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DeepL translation

Li Honglin: My Career as a "theoretical worker"

Published: 2011-04-06 21:12 Author: Li Honglin
Li Honglin sketch portrait

I am now a civilian, and before I retired, I was a so-called "theory worker". In contemporary China,

what is called "theory" is only Marxism. Other humanities scholars and social scientists have to be
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labeled as undergraduates, and only those who study or publicize Marxism are considered "theory

workers" or "theorists.

How I Use Theorty to Serve Politics

As soon as I arrived in the "liberated areas," I started to do theoretical work, that is, teaching,
researching and publicizing Marxism. At that time, I understood Marxism to be a doctrine for the
liberation of all mankind, and the Communist Party to be an altruistic party that would fight for the
best communist society that mankind had ever known. Being a member of this party and
committing myself to the communist cause filled me with pride and love for my cause. This

enthusiasm continued until the spring of 1959.

During this period, I believed in the Party unconditionally, and my theoretical work consisted of
wholeheartedly theorizing for the Party's policies and finding grounds from Marx, Enlis, and Mao to
prove that the Party's line was correct. During the frantic "Great Leap Forward" of 1958, I was one
of the "theorists" who sat in the office and incited the public. My most cutting-edge work was an
editorial I wrote in 1959 for Red Flag magazine: "Ten points for targets, twelve points for measutes,
and twenty-four points for vigor. The title says it all. In 1958, in order to double steel production
(from 5.35 million tons to 10.07 million tons), 90 million people were mobilized to go up to the
mountains, cut down all the forests to burn charcoal, smashed the iron pots to make "steel", and
when the crops were ripe and rotting in the ground, no one collected them, and told the peasants to
"let go of their bellies to eat". This "revolutionary romanticism" had already destroyed the vitality of
the country, leaving people exhausted and beginning to starve. In this difficult situation, in 1959, the
Central Committee of the Communist Party of China (CPC) set a target of 18 million tons of steel,
which was an absolutely unattainable dream at that time. However, Hu Qiaomu asked me to write
an editorial in Red Flag that "boosted energy". I have never been to the bottom of the climax of the
"Great Leap Forward" in 1958, where I know the hardships of the front line of production!
Therefore, when I received this task, I did not feel that there was anything wrong with it at all, but 1

nn

was excited to put the "dialectical relationship” of "ten points," "twelve points," and "twenty-four

points" on the manuscript paper. "dialectical relationship" interpretation of the head. Although the
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manuscript was revised by Hu Qiaomu before published as an editorial in the authoritative
publication of the CPC Central Committee to the detriment of the whole country, but after all, I am

the drafter of it, and I still think of it with a sense of shame in my heart.

Reflecting the real situation, but made a mistake

My work unit at that time was the Political Research Office of the CPC Central Committee. It was in
fact a small team of showmen directly serving Mao Zedong, with Chen Boda as its director and Hu
Jiao and Tian Jiaying, Mao's secretaties, as its deputy directors. Although this unit had a very high
"level", it was not a functional department of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of
China, had no administrative tasks and no subordinate counterparts, and only took over the tasks of
social surveys and theoretical researches as explained by Mao. At that time, it published a bimonthly
magazine that only reflected the situation to Mao and the Central Committee, called Dynamics of
the Ideological Community, which I was responsible for editing. Once the General Office of the
Central Committee forwarded to me a long letter written by Zhang Zhishui, a student at the
Huazhong College of Technology in Wuhan, to Mao Zedong. The letter comprehensively criticized
the "Three Red Flags" (i.e., the "General Line of Building Socialism More Quickly, Better and More
Economically," the "Great Leap Forward," and the "People's Commune") and reflected the people's
aspirations for socialism. "), reflecting the situation of the people's inability to live in poverty, and
slightly criticizing Mao. The letter was written with great earnestness, hoping that the Central

Committee would correct these mistakes.

Because I was detached from reality, I did not understand the situation outside, and the seriousness
of the situation described in this letter was diametrically opposed to the publicly reported "good
situation," so I attached great importance to it. I felt that I had to let Mao and the Central
Committee see this letter. Mao, in particular, has always attached great importance to investigation
and research, and he would not ignore this material. So I published it in the "Ideological Dynamics"
in 1959, Issue 14 (the second half of July). Who knows that the central government was meeting in
Lushan. Ideas Dynamics sent to Lushan, it is Peng Dehuai in the Lushan meeting to Mao Zedong

letter criticizing the "Great Leap Forward", and Mao took the opportunity to launch the "struggle

12



against right-leaning opportunism" time. Really no coincidence, this issue of "Dynamic" to Lushan,

just hit the muzzle.

I was accused of "cooperating" with Peng Dehuai in opposing the Three Red Flags and "attacking
the Party" because of the publication of Zhang Zhishui's letter. So I experienced the first stormy
criticism since I joined the revolution. After the criticism, I was "sent down" to the countryside for

"labor training".

Reality made me even more right-leaning

In 1960 and 1961, I spent time in the countryside of Beijing and Hebei respectively. The Party
"decentralized" me in order to reform my rightward inclination, but unexpectedly I was educated to
be even more rightward by the terrible reality. I saw with my own eyes how the peasants suffered in
the prison of the people's commune. To say nothing of the fact that in the spring of 1962 1 took
part in a survey in Hunan led by Tian Jiaying, I became more and more distant from the Party's

political line.

Tian Jiaying had been ordered by Mao Zedong and Liu Shaoqi to conduct a rural survey in their
hometowns in Hunan. I was assigned to the Ningxiang survey group, going to a charcoal-charged
brigade. All the peasants were, so to speak, housebound. The "rice" we saw in one farmet's pot was
"rice bran" with green apricots. His children gathered around the table, carefully searching for the
occasional grain left in the rice husk, peeled out a raw rice grain, and hurriedly put it in their mouths,

slowly chewing it like a piece of candy. It was heartbreaking to watch these poor children.

I wrote the investigation report on the Charcoal Rush Brigade. The right-leaning criticism of me is
still ringing in my ears, but I can no longer care about these accusations, but truthfully write out the

tragic situation of this hell on earth.
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Tian Jiaying appreciated this investigation report, because what was written there was what he had
personally seen. After we returned to Beijing, Tian handed in the investigation materials. I was very

happy that I could let Mao see these first-hand materials directly.

Who knows, I was wrong again. Mao was furious when he read the investigation report. Tian Jiaying

took Mao's blame alone, thus saving me from a disaster. But my mind began to wander.

In 1962, the Tenth Plenary Session of the Eighth Central Committee of the Communist Party of
China (CPC) fiercely criticized the "three winds" (the "dark wind" that the situation was not good;
the "single-operator wind" that the people's commune was messed up; and the "rehashed wind" that
the people's commune was not good enough); The "Reversal Wind", that the anti-rightist trend was
wrong), called on the whole party "never forget the class struggle", "the class struggle should be
talked about year after year, month after month, and day after day". This made me realize that

politics is better on the left than on the right.

The Fate of Theoretical Winds and Clouds

The late 1970s and eatly 1980s were a period of historical transition for China towards reform and
opening up. Looking back on my life, I have been "participating in the revolution" for more than 60
years, and only in these few short years have I not wasted my years, and I have finally done

something meaningful. However, these years were also spent in the midst of wind, rain and snow.

At that time, my main job was to prepare for the exhibition on the history of the CPC at the
Museum of Chinese History. My part-time job was to participate in the drafting group of the Central
Committee's documents, which was a beautiful job because it was a ladder to the sky. But whether
or not you can rise to the top depends on your "party character". My "party nature" was not

qualified, and later fell out with Hu Qiaomu, naturally not "heaven" material. What I am really
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interested in is to write articles according to my own mind, and to write my own topic, which is the

most enjoyable.

Those two or three years were the most intensive time for me to write, and I often received a large
number of letters from readers, giving me enthusiastic encouragement and support, making me feel
as if I were living among them. On the other hand, these articles were also opposed and vilified by

some people.

In 1985, Sanlian Bookstore published a set of Researchers' Series, the first of which was my
anthology, Theoretical Winds and Clouds, which included the articles I published during this period.
Because these articles and their authors had long been "noticed" at the highest level, Chen Yun's
office asked for five copies of this book from the Sanlian Bookstore as soon as it was published.

The authoritative comment that came out later was: "There are no theories, only storm clouds".

This is a fair comment. This collection of essays really can't talk about any "theory", because what it
talks about is common sense, and it's not original, only that when others haven't said it yet, I said it
out loud. At that time, if you wanted to speak common sense, you had to break through the
forbidden zone; after speaking common sense, you had to guard against hidden arrows. The reason
why I only had to guard against hidden arrows and did not have to defend myself against open fire
was that after the publication of my articles, no one ever openly argued with me, but all made false
accusations behind my back. Whether breaking through the forbidden zone or defending against
hidden arrows, it is all a kind of battle, which can be said to have arisen in the stormy weather of the
"ideological emancipation movement", the only one in contemporary China, and was confined in the
stormy weather of the "opposition to liberalization", and so it was named "Theoretical Wind and
Cloud". After the first edition of the book sold out, the Sanlian Bookstore reprinted the second
edition with a new binding design, but was soon "ordered" to take it back and turn it into pulp. I
was interested in seeking justice through legal channels for this modernized "book burning" (actually
"book boiling"), and asked the leaders of the Sanlian Bookstore: Where did the order to block the
book come from? I asked the leaders of SFU: Where did the order to block the book come from

and what were the reasons for blocking it? All of them refused to answer, making it impossible for
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me to find the defendant even if I intended to sue. However, I could not take Sanlian Bookstore to
court, because it was because of Sanlian's love and care that this book could come out, so how could
I return the favor? When I thought that Sanlian dared to publish this book at a time when I was in
trouble, it was already a shock to the world, but now that it is forced to withdraw the book, it is

obvious that it has some unspeakable secrets. I could not bear to force others to do so, so I had to

give up.

The Theoretical Winds and Clouds, which is regarded as deviant, can be said to be completely
orthodox Marxism, and many of the things that I used as arguments to criticize the "leftist scourge"
were Mao Zedong and his "ideas". This is precisely why the official government has never been able
to come up with a decent article that positively criticizes it. If we use the terms "left" and "right" to
measure it, the official opinion is that it is too right, while I now think that it is too left in many

areas.

Proposing "Modern Superstition"

In the spring of 1978, I wrote an article entitled "Science and Superstition" and sent it to the
People's Daily. Hu Jiwei, the president, and Wang Ruoshui, the deputy editor-in-chief, advocated its
publication, but the editor-in-chief at the time was notin favor of it, so the article was returned to
me. It so happened that in the summer of that year, the magazine China Youth, which had ceased
publication during the Cultural Revolution, was preparing to resume publication and asked me for
an article, so I rewrote it as "Dismantle Superstition, Master Science" and gave it to them. The article
criticized Mao's superstition, which I called "modern superstition". Hu Yaobang appreciated this

article and asked China Youth magazine to publish it as a "special commentator" article.

Wang Dongxing, the vice chairman of the CPC Central Committee at that time, was very annoyed,
but he could not catch the article, so he found some other reasons to ban this issue of China Youth.
However, this issue had already been distributed a lot, and some people took it apart and posted it

page by page on the "Xidan Wall", so "modern superstition" became one of the popular words.
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After the publication of this issue of China Youth, I don't remember which day it was, a short, very
thin young man suddenly came to the Museum of Chinese History to see me. He was from Yunnan,

just released from prison, and showed me his two wrists.

My God! His two wrists have no complete skin, because in prison for a long time wearing tight
handcuffs, strangling the whole wrist ulcerated! After the ulcers were cured, the skin never came

back, and it fell into terrible scars like bracelets.

I touched his senseless scars and asked him why he had been tortured like this. He told me that he

was "guilty of counter-revolutionary crimes in flagrante delicto" because he had "attacked Chairman

Mao".

I asked him why he had been released.

He was holding a copy of China Youth and told me that his "crime" was the same as the
"commentatot's article" in China Youth. When he read the article in prison, he appealed on the basis
of reason, and his conviction was overturned and he was released. As soon as he was released, he
went to Beijing to express his gratitude to China Youth magazine and asked to meet the author of
the article. The editorial board of the magazine told him that I had written the article, so he came to

the Museum of History.

Don't Forget the Sufferers' Commitment

Since 1978, I have been receiving letters from readers forwarded to me by the editorial board of the
newspaper. Because my articles were published more frequently in newspapers and magazines, and
all of them criticized the "leftist poison," many of the letters were from victims of the "leftist

poison" who wanted me to help them redress their grievances. I didn't dare to be negligent to the
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hand of help from thousands of miles away, because every letter was sent with the expectation of a
victim, and I felt the same way about their sufferings. So I attached my letter to each letter, together
with the provincial party committee to go. I was particularly impressed by a man from Heilongjiang,
who was sentenced to a heavy prison term in 1959 for giving Peng Dehuai a hard time, and is still in
prison, with only his mother at home, who has fallen ill because of her longing for him, and who is

afraid that he will never see her again in this life, so he asked for my help.

I shed tears while reading his letter because my mother was moaning in her hospital bed, waiting for
me to go back from work to see her. I immediately wrote a letter and sent it together with his letter
to the Heilongjiang Provincial Committee. A month or two later, a miracle occurred! He wrote to
tell me that he had been released from prison and had returned home to be reunited with his
mother. The prison authorities told him that it was my letter that caused the provincial party

committee to rehabilitate him. This gave me great comfort.

Another occasion that brought me even greater joy was when a letter from me helped to bring more

than 200 victims of injustice back to life.

In 1980, the People's Daily officially published my speech, "The Leader and the People," from a
theoretical retreat. This article was immediately spread throughout the country, and as a result, many
victims of the "leftist poison" who had been sentenced to heavy prison terms for the so-called
"crime of vicious attack" wrote to me through various channels, asking me to help them redress
their grievances. As we can see from these letters, they were in fact directly opposed to Lin Biao and
the Gang of Four. These letters were sent to the People's Daily and forwarded to me. They were in
prison or in the labor camps, with no freedom of communication, and they were all written down
secretly through great hardships and brought outside the prison to be delivered to the post office
through great difficulties. Those worn-out envelopes that were hidden from time to time to avoid
searches, the crumpled letterheads, and the densely written fly-heads held their fervent hopes! I did
not expect that my own articles and conference speeches would cause such a great reaction. In the
past, although I often received letters from readers asking for help, they were sent sporadically, and 1

forwarded them sporadically, but now this pile of letters, all of which have been convicted and are
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serving their sentences of "counter-revolutionary criminals"”, it is clear that I am not such an ordinary
cadre who can solve the problem by forwarding the letter of complaint. Finally, I had an idea; I
gathered the letters together and wrote a letter to Deng Xiaoping. Briefly describe the problem
reflected in the letter, that is, there are now quite a number of people who are still serving sentences
for opposing Lin Biao and the Gang of Four. Then he attached those complaint letters and sent

them along.

The letter really worked. Deng Xiaoping read it and approved a few words, "Please ask Comrade Hu
Yaobang to deal with it." Hu Yaobang, immediately instructed the Ministry of Public Security to
conduct a nationwide census of all those who had been imprisoned for opposing Lin Biao and the
Gang of Four, to vindicate all of them, and to report the results of the process by a deadline. A few
months later, the results came out, and more than 200 such cases were vindicated nationwide. In
fact, I didn't know anything about how this was handled. I was working in the Central Propaganda
Department at the time, and it was only when Hu Yaobang came to the Department that he told me
about it and said, "You have done a great thing, Saving a life is better than building a seven-floor

'H

pagoda. You have saved hundreds of people!" I realized that that letter had played such a big role,
and I really felt that it was not a false life. Of course, it was fortunate that Deng Xiaoping saw the
letter with his own eyes and approved it for Hu Yaobang to deal with, and Hu Yaobang gave clear
instructions to vindicate the case and report the results by the deadline, so it was so smooth to save

so many people. Otherwise, how could I, as a scholar, be able to make a difference?

The Story of "No Limits to Reading

In the "theory of the wind and clouds" in the aftermath of the sound of a long time and has not died
when pushing the "reading without a ban on the". Until last year, when the editor-in-chief of

Reading magazine was replaced, people were still talking about this article.

In the spring of 1979, the Sanlian Bookstore founded the Reading magazine and asked me to write

an article. I wrote an article entitled "Breaking the Reading Prohibited Zone". This article aroused
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the interest of the editorial board of Reading, and they decided to take it as the opening article of the
first issue of Reading magazine. They thought the title was not strong enough, so the magazine's
founder, Fan Yu, changed it into a loud slogan: "Reading is not forbidden". It was an instant hit and
resonated strongly in the intellectual world. These five words have always been the flag of Reading
Magazine and have become the pride of the magazine. In fact, this famous slogan is not my original,
and they didn't tell me when they changed the title. At first, I had the intention of reverting to the
original title, because this new title would be easily pestered by the good people, and it was not as
good as the original title which had no gaps in it. But then I decided to recognize the new title and

not to change it back:

First, change the title of the editorial committee Chen Hanbo Fan with the publishing industry
elders, and I am not close friends, but is a confidant. They changed the title, and the main theme of
the article is completely consistent, and more powerful, easy to read and catchy. I should respect and

welcome this change and be proud of it.

Secondly, and more importantly, the article was immediately received with a strong reaction. There
are two "strong" here: one is warmly welcomed and the other is violently opposed. The intellectuals
welcomed it warmly because it spoke from the heart. Taoists and officials in charge of thought
control are violently opposed to: reading is not forbidden, this is not good enough! "Can elementary
school children read The Golden Lotus?" It was a righteous and holy crusade. The magazine
"Reading" devoted a discussion to it. In the case of this article stirred up such a big storm, I must
have no choice but to take the responsibility of "reading is not forbidden" from the text to the title
of the entire responsibility, so even more determined to defend "reading is not forbidden" this

slogan.

In fact, the logic of the article itself is not flawed. The main idea of the article is to oppose the
banning of books as a matter of policy, and in no way encourages cultural garbage, let alone
advocating elementary school students to read "Jin Ping Mei". In black and white, those who look at

the title of the crusaders, soon will also be laid to rest.
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It is because the "reading" magazine after the "reading is not forbidden" this storm, the fame is

bigger, readets more favorite, so this slogan has become the "reading" magazine logo.

After writing this paragraph of memories, I happened to search the Internet for "reading without a
forbidden zone" to see if this word has left any traces in people's memories. As a result, "Baidu"
found 13,000 entries, "GOOGLE" found 27,000 entries, and the first one was "Shui Mu Qing Hua"
on January 9, 2000, which was the first article in the magazine. The first one is the original text of
"Reading is not forbidden" posted by "Shui Mu Qing Hua" on January 9, 2000 in the "Reading

Experience Edition - Essence Area".

In today's wortld of fleeting fashions, it is surprising that one of my articles from the last century is
still known today. Many of the entries on the Internet read "Remembering Reading Without Limits,"

and until recently, there were still people who "remembered" it.

The couplet "It is better to look at the stars to recognize the north and south, do not follow the
firefly to go east and west" is a lesson I have learned from my own theoretical activities. I have been
doing theoretical work all my life, but now I can neither define "theory" nor "politics". However, 1
have learned one important lesson about the relationship between theory and politics, which is that

theory should not serve politics.

Of course, in real life, no one can be separated from politics, and theory is not in a vacuum. But
what theory pursues is truth, and what politics pursues is power. In the political arena, the strong
win, and the strong may not be "true, good and beautiful", but also may be "false, evil and ugly".
Especially in the complex political struggle, in the strategy often need to soldiers are not tired of
deception, the whole world, the East and West, unpredictable, how can the theory keep up with it?
Even if it can keep up, this kind of "theory" will not be a theory.
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Therefore, the only way to deal with the relationship between theory and politics is to transcend
politics. Theoreticians must think independently with their own minds, and should observe and
study politics itself as an object, rather than following in the footsteps of others. For example, Sun
Tzu's The Art of War takes war, the most unpredictable of all, as an object to be studied, in order to

find out the essence behind the complexity of the phenomenon.

In this process, the most undesirable thing is to "tailor" the politics of reality and package the
politics of power with theories. Such an approach, even in the interest of the rulers themselves, is

harmful because different voices are not heard and mistakes are lost to be cotrected.

The result of this kind of introspection is, to put it in a very simple phrase, "telling the truth". Truth
is not necessarily the truth, but falsehood is definitely not the truth. In terms of theoretical work, it
means "speaking the truth according to one's conscience", and one must not speak falsely against

one's conscience.

Theoretical research is not the design of political programs. Political design can have steps,
compromises and transitions. Because the positions of various political subjects are different, their
strengths and weaknesses are different, and their demands are different, it is not easy to find a point
of union, and it is very difficult to make a compromise, which is often a drag. This requires the
wisdom and skill of politicians. Speaking theory should put aside all the interests and gains and
losses, stripped of all the trappings and contingencies, to put the issue through. Speaking theory only
asks whether it is true or not, and there is no need to consider who will read it, and especially not
what the people in power will do when they read it. In fact, even if you want to impress the powers

that be, but also the more thoroughly the problem, the more likely to impress his heart.
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