
Maoism and the “Yan’an Way” 

 

What was the “Yan’an Way”? Why is it significant? 

 

Why was there a “rectification” movement within the party in 1942-1943?  Who were the main targets 

of this movement? 

 

In his speech ‘Talks at the Yan’an Forum on Art and Literature’, what does Mao say the role of 

intellectuals and artists should be for the party and the revolution?  

 

Which best characterizes the Chinese communists policies during the war (1937-1945); repressive or 

populist?  

 

Background: 

 

Peter Zarrow, China in war and revolution, 1895-1949 [electronic resource], chapter 16. 

 

 

Core Reading: 

 

The Yan'an Way of Co-Operativization  
Pauline Keating The China Quarterly > No. 140 (Dec., 1994), pp. 1025-1051  

http://links.jstor.org/sici?sici=03057410%28199412%290%3A140%3C1025%3ATYWOC%3E2.0.CO

%3B2-F 

 

Terror and Conformity: Counterespionage Campaigns, Rectification, and Mass Movements, 

1942-1943  
Peter J. Seybolt Modern China > Vol. 12, No. 1 (Jan., 1986), pp. 39-73  

http://links.jstor.org/sici?sici=00977004%28198601%2912%3A1%3C39%3ATACCCR%3E2.0.CO%3

B2-%23 

  

 

Optional Additional Reading: 

These are links to some important speeches made by Mao during the Yan’an period. You can review 

them when you have a chance for you reference and for revision. 

 

Rectify the Party’s Style of Work: February 1942 

http://www.marx.org/reference/archive/mao/selected-works/volume-3/mswv3_06.htm 

 

Talks on the Yan’an Forum on Art and Literature, 1942 

http://www.marx.org/reference/archive/mao/selected-works/volume-3/mswv3_08.htm 

 

For an overview of historiographical trends in the study of the rise of rural communism in China:  

Mark Selden, ‘Yan’an Communism Reconsidered’ in Modern China  vol21 no1 (January 1995) 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/189281?&Search=yes&term=yan%27an&list=hide&searchUri=%2Faction

%2FdoBasicSearch%3FQuery%3Dyan%2527an%26x%3D0%26y%3D0%26wc%3Don&item=1&ttl=

682&returnArticleService=showArticle 
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TALKS AT THE YENAN FORUM ON LITERATURE AND ART 

May 1942 

 

INTRODUCTION 

May 2, 1942 

Comrades! You have been invited to this forum today to exchange ideas and 

examine the relationship between work in the literary and artistic fields and 

revolutionary work in general. Our aim is to ensure that revolutionary literature and 

art follow the correct path of development and provide better help to other 

revolutionary work in facilitating the overthrow of our national enemy and the 

accomplishment of the task of national liberation. 

In our struggle for the liberation of the Chinese people there are various fronts, 

among which there are the fronts of the pen and of the gun, the cultural and the 

military fronts. To defeat the enemy we must rely primarily on the army with guns. 

But this army alone is not enough; we must also have a cultural army, which is 

absolutely indispensable for uniting our own ranks and defeating the enemy. Since 

the May 4th Movement such a cultural army has taken shape in China, and it has 

helped the Chinese revolution, gradually reduced the domain of China's feudal 

culture and of the comprador culture which serves imperialist aggression, and 

weakened their influence. To oppose the new culture the Chinese reactionaries can 

now only "pit quantity against quality". In other words, reactionaries have money, 

and though they can produce nothing good, they can go all out and produce in 

quantity. Literature and art have been an important and successful part of the cultural 

front since the May 4th Movement. During the ten years' civil war, the revolutionary 

literature and art movement grew greatly. That movement and the revolutionary war 

both headed in the same general direction, but these two fraternal armies were not 

linked together in their practical work because the reactionaries had cut them off 

from each other. It is very good that since the outbreak of the War of Resistance 

Against Japan, more and more revolutionary writers and artists have been coming to 

Yenan and our other anti-Japanese base areas. But it does not necessarily follow that, 

having come to the base areas, they have already integrated themselves completely 

with the masses of the people here. The two must be completely integrated if we are 

to push ahead with our revolutionary work. The purpose of our meeting today is 



precisely to ensure that literature and art fit well into the whole revolutionary 

machine as a component part, that they operate as powerful weapons for uniting and 

educating the people and for attacking and destroying the enemy, and that they help 

the people fight the enemy with one heart and one mind. What are the problems that 

must be solved to achieve this objective? I think they are the problems of the class 

stand of the writers and artists, their attitude, their audience, their work and their 

study. 

The problem of class stand. Our stand is that of the proletariat and of the masses. 

For members of the Communist Party, this means keeping to the stand of the Party, 

keeping to Party spirit and Party policy. Are there any of our literary and art workers 

who are still mistaken or not clear in their understanding of this problem? I think 

there are. Many of our comrades have frequently departed from the correct stand. 

The problem of attitude. From one's stand there follow specific attitudes towards 

specific matters. For instance, is one to extol or to expose? This is a question of 

attitude. Which attitude is wanted? I would say both. The question is, whom are you 

dealing with? There are three kinds of persons, the enemy, our allies in the united 

front and our own people; the last are the masses and their vanguard. We need to 

adopt a different attitude towards each of the three. With regard to the enemy, that is, 

Japanese imperialism and all the other enemies of the people, the task of 

revolutionary writers and artists is to expose their duplicity and cruelty and at the 

same time to point out the inevitability of their defeat, so as to encourage the anti-

Japanese army and people to fight staunchly with one heart and one mind for their 

overthrow. With regard to our different allies in the united front, our attitude should 

be one of both alliance and criticism, and there should be different kinds of alliance 

and different kinds of criticism. We support them in their resistance to Japan and 

praise them for any achievement. But if they are not active in the War of Resistance, 

we should criticize them. If anyone opposes the Communist Party and the people and 

keeps moving down the path of reaction, we will firmly oppose him. As for the 

masses of the people, their toil and their struggle, their army and their Party, we 

should certainly praise them. The people, too, have their shortcomings. Among the 

proletariat many retain petty-bourgeois ideas, while both the peasants and the urban 

petty bourgeoisie have backward ideas; these are burdens hampering them in their 

struggle. We should be patient and spend a long time in educating them and helping 

them to get these loads off their backs and combat their own shortcomings and errors, 

so that they can advance with great strides. They have remoulded themselves in 

struggle or are doing so, and our literature and art should depict this process. As long 

as they do not persist in their errors, we should not dwell on their negative side and 



consequently make the mistake of ridiculing them or, worse still, of being hostile to 

them. Our writings should help them to unite, to make progress, to press ahead with 

one heart and one mind, to discard what is backward and develop what is 

revolutionary, and should certainly not do the opposite. 

The problem of audience, i.e., the people for whom our works of literature and art 

are produced. In the Shensi-Kansu-Ningsia Border Region and the anti-Japanese 

base areas of northern and central China, this problem differs from that in the 

Kuomintang areas, and differs still more from that in Shanghai before the War of 

Resistance. In the Shanghai period, the audience for works of revolutionary literature 

and art consisted mainly of a section of the students, office workers and shop 

assistants. After the outbreak of the War of Resistance the audience in the 

Kuomintang areas became somewhat wider, but it still consisted mainly of the same 

kind of people because the government there prevented the workers, peasants and 

soldiers from having access to revolutionary literature and art. In our base areas the 

situation is entirely different. Here the audience for works of literature and art 

consists of workers, peasants, soldiers and revolutionary cadres.  

Since the audience for our literature and art consists of workers, peasants and 

soldiers and of their cadres, the problem arises of understanding them and knowing 

them well. A great deal of work has to be done in order to understand them and 

know them well, to understand and know well all the different kinds of people and 

phenomena in the Party and government organizations, in the villages and factories 

and in the Eighth Route and New Fourth Armies. Our writers and artists have their 

literary and art work to do, but their primary task is to understand people and know 

them well. In this regard, how have matters stood with our writers and artists? I 

would say they have been lacking in knowledge and understanding; they have been 

like "a hero with no place to display his prowess". What does lacking in knowledge 

mean? Not knowing people well. The writers and artists do not have a good 

knowledge either of those whom they describe or of their audience; indeed they may 

hardly know them at all. They do not know the workers or peasants or soldiers well, 

and do not know the cadres well either. What does lacking in understanding mean? 

Not understanding the language, that is, not being familiar with the rich, lively 

language of the masses. Since many writers 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. 

Many comrades like to talk about "a mass style". But what does it really mean? It 

means that the thoughts and feelings of our writers and artists should be fused with 



those of the masses of workers, peasants and soldiers. To achieve this fusion, they 

should conscientiously learn the language of the masses. How can you talk of literary 

and artistic creation if you find the very language of the masses largely 

incomprehensible? By "a hero with no place to display his prowess", we mean that 

your collection of great truths is not appreciated by the masses. The more you put on 

the airs of a veteran before the masses and play the "hero", the more you try to 

peddle such stuff to the masses, the less likely they are to accept it. 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 student 

and at school acquired the ways of a student; I then used to feel it undignified to do 

even a little manual labour, 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 intellectuals, 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 soldiers 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-

bourgeois intellectuals. That is what is meant by a change in feelings, a change from 

one class to another. If our writers and artists who come from the intelligentsia want 

their works to be well received by the masses, they must change and remould their 

thinking and their feelings. Without such a change, without such remoulding, they 

can do nothing well and will be misfits. 

 


