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The Evolution of An i-Commw st Chinese Youth

A Case Study
by A. Doak Barnett

The role of individuals in revol utionary upheaval s i s not
an easy one to understand when viewed froma di stance. Probably
the majority of individuals in a revolutionary situation | ook
upon the great struggl es and changes i n whi ch they are invol ved
as things out of their control, caused by vague and powerf ul
forces which they onI%/ dimy understand,” H Storians nay anal %/ze
a revolutionin imuch the sane way as a neteorol ogi st studies the
high and | ow pressure areas of a storm A snmall mnority of nen
who energe as political |eaders in a revolution nay assune the
role of rain-nakers and attenpt to harness and direct the forces
at work. But the mgjority viewevents with the subjective hel p-
| essness of nenriding a small rowboat through a storm They are
usual Iy preoccupied with the tasks of preventing their own boat
fromcapsi zing, ol riding the next wave, and of coping wth the
next gust of wind.

In the revolutionin China, for exanple, relatively few of
the peopl e i nvol ved have been able to anal yze the political
struggle in process in terns of clear-cut issues and to determne
their attitudes and actions accordingly. Gn the contrary, except
for snmal|l groups of nen who have provided the | eadershi p"of the
nmaj or political groups, the attitudes and actions of nost peopl e
have been determned by the many circunstances and events whi ch
have affected them personally.

Thi s woul d apply, %0 a Latge extent, even to educated Chi nese
youth, one of the most ﬁolitically-cons_c:[ous and politically-
Influential groups in the country. During the decade prior to
the Chi nese Communists' conquest” of power 'in China in 1949, the
trend anong students and ot her youth groups i n the country was
steadily to the |eft in politics, and nan _{0| ned the Conmuni st
Party and its affiliated political and mlitary novenents, Wen
the Communists came to power, this group becane one of the bul warks
of their regine. But even anong thi's group, it is not possible to
say that many of these young Chinese real |y understood Communi sm
or nade a clear choi ce between Communi smand al ternative phil oso-
phies or ways of life. Nor is it possible to say that the snall
mnority of “young Chi nese who did not junp on the bandwagon al |
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made a cl ear-cut deci sion agai nst Conmuni sm  The causes whi ch
nmade different persons nove indifferent political directions
wer e nunerous and conplicated, and often acci dental .

Perhaps this can be illustrated by the case of Li Ma-lun,
a young man who i s now an anti-Communi st Whi t e Chinese" refugee
I n I—bni_:; Kong, (Note: Li Ma=lun is not the man's real nane, but
the follow ng brief account of his life is conpletely factual.)

- en e an Gn W G @ e

Li M:lun was born in 1922 i n Shanghai, China's |l argest city
and the main center of Wstern influence and nodern econom c
devel oprment in the country. H s father was a professional diplonat,
educated i n Bel gi um who served in the diplonatic service of the
Peki ng governnent for nany years despite rapid changes in the
political regine in power.

Ma-lun spent his early years In several |arge Chinese cities:
Shanghai, Peking, and Foochow He al so spent one year, whil e he
was very younP, n Vancouver, where his father served inthe
(hi nese consul'ate, but he renenbers very little of his stay there.

"As well as | can renenber n%/ first interest in politics,"
Ma-Lun says, "was at the time of the S an incident in 1936, when
General i sSi o Chi ang Kai-shek was Ki dnapﬂed by General (hang
Hsueh-liang in Northwest China, A though | was only fourteen at
the time, I can renenber very vividly the reactionin Shanghai
when the Generalissino was rel eased. There was a tremendous

cel ebration, and everybody shot off fire-crackers. | was greatly
i npressed by the firecrackers. | can al so remenber peopl e saying
that this would usher in a 'golden age for China'."

The Japanese i nvaded China, for the second tine i n|ess than
a_decade, in 1937, when Ma-lun was 15 and was a student in . John's

m ddl e school (hi g'h school ) in Shanghai. "That was a period of
reat excitement," he says, trying to renenber howhe felt as a
oy inhis teens. "I don't know i f | really hated the Japanese

then, but | was certainly caught up in the wave of patrioti smand
eneral anti-Japanese feéeling. The boy scout troop to which |

el onged hel ped run a canp for refugees, and it was exciting to
give out food, and to act as sentries."

"We had a history teacher in school," Ma-lunrecalls, ‘who
took tine out fromregul ar classwork to describe the progress of
the war to us. We were fascinated."

"During the battle in Shanghai, ny ﬁatri otismwas greatly
aroused. | was one of two boys in ny school who volunteered to

carry a Nationalist flag to the 'Lone Battalion,' which held out
for along tine in the Post (fice buildi ng across Soochow O eek.



-3=

(The International Settlenent in Shanghai, where Ma-lun |ived,
was neutral territory in 1937.) | wasn't chosen, but all of us
vent down to the creek to see the flag after it had been erected.”

_ "After the Japanese captured Shanghai, a fewof ny fellow
mddl e school students left for the inferior, where the war was
still ?0|ng on, Some of themeven joined the arny. | wanted
badly to go too, but ny parents wouldn't | et me."

. "The first political literature | ever read," says Ma-lun,
"was a nagazi ne cal | ed shsng Huo, Which | occasional |y saw when

| was in mddle school . t was not communist. Perhaps it wasn't
even leftist; | don't renenber. But it did have articles critical
of the Kuomntang (Nationalists). | wasn't greatly inpressed,

and forgot about themsoon thereafter, but inlater years | renenbered
those critical articles. As far as the Communi sts were concer ned,
however, | didn't know anyt hi ng about themwhen | was in mddl e
school."

- After conpletin% mddl e school , Ma-lun entered S. Johns
Uni versity, one of the best Anerican-supported institutions in

Chi na. studied political science, and at first thought he
wanted to followhis father's footsteps and becone a diplomat. By
the tine he graduated in 1943, however, he had deci ded to becone
a newspaper nan.

"As | said," Ma-lun continues, "I didn't know anything of the
Communi sts when | was in mddl e school, and can't renenber even
having heard of them But sone of ny school mates a class above
ne, Were nore POl itically-conscious.  They sneaked off and g 0i ned
a guerilla uni under Communist | eadership, which was fighting
t he Japanese. | first heard of the Communi sts when they returned.
| was a freshmanin college then. They were disillusioned by their
experience, but | was never too clear why, since they didn't tal k
much about it to me."

Uoon graduation, Ma=lun went to work as a bookkeeper in a
gharnacy I N Shan%hal, to hel p support hinself and his _annl¥.
hen, suddenly, he was arrested by the Japanese and jailed Tor
seven days, Two cousins of his, who were active in an anti -
Japanese grqup I n_Peki ng, had been taken into custody_and somehow
inplicated him But since he was not involved in politics, the
Japanese rel eased him

"After ny rel ease from prison,” Ma-lun says, "I decided |
nmust go to the interior and join the fight agai nst the Japanese.
Sonebody had to stay in Shanghai to supPort he fam.ly, however,
so ny one brother and | drewlots. He [ost, and | 1ef€."_ And so
Ma-lun entered into the mlitary and political struggles in China--
the mlitary cannot be separated fromthe political --because, at
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the age of 22, he decided that he must fight the Japanese. He
had no real k_nowledge or conception then of the struggle between
the Nationalists and the Communists, which had already been going
on in local areas of China, in a bi_@ter fashion, with only brief
truces since 1927, The wartime anti-Japanese truce between the
Nationalists and Communists had already broken dovm almost com-

pletely.

"My destination," Ma-lun relates, "was Sian, but Lt took over
a year to get there. First | went by rail from éhanghai to Penggu,
to the North. FHom there on | went the whole way on foot (almos
1,000 miles), with numerous stops. M first long stop wes at a
town on the Anhwei-Honan border. This town wes a gathering gl ace
for merchants and was also a center where the Nationalist 78th
Anmmy recruited for troops. | offered my services to help In re-
cruitment. But the 78th wes very corrupt and did a |l ot of trade
in opium. W had constant trouble, also, with local militia units,
which in this area were really organized bandit groups. They
demanded opium and guns. One day a group of several thousand of'
them attacked a unit of the 78th which I was with. About three-
fourths of our 1,000 men were killed, and we retreated. At a amdl
village where we stopped, we ran into representatives of another
Nationalist group, a guerilla outfit operating i n Southern Honan.
Four students and myself joined them."

"This Nationalist guerilla outfit was good, and impressed ne
considerably. The local people helped us, even though they would
not tolerate any other Nationalist unit in the area, and we did a
lot of work disrupting Japanese-held railways. W& even got help
In doing it from Chinese puppet troops WOFkI_n? for the Japanese.
This was an area of really complicated guerilla activity, however,
and we fought with Communig and pu[)pet units as well as with the
Japanese. he Communists kept pretty much to the mountains, and
we didn't clash with any large units, although we did fight some
small CommunlaagrouES M Impression of the Communists at that
time weas very bad, friend of mine was captured by them and
escaped to tell us mawy stories of their brutalities. In retro-
spect, | don't know if all of his stories were true, but at the
time T believed them and we looked on the Communists as well as
the Japanese as enemies. But, of course, there were mawy Chinese
students joining the Communists' guerillas in this period, and I
guess one's reactions depended on the particular units one saw
I'n action, or heard about."

After almost a year, M- bun decided that he still wanted to
go to Sian, I1n order to reach the man Free China base in the
Interior, and because he was educated and youn% he was allowed by
the guerllla unit to go, together with four others. He arrived
in Sian in early 1945, with no noney and no real plans. But he
soon found an opening for English interpreters, taok a test,

assed, and wes flown to Kunming in Southwest &hina for special
raining.



-5-

"Within two weeks after | reached Kunmng | becane fed up
and angry,"* Ma-lun now says, |ooking back at that period. "As
you know Kunming was a naj or base for Arerican mlitary activi t%/
in China during the war, and it was swarmng wth Anericans. |
seened to ne that our Chinese officers were devoting nost of the
effort to tr%u ng nerely to please the Anericans, and | didn't |ike
themfor that. ~| also got angry at nany Anerican officers | saw
For exanple, | remenber, one incident of our training school when
a nunber of US ran out o get inline for lunch and were stopped
by an Anerican col onel who'yel |l ed 'wait, you danned Chinese.' It
was this man's first tine in China, and he obviously didn't |ike
it. But we 'damned Chinese! didn't like it either.” Alot of
Anerican GI's used to irritate us, too, by talking bi g--never the
ones you got to know personally, but the ones you saw on the
s%tree tS'd \W didn't |1 ke them or the 'jeep girls' whomthey
attracted, "

"Free China at_that tine was pretty nuch of a ness," Ma-lun
renenbers. "Inflation was %Sttl_ng out of hand, and wthit came
wi despread corruption. |In Kunmng, Lung Yun's warl ord regi ne,
whi ch controlled all Yunnan Province and was real |y not under
central Nationalist control, was really bad."

"Kunming was then the nai n educational center in free China,
to which several big universities had evacuated, and the col | ege
students becane nore and nore dissatisfied— wth general conditions,
with Lung Yun's warlord regime, with the Nationallsts, and wth
the Arericans too. Among the students it becane fashionable to be
conpl etely disgruntled, and pro-Cormuni st feeling was strong when
| was there. few very abl e professors, who were |iberal s"and
anti - Kuomntang, had a w despread i nfl uence am)n% the students.
There was nore and nore inclinationto believe the best about the
Communi sts and the worst about the Nationalists, with very little
consi deration of ideology or theory."

"I was influenced by the general atnosphere, as were nos
ot her people,"” says Ma-lun. "In additionto all the factors
have mentioned | now recogni ze anot her strong feeling | had then.
| was frustrated and bitter.about the Americans because | felt--
or they made ne feel--inferior. They ignored ne and | resented
it. | wouldn't have admitted any sense of inferiority then, but
| do now, |ooking back at it. | think this was w despread and
i nfl uenced nany to becone pro-Communist. In case, | didn't
becone pro- Conmunf st probabl y because of what | had heard about
themin Honan., But | did becone increasingly disgusted with
Kunm ng, the Anericans, and the Nationalists. Finall g | quit
Fy training school and joined the Students Arny then bei ng f or med,

was flown to India to trainwth them but ﬂ;e war ended a few
weeks later."

After the war, Ma-lun decided to start his career as a
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newsnan. He made his way back to Shanghai and worked first for
the Shang Pao (a newspaper) and then for the Commercia Press.

"It mey seem strange to you,"™ he says, "but It wasn't until
| was in Shanghai after the va that | sav or read any Communist
literature. In RKunming | read a |ot of pro-Communist’ material,

but never any written by the Communists themselves. After the war,
though, when the fighting between the Nationalists and the
Communists came out into the open, | did read the writings of

Mao Tse-tung and others, They were mostly writings about the
Japanese war, and land reform, and *New Democacy.” In mawy respects
I was impressed by them. | was impressed by their revolutionary
ideas--by the idea that to construct a naw society you have to
uproot the past and start all over again. 1 almost came to the
conclusion myself that the ends justify the means--that even
brutality is justified to bring about reform. | felt that there
had been talk, talk, talk about reform for years and almost nothing
done. | couldn't see any alternative but revolution."

"But in spite of the | felt, when | was offered a e'ob in
the Nationalists' official Central Mens Agency in Nanking, _
accepted. | suppose it was because | didn't really have any firm
olitical beliefs. This was ny first gob where 1 had to write in
nglish, and to improve knowledge of the Ianv?/uage | started to
read Engllsh—langua?e books, | read a little Western philosophy,
and accepted some of the ideas | read. | started to read the
Bible, mainly to learn English, and for some reason it appeal ed
to me The Reader's Digest also had an influence on me  And |
gradually care to believe in one world, in the Christian idea that
ou shouldn't treat people badly however good your motives are
hat ends don't justify means. " | even care to the conclusion that
no matter how bad the Nationalists were the am of at least some
of their leaders was democracy, while the aim of the Communists
was totalitarianism."

_ "A Catholic priest I met in NankinP had a great personal
influence on me He weas friendly and eloquent and talked about

social problems rather than about religion as such. In the end,
he converted me and | became a Catholic.”

"But not many sf ny friends in Nanking," says Ma-lun, "thought
the way 1 did, | came to the conclusion that individual people
are the most important thing, and that the Communists sacrifice
individuals for 'the party or *the country!. But most of ny
friends concluded that the Communists were like a tidal wave,
impossible to stog, and that they were usherlntl_:) in a 'Great
Epoch--a 'Ta Shih Tai.' When | talked about [eaving, as the .
Communists approached, they used to say, 'what's the use of going
away? rhy don't you accept it? Amyway, you are a Chinese, after
all and the Communists are going to ruie China. ' They hoped and
believed that the Communists might be able to mee China strong
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and great once again, Nobody expected the Nationalists to be able
to hold out‘ Ln Taiwan (Formosa) or el sewhere. They felLt, as |
said, that *this is the tine for Communi smand The Communists are
like a great historical tidal wave'.,”

"Finally, however," says H#a-lun, "I decided to | eave, to 90
to Hong Kong. = But | dfan't expect to fight back. It was reall'y
an escape fromreality. Mst of ny friends who stayed didn't
have a very good | dea of what Communism iS, IN ny opinion, or
real I%/ why they were staying, except that 1t seened to themthe
only thing todo. And | didn't have a very good idea of why |
was leaving. Mst of them furthernore, didn't have the noney
or opportunity to consider leaving. It so happened that | aid.”

"You ask me what | think the people | knewin Nanking feel
about the Communi Sts now," Ma-lun continued. "That's hard to say.
Uhdoubt edl y, nany are disillusioned, but feel hel pl ess to do any-
t hi nﬂ_ about it. ~ My of them, however, nay force thensel ves,
to think the Communists are right, because that is the only way
they can get along. A though this mght sound i nconprehensi bl'e
to you, | "believe that if | "had decided to stay in China | mght
now be pro- Communi st--1 mght have forced nyself to be pro-Communist.”

But Ma-lun did not stay. He came to Hong Kong as a political
ref ugee and resumed hi s ne\/\sKgaper work on a | ocal paper. For two
yearS after comng to Hong Kong, however, he nai ntai ned political
heutrality. The 1ssues still seemed somewhat confused in his mnd,
and anyway he didn't see any basis for fi %htl ng back agai nst GCom
muni sm against a 'tidal wave.' During those two years, however,
he did a I'ot of thinking, and sone of the basic issues crystallized
inhis mnd. During the tw years, also, it began to appear to
himthat naybe there is sone basis and hope for opposi hg Gommuni Sm
He net peopl e who were witing, thinking, and or ?anl zi ng opposi tion
agai nst the Gonmuni sts. Finaliy, w thin the past year, he |oined
the anti-Communist canp--not organi zationally, because he still
does not belong to any political group, but Spiritually and
| deol ogi cally, for he has definitely coomtted hinsel f "as an
opponent of Communism.

_Li Ma-lun cannot be considered a "typical” (hi nese yout h,
but it would be difficult to find such a "typical ™ youth, A nost
every individual is an "exception" in one respect or another.

The evolution of his thinking and attitudes does reveal, how
ever, sone of the circunstances and i nfl uences whi ch af f ect ed
Chi nese of his a?e, during the revol ution of the past few \tlgars,_
and forced themto nove in either a pro-Comuni st or anti-Communi st

direction. a Dyt %mvﬁk-'

A, Doak Barnett





