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To Western readers Hsiao-tung Fei is known as the author of a short,
illuminating book on life in a Chinese village," of another and more
mature work on agriculture and industry in southwestern China,? and of
a stimulating article® on one of the principal themes of the present book:
the gentry in Chinese society. In China he is known also as a brilliant
teacher, a leader and pioneer in sociological field research, and a man
who has written widely, talked much, and acted fearlessly toward the
solution of the immense social problems of China. After his return from
London, where he took his doctorate under Bronislaw Malinowski, and
during the war with Japan he joined those Chinese students and scholars
who assembled to continue Chinese scientific and intellectual life in
Yunnan Province. It was there that he carried on the studies that resulted
in his second book. After the defeat of Japan he went back to teach in his
old university, Tsinghua, in Peiping; and there (where I had come in the
autumn of 1948 as a visiting professor to the same university) my wife
and I resumed an old association with him.

This book is made from articles contributed by Fei to Chinese
newspapers in 1947 and 1948. During that autumn of 1948 he dictated
to my wife a rough translation of these articles, stopping as he did so to
talk over with her the substance of the dictation and in part rewriting
and enlarging the text in the course of these discussions. The work was
done hastily, with enthusiasm, and in the tense anticipations of the
coming of Communist control. For, while the dictation and the rewriting
went on, Peiping was ringed by Communist forces, and the fall of the
universities and of the city itself was expected within a very short time.
In December, 1948, most of the students and many of the faculty of the
university looked forward to the coming of the Communists as a relief
from hardship and oppression and as new opportunity to apply intelligence
to the improvement of social and political conditions in China. There

was apprehension too; but, with the abundant knowledge of corruption



and tyranny under the Nationalist government, the hope outweighed
the apprehension. Fei, always sanguine and courageous, was then of the
opinion that he could work effectively with the Communists, even though
he would continue to criticize when he thought criticism was due. Like
others in his university, he did not conceive the incoming government of

Chinese Communists in the image of Stalinist Russia; he thought of them
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as Chinese like himself, as his old friends and students, whose voices he
heard over the Communist radio promising all good things to the people
of Peiping. So Fei spoke to us of his hope of becoming, for the Communist
government, a part of “the loyal opposition” He had already fallen into
the disfavor of both parties. While in Yunnan he had been threatened
with arrest by the Nationalist government and was fired upon in a public
meeting where he had spoken unfavorably of Chiang’s regime; on the other
hand, Communist voices in the North had attacked him bitterly for certain
articles he had published. On the whole, however, Fei felt that his views as
to developing Chinese industry and agriculture would be congenial to the
interests of the new regime and that after the transition he would be able to
continue to work and to speak for China. In this hope, almost a confidence,
the articles here assembled were dictated.

My wife and I left Peiping in December, 1948, and for more than
three years now we have had no word from Fei. From others we have
learned of some bare events. At about the time when Peiping fell to
the Communists, Mao Tse-tung asked Fei to take charge of a research
program with regard to problems of urban reconstruction, and he
accepted and began the work. Fei published articles praising the “New
Democracy” of China. He accepted membership on governmental
boards or committees. Later he went on an expedition to study some of
the remote communities of southwestern China—where he had worked
during the Japanese war. Later word tells us that he has returned to
Tsinghua University.

This book is published without any participation from him in its
production since the days when he dictated its substance to my wife. It
is evident that he prefers it so. Communication with Westerners would
embarrass or endanger him; he does not write to us, and we have ceased
to write to him. My wife edited the text she had transcribed, assuming
considerable responsibility in changing the order of the parts, in adding

references, and even in inserting phrases or whole sentences when she



was sure that Fei’s meaning would be served by such additions. It is to
be emphasized that the book therefore is an expression of Fei’s views
and judgments as he was about to step over the threshold between
revolutionary China and Communist China. It was written when his
students (many of whom I knew) moved in an excitement of fresh

opportunity to remake their country—and moved without dogma.
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Few of them had read a line of Marx. Most of them saw the Nationalist

government as their oppressor, the Communists as their liberaters.

e II

At the time he dictated a translation, Fei wanted the essays to be read
by English-speaking people. Like other intelligent people of good will,
he wanted China to be understood by Westerners, and he believed that
he had something to say about China that was not said in other books.
But, when Fei wrote the articles in the first place, he was talking to the
Chinese; the present English version does not change that fact. Fei had
developed a large audience for his newspaper articles; all sorts of people,
mostly people neither peasants nor intellectuals, read and admired what
he had to say about the problems of China. These essays, as newspaper
articles, had contributed to the extension of a sense of responsibility
in the Chinese people themselves to take charge of their own affairs,
and to deal with them, for their own good. Thus the book provides for
Westerners an unusual and valuable light on China: a Western-educated
Chinese, devoted to working to solve problems of China, analyzes some
aspects of these problems so as to make them clearer to his countrymen.
The essays give a Chinese point of view on China. They are not written
to put a good face on things, or a dark face. They are written to help
the Chinese to reach understanding of their troubles. Fei is saying to
his countrymen: “Look, this is what has happened to us in recent years.
This is the real revolution. This is the place where our shoe pinches.
Understand; then act” To Americans, accustomed to thinking of China
simply as an object of our foreign policy under the assumption that what
will happen in China depends on what we do rather than on what the
Chinese do, this book gives fresh insight. Problems of China are here
looked at by a Chinese as problems for Chinese to solve, and to solve not
by taking political sides, not by joining Russia or joining America, but by

reform, by Chinese, of Chinese institutions.



Of course only some of the problems of China are considered in this
book. Fei examines certain aspects of the traditional social structure and
certain changes that have occurred in that structure that make difficulties
for China. The changes have taken place chiefly as a result of the

influence of the West. The book therefore bears on that social revolution
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in China which underlies the overthrow of the empire, the revolutionary
republican movement led by Sun Yat-sen, and the winning of political
control of China by Chinese Communists. The book does help us to

understand how Chinese communism won China.

e III

As the essays were written as separate articles, the threads of
common idea which hold them together are not so apparent as they
might be. There are two interrelated themes: the functions of the scholar
and the gentry in the traditional Chinese society and the relations of
the country and the city. The first theme is uppermost in the first four
essays. The gentry and the scholars must be discussed together, for the
scholars were chiefly (but not entirely) derived from the gentry, and the
gentry carried on their functions and enjoyed their social position by
virtue of the fact that some of them were scholars. The scholars were an
elite; the gentry, a social and economic class. The first essay shows how
the scholars, by becoming administrative servants of the imperial power,
obtained security for themselves and kinsmen. In the second essay we
find an account of the history of the development of this adjustment and
of how the scholars reflected upon the relationship they had come to
have with the centralized authority and how they explained and justified
it in their philosophies. The third essay turns on the question why China
experienced no important technical development. The scholars, or
intellectuals, are now examined from the point of view of the exclusive
concern they had with ethical knowledge: the intellectuals had no
technical knowledge; they were supported by the labor of others and were
unconcerned with productive work. So the governing class lacked the
kind of knowledge which would have improved the material condition of
the people. In the fourth essay, as in the first two, the point of attention is
the function of the scholar-official in mediating the imperial power. But

now the attention is directed to that educated member of the gentry who,



remaining in the local community, negotiated, in a personal and extralegal
way, with the formally recognized functionary who occupied the lowest
position in the official bureaucracy. This critical function, exercised by the
scholar-gentry, made the imperial power workable, while yet maintaining
the traditional social organization of the village. This essay develops into
a discussion of the pao-chia system (at that time recently reintroduced by

the Kuomintang and later abolished by the Communists) by which it was
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sought to make the central authority directly influential upon the local
community and shows why it was doomed to failure.

In the fifth essay there is apparently a new beginning; Fei here
takes up not the administrative relations but the economic relations
between country and city. The scholar-gentry are not so apparent; but
they are here just the same. For, while Fei is telling us that the economic
relationship between city and country works to the disadvantage of the
country, because the city lives off the country by taking rent and interest
from the countryman without sending to the country the products it
needs and could consume, we must remember that it is these same gentry
who are pocketing the rent and interest and increasingly using the money
to buy Western-made products instead of Chinese-made goods. Fei
distinguishes several types of towns and cities and shows how each type
served the interests of the gentry (and also those of the imperial power)
and did not bring advantage to the peasants. Garrison town, market
town, and treaty port—all provided opportunities for the economic
exploitation of the country. Thus the peasant came to pay a large part of
the products of this labor to maintain the gentry class, while the gentry,
coming to prefer Western goods, no longer bought the products of rural
handicraft and so ruined the small manufacturing which provided the
peasant with a little margin over the barest subsistence.

The sixth essay develops this theme of the unsatisfactory character
of the exchange between city and country and the worsening of the
situation since the introduction of products manufactured in the West.
And the seventh essay continues the consideration of the dislocations of
the old social and economic system brought about by the influence of the
West, while it returns to the theme of the scholar and his functions in
Chinese society. In these last pages we see that the modern intellectual,
the man educated in Western learning, does not take the place of the old
intelligentsia. He does not go back to the country where he has no social

position and no career. He stays in the city; so from the country is eroded



away some of its best human resources. And some of the rural people,
becoming poorer than ever, are also detached from the rural community
and become predatory rovers or—as ever in China—rebels against
the government. So only a few years before the Communists began to
purge by shooting, and before the fighting in Korea, this series of essays
ends, a diagnosis of immense problems, a declaration of hope that the

Communists would provide leadership toward solving them.
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