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Editor’s Note

As a monument to honor human beings, life writing has permeated culture since
its origin. Analects of Confucius by Confucius, The Socrates of Plato and The Four
Gospels are immortal classics in the history of life writing. Despite the fact that most
genres of literature and culture perish over time, life writing has persisted in a
tenacious manner, and the twenty-first century is witnessing a golden age of life
writing, which even surpasses the novel, the once-dominating genre. Life writing now
is among the most esteemed of cultural texts. Such traditional forms as biography,
autobiography, memorial, letter, diary and travelogue still maintain prominence and
the emerging oral history and collective lives demonstrate intense momentum.
Simultaneously, life writing, having crossed the border of textual medium into the
domain of movies, TV, Internet and We Media, claims an ever new and extensive
space with the potential for innumerable readers. An increasing number of people have
taken to life writing for themselves or for their loved ones, aspiring to erect an
everlasting monument. In brief, the twenty-first century is an era of life writing.

Life writing as a genre of discourse has posed a great number of questions,
requiring energies devoted to deeper studies and thorough scholarly discussions. The
Journal of Modern Life Writing Studies takes the initiative in China as the first journal
exclusively devoted to life writing studies. It aims to make a distinctive contribution
to the development of Chinese life writing by providing a forum for publication and
exchange of views in scholarship.

In the context of globalization, Modern Life Writing Studies is an open journal,
accessible to the life writing community home and abroad, publishing research and
explorations on all kinds of life writing issues ( historical, practical and theoretical )
from various perspectives, encouraging and welcoming communication and interaction
among scholars, authors and readers, and highlighting innovative perspectives and
methodologies as well as rigorous and realistic style. Our over-arching commitment is to
facilitate the development of life writing and to bring it to a new level of excellence.

A full-fledged journal requires arduous and painstaking efforts. We pledge to
consistently aim for progress through consistent learning, reflection, and
improvement. We also appeal to dear friends in the life writing community at home
and abroad and devotees of life writing for your support, attention and participation.
Your talents and wisdom are the most powerful assurance of our success. We are
looking forward to your help!
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Foreign Biographies of Mao :
Evolution over Eight Decades and
the Reasons for Changes

Ross Terrill
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MAO SCHOLARSHIP OVER THE YEARS

Mao was one of the 20th century’s dominant political leaders and a mirror to
the complexity of China’s encounter with modernity. In Mao’s person, for nearly
a century from his birth in 1893, we see China move from the Qing Dynasty to the
Soviet Union era, from disorder to tight rule, from rural towards urban, from
bicycle towards automobile, from national weakness to national strength. A
disciple of Stalin, Mao nevertheless fatally wounded the Soviet Bloc. A
Communist believer, he nevertheless opened the door to capitalist U. S. in 1972,
turning a bipolar world into a triangle. Foreign biographies of Mao provide one
window onto this recent history.

By world-wide comparison, there have been few biographies of Mao
biographies; less than the number on other 20th-century leaders such as Stalin,
Franklin D. Roosevelt, Hitler, Lenin, and Churchill. For several reasons, Mao
has been largely left to China specialists, more so than the above mentioned titans
have been left to their respective area specialists. The Harvard library, for
example, possesses 460 items of biography or near-biography on Mao, 1130 on
Lenin.

Edgar Snow’s pioneering Red Star Over China (1961), in the spirit of the
1930s, saw Mao through a Popular Front lens. The challenge of the age was
fascism in Germany, Italy and Japan; to oppose its encroachments was to be a
democrat and that included Mao. With such a political agenda, Snow was
indulgent toward Mao. During this period of Left united fronts in France and the
UK and Roosevelt’s New Deal in the U. S., capitalism was under challenge and
the label “revolution” was embraced by many liberals including Snow. The
American journalist came to call Mao a friend and the PRC returned the favor by

styling Snow a friend of China.
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No notable further foreign biography of Mao appeared until after Liberation.
A popular Sinological approach to Mao in the 1950s was, “Great aims but large
costs, ” the omelet was worthwhile despite some collateral damage to the eggs.
Foreign writers generally defended the rationality of Mao’s attempts at social
engineering, while acknowledging excesses and errors. This enabled the popular
image of Mao in the West during the 1950s to be less unfavorable than the popular
image of Stalin, which was shaped by the “realist” approach of Western political
science and influenced by Khrushchev’s attack on Stalin in 1956. In 1967 Stuart
Schram pieced together Mao’s pre-Cultural Revolution life and analyzed his
thought in a scientific way from limited materials. In half a century of scholarship
Schram, like many Western Sinologists, seldom moralized about Mao, one way
or the other.

China scholars during Mao’s lifetime could see a number of evils and
injustices in the PRC; if pressed, few would have said Peng Dehuai got a fair deal
from Mao in 1959, or denied that China harbored many political prisoners. Yet
they tended to see Mao from inside out. I refer not to a biographer’s ( necessary)
empathy, but always asking what Mao intended, finding a consistency in Mao’s
aims, discovering in his texts an aspect that could justify what he did. An
intellectual fascination with the gyrations of Chinese Communist politics and with
the variations between Soviet and Asian Marxism, plus respect for Chinese history
and culture, operated to restrain negative judgment of Mao ( MacFarquhar 1993,
1997). The tendency toward a hands-off objectivity was reinforced by the
existence of some polemicists, wielding totalitarian theory rather crudely (as KMT
writers in Taiwan), or taking a purely moral and superficial stance in favor of
Chinese communism ( French or Australian‘“Maoists”) ( Tai-Chiin Kuo and Ramon
Myers 65, 108).

In the years following Mao’s death in 1976, a common concept was, “good

Mao up to the later 1950s” and “flawed Mao thereafter. ” Drawing up a “balance
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sheet” of excellent and mistaken things he did, with the late 1950s as a major
watershed, was also Deng Xiaoping’s approach in his hope to constrain on-going
debates about Mao within the PRC during the 1980s. However, this approach
stumbles against the pathology of the Cultural Revolution, which some scholars
claim was not a lapse from Mao’s otherwise workable social engineering, but the
culmination of some of Mao’s dreams. For example I concluded: “Mao entered on
the Cultural Revolution determined to establish more deeply his long-standing
socialist values. ” (364) A change came in the treatment of Mao, especially of
Mao the person, by the 1990s. Few would have guessed at Mao’s death in 1976,
nor yet at the tenth anniversary of his death, that by the twentieth anniversary of
his passing major attention would be paid to his personal behavior, including his
sexual life. I was criticized in reviews of the first edition of my book in 1980 for
bringing in Mao’s personality and personal life. Edwin Moise in 1986 in the
bibliography of his Modern China: A History recommended my Mao but warned
his readers that it *“concentrates too much on details of Mao’s personal life”
(240). Yet a decade later, a number of serious works in Chinese and English
treated Mao’s personal life in detail. Although my suggestion of the possibility of
intimacy between Mao and Zhang Yufeng had been widely rejected, later
revelations turned possibility into certainty and Zhang herself published an account
of her relationship with Mao®,

More important than attention to Mao the man, the probing of Mao’s policy
errors from the late 1950s intensified in the 1990s. The loss of life during the
famine that followed the Great Leap Forward, for example, had been estimated by
a leading Western anti-Communist scholar of the 1960s and 1970s, Richard

Walker, at 1 —2 million (and John Fairbank attacked him for exaggerating) ; but a

(@D Zhang Yufeng, series of articles in Yan huang zi sun later republished in Guangmingribao, Beijing,
December 26, 1988 through January 6, 1989. Zhang Yufeng, “Zuo wo de mishu ye nan ye bunan, " Renwu,
Beijing, No.6, 1993.



TR Journal of Modern Life Writing Studies

1996 British study put the figure at 30 million. (Yan 270 —74) The picture of the
Great Leap Famine, based largely on documentary sources available within China,
became bleaker than that suggested by the hardest of American anti-Communists in
the 1960s.

By the 1990s, a welcome convergence occurred between Mao studies within
China and those outside, in both perspective and use of materials. Emigrés and
visitors from China, like those from Taiwan and Hong Kong in earlier years,
began to infuse Sinology in the West with new thinking and a sharpened awareness
of available sources. Likewise, scholars from outside China enjoyed better access
to research materials within China. This convergence enabled empirical richness
not comfortable for those who insist that all knowledge is ideological. Also, after
the Mao and the resurgence of research on Mao of the 1980s and 1990s, within
China, millions of ordinary Chinese formed their own ideas about Mao, making it
less easy for the Mao biographer to please all readers.

In this situation it became clear that a foreign author writing about Mao is
both handicapped and helped by being outside the moral world of Chinese society.
I could not write the book on Mao that a Chinese writes and he/she would not
write my kind of book. Mao’s career is an emotional topic to Chinese especially
older Chinese. Both his achievements and mistakes shaped life in China and
produced feelings, opinions, emotions that a foreigner is not able to experience.
For the same reason, however, the foreign scholar could be less vulnerable than a
Chinese scholar to political currents and more able to enjoy the benefits of
detachment. Still, the foreigner lacks access to restricted source materials that are

available in a selective way to many Chinese writers.

REASONS FOR CHANGES

Let me pause here to catalogue, with cause and effect, the reasons why



