected; the peasants in the country-
side, however, were not so sure. They predicted that a new emperor would
soon appear.118 As late as 1926, a peasant magazine published by Yan
Yangchu’s mass education association still had to persuade the peasants that
current problems were not caused by an emperor’s absence, but by the lack of
a true republican system.119

The differences in belief systems were linked to the issue of the relations
between the great tradition and the small tradition, as first defined by Robert
Redfield in his Peasant Society and Culture. Although most scholars agree that
the two traditions did exist in China, they hold different opinions of the
relations between them. Arthur Wolf argues that there has always been a vast
gulf between the religions of the elite and those of the peasantry; Maurice
Friedman believes that the elite and the peasantry in traditional China
formed a “community of ideas.” 120 Chinese intellectuals tend to agree more
with Friedman than with Wolf. Even the Communist intellectuals held that
there had been much consensus between the great tradition and the small
tradition, although that is not very compatible with their class analysis per-
spective. They argued that the consensus was the outcome of deliberate
indoctrination of the peasantry by the elite.121 One recent study by a Chinese
scholar confirms that in China the two traditions were based on the same
principles, albeit expressed in different ways.122 However, when the modern
intelligentsia broke with the traditional elite and the great tradition, they also
severed the consensus between the great tradition and the small tradition.
They wanted to destroy the old consensus based on old principles and estab-
lish a new consensus based on new principles. Before the new consensus
could be reached, there would have to be the bridging of the virtually impass-
able gap between the modern intelligentsia’s beliefs and the peasantry’s. 

Since it was impossible for the peasants to learn the intellectuals’ ways
immediately, the intellectuals had to adopt the peasants’ ways in many cir-
cumstances, in order to minimize their differences and in turn gain the peas-
ants’ trust. Hence, when Shen Dingyi returned to his village to launch the
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rent resistance movement in 1921, he decided to adopt the peasants’ clothes
and speak the local dialect. In 1928, when he again returned to his village, he
worked with the villagers day after day. Keith Schoppa commented that
Shen’s strategy of working with the peasants “went to the heart of local
values.” 123 Peng Pai realized after his first two days of encounter with the
peasants that he had better translate the formal terms he used into terms
more easily understood and he had better wear simpler clothes.124 Peng Pai’s
personal experiences plainly indicate how an intellectual striving to educate
the peasants would first have to adopt the peasant way of life. In July 1921,
when he began organizing the Association of Laborers’ Sympathizers, he was
still talking about educating the peasants in order to eliminate the differences
between the educated and the uneducated, but in June 1923, one year after
he went to the countryside, he told his friend that “I have been assimilated by
the uneducated class.” 125 He believed that he had eliminated the differences
between himself and the peasants, though he had achieved it the other way
round. During the First United Front, Peng taught his students in the
Peasant Movement Institute to use colloquial rather than formal language
when talking to the peasants, to be patient with them, and not to act differ-
ently from the peasants.126 In early 1928, he surprised the survivors of the
Guangzhou Uprising by wearing “the clothes of an ordinary peasant and
straw sandals” while giving a speech at a mass meeting.127 In 1924, Yun
Daiying urged the students who intended to do rural work to learn the lan-
guage of the peasants so that they could better spread their ideas.128 In the
Honghu area of western Hubei, the Communist intellectuals who returned
to their home villages after the collapse of the First United Front chose to
wear ragged short gowns and torn straw hats; they also genuinely helped the
peasants with their harvesting, plowing, and fishing.129

Like Shen Dingyi, Peng Pai, Yun Daiying, and others, Mao Zedong
also stressed the importance of eliminating the various areas of difference. In
1921, he wore a grass hat, lumber jacket, and grass shoes while working
among the Anyuan miners. The next year he again put on rough clothes to
pretend to be a construction worker.130 He wore “peasant clothes made of
blue hand-woven cloth” or “a ragged cotton-padded jacket of the common
people” and “straw sandals” while marching toward the Jinggang mountains
after the Autumn Harvest Uprising in 1927.131 His appearance was so close
to that of a peasant that some of his soldiers took him for a hired laborer and
asked him to carry their loads.132 In speeches made during the Rectification
Campaign, he urged intellectuals to learn the language of the masses.133 He
also called on them to do farm work with the peasants. 

During the Anti-Japanese War, the Communist political workers in the
villages were ordered to equip themselves with knowledge of local politics,
economic conditions, and any specific grievances within the villages. They
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were asked to dress and talk like peasants, and to pay attention to the prob-
lem of local superstitions.134 Intellectuals were encouraged to go to the vil-
lages to learn from as well as teach the peasants.135 Before Zhuang Tian and
some other southerners left for Hainan in 1940, Zhou Enlai urged those who
could not speak the Hainan dialect to learn it because “no one can work well
without mastering the dialect.” 136

The rural reconstructionists Liang Shuming and Yan Yangchu also
called for the elimination of the differences between the intellectuals and the
peasants. Liang argued that the purpose of his movement was to “let the vil-
lagers transform the revolutionary intellectuals, and let the revolutionary
intellectuals transform the villagers.” He predicted that “when the differences
between them are finally eliminated, China’s problem will be solved.”137 Yan
Yangchu argued that those who wrote for the masses should first study their
language.138 When Yan himself worked with the Chinese laborers in France
during World War I, he decided to use colloquial rather than classical
Chinese.139 Yan also asked the intellectuals to do physical labor. He pointed
out that since the educated people do not labor and the laborers do not read,
every Chinese is “half a man.” An ideal “new man” would be one who is both
educated and skillful at labor.140 In this he was quite close to the anarchist
Liu Shipei, who envisioned in a 1907 article a society in which “everybody is
worker, peasant and literatus at one and the same time, and everybody has
equal rights and responsibilities.” 141 Yan argued that the purpose of his mass
education movement was to help the peasants rid themselves of ignorance
and eliminate the differences between the educated and the uneducated.
However, in order to civilize the peasants, the intellectuals had to learn to
live the life of the peasants first.142

Many intellectuals were sincere in changing their language, clothing,
and attitude toward labor, but they were not sincere about changing their
beliefs. On the contrary, they wanted desperately to indoctrinate the peasants
in their own faith. To do this, however, they had to first hide their differ-
ences to gain the peasants’ trust. Both Peng Pai and Yun Daiying warned
students who planned to go to the villages not to show any disrespect toward
the gods and ancestor spirits worshipped by the peasants. Peng Pai said in
1926, “When we work in the villages, the first step is to gain the confidence
of the peasants . . . And you can’t gain their trust if you attack their belief in
gods. There are times when we not only do not insult their gods, but even
worship along with them. This doesn’t mean that we capitulate to religious
superstition, but only that some concessions are necessary to even begin to do
our work.” 143 Ironically, his warning against attacking religion and supersti-
tion may have contributed to the rise of the cult of Peng Pai, which was indi-
cated by the peasants addressing him as the “Buddha” or the “Eternal
One.” 144 Yun Daiying in a 1924 article listed six inappropriate methods in
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dealing with the peasants, including the inclination “to ignore the mentality
of the peasants and indulge in speeches about eliminating superstition and
reforming rites.” 145 These were wise warnings because attacking the beliefs of
the peasants could ruin the intellectuals’ program. The Mi brothers of
Zhaicheng Village of Dingxian once botched their reform program because
they offended the villagers by destroying the village temple.146

On the whole, none of the intellectual groups was able to attain a com-
plete fusion with the peasantry. The sociologist Fei Xiaotong recalled that he
failed to do so with the villagers of Kaixiangong, and he attributed that fail-
ure to the class difference between him and the villagers.147 Similarly, Yan
Yangchu also failed in his Dingxian base area. The sociologist Li Jinghan left
vivid descriptions about the intellectuals’ experiences in Dingxian:

“To integrate with the peasants” is easy to say and to accept as a
slogan. When you try to put it into practice, however, there will be
problems. . . . The peasants dare not integrate with you in the
beginning. . . . When they finally feel that you really like to be with
them, they would approach you earnestly and sincerely. Then they
would allow you to enter their homes and sit on their kang [stove-
cum-bed], prepare tea for you, invite you to eat together with their
families, and even ask you to stay overnight. At this point, it can be
said that you have achieved the goal. However, you now feel
uneasy and distressed about the outcome because his smell makes
you uncomfortable; you find it hard to sit on the brick bed because
it is dirty; the simple food is hard to swallow; other unhygienic
conditions and their habit of wasting too much time on social
intercourse all make it unbearable for you. Granted you can con-
tinue as you have to, it is inevitable that you would be reluctant and
find it painful.148

More than any other group, the Communists attached importance to
winning the hearts of the peasants, but even they were not able to achieve
genuine integration. The hardest task of the Communists was to conceal
their differences in belief from the peasants. Evidence shows their followers
did not pay due attention to Peng Pai’s and Yun Daiying’s warning against
disrespecting the religious beliefs of the peasants, and on many occasions,
this was detrimental to the relations between the Communists and the peas-
ants. Zhang Dingcheng and Deng Zihui admitted that in western Fujian,
during the Northern Expedition, the peasant associations destroyed quite a
few statues of the Buddha, which caused deep resentment among the peas-
ants. This policy continued in the period after 1927 and further alienated the
party from the masses.149 The peasants of Hunan complained to Mao
Zedong in 1927 that everything the peasant association had done was good,
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except destroying the temples and the figures of the gods. Mao replied that
he was against such antireligious policies.150 In the Sichuan–Shaanxi base
area created by Zhang Guotao, Communists alienated the local peasants by
excessive iconoclastic actions such as smashing the statues of Buddha and
destroying the temples.151

The Communists believed that both intellectuals and peasants have their
strong as well as weak points, and a complete person is one with the strong
points of both groups but free of the weak points of either. According to
Zhou Enlai, Mao Zedong was just such a complete person. In a speech deliv-
ered in 1943, Zhou held that “Comrade Mao Zedong’s style of work incorpo-
rates the modesty and pragmatism of the Chinese people; the simplicity and
diligence of the Chinese peasants; the love of study and profound thinking of
an intellectual; the efficiency and steadiness of a revolutionary soldier; and the
persistence and indomitability of a Bolshevik.”152 The Communist Party and
the Red Army were believed to be institutions that could help both the intel-
lectuals and peasants eradicate their weak points and transform into more
well-rounded persons. Upon entering the party, intellectuals and peasants all
became proletariat, hence theoretically there would no longer be differences
between intellectuals and peasants within the party.153 However, in reality,
such differences were never completely eliminated.

On the one hand, the intellectuals’ love of the peasants would not auto-
matically eliminate their differences from the peasants. On the other hand, it
was equally impossible to promote the peasants to the psychological and
intellectual levels of the intellectuals as quickly as many intellectuals wished.
A total elimination of the main differences between the intellectuals and the
peasants, either through one assimilating the other, as anticipated by Yan
Yangchu and the early Peng Pai, or by combining the strong traits of both
groups to attain a new common identity, as Liang Shuming and the
Communists wished, remained an ideal. Before the differences could be
eliminated and the ideal achieved, there would still be a gap, which meant
that the intellectuals still had to pay attention to managing their relationship
with the peasants. Therefore, several interrelated issues had to be solved
upon the intellectuals’ arrival at the village. How would they place themselves
within the village social structure? With whom would they identify— the vil-
lagers as a whole, or some special groups within the village? What kind of
relationship should they have with those they wanted to identify with?

CLASS ALLIANCE

Communist intellectuals tackled these issues from the point of view of class
analysis, class alliance, and class struggle. When Li Dazhao wrote in 1919
that the intelligentsia should integrate with the working class, and in 1920
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that the intelligentsia should be the vanguards of the masses and the masses
should be backup forces of the intelligentsia, he still followed the traditional
educated and uneducated classification and made no effort to define and
classify who constituted the intelligentsia and the masses.154 Later,
Communist intellectuals developed more precise classifications. The masses
would not be viewed as a monolithic bloc; instead, they were to be divided
into different classes. So would the intelligentsia. The integration of revolu-
tionary intellectuals and the peasants would theoretically be achieved through
a reclassification of both the intelligentsia and the masses. The Communist
slogan called for a worker–peasant alliance rather than an intellectual–peas-
ant alliance, with workers as the leaders, and peasants the allies of the revolu-
tion. However, in reality, there were not many workers in the party and even
fewer in the party leadership. Actually, intellectuals had always controlled the
Communist Party. The worker–peasant alliance had in reality always been an
intellectual–peasant alliance. 

Chen Duxiu, Peng Pai, and Mao Zedong were among the pioneers in
analyzing the different classes of Chinese rural society and the intellectuals.
Chen Duxiu wrote two articles to discuss the issue in 1923. In the first article,
he divided the Chinese rural population into four classes and ten groups; he
claimed that the great majority of the Chinese peasantry could be drawn into
the national revolution. In the second article, he defined the intelligentsia as
petty bourgeoisie but emphasized that it could not be an independent class
because it had no economic base, and furthermore that intellectuals could be
revolutionary, nonrevolutionary, or counterrevolutionary. He suggested that
the revolutionary intellectuals could play a special role in the national revolu-
tion by uniting all the other classes, including the merchants, workers, and
peasants. Chen envisioned a national rather than social revolution. He
believed in the theory of two-stage revolution, which viewed the Chinese
workers and peasants as too weak at that moment to lead the revolution and
China as still at the stage of national revolution, not class revolution. Only
after the development of capitalism reached certain levels should the
Communists begin to talk about a proletarian revolution. He concluded that
intellectuals and peasants could cooperate in the national revolution.155

Peng Pai made his classification in 1925. He did not try to classify all
the rural population, but only the peasants. He divided the peasants into four
classes: landowning peasant, semilandowning peasant, tenant-peasant, and
rural laborer. Unlike Chen Duxiu, who believed that social revolution could
not start until after the completion of the national revolution, Peng Pai
maintained that social revolution and national revolution were not incompat-
ible. Class struggle could actually help the national revolution. Based on his
experiences with the Haifeng peasant movement, he believed that the peas-
ants had played and would continue to play a crucial role in the national rev-
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olution.156 It was incumbent on the intellectuals to draw the peasants into the
revolution by performing the role of instigator, organizer, and leader.157

Mao Zedong’s several articles about class analysis and the role of the
peasantry in the revolution appeared in 1926, in which he proposed a classifi-
cation of rural population similar to that made by Chen Duxiu. He preferred
dividing the rural population into eight groups instead of ten, but, more to
the point, his rationale for class analysis was totally different from Chen
Duxiu’s. Mao’s chief concern was to differentiate enemies from friends. He
proposed class revolution under the guise of national revolution. According
to him, for the national revolution to be victorious, class revolution was nec-
essary, which in turn required the revolutionary party to make class alliances
and engage in class struggle. In this he was a supporter of Peng Pai and was
opposed to Chen Duxiu’s two-stage revolution theory. He concluded that
the enemies of the national revolution were the warlords, bureaucrats, com-
pradors, big landlords, and reactionary intellectuals who cooperated with the
imperialists. The friends of the revolution included the petty bourgeoisie, the
semiproletariat, and the proletariat—peasants were included in this group of
friends. The intelligentsia could be broken down into several classes: the
reactionary intellectuals, who were among those targeted by the revolution;
the petty bourgeoisie, who were possible allies of the revolution; and the rev-
olutionary intellectuals, who were slated to be the leaders of the revolution.
The roles of intellectuals and peasants in the revolution were thus clearly
defined. Putting it differently, a section of the intelligentsia would lead a sec-
tion of the rural population to fight another section of the intelligentsia and
another section of the rural population. By defining the revolutionary intel-
lectuals as the leading group within the working class, Mao blurred the divi-
sion between the traditional educated and uneducated.158 From Li Dazhao to
Chen Duxiu, Peng Pai and Mao Zedong, the Chinese Communists’ percep-
tions of the roles of the intellectuals and peasants in revolution were strongly
influenced by Lenin’s theory about the intellectuals as revolutionary van-
guards and peasants as potential revolutionary allies. Rural class analysis,
with the aim of forming an intellectual–peasant alliance, became an obses-
sion of the revolutionary intellectuals after the breakdown of the First United
Front and the start of the land revolution. Even the writer Yu Dafu wrote an
article about the rural classes in September 1927.159

Between 1927 and 1937, the Communist Party adopted a five-class
theory that divided the rural population into landlords, rich peasants,
middle peasants, poor peasants, along with rural workers. The official line
was to rely on the poor peasants, along with rural workers, to try to win over
the middle peasants, neutralize the rich peasants, and fight against the land-
lords. The party emphasized the alliance of workers and peasants. Since the
Communist Party was actually controlled by revolutionary intellectuals
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rather than workers, this worker–peasant alliance policy was tantamount to a
reaffirmation of the intellectual–peasant alliance.

Benjamin Schwartz provides an excellent analysis of how the
Communists tried to prove that the intellectual–peasant alliance was actually
a worker–peasant alliance. According to Schwartz, the party theoreticians
developed several concealment devices to elide the contradictions between
the Marxist theory of worker–peasant alliance and the Chinese reality of
intellectual–peasant alliance. The first was to equate the Communist Party
with the working class and the Communist leadership of the peasant move-
ment with proletarian hegemony. The second was to equate the rural prole-
tariat with the proletariat proper. As an example of this, in the period of the
Jiangxi Soviet, the party attached great importance to creating a rural prole-
tarian class mainly composed of agricultural laborers and promoting that
class to the leading position.160 The third device was to emphasize the
“soviet” as a genuine proletarian political institution and to use it as another
proof of “proletarian hegemony” within the Soviet areas.161

In practice, this class-alliance theory and method led to widespread
family conflicts. Many revolutionary intellectuals were from landlord or rich
peasant families,162 but now they had to return to the villages to unite with the
poor peasants to fight against their own families. This was a great advantage
for the peasant movement, because, as Lucien Bianco pointed out, the family
status and educational background of these intellectuals greatly facilitated
their penetration of the local political game.163 But to the families of these
intellectuals, this usually meant misfortune and tragedy. For the intellectuals
from upper-class families, to join the Communist revolution meant to turn
against the family. To turn one’s back on one’s own family became fashion-
able for revolutionary intellectuals. Such acts ranged from disavowing mar-
riages arranged by one’s parents, redistributing one’s family property to the
poor, to killing one’s own relatives. When Peng Pai began his peasant work in
Haifeng in 1922, his mother cried upon hearing what he intended to do and
scolded him for trying to destroy his own family. His eldest brother hated him
deeply. So did all other members of the family and the clan, except two of his
brothers.164 Later Peng Pai gave his share of the family land to the tenants for
free. Shen Dingyi and Fu Bocui also turned against their families and classes
by reducing the rent of their tenants. Wei Baqun in Guangxi sold some of his
family’s belongings to buy guns and ammunitions for the peasant armed
forces.165 In 1925, Huang Dao led the peasants of his village to attack the
powerful local leader Huang Wenzhong, a landlord of Huang Dao’s own lin-
eage. Huang Wenzhong’s house was pulled down and his rice looted.166 Yan
Pu, known as the “the good-hearted third young master” and “the immortal
one” to the local peasants, and “the Peng Pai of Jiangsu” to his Communist
comrades, was born to a big landlord family in Wuxi of Jiangsu. He was called
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a “prodigal” by his relatives because he always encouraged and helped tenants
seek rent reduction and other concessions from his own family.167 Zeng
Tianyu, a Communist from Jiangxi, asked his landlord father to give his land
to their tenants. When his father refused, he got his father to give him his
share of the property so that he could at least give that away.168 Usually, the
revolutionaries who worked in their home villages were more likely to have
family conflicts than those working in other areas. However, if the revolution-
ary happened to be the patriarch of the family or clan, like Shen Dingyi and
Fu Bocui, it was easier for him to take steps against his own economic interest
without causing major family problems.169

On many occasions, turning against the family led to consequences
involving more than property. Fang Zhimin rebelled against his adoptive
father, the landlord Zhang Niancheng, and forced him to flee to Shanghai,
where he later died a miserable death. He also had to execute his own fifth
paternal uncle, Fang Gaoyu, a landlord and moneylender who opposed the
rent reduction policy during the First United Front, and later, during the
agrarian revolution, refused to donate money and food to poor peasants.170

Zhou Weijiong, an important leader of the Hubei-Henan-Anhui base area,
likewise executed his ninth maternal uncle, Qi Zizhou, who was a landlord
and regarded as an enemy of the revolution. Zhou’s action was wholeheart-
edly supported by his cousin and comrade Qi Dewei, Qi Zizhou’s nephew.171

Such actions were perfectly consistent with the traditional belief in placing
righteousness above family loyalty and with the modern theory of class strug-
gle. They indicated to the peasants that their leaders had truly subordinated
personal interests and lineage ties to class interests and were wholly devoted
to the revolution. Execution of reactionary blood relatives thus became a
brutal, painful yet very efficient means of establishing the authority of the
revolutionaries.

To turn against one’s own family and class provided a serious challenge to
many Communist intellectuals throughout the revolution. Those intellectuals
who led and participated in land reform after the Anti-Japanese War still
found themselves torn between the party and the people on the one side and
their family on the other. According to William Hinton, the students and
young teachers who joined the land reform in Lucheng County of Shanxi
were either directly or indirectly connected to the landlord class “whose over-
throw was the object of all their work.”172 The party took many measures,
such as criticism and self-criticism, to make sure that the intellectuals with
upper-class backgrounds severed all attachments to their pasts and took a firm
stand with the workers and peasants. However, as Hinton observed: 

For many intellectuals, taking a new stand was no abstract question
to be decided by cool reasoning simply on its economic or political
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merit. Their own families had been or soon would be under attack.
Some of their parents had already been beaten to death by angry
peasants. Some of them were apt to end up in charge of land divi-
sion in areas where their own property lay. They had to face the
possibility of accusations and actions leading to the destruction of
their homes and families. . . . Many participants found that they
could not sleep at night. They lost their appetites and burst into
tears when they faced their choice, or confronted past mistakes.173

Having the courage to turn against one’s own family and class was taken
as a touchstone for distinguishing a real revolutionary intellectual from a
fake. He Long recalled that during the Northern Expedition of 1926, Zhou
Yiqun, an intellectual from a landlord family in Tongren County of
Guizhou, brought a propaganda team to He’s army, then stationed in
Hunan. Upon their meeting He apologized to Zhou for confiscating the rice
Zhou’s family had stored while He’s army was stationed in Tongren. Zhou
replied, “It doesn’t matter. I hope your revolutionary soldiers got enough to
eat. The more you confiscated, the better.” He Long, who was looking for
Communists at that moment, knew immediately that Zhou was a
Communist and it turned out that he was right.174 It was Zhou who later
introduced He into the Communist Party in 1927. The two of them
remained intimate comrades until Zhou was killed in 1932. Peng Pai men-
tioned that when the peasant association of Haifeng decided to launch a
rent-reducing movement in 1923 after a big flood, the students and intellec-
tuals in the county seat, most of whom were from landlord families, with-
drew their support of the peasant association under pressure from their
families.175 Fang Zhimin had a similar experience. While in higher primary
school, he organized a youth association composed of students from both
poor and rich families. After several rounds of struggle with local tyrants and
corrupt officials, the members from rich families all turned against the asso-
ciation and became supporters of their families.176 If Zhou Yiqun’s reply to
He Long convinced He that Zhou was a true revolutionary, then the change
of attitude of the Haifeng students and intellectuals and those of Fang
Zhimin’s association indicated to Peng and Fang that these people were only
pseudorevolutionaries. According to Zheng Weisan, a leader of the peasant
uprising in eastern Hubei, the revolutionary intellectuals from landlord fami-
lies in Huanggang County of Hubei had to stand the test of the bloody cam-
paign against the local upper class people during the land revolution of
1927–1937: “Some of them resolutely turned against their former class and
stood with the peasants; but a few of them . . . openly refused to work for the
committee to try the local tyrants and evil gentry.” 177 In Xingguo County of
Jiangxi, Li Ting, a revolutionary and a returned student, found the peasants
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suspicious of his intentions and indifferent to his exhortations because his
grandfather was a landlord. Finally, an old peasant confronted him at a
meeting: “You asked us to organize peasant associations and overthrow the
local tyrants and evil gentry. Then what kind of person is your grandfather?”
Li replied without hesitation: “He is one of the evil gentry.” “Then how
should we deal with him?,” the old peasant asked. “No difference. We should
overthrow him.” The peasants gave him a big round of applause. From that
point, the peasants knew that Li was a real revolutionary and began to con-
sider him one of their own and to give him their whole-hearted trust and
support.178 In early 1928, Hu Yun, a guerrilla leader of Pingjiang County in
Hunan, took her followers to her own village, where her husband’s wealthy
family and relatives lived, to distribute stored rice and land to the poor peas-
ants. Furthermore, “in order to reveal her determination to support the revo-
lution forever,” she set fire to her grandiose house with more than one
hundred rooms. As a result, “her revolutionary resolve was praised by the
poor peasants.” 179 In spring 1927, the peasant movement of southern China
became increasingly radical and violent and many family members of the
leading Nationalists and Communists were attacked. In Hunan, Tan Yan-
kai’s son-in-law, a member of a wealthy family in Changsha, was arrested
and fined; Tang Shengzhi’s father was harassed by labor union pickets; He
Jian’s father-in-law was punished;180 Xia Xi’s father was arrested and his
family’s belongings confiscated. Tan, Tang, and He, all Nationalists, chose
to become renegades of the revolution. But Xia Xi, a leading Communist in
Hunan, remained a leader of the revolution. Ironically, many of these real
revolutionaries, including the woman revolutionary Hu Yun, were later exe-
cuted by their own comrades, though their only crime was that they came
from landlord families.

Perceiving themselves as the vanguard of the proletariat, the Chinese
Communist intellectuals found it convenient and satisfying to justify their
relations with the peasants by invoking the theory of class alliance.
According to that theory, the positions of the two revolutionary allies— the
intellectuals and the peasants— were not equal. The proletariat, or the intel-
lectuals, was the leader, while the peasants were the followers. The class
alliance theory was actually not very different from the traditional theory
about those who ruled and those who were ruled. The peasants, although
larger in number and greater in power, did not know what direction to
follow. The intellectuals, in the guise of the proletariat, would perform the
function of guide for the peasants. The revolutionary intellectuals were aware
that both the intellectuals and peasants were important in the revolution, but
they were important in different ways. 

Much scholarly attention has been paid to the respective roles played by
the intellectuals and peasants in the Chinese revolution. The moral economy
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school tends to view the Chinese peasant revolution as a result of the
Chinese social crisis and the peasants’ response to it. The peasants joined the
revolution not because they were persuaded and mobilized by the intellectu-
als, but because the traditional institutions that guarantee their subsistence
were destroyed. James Scott remarks that while external forces may be essen-
tial for revolution in the countryside, those forces require conditioning to the
rural environment in order to play any significant role in its precipitation.181

Kamal Sheel does not deny the leading role played by the Marxist intellectu-
als in the peasant revolution in northeastern Jiangxi. However, he empha-
sizes, first, that these intellectuals were not outsiders but mostly natives with
a strong rural background; and, second, they managed to put the peasant
movement on the right course only by facilitating the fusion of local issues
and problems with their revolutionary concerns.182 Some moral economists
argue that the peasants were capable of making their own revolution without
the intellectuals. Robert Marks, for example, maintains that the reason why
the modern peasant movement was different from the traditional peasant
rebellions was because the rural social structure had changed due to the pen-
etration of imperialism. It did not have much to do with the organizational
and educational work of the revolutionary intellectuals. In his words, “their
[the peasants’] history did not begin when Peng Pai walked into the country-
side.” Peng Pai was simply a spokesman for the peasants. He was the
medium for the transmission and articulation of the peasants’ demands, but
not the source of those demands.183 Ralph Thaxton finds that the peasants in
north China “turned toward anarchism and revolution on their own, without
outside Communist party instigation, mainly because revolution was becom-
ing the only act that held out hope for survival.”184 Though the peasant cul-
ture had revolutionary potential, peasant revolution was impossible in
traditional China because “Only in the twentieth century, and mainly after
the fall of the Qing order, would there emerge the unique set of political cir-
cumstances making folk revolution possible through a powerful mass move-
ment.” 185 James Polachek argues that intellectuals such as Mao Zedong did
not add anything new to the traditional forms of peasant resistance, but
instead simply tried to help one section of the peasantry to fight against
another section in order to appeal to the former and draw them into the rev-
olution. In his words, Mao Zedong “simply enlarged on an old millenarian
dream that bore the stamp of Hakka society.” 186 These scholars, instead of
stressing Communist mobilization and indoctrination of the peasants,
choose to emphasize the influence of the peasant culture on the Communist
movement, and they explain the success of the Communist peasant move-
ment in terms of the Communist promotion of the peasant demands. 

Opposing the moral economists are scholars such as Roy Hofheinz and
Chen Yungfa, who attribute a much more important role to the intellectuals
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in making the revolution than the moral economists claim. They maintain
that the intellectuals did not just lead, but actually initiated or made the revo-
lution. Hofheinz’s study of the Haifeng peasant movements brought him to a
conclusion opposite of that reached by Marks. Hofheinz claims that the
movement actually did not have much to do with either the rural social struc-
ture or the peasants. Instead, it was conceived and imposed on the peasants by
revolutionary intellectuals such as Peng Pai.187 This view has been supported
by some Chinese revolutionary intellectuals. In answering the question about
why the Red Army and Soviets were created in about ten counties in Hubei
but not in the other thirty-odd counties of the same province after 1927,
Zheng Weisan, a leader of the Hubei–Henan–Anhui base area, commented
that the key factor in creating the Red Army and Soviets was the existence of
a fair number of revolutionary intellectuals in these ten counties.188 The lead-
ers of the southern Jiangxi base area also emphasized the role of native revolu-
tionary intellectuals in the local revolution.189 The former Communist Gong
Chu believed that it was the local Communist intellectuals rather than the
peasants who created the peasant movement in northern Guangdong.190

The perception of the majority of Communist intellectuals of their own
role in the revolution was somewhere between those two extreme views.
Their assessment was quite similar to the moral economy theory in that the
Communist intellectuals did not believe that they created the conditions for
revolution. Nor did they believe they created the revolution and class strug-
gle. Peng Pai claimed in 1923 that “the animosity between the rural classes
has existed for a long time, the only reason why the revolution has not
broken out is because no one has come to mobilize the peasants.” 191 Fang
Zhimin, in his autobiography written while awaiting execution, remarked
that “Hengfeng was like a revolutionary powder keg. I make no attempt to
conceal the truth that I was the ignitor. I walked into Hengfeng and ignited
the fuse of the powder keg; the keg exploded—the revolutionary insurrection
broke out immediately.” 192 Mao Zedong, in his famous Report on the
Peasant Movement in Hunan, declared the following: 

In a very short time, several hundred millions peasants in China’s
central, southern, and northern provinces will rise like a fierce wind
or tempest. . . . They will, in the end, send all the imperialists, war-
lords, corrupt officials, local bullies, and bad gentry to their graves.
All revolutionary parties and all revolutionary comrades will stand
before them to be tested, to be accepted or rejected as they decide.
To march at their head and lead them? To stand behind them or
to stand opposite them and oppose them? Every Chinese is free to
choose among the three, but by the force of circumstances you are
fated to make the choice quickly.193
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They all perceived that peasant violence was imminent and that it would
occur whether other people wanted it or not. However, that does not mean
that the revolutionary intellectuals could do nothing for the peasants. Their
perception of their own roles in the peasant movement closely paralleled the
roles assigned to the intellectuals by Lenin. Peng Pai called himself an “insti-
gator” and repeatedly asked his comrades to come to help him with the insti-
gation, which he considered conducive to the success of the revolution. He
later created the famous Peasant Movement Institute in Guangzhou and
many other training programs in other places, whose function it was to train
“instigators.” Fang Zhimin likened himself to an ignitor. Likewise, Mao
Zedong held that a revolutionary could choose to lead the peasants. 

Although these Chinese revolutionaries emphasized the material basis of
the social structure and social change, they did not believe that the deteriora-
tion of the material conditions of the peasants or the change of social struc-
ture would automatically lead to a modern socialist revolution. To them, the
peasants would not become revolutionaries just because of the crisis of social
structure; they had to be awakened, taught, and led into the revolution. If the
revolutionary intellectuals did not provide proper leadership, then the peas-
ants could do no better than the traditional peasant rebels such as the
Taiping rebels and the Boxers. The peasantry had revolutionary potential,
but it was up to the intellectuals to exploit that potential.194

This assessment of the role of the revolutionary intellectuals in the peas-
ant movement is largely compatible with the facts. At the same time the
Communist peasant movement was taking place, there were many other non-
Communist peasant riots and uprisings in China, which had entirely different
goals from those of the Communist peasant movement.195 It is in that sense
that Barrington Moore remarked that “the conservative half-truth that ‘out-
side agitators’ make riots and revolutions—a half-truth that becomes a lie
because it ignores the conditions that make agitators effective—finds strong
support from Chinese data.”196 Scholars like Benjamin Schwartz, Kung-chuan
Hsiao, William Hinton, Lucien Bianco, Eric Wolf, and Elizabeth Perry also
agree that the intelligentsia were not simply articulators of the masses, that
the intellectuals were not always committed to promoting the peasants’ inter-
ests, and that, without outside influence, the peasant rebels would have
remained rebels and could never become revolutionaries by themselves.197

Interestingly, Fernando Galbiati, another expert on Peng Pai, holds a view
different from both Hofheinz and Marks but similar to the Chinese
Communists regarding the intellectuals’ role in the Communist peasant
movement. He agrees with Marks about the deterioration of the living condi-
tions of the peasants,198 but does not believe that this would automatically
have led to a successful peasant revolution. Intellectuals like Peng Pai made
the peasant movement viable by contributing to it modern organization, social
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power, and political structure. Though the party was close to the peasants,
and sometimes the party’s policies reflected a strong rural bias, it was also
always cautious about the negative aspects of peasant mentality.199

TEACHER–STUDENT RELATIONSHIP

The intellectuals engaged in the rural reconstruction movement adopted a
different pattern of intellectual-peasant relationships from the
Communists. This movement was led by a loose organization made up of
individuals who acted independently in different areas. As far as their rela-
tionship with the peasants was concerned, they were all against the
Communist class alliance pattern because they did not believe in class
struggle, many of them did not even admit that there were class differences
in China. Instead, most of them adopted the traditional teacher–student
dichotomy and expanded it to include the whole rural society. The majority
of the leaders in the rural reconstruction movement gave their primary
attention to building schools. These were not schools in the usual sense
since they were not just a part of the society, but the centers of society, and
they incorporated the whole society. As Liang Shuming expressed it; “a vil-
lage or township school is not just a school. . . . The best way to say it is that
it is a school, but at the same time it is also a rural organization. Take the
township school for example . . . this school is extremely large . . . it includes
all the villages and people of the township.” 200

Liang Shuming contended that the two most serious problems of rural
China were the lack of political consciousness and the lack of organization.
The best way to deal with these two problems was to build village and
township schools. These schools would instill in the peasants a sense of
political consciousness and bring the isolated households and villages into
an organization. Liang suggested building different kinds of schools to
incorporate everyone in the villages: schools for adults, women, children, old
men, and old women, respectively, as well as kindergarten.201 In Zouping
County of Shandong, where Liang Shuming was based, various levels of
schools actually replaced the various levels of government. There were vil-
lage schools, township schools, and county schools; the principals of the
schools were concurrently the government leaders; the intellectuals were the
teachers of the schools, and the peasants were supposed to be the students.
According to Liang, the teachers’ duties at these schools needed to be dif-
ferent from those of ordinary schools: “The village and township schools
should provide education in its broad, general sense. . . . The duties of the
instructors are not limited to teaching textbooks and teaching only the stu-
dents within the schools.” 202
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In 1933, Liang Shuming submitted his Draft about the Society-
Centered Education System to the Ministry of Education of the Nationalist
government, in which he maintained that education rather than political
power should be the center of society because political power is based on
military force and in a society dominated by political power, social change
can only be brought about through violence, whereas education is based on
rationality and can therefore lead to peaceful social change. He advocated
“making the school the center of the local society and the teachers instruc-
tors of the society.” Based on his experiences in Zouping County, he sug-
gested entirely eliminating the barriers between the schools and society by
incorporating school education and social education into a single education
system of five levels: township school, district school, county school, provin-
cial school, and national school.203 The Nationalist government rejected his
draft, with the Nationalist scholar Fu Sinian charging that the plan was
wholly irrelevant to the question of dealing with the Japanese.204 Liang’s set-
back did not deter him. Years later, after the PRC was established, at a
meeting of the Political Consultative Conference in September 1953, he
suggested the Communists adopt his education plan to mobilize the peas-
ants for the purpose of socialist reconstruction. The next day he was roundly
scolded by Mao Zedong, and his education plan became one of the three
issues that caused his separation from Mao and his complete oblivion in the
next three decades.

Similar policies were adopted in Yan Yangchu’s Dingxian Experiment.
One of Yan Yangchu’s followers summarized ten principles of the new edu-
cation they were trying to promote. Among them: 

1. Change the role of the school—“school is not the warehouse
or store of knowledge, but the center of society and the service
station of reconstruction.” 

2. Expand the range of education—“rural schools should open
their doors to provide appropriate education for all the vil-
lagers.”

3. Extend the time limit of education—“education should cover
the whole life of a person.”

5. Increase the number of locations for education—“the whole
countryside should be taken as the location of education.” 

10. Amplify the social responsibility of the teacher—“the teachers
of the rural schools are not only transmitters of knowl-
edge . . . they are also leaders of reconstruction and organizers
of the society.” 205

In Yan Yangchu’s program, three types of education were proposed: the
school type, the family type, and the social type. His aim was to incorporate
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everyone in the village into his educational institutions. The scope of their
learning, which included cultural education, economic education, health edu-
cation, and political education, also went far beyond the standard curricu-
lum.206 What was taught was different from both traditional Chinese
education and the newly imported Western education; it was also different
from the Communist concept of education that emphasized class conscious-
ness and the rural education proposed by some agricultural experts that
stressed the spread of farming techniques. Like Liang Shuming, Yan
Yangchu was also the chief administrator of the county. 

The rural reconstruction school ignored class analysis and class alliance.
They considered the peasants an inseparable whole, and wanted to identify
with all the villagers. As Liang Shuming repeatedly stated, the aim of rural
reconstruction was to include everyone in the village and to strengthen soli-
darity among the villagers, not divide them. Yan Yangchu insisted that the
popular education movement should be impartial and have no relationship
with religions,207 parties, or -isms, otherwise its scope would be narrowed.208

He rejected the idea that mass education meant the education of the poor
and hence was the equivalent of class education.209

Yan did admit that an upper class and a lower class existed in China.
However, his “class” was not defined in economic, but in educational terms.
The upper class comprised a small group of educated people who disdained
the lower class formed by the great mass of uneducated people. The division
between the two classes was believed to be the cause of China’s problems. To
solve these problems, the educated upper class had to go to the masses to
study them and teach them and try to incorporate them into the upper
class.210 In short, to Yan, the only class difference in China was that between
the class of teachers and the class of students. 

Yan’s and Liang’s views were shared by Tao Xingzhi, who also adopted
a broad definition of education in his training of village school teachers. He
wanted the village school to be the center for reforming rural life, and the
village school teachers to be the leaders of that reformation. He had very
high expectations of the village teachers: “A good village teacher should
possess: first, the skills of the peasant; second, a scientific brain; third, the
spirit of social reform. . . . Such teachers are the moving spirits of reforming
rural life.” 211 Tao actually believed that China’s future lay on the shoulders
of village school teachers. He wished he could train one million village
teachers and establish one million village schools in order to transform one
million villages. If that could be achieved, he predicted rural China would
be transformed.212

Rural education and the teacher–student pattern were also among the
major topics discussed at the three national conferences on rural reconstruc-
tion. At the Third National Conference on Rural Reconstruction held in
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1935, one of the topics was how to make the village school teachers the key
force of rural reconstruction. The participants suggested making the village
school the keystone for rural reform. According to this idea, the village school
teachers would not only teach the schoolchildren, but also their parents. As
one of their documents announced, “The primary school teachers engaged in
rural reform should pay attention to all kinds of issues, make themselves the
absolute leaders and organize the masses into a closely-knit unity.”213

To eliminate the barriers between school and society through mass edu-
cation was widely viewed by the intellectuals as a necessary means for
improving the social-cultural conditions of the masses as well as strengthen-
ing national solidarity. The young Mao Zedong was a strong supporter of
mass education before he became a Marxist. As early as 1917, when he was
still a student at the First Normal School of Hunan, he was actively engaged
in creating a night school for the workers. According to Mao, one of the
reasons for creating a night school was to eliminate the barrier between
school and society. He also shared the vision of school as society or society
as school proposed by Yan Yangchu and Liang Shuming.214 After he joined
the Communist Party, Mao continued to support the local mass education
movement led by Li Liuru and Fang Weixia.215 In 1922, when Yan
Yangchu went to Changsha to launch a mass education campaign, Mao was
one of the volunteer teachers who helped him.216 Many other Communists
were also strong supporters of the mass education movement. In Beijing,
around the days of the May Fourth Movement, a group of students led by
Zhang Guotao and others established an association of mass education,
speech groups of mass education, and night schools.217 Many Communists
might never divest themselves of their enthusiasm for mass education, but
in later years they no longer considered it the most effective means of
changing China.

OTHER PATTERNS

Some researchers tended to consider themselves objective observers and the
peasants their research objects. Although their sympathy for the peasants was
as strong as anyone’s, they did not intend to stay in the village and become
directly involved in practical work. For instance, Fei Xiaotong twice refused
to give up his research to do practical work in the village.218 Their bases were
the universities and research institutes in the urban centers, from which they
made frequent and temporary trips to the village to conduct fieldwork. In Fei
Xiaotong’s words, what they were interested in was “reliable information”
and “a common-sense judgment” based on the information,219 which they
believed they could achieve through community studies. He also believed
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that there was no contradiction between their objective research and their
desire to give voice to the grievances of the peasants. Finally, Fei firmly
believed that social science could help direct social change so that its results
would be beneficial to the people.220

The Communist Chen Hansheng was another researcher who tried to
act as an impartial social scientist and give the appearance of being interested
in nothing else except information about local conditions. He made this
point very clear to the American leftist journalist Agnes Smedley while they
were on a trip to the villages of Wuxi County of Jiangsu in 1929. On the
boat to their destination, they met landlord Zhu, the most powerful local
tyrant. Zhu invited them to his house and Chen accepted, explaining to
Smedley that if they rejected the invitation they would never be able to con-
duct their investigation. The day they arrived at Zhu’s home, they found that
a wedding ceremony was going on at the same time that the Zhus had
arrested some poor peasants and detained them in their house. Smedley was
surprised to find that Chen Hansheng remained quite calm and indifferent
about what had happened and urged Chen to help free the peasants. Chen
replied that it would be dangerous for an outsider to interfere and that they
had better pretend not to see anything if they did not want their investiga-
tion interrupted. Smedley saw many more disconcerting scenes, which were
“common sights” to Chen Hansheng.221 Chen and his followers tried to
remain impartial researchers while in the field, although their ultimate goal
was to help one class overthrow the other.

The primary purpose of a researcher was to collect factual information
from the peasants—no easy task. Researchers of all groups agreed that it was
very difficult to obtain reliable information from the peasants, who were often
suspicious of the researchers’ intentions, believing that they were working for
the government and their research was for the purpose of tax collection. As a
result, the peasants often refused to provide any information or gave false
statements. Therefore, the researchers, just like the practitioners, had to make
it their priority to gain the peasants’ trust and cooperation. Li Jinghan, the
sociologist who spent seven years in Dingxian investigating rural life, wrote
that “they (the peasants) feared an imminent disaster when asked about the
number of people in their families, land and properties, etc., all linked to
money-collecting and forced labor.” 222 Mao Zedong, who was also concerned
with this issue, considered it a prerequisite for an investigator to gain the trust
of the masses. In a 1941 speech to a group of Communists sent to investigate
women’s lives, he taught them how to get the masses to tell the truth: “the key
is to make friends with the masses; do not act like a detective. . . . If the masses
do not tell you the truth, the blame is on you, not on the masses.”223

The foreign and Chinese missionaries involved in the rural reconstruc-
tion movement, although basically following the teacher–student pattern,
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attached more weight to the peasantry’s religious education. Missionary
organizations in China began to pay attention to secular matters such as
poverty and illiteracy in the early 1920s. In fact, Yan Yangchu, a Christian
himself, started his mass education program while he was affiliated with the
YMCA, though he later severed his relations with the church. Although
there was much discussion among the missionaries about a rural program,
and a few even started to experiment with a mass education program during
the 1920s, it was not until the 1930s that the church began to be directly
involved in the rural reconstruction movement. The most famous base of the
church was a district in Lichuan County in southern Jiangxi, an area recov-
ered from the Red Army in the mid-1930s. Financially the project was sup-
ported by the Nationalist government; theoretically and methodologically it
was strongly influenced by Yan Yangchu and his Dingxian model. Yan actu-
ally sent a group of experts to Lichuan to help with the church program. 

The main difference between the church program and Yan Yangchu’s
experiment was that Yan Yangchu gave no attention to religion, whereas the
church strove to imbue its program with a religious spirit whenever possible.
Yan Yangchu preferred a school-centered society, while the missionaries
wanted to build a church-centered society. In late 1930 and early 1931, the
National Christian Council of China [NCCC] invited Kenyon Butterfield,
an agricultural specialist and the proponent of “rural community parish” to
China for a visit. Butterfield suggested that the church in China focus on
building “community-parish, with a self-supporting rural church, indigenous
in its methods, led by a specially trained pastor” who was to be both “a
preacher and a community leader and builder.” This suggestion was fully
accepted and endorsed by the church. In a meeting held in early 1933, the
National Christian Council of China urged that each member church exper-
iment in at least one rural community parish and train rural workers. It is
reported that after the meeting “all over China men were eager to work out a
synthesis that partook of both the rural community parish of Kenyon
Butterfield and the model hsien of James Yen.” 224 The more well-known
cases included George Shepherd’s experiment in Fujian and Hugh
Hubberd’s experiment in Hebei. In 1935, the NCCC reiterated that the pri-
mary purpose of the Lichuan project was “the establishment of a Christian
rural Community by uniting kindred minds in a common effort and life, on
the basis of a Christian self-sacrifice, love and service, combined with scien-
tific methods.” 225 As one missionary put it, the responsibility of the rural
missionary was to “make real Christians, but intelligent, healthy, public spir-
ited, patriotic, economically independent, cooperating Christians.” Clearly,
they wanted to be the peasants’ teachers, but not ordinary secular teachers
because, in addition to secular subjects, they also wanted to teach the peas-
ants religion.226
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If this missionary–native pattern reflected strong foreign and modern
influence, other patterns indicated continuity of native traditions. In south-
western Henan, local leaders Peng Yuting, Bie Tingfang, Chen Zhonghua,
and Ning Xigu were more like traditional rulers of the peasants, although
they preferred to call themselves rural reconstructionists.227 This was espe-
cially true for Bie Tingfang, who was called a local despot by many local
peasants, probably because there were too many bandits in that area when
the local rural reconstruction started. In 1929, 6,000 bandits from the neigh-
boring Deng County attacked the county seat of Zhenping. They burned
9,000 houses and kidnapped 12,000 people.228 Peng Yutin returned to his
native Zhenping that year to deal with the problem of banditry. Bie
Tingfang’s career started as a local militia leader whose chief duty was to
fight the bandits. Likewise, Chen Zhonghua was invited back to his village
from the county seat by his fellow villagers to help quell the bandits. 

In such an environment, there was no clear division between the impov-
erished peasants and bandits and, as a result, the peasants were often consid-
ered potential bandits by the local gentry, who naturally wanted strengthened
military power to keep the peasants under control. Peng Yuting created a
normal school to train village schoolteachers and village leaders. However,
unlike their counterparts in Zouping and Dingxian, the schoolteachers in
southwestern Henan had little power, which was confined to the village lead-
ers and military officers. These local leaders relied heavily on coercion, perse-
cution, and exploitation of the peasants. Like Liang Shuming and Yan
Yangchu, these leaders also actually took over the local government.
However, while Liang and Yan were experimenting with rule by teaching,
Bie Tingfang opted for rule by killing and oppressing. In the early 1930s, Bie
commanded about 60,000 militia men. His profile was very much like the
local strongman model of elite behavior in peripheral regions proposed by
some scholars: in such regions, the elites were more likely to command mili-
tia units, and their coercive resources were generally greater than those of the
elites in the core areas.229 Yan Yangchu remarked that the greatest achieve-
ment of the rural reconstructionists in southwestern Henan was the militia
organization, and that, ironically, they failed to achieve results in social-eco-
nomic improvement.230 Bie Tingfang actually committed many brutalities
and accumulated much wealth and was a wholly different kind of rural
reconstructionist from Liang and Yan.231 Because of their heavy hand in sup-
pressing the local bandits as well as opponent power holders, two of the four
leaders, Peng Yuting and Ning Xigu, were assassinated.

The leaders of the Chinese peasant movements in the first half of the
twentieth century had similar backgrounds and experiences. The patterns of
intellectual–peasant relations formed an integral part of the rural programs of
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the various intellectual groups. These patterns were created on the basis of
the intellectuals’ understanding of the rural society and the peasantry and the
intellectuals’ perception of their own roles in changing rural society.

The similarities among the various patterns of intellectual–peasant rela-
tionship are evident. On the one hand, they were all based on the intellectu-
als’ deep sympathy for the peasants; on the other hand, they all strove to
justify their control over the peasants. They shared a fundamental assump-
tion: the peasants were too ignorant and weak to control their own fate, and
it was the intellectuals’ responsibility to save them by leading them, or
through teaching or research.

The major difference among them was in their views about with whom
they should identify and how. The Communist intellectuals made it very
clear that they intended to identify with the poor people of the village. On
many occasions, this led to an unusual alliance between the youths of rich
families and the poor peasants. If they had to make concessions to the land-
lords, as happened during the Anti-Japanese War, the Communists made it
very clear that it was a temporary tactic, not a matter of principle. The non-
Communist intellectuals, on the other hand, tended to claim that they iden-
tified with all the villagers. 

The difference between the Communists and non-Communists was very
similar to that between the populists and the Communists in prerevolution-
ary Russia, with the populists arguing for the people as a unified whole, and
the Marxists standing with the lower classes. However, since the 1930s,
many non-Communist intellectuals have been repeatedly accused by the
Communists of siding with the ruling class instead of the people as a whole,
which was believed to be the reason for their lack of mass support. For exam-
ple, Communist intellectuals attacked Liang Shuming for relying on war-
lords and local gentry and for acting in their interest. The same accusation
was directed toward Yan Yangchu in the 1930s. Fei Xiaotong was also criti-
cized for neglecting class differences in the villages and emphasizing the
gentry’s role in his rural development program. These accusations can be
attributed to differences between the Communists and the non-Communists
in their attitude toward the local gentry. The Communists perceived the
peasants and the traditional rural upper class as deadly enemies; hence, to ally
with the peasants meant to help the peasants fight against the landlords and
gentry. Any attempt at mediating between the classes and maintaining the
status quo was thus deemed as serving the interests of the upper class. Many
non-Communists, however, viewed the relations between the peasants and
the gentry as a symbiotic one and believed that the gentry actually played a
positive role in rural society. The rural reconstruction movement relied heav-
ily on the gentry. Likewise, Fei Xiaotong contended that local leaders were
the bridge between the local peasants and nonnative intellectuals; hence they
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were indispensable to local reform.232 Fei also claimed that the gentry class
could be reformed and could perform a leading role in the industrialization
of China if they chose to relinquish their land, change their old lifestyle, and
invest their money in industry.233
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6
____________________________

Conclusion

On their bloody road to rescue the Chinese nation, a generation of frustrated
but awakened Chinese intellectuals came across the Chinese peasantry,
among whom they found both the causes of and remedies for China’s
national crisis. The Chinese nation, rather than the Chinese peasantry, was
both the starting point and the end of all the intellectuals’ peasant move-
ments in China during the first half of the twentieth century. Despite all the
differences among the various intellectual groups in their perceptions of the
peasantry, Chinese rural society, as well as their relations with the peasantry,
they shared two basic goals: first, to promote the peasants’ cultural and eco-
nomic conditions; second, to draw the peasants into their political and
national movements. In other words, they all wanted to transform as well as
to utilize the peasants. These two goals were the foundation of the various
peasant movements the intellectuals tried to promote, and the fulfillment of
these two goals was crucial to the success of their respective national move-
ments. If the peasants’ conditions remained unchanged, the intellectuals
believed, the Chinese nation would fail to develop as well, and if the Chinese
peasants, who formed the great majority of the population, remained outside
of the national movement, there would be no national movement. Although
many intellectuals were physically confined to small villages in remote areas
during this period, they were emotionally and intellectually focused on the
greater Chinese nation: both the actual tattered nation of the present and the
ideal nation they imagined for the future. 

The Chinese intellectuals themselves never denied the close connec-
tions between their peasant movements and their grand purpose of rescuing
the nation. On the contrary, all groups of intellectuals strove to portray
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themselves as true nationalists or patriots and their opponents as mere pre-
tenders, and to prove that their peasant movement was the best method to
save and rebuild the nation, while their opponents’ was doomed to failure.
Liang Shuming, for example, called his rural reconstruction theory the last
resort for reviving the Chinese nation and believed that both the Communist
and capitalist methods were dead ends for China. Yan Yangchu argued that
his mass education movement was the best way to rescue the nation. In his
words, to help the peasants to a fuller development of their powers “was pro-
foundly worthwhile, for their own sake, but especially for the sake of build-
ing up the nation from its foundations”; he added, “rural reconstruction is
national reconstruction, and national reconstruction, rural reconstruction.”1

Fei Xiaotong repeatedly emphasized the impact of China’s national crisis on
his personal academic career. He stated that the sole purpose of his research
was to help rescue the nation, his specific concern was to improve the living
conditions of the peasants, and that his research subject was determined by
the needs of the nation.2 He believed that his rural industrialization program,
by shortening and eliminating the gap between China and more developed
countries, was the most effective way to modernize the nation. The
Nationalists depicted themselves as orthodox nationalists because they were
the champions of the national revolution, which theoretically incorporated all
Chinese except a handful of evil warlords. All intellectuals considered their
peasant movements as part of their national movements. For many of them,
the peasant movement was the national movement. 

The Communists, because of their obsession with class struggle, were
viewed by others, especially the Nationalists, as being unfaithful to the
nation, since the latter held that a class revolution would lead to internecine
wars within the nation and hence was incompatible with the national revolu-
tion. There had also been the charge that the Chinese Communists were
wavering internationalists vacillating between Stalin and Trotsky. The
Communists themselves, however, argued that class struggle was the most
effective way to achieve national revolution, and that there was no contradic-
tion at all between their class revolution and national revolution. The
Communists reconciled these two revolutions by first proposing a “nation-
class” theory, which argued that China was a proletarian nation oppressed
and exploited by foreign capitalist nations, and that, therefore, in China,
class revolution and national revolution were one and the same. Later, the
“nation-class” theory was replaced with a “class-nation” theory, according to
which the Chinese upper classes, by their treacherous actions of cooperating
with the foreigners to oppress and exploit their compatriots, ceased to be
Chinese nationals and became lackeys of the foreigners—only the lower
classes of China, they argued, were true members of the Chinese nation.
Thus, their class revolution and national revolution were still believed to be
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one and the same. The only difference was that, by defining class enemies as
the traitors of the nation and hence lumping more Chinese into the imperi-
alists’ camp, their nation had become smaller than that of the Nationalists.
The difference between the groups that opposed class struggle and those
promoting it was that they defined the Chinese nation differently: the former
chose a cultural and racial definition of the nation, while the latter preferred
to define it along class lines. 

The Communists’ claims have been supported by many scholars who
have studied Communism and nationalism in China and the world. Eric
Hobsbawm’s contention that “Marxist movements and states have tended to
become national not only in form but in substance, i.e., nationalist” is per-
fectly applicable to the Chinese Communist peasant movement.3 Anthony
Smith defined the Communism of Yugoslavia, Vietnam, and China as
“national communism” that “seeks the support of a peasantry threatened by
alien rule.” 4 Eric Wolf remarked that the Chinese Communists were able to
harness peasant energies for “ends never dreamed of by the peasantry,” 5 and
that the Chinese Communist revolution, although carried on with the aid of
the peasants, was not made “for the sake of peasantry.” 6 Chalmers Johnson,
based on his study of the Communist-peasant relations during the Anti-
Japanese War, suggested that the Chinese Communist Party should be
viewed as the leader of a war-energized, radical nationalist movement and
the Chinese Communist version of Marxist-Leninist ideology as an adjunct
to Chinese nationalism. He concluded that “the Communist rise to power in
China should be understood as a species of nationalist movement.” 7 Lucien
Bianco observed that there was “a serious ambiguity” in the Chinese
Communist–peasant movement: “though sincere in its concern for the plight
of the peasantry and in its will to better it, the Communist elite used the
mobilization of the peasants and the promise of liberation as a means to serve
an end which held much less interest for those peasants: the independence,
power and might of the nation.”8

The fact that the chief concern of the intellectuals involved in the peas-
ant movements was the nation rather than the peasants does not necessarily
mean that the intellectuals were merely making use of the peasants. It only
means that when the intellectuals perceived a clash between the interests of
the nation and those of the peasants, they would usually put the former
above the latter. In his analysis of the relations between the Chinese
Communists and the peasants, Benjamin Schwartz pointed out that on the
one hand there was little doubt that Communist leaders had risen to power
by addressing themselves to the immediate needs of the Chinese peasants; on
the other hand, he noted, it would be wrong to assume that the Communist
leaders embodied the aspirations of the Chinese people and that they would
automatically continue to express the needs and aspirations of the masses. In
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his words, “the needs of the masses have a time dimension.” 9 Schwartz’s
conclusion applies to non-Communist intellectuals as well. The Nationalists
chose to neglect the interests of the poor peasants after 1927 because they
perceived that their interests clashed with the interests of the whole nation.
In order to maintain a multiclass alliance against the imperialists, which
they believed was crucial in winning the national revolution, the peasants’
interests had to be sacrificed. The Communists, however, saw no such clash
of interest. They decided to buttress the poor peasants’ demands because
they perceived that by doing so they would be able to draw the powerful
peasants into the national movement. However, during the Anti-Japanese
War, when the Communists perceived that the United Front of various
classes was absolutely essential to the existence of the nation, they decided
immediately to abandon their previous radical policies and adopted a milder
policy toward the rural rich. The nation’s interests were always supreme; in
the name of the nation, the peasants’ interests could be either promoted or
sacrificed. In that sense, it would not be too much of an exaggeration to say
that the intellectual-led peasant movements during the first half of the
twentieth century were not genuine peasant movements since peasants
themselves never became the center of such movements. To borrow Hugh
Seton-Watson’s words, such movements can only be called movements of
peasants, but not peasant movements.10

Nor does the premise that the intellectuals utilized and transformed the
peasants necessarily mean that the peasants were always passive subjects
waiting to be acted on by the intellectuals. The peasants themselves often
showed their approval of a certain policy by giving their full support to it or
their disapproval by being indifferent or offering resistance. As Fernando
Galbiati puts it, “Once the decision to make revolution with, if not for, the
peasants was taken, the peasants were put squarely amid the KMT–CCC
conflict and eventually tipped the scales in favor of the party that took up
their cause and seemed able to give them their dream.”11 The intellectuals, in
order to garner the support they desperately needed, had to make concessions
to the peasants. The peasants, in turn, would give their support to those
intellectuals they believed had real concern for the peasants’ welfare.

Leften Stavrianos observes that in the national liberation movement of
the third world, three ideologies were vying for the support of the peasantry:
religious revivalism, reform, and socialist revolution. He related these three
different approaches to class differences. Religious revivalism represented the
interests of the archaic dynastic and landed class. This was a conservative
reaction, though it could also be progressive and even revolutionary. Reform
was the approach taken by the Westernized merchants, teachers, clerks, offi-
cials, and military officers. Their rhetoric was often revolutionary, but their
objectives were reformist. The poor peasants and radical intellectuals chose
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the path of socialist revolution.12 Stavrianos thus affirmed that all three
groups were nationalists, though of different stripes. This classification fits
well with China’s situation during the first half of the twentieth century,
when conservative reformers such as Liang Shuming wanted to reestablish
the lost Confucian tradition; liberal reformers such as Yan Yangchu and Fei
Xiaotong intended to create socialism and democracy in China through non-
violent means; and Communist revolutionaries firmly believed in class strug-
gle. If the conservative and liberal reformers are grouped together, then there
were only two groups of intellectuals in China: reformers and revolutionaries.
To adopt Gramsci’s concepts, the reformers preferred the war of position—a
movement of gradualism, moderation, and molecular changes controlled
from the top, while the revolutionaries championed the war of movement,
which emphasized popular initiative and radical challenge. These were two
different roads for building the nation-state.13 The history of the Chinese
peasant movement during the first half of the twentieth century was in a
sense the history of the struggle among the various groups. The long struggle
ended in 1949, with the Communists claiming a total victory and the
reformers suffering a total defeat.

The intellectuals’ primary concern with the Chinese nation as a whole along
with their ideologies for liberating and building the nation strongly influenced
their understanding of the Chinese peasantry. Despite the rural origins of
most of the intellectuals who wrote about the peasantry, their writings about
the Chinese peasantry and rural China indicated a strong urban bias. The
intellectuals’ views and perceptions of the Chinese peasantry were determined
more by what kind of “ism” they embraced than by what facts they found in
the countryside. Those intellectuals who went or returned to the villages were
not intellectuals as such, but intellectuals with specific persuasions, be it
Communism, socialism, or Nationalism, and they acquired all these “isms,” or
“national myths”—to adopt Chalmers Johnsons’s phrase—through their edu-
cation and urban experiences.14 Their debate about rural China really was an
application of their urban theories to the rural world, and their struggles in
the countryside were a continuation of their struggles in the cities. The differ-
ent beliefs held by the various groups of intellectuals not only gave birth to
different policies and strategies, but also led to different perceptions and views
of the characteristics of the Chinese peasantry, the nature of Chinese rural
society, and of the ideal intellectual–peasant relations. In other words, the dif-
ferences among the Chinese intellectuals in their perceptions of the peasantry
and rural society were to a large degree determined by the differences in their
policies toward the peasantry, which were in turn determined by the differ-
ences in their visions and views about what kind of nation they wanted to
have and how they planned to achieve this ideal nation.
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The links between the intellectuals’ perceptions of the peasantry, their
policies toward the peasantry, and their perceptions of the Chinese nation as
a whole are first indicated in the images of the peasant they created.
Although the great majority of the intellectuals agreed that ignorance, inno-
cence, poverty, powerfulness, and other features combined to form the image
of the Chinese peasant, they attached different importance to and provided
different explanations for the various features. The Communists emphasized
the poverty and latent power of the peasantry and attributed the poverty of
the peasantry mainly to class exploitation because they championed a class-
based nation and wanted to use the peasants to achieve their goal. Most non-
Communist intellectuals, however, tended to attach different importance to
each of the features, deemphasized class exploitation, and interpreted poverty
in terms of other factors.

The protracted debate among the Chinese intellectuals about the nature
of Chinese rural society represented another attempt at applying the grand
theories to rural China. The participants were all aware that what they were
debating was not an academic issue, but a political one, because their views
of the nature of Chinese rural society were directly linked to their policies
toward the peasantry. Those who adopted Marxist theory in interpreting
rural Chinese society were mostly self-proclaimed revolutionaries, yet they
were proponents of different revolutions and, accordingly, they held different
views of the nature of Chinese rural society. Intellectuals affiliated with the
Chinese Communist Party, which called for an antifeudal and anti-imperial-
ist national democratic revolution, believed that rural China was a semifeudal
and semicolonial society, while the Trotskyites, who anticipated a proletarian
revolution in rural China, argued that rural China was already a capitalist
society. Those who opposed the adoption of Marxist theory and believed in
the uniqueness of rural Chinese society were all reformers. By denying the
applicability of revolutionary Marxist theory to rural China, they denied the
feasibility of an agrarian revolution in China.

The intellectuals’ theories of ideal relations with the peasants were also
closely related to their policies toward the peasantry as well as their grand
theories about and plans for the Chinese nation. The Communist revolu-
tionaries wanted to form a militant intellectual–peasant alliance, with the
intellectuals as leaders and the peasants as loyal followers who would provide
the physical power needed to complete the revolution. The reformers, how-
ever, felt no need for a militant alliance with the peasants. They tended to
perceive themselves as teachers, patrons, rulers, and researchers while the
peasants were their students, protégés, subjects, and objects of research.
Intellectuals of all groups shared the view that the peasants themselves were
not able to act independently and rationally. Whether as a force for revolu-
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tion or for reconstruction, the peasants needed to be guided, taught, ruled,
and/or protected by the intellectuals.

The images of the peasant, the theories about the nature of rural society,
and the ideal patterns of intellectual–peasant relations created by the intellec-
tuals were all used to support and justify their policies toward the peasants.
These policies, in turn, were linked to what the intellectuals planned for the
Chinese nation. The various groups of intellectuals chose to ally themselves
with different strata of the rural population and used different methods to
achieve their ideal society and nation. There were clear differences between
the proponents of violent social revolution and the supporters of peaceful
reform, and between those who were determined to identify with the lower
strata of the peasantry and those who claimed to identify with all strata of the
rural population. The connections between the intellectuals’ perceptions of
the peasantry and their rural programs were not always obvious and an out-
sider might find them hard to understand. Hence, after the collapse of the
First United Front, the leader of the Third Party, Deng Yanda, found it diffi-
cult to understand why the CCP, which believed that China was still a semi-
feudal and semicolonial society, insisted that the proletariat rather than the
bourgeoisie be the leader of a national democratic revolution, and why the
Trotskyites maintained that rural China was a capitalist society yet argued
that the right strategy at that time was to form a national assembly rather than
launch a proletarian revolution. Although some non-Communists also
accepted the idea of the existence of classes and class exploitation in rural
China, they proposed to solve the problem in a peaceful way. In other words,
the links between the intellectuals’ perceptions of the peasantry and their poli-
cies toward the peasantry were mainly based on the beliefs and theories each
intellectual group embraced; hence, it was often true that only those who held
the same beliefs could see the coherence of their respective theories.

The competition and conflict among different perceptions of the peasantry
and different rural programs did not stop completely with the Communist
victory in 1949. Shortly after the founding of the PRC, the Communists,
who had been perceived as the champions of the peasants’ concerns, decided
to ruthlessly squeeze the peasants to build the cities because the Communist
leaders now believed that industry, especially heavy industry, was the key to
the continued existence and further development of the Chinese nation. This
policy, at the time of its birth, was criticized by former reformers like Liang
Shuming and Fei Xiaotong, who felt that the Communist policy of exploit-
ing the peasants was detrimental not only to the interests of the peasants, but
also to those of the nation. Therefore, at any one given moment, there were
always different perceptions of the relations between the interests of the
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peasants and the interests of the nation. To a large degree, these different
perceptions led to the differences in the agrarian and agricultural policies
adopted by the various groups of intellectuals. 

The Communist victory in the pre-1949 period does not necessarily
mean that their radical methods would be successful in the future; neither
does the reformers’ failure in the pre-1949 period imply that reform meth-
ods would always result in failure in rural China. Unfortunately for Chinese
peasants, however, the Communist victory led to a misperception among
the Communist leaders, especially Mao Zedong, that their revolutionary
methods would work well under any and all circumstances and that reforms
would inevitably be ineffective and therefore should be discarded. Mao’s
contempt for the reformers was well demonstrated in his dispute with the
reformer Liang Shuming in 1953, during which Mao openly ridiculed
Liang for “showing off his proficiency with the ax in front of the master car-
penter.” The competition and hostility between the revolutionaries and
reformers before 1949 carried over into the post-1949 period. Thus the
Communists continued their violent revolutionary methods when the revo-
lution was already over and initiated a number of major programs that
ended in disaster. Tumultuous policy changes during the first decade of the
PRC offer a series of examples. Although land reform had constructive
results in the early 1950s, the Communist leaders were not content.
Whatever their reasons—whether impatient, heady with success, or fool-
ish—they launched the Great Leap Forward, which failed miserably and led
to widespread suffering and hardship. It is both tragic and ironic that it was
the Communists who caused the greatest famine in rural China in Chinese
history. The Communists continued to carry out class struggle in rural
China even though the rural ruling class had been wholly eliminated imme-
diately after the establishment of the People’s Republic. If the reformers’
mistake before 1949 was to insist on reform when the circumstances
required revolution, then the Communists’ mistake from the mid-1950s to
the late 1970s was to adhere to their revolution when conditions no longer
warranted such methods.

It took roughly twenty years for the Communist leaders to realize that
their revolutionary methods were no longer compatible with the changed cir-
cumstances. Those twenty years formed one of the most painful periods for
the Chinese peasants in Chinese history. The fact that the Chinese peasants
meekly endured the cumulative bitterness without rebellion can be attributed
to their traditional passivity, the prestige and authority of the Communist
Party among the peasants established in the pre-1949 period, and the tight
and extremely effective social-political control exerted over the villages by the
party. The highly acclaimed rural reforms initiated in the late 1970s after
Mao’s death were mainly based on two new policies: decollectivization of the
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land and development of rural industry. In part, the peasants initiated the
policy of decollectivization and the party and government later approved and
promoted it. The policy reflects and satisfies a centuries-long desire of every
Chinese peasant: a piece of land that they can call their own. The policy of
rural industry, on the other hand, was first proposed by intellectual reformers
in the revolutionary era. It had been strongly advocated by the sociologist Fei
Xiaotong and others since the 1930s. 

The spirit of reform since the late 1970s in China is the same as that of
the reform and revolution in pre-1949 China: on the one hand, the govern-
ment satisfies the demands of the peasants; on the other hand, it tries to
transform them. Although the official media has given equal praise to the
policy of decollectivization and that of developing rural industry, their effects
and significance are actually quite different. Decollectivization of land is
essentially a retrogressive policy. It resulted in an increase of agricultural pro-
duction in the first few years of the reform only because of the traditional
enthusiasm of the Chinese peasants in tilling land of their own. However,
such enthusiasm alone can only create limited growth during a limited time
period. To bring about sustained agricultural growth requires the application
of advanced technologies, but decollectivization made technological
improvement impossible because agricultural tracts are too fragmented. If no
progress is made in rural industry, in many areas where decollectivization has
been carried out and where the peasants have been bound to their small
pieces of land, agricultural production entered a new round of stagnation
after a few years of limited growth. Progress in rural industry, on the other
hand, has brought about unlimited growth in some areas, including consider-
able changes even in areas where decollectivization has not been carried out.
Decollectivization seemingly provides a temporary solution to the peasants’
subsistence problem, while rural industrialization apparently has the possibil-
ity of utterly changing the face of rural China and the Chinese peasantry. At
last, reformers have been granted a chance to demonstrate the value of their
programs in a society created by revolutionaries.
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