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1949-1974: the Revolution in the Concept
of the Chinese Scholar

The Chinese people, while happily celebrating their 25th an-
niversary, are going ever more deeply into their criticism of
Lin Piao and Confucian ideology. Both workers and peasants
are learning to study some important and relevant classical
writings and are digging into their own minds, the unconscious
store of beliefs, ideas and habits handed down from time
immemorial. For the first time they have become acutely aware
of how deeply Confucian ideology is still embedded in their
own mental make-up 25 years after they seized political power.
Thus they have especially deep cause for rejoicing in their
celebration. Now they are liberating their minds from the
forces of reaction in order to build a new socialist super-
structure.

To appreciate the nature
of the struggle going on in-

entry into the imperial service through examinations which
required decades of concentrated study of the classics of all
periods. Obviously only those with leisure and money could
attempt to study.

But there was an even more fundamental barrier which kept
the overwhelming majority from entering the gate to the long
avenue of arduous learning, leading eventually to the Hall of
Scholastic Achievement. The student Fan Chi asked Confucius
about learning to grow grain, but the Master said he was not a
farmer; asked about how to grow vegetables, he said he was not
a market gardener. When Fan Chi went out Confucius said to
some other students: * What a small man, poor Fan Chi!’.

In Confucius’ cosmology,
everything on earth was

side China, not only now hut
during the last 25 years, it
is necessary to grasp the
root of the problem, the
power and strength of the
pillars of the old super-
structure, the scholar-offi-
cials.

The traditional Confucian
scholar-official

With this double issue we warmly greet the 25th anniversary of
the founding of the People’s Republic of China. Each year
since 1949 has seen achievements which have brought happiness,
prosperity and political advance to the people of China and
which have been the foundation for the steady growth of
China’s prestige throughout the world.

The manner and method of these achievements are of universal
significance and in this issue it has been our aim to bring out
some of the important features of China’s policies during the
period.

We wish the Chinese people further triumphs in bhuilding

decided by Heaven, includ-
ing the status of human
heings:
Those born with know-
ledge are the highest;
those who have gained
knowledge by studying
come next;
those who learn with diffi-
culty by hard work are
lower down;

socialism in the years to come.

In former times the Chin-
ese character shih had many
related meanings: a scholar,
a learned official; a man who
could take responsibilities, well versed in ancient and contem-
porary affiairs, who could distinguish between right and wrong.
It could also mean various kinds of government official.

It is possible to interpret the ideograph shih as having meant
originally that a man’s qualities go from one to ten, thus form-
ing a complete whole, or, conversely, as representing the con-
centration of ten into one, again completion or perfection.

As when studying most Chinese traditional ideas, habits and
customs. one has to turn to Confucius (551-479 BC). Confucius’
students numbered some 3,000, of whom 72 were close to him.
The content of their education was the Six Classics: the Books
of Changes, History, Poetry, Rites, Music, and the Spring and
Autumn Annals, all edited by Confucius himself. The principles
of his system were to train men to be excellent in writing,
good in conduct, loyal to their masters (emperors, feudal lords),
and fair dealing with equals. The overriding aim was to train
a man well versed in the classics, but disciplined by the Rites
(see ‘Confucius and Confucianism’, BROADSHEET, June 1974),

< so that he would not deviate from the true path, i.e. would not

rebel.

Who could become scholars and officials?
China used to enjoy the reputation of having the oldest and
most democratic system of education in the world, leading to

those who have to work
very hard to learn any-
thing, but are too lazy to
learn, are base material.

He considered that only

the most intelligent and the most stupid could not be changed,

as their nature was ordained by heaven. It therefore followed
that:
The superior man is concerned only with principles and
not with livelihood; the tiller of land must inevitably
suffer from hunger caused by natural calamities, but in
studying the scholar has the prospect of becoming an
official.

Political and social conditions in Confucius’ time were tur-
bulent, outstanding features of the period being the decline of
the slave-owning class, the rise of the land-owning class, and
the accompanying peasant revolts. Confucius lamented that:

The Rites have collapsed and music has been debased.
He therefore devoted his whole life to training students for
the work of ‘restoring the Rites’. This was purely and simply
an attempt to turn history backwards.

Mencius (372-289 BC) further developed Confucius’ principles
and ideas. He stated categorically that:

Those who work with their minds rule over people;

those who toil with their sinews are ruled over.
Thus for nearly 25 centuries ‘ study well in order to become an
official > has been the ambition of almost every Chinese, for
himself, his sons and his grandsons. If his particular branch
of the clan had no sons, the brightest boy in the whole clan




H

would be encouraged to study, and supported financially by
the clan so that it could enjoy the glory and power of having
a scholar-official, one of the literati. Even the poorest and most
wretched farm-labourer or urban beggar knew the saying:

All ten thousand occupations are base, only study is
supreme.

The nature of the Confucian scholar

This tiny minority of scholars, pale-faced, long finger-nailed,
long gowned, monopolised learning and the ruling bureau-
cracy at all levels from imperial ministers right down to
village level for almost 25 centuries, despite the fact that,
dynasty after dynasty, they met with opposition. Such opponents
included, in particular, the Taoist school, thanks to whose in-
fluence Chinese science and technology were far ahead of the
West for hundreds or even thousands of years (see J. Need-
ham’s Science and Civilisation in China), and the Legalist
scholars who stood for progress and improvements demanded
by the conditions of their time.

The Confucian scholar was trained to support the status quo
and authority, of which he was himself part, against the com-
mon people, the poor and ignorant, but he also feared them
and their revolts. He was trained to be reactionary and to fear
new things.

The question of knowledge or action

In the long history of the Confucian scholar-gentry-bureau-
cracy the question arose again and again as to which was more
important to the Empire—the scholar’s writings or his actions;
and which was easier and which should come first, knowing or
doing. Both views had advocates. The earliest refutation of the
Confucian theory of Ilearning came from Hsun Kuang (3rd
century BC), an eminent Confucian scholar. who broke with
orthodoxy and became an outstanding Legalist. He said:

Not hearing is not as good as hearing; hearing is not as
good as seeing; seeing is not as good as knowing; but
knowing is not as good as practising. Only when study is
put into practice is it accomplished.

Those who have studied and put their learning into pra-
tice can be called scholars.

The wisdom of the so-called sage is the sum total accumula-
tion of all mankind.

These questions became urgent after 1840 when China
suffered defeats and immeasurable losses in wars imposed by
imperialist powers. The common people were enraged and tried
to fight back; the literati-bureaucrats felt humiliated that the
ancient, heaven-ordained Confucian Empire should be so bul-
lied by the barbarians. A new idea arose: Confucian
scholarship-knowledge is not enough; we need to supplement
it with Western science and technology to prepare for future
action. Many students were sent abroad to study scientific and
technological subjects. The imperial examination system was
aholished in 1906, and modern schools on Western, especially
American, patterns were introduced.

The new westernised bourgeois intellectuals

Students returning from imperialist countries, having spe-
cialised in scientific and technological subjects, with M.A.,
M.Sc., or Ph.D. after their names, wore smart Western suits
and ties and often spoke foreign languages as a sign of
superiority. They were °‘higher intellectuals’; their mental
attitude was very close to that of their western counterparts;
in fact they were bourgeois intellectuals.

The ambition of every boy from a petty-bourgeois family
was to go abroad. Sometimes this involved great difficulties
for the family, and one result of such study abroad was often
the break-up-of traditional family life. These new elites, how-
ever learned in their Western textbooks, did not soil their
hands or mix with the wretched, ignorant working people
any more than the old scholar-elite had done; they could not
answer the country’s need and did no more than fill government
offices and positions in higher education, drawing high salaries.

The Revolution which under Sun Yat-sen’s leadership over-
threw the Manchu (Ching) dynasty in 1911 can be regarded as
one of the most important results of the debates on knowledge
and action—but it failed completely to solve any problems.
Another answer was offereéd by the 1919 May Fourth Move-
ment: this time, foreign imperialism directly stirred the
students and many ‘higher intellectuals’ to actions of protest,
in which they were joined by industrial workers and many
merchants. One of the most significant slogans of the move-
ment was ‘Down with the Confucian shop!’. The campaign to
point out and publicise the reactionary nature of Confucius’
teachings was led by Lu Hsun.

Mao Tse-tung’s philosophy of education and the reveolution oi
the scholar-official

From the very beginning of his work in the Chinese Revolu-
tion, Mao Tse-tung was actively concerned with helping the
peasants to educate themselves as the conditions demanded
and as his work at the Canton Peasant Institute in 1925-26
and in Hunan in 1926-7 shows. But it was in Yenan from 1935
onwards that his education programme became a mighty force
embracing millions of peasants and workers, and also intel-
lectuals who braved Chiang Kai-shek’s blockade to get there
from all over China, everyone learning and everyone teaching
at the same time. It was ‘ do-it-yourself’ and collective educa-
tion, serving proletarian politics and combined with productive
labour. In Practice, Yenan education led to the successful
production of all the material necessities in the liberated areas
and created revolutionaries to carry on the war of resistance
against Japanese aggression and against Chiang’s ¢ exterminate
the Red bandits ’ military campaign.

When the People’s Government was established in 1949, Mao
Tse-tung’s philosophical line remained the same as in the
Yenan period. But because the task of providing education for
the illiterate 85% of the population was so gigantic, China had
to rely on Soviet help. The consequences were serious. Soviet-
type elitist bureaucrats replaced the capitalist type of bour-
geois intellectuals. Children from worker, peasant and soldier
families were virtually barred from entering schools and col-
leges, or were forced to leave because they could not cope
with the burden imposed by the old dogmatic, destructive
cramming methods and examination system. There was a
popular saying about those who stayed to finish the college
course :

After the first year he’s a native intellectual; after the
second he’s a foreigner; after the third he doesn’t re-
cognise his father and mother.

It was a question of ‘red’ vs. ‘expert’, and for a time the
‘expert’ faction nearly won, as shown by the struggle during
the ‘Hundred Flowers’ period. This ‘ expert’ was not basically
different from the old ‘scholar-official ° in his political outlook;
he remained a member of an elite, divorced from and looking
down on the masses, thus perpetuating the gap between mental
and manual workers.

But in the countryside the peasants were gaining experience
and confidence in their own collective labour through the
struggle to form bigger agricultural units. Urban industrial
workers were growing in proletarian consciousness and in
power. Since 1849 they had been learning to read and write.
During the socialist transformation of industry and commerce
(1956) they gained experience in struggle against the capita-
lists. Now in the year of the Great Leap Forward thousands
upon thousands were in part-study-part-production schools.
Schools and colleges set up workshops and farms, as well as
sending students to work in the countryside. Whether in fac-
tories or on farms, these young people became aware of their
productive ability and their legitimate rights in the new soc-
iety. Most important, both the peasants and workers were
learning about Chairman Mao’s teachings and were ready to
take part in any struggle.




The struggle between the two lines

Should the elite, whether of the Confucian, Western or
Moscow type, control the country or should the working people
‘be educated to develop morally, intellectually and physically’
and become °‘ productive labourers with socialist consciousness
and culture’ (Mao Tse-tung, 1957)? Once these people, com-
prising 90 per cent of the population, had attained these goals,
the whole of China’s political and social fabric would change.
The bourgeoisie as a class had been overthrown but its ideo-
logy persisted, and would for a long time to come, raising
its head in different guises. However, the latent power of the
new generation was fast showing itself and most significant of
all were the converging demands of those in schools and those
in productive labour. So the Cultural Revolution was sparked
off among students; throughout the Revolution the Red Guards
were at its centre and eventually they became the object of
their own Revolution.

In 1666 the Chinese Communist Party issued a vitally import-
ant directive by Chairman Mao (The May 7 Directive) on educa-
tional principles, i.e. that workers, peasants, soldiers, students
and others, in addition to their main work should also learn
to work in other fields: agriculture, industry, military training,
as well as politics and culture. This would serve a dual pur-
pose—Dboth developing socialist society and nurturing new
socialist men and women to carry on the proletarian revolu-
tionary cause and serve the interests of the proletariat, not
only of China but of all nations.

As struggle, criticism and transformation in the Cultural
Revolution developed, it was discovered how deeply entrenched
were reactionary ideas, manifesting themselves in covert or
overt opposition to Mao Tse-tung’s line. Examples were the
opposition to educated youth going to the countryside and to
the ‘May 7’ cadre schools, as well as the revival of the Con-
fucian idea of people being ordained by Heaven to be brilliant
or stupid. It was necessary, therefore, for the masses to study
Marxist classics and Mao Tse-tung Thought so that they would
have a weapon to analyse the history of struggles between
reactionary and progressive forces and link them up with
their present struggles. This is the present movement for
criticising Lin Piao and Confucius and this is why the Chinese
people are training a contingent of theoretical workers from
peasants, workers and the People’s Liberation Army. These
theoretical workers are studying Confucian Classics from the
standpoint of Mao Tse-tung Thought.

Socialist men and women in the making

Thus in China today factories and mines run colleges, schools
or classes: schools and colleges have factories or workshops
and farms or vegetable gardens; the Army reclaims land from
desert and swamp and runs State farms as well as helping
peasants in time of need. The army men and women too are
studying Marxism and relevant Confucian classics and fighting
against reactionary ideology. Communes and production brig-
ades run schools and factories of various sizes. Schools and
colleges, factories and communes form regular links with one
another for mutual help in production and for training person-
nel.

School-leavers, unless health or special family reasons pre-
vent them, ‘go down’ to the countryside or factory or the
armed forces for at least two years to integrate themselves
with workers, peasants and soldiers and to be re-educated by
the poor and lower-middle peasants as the first generation of
educated peasants. Only then can they be eligible for selection
by their workmates to go on to higher education. The institu-
tions of higher education are under a leadership which includes
the working class. Graduates go back to industry or country-
side and resume their worker or peasant status. 1974 saw the
first batch of such university graduates of worker-peasant-
soldier origin. Three or four years of higher education, Mao
Tse-tung’s ‘ open door’ education, not only gave them specialist
training, but also consolidated their proletarian consciousness.

Back in factories or communes they are warmly welcomed by
the rank and file and many have been elected cadres. They are in
government at various levels but continue in the three revolu-
tionary movements of class struggle, the struggle for production
and scientific experiment. They are ‘red and expert’, yet fully
integrated with the workers and peasants. This is indeed a far
cry from the concept of the scholar-gentry-official which lasted
for 25 centuries before 1949.

In this way the scholar of the Confucian type—- his four limbs
do not function and he cannot recognise the five grains’ (a
contemporary description of Confucius)—is at long last dis-
appearing.

Many college graduates going to work in the countryside
settle there, making full use of their training and helping to
raise the cultural and technical level of the peasants, and
learning from them at the same time to change their own
thinking and world outlook. Similarly, government and institu-
tional personnel all take turns to go to May 7 Cadre Schools.
There they build their own houses, bring new land into culti-
vation, grow food, help the peasants, do other forms of
manual work and study politics. Through this process they get
rid of bureaucratic attitudes and re-orientate their thinking.
The self-important ° official > becomes a working man or woman,
serving the people and the socialist cause.

In China today it is very difficult to tell from somebody’s
appearance, speech or hehaviour what his or her occupation is.

The significance of the present struggle

The working people are becoming more experienced in class
analysis; it will be more and more difficult for future revision-
ists to deceive them. Their study of the history of the struggle
between Confucianism and the Legalist School of thought
makes ‘ the ancient serve the present’ and prepares the ground
for further revolutionary changes in education, the fundamental
element in the superstructure. The rooting out of their own
traditional Confucianism frees their minds from age-old re-
strictive conventions, thus enabling them to carry on the
proletarian revolution and lead in building a socialist society,
especially its superstructure. Chairman Mao has warned the
Chinese people that in the long historical period of socialist
transition, classes and their ideologies will continue, and so
will class struggle. But from each struggle the revclutionary
forces gain strength.

The study of the revolutionary changes, during the last 25
years, in the concept of the Chinese scholar-official, is the study
of Chairman Mao’s revolutionary line, which has been in con-
stant and fierce struggle with the reactionary line for nearly
half a century. The balance of forces has been changing all
the time. Those Chinese who left China about 1949 realise with
a shock of joy, on revisiting their homeland, that they can no
longer see the old familiar sights. The visitors are lost in the
new surroundings and find neither the scholar-official full of
arrogance nor the downtrodden, dirty, ignorant and starving
masses. The new China is full of vigour and creative activity,
determination and confidence. This revolutionary transforma-
tion is possible only because Mao Tse-tung understands and
trusts the masses and has integrated himself with them.
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