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The National Army’s taking Beiping brought about a situation very similar to
what would happen twenty years later, when the Communists were closing in on
Nanjing [the seat of the Nationalist government]. In either case, it was might against
might. In neither case, there was any real peace in sight. The party lines might be
different, but essentially the two events were accomplished along the same line—that
of revolution by force—and neither paved way for lasting order and stability, ushering
in a period of grand peace. In 1928, I had only just emerged from the misty,
wandering existence of my youth...By the end of the Civil War, I was approaching
middle age; what I felt—distinctly—was a deep pain.
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The Northern Expedition was in fact a joint effort between (by) the Nationalists

and the Communists, so it wasn’t an achievement that belonged solely to the



Guomindang [also “Kuomintang,” the Nationalist Party], which by that time had
become a mixed bag. Back when it was formed from the revolutionary forces that
overthrew the Qing dynasty, it was a purer organization with a purer purpose. In 1924,
it adopted the strategy of working with Soviet advisers and admitting members of the
Chinese Communist Party into its rank—a move that certainly gave it the kind of
military strength it didn’t have before. Nevertheless, its principles were compromised.
The Guomindang would later abandon its United Front policy, purging the party of
Communists, then fighting them for the control of the country, but it never again came
to a clear understanding of what it stood for, yes, its very reason for existing. To this
day the Guomindang, while continuing its opposition in Taiwan, has yet to reaffirm—
really affirm—its principles; it remains confused about its true mission. Is it fated
to be just that—a party of transition, not the one to bring about real peace?
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In my mind, however, any revolution must have an objective theme—some

larger purpose that is beyond the subjective, a goal that, once established, will be
steadily pursued. Personal enmity is not what a revolution should be about. Yet the
activists seemed to have made that their theme — political revolt reduced to a
campaign targeting human beings, begetting inhumanity. The far-left
tendencies they so extolled were the manifestations of a psychological state
dominated by hatred and hostility. At the time I was already aware, if only vaguely,
that there should be this objective dimension, but I couldn’t articulate what it was, and
from the way the party members went about their business it certainly didn’t seem

they had a clear objective—something to struggle for. They soon found themselves at

a loss as to who the target of their animosity, their hate-filled rhetoric should be. That



was because the Guomindang, their party, wasn’t like the Communists after all—the
latter would wage a full-scale class struggle among the peasants. The Nationalists,
whose Nanjing government got off to a shaky start, quickly gave in to the business
establishment and urban elite; after that they left the rural elite alone as well and
abandoned trying to stir things up among the peasants. Everything remained the same,
just as it was. The party members now faced a situation that had little use for their
hatred and extreme sentiments.

Many descended into a life of decadence, acting as if they had special status
reminiscent of the “banner people” (giren)—the designation for Manchus, the
privileged race during the Qing. Like degenerate aristocrats these party cadres became
the embodiment of a most repulsive kind of existence, looked askance at by others. As
for that new educated class—the far-left intellectuals and youths who went along and
got themselves all fired up—they would stray even further, ending up in excess, their
romanticism gone unruly. Some went underground and joined the Communist Party.
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A book called Science and The Philosophy of Life—a Debate caught my

-

attention. Although I didn’t grasp all its contents, most of the essays in there seemed
to me lackluster, mediocre in spirit. Even the give-and-take between Ding Wenjiang
and Zhang Junmai, who started the science vs. metaphysics controversy, I found dull.
An exception was Wu Zhihui’s “A Philosophy of Life and a View of the Universe
Based on a New Faith [New Values],” the longest piece in the collection. That I found
exciting. A combination of audacious thinking and pointed satire, his prose had
character and luster and, therefore, struck me as a real novelty. I was hooked.

Wu’s powerful personality, as well as his considerable talent, was clearly on

display in that essay. Yes, it was a fierce outpouring—reading it, you could sense his



immense life force emerging like a wave, coming toward you directly, without any
detour, any zigzag, a wave powerfully undulating, its roar drowning out all voices of
mediocrity...The appeal of his writings came more from their energy, their expression
of primal force. Which struck a chord with me—my romantic temperament matching
his, the outpouring of my life force, straight from its amorphous, undifferentiated state,
meeting his. And riding on the wave Wu generated, I too looked down on those
mediocre voices and felt I could bypass them, indeed, that I’d already gone beyond
them...

Wu’s influence on me, powerful as it was, was temporary; later on in life I
would disagree with every single one of his ideas. At the time, however, his great
force of character did impress me so, and in my young mind all those voices of
mediocrity had been drowned out by his roar. But it was just that—might, not right,
forceful personality rather than reasoned truths. In the end, the outpouring of life force
that had lent such luster to his writings produced only a pitch-dark worldview as
murky and formless as its source. A strong statement for sure, a powerful expression
of primal energies, and one that I could easily appreciate—for my own swirling life
force was going outward, reaching for objects that matched its amorphous, roving
nature, yes, in a manner that wasn’t so thought-out either. Might, not right, was the
basis of our meeting of minds.

Afterward I realized Wu’s dazzling romanticism was really a failing: while my
embrace of his writings was a phase in the development of a young mind, the writings
themselves, done by someone of his age and status, only exposed a lack of depth, a
poverty in moral character. Wu, despite his talent and imposing personality, had failed
to come into his own as a human being. And that shallowness was itself a reflection
of the times, a sign that our culture was in dire straits. The Chinese had yet to
reach self-awareness as a nation—knowing oneself, building up oneself
[recognizing one’s humanity and building upon it|—and until then, the crisis

would continue.
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I arrived in Beiping in the spring of 1928 still quite naive and ignorant, barely
aware of the events taking place. The renowned scholar Wang Guowei had committed
suicide the previous summer, drowned in the lake at the Summer Palace. Wang had
been a preeminent figure in classical scholarship; he devoted the latter part of his life
to studying ancient history and deciphering the script on the oracle bones,
contributing greatly to our knowledge of Chinese antiquities. But in his delving into
our civilization’s past he never got to the core of the matter, never did put his finger
on the pulse of Chinese culture and come into contact with its true vitality, its life.

Wang was also one of the first to venture into the world of Western thought, yet there



too he failed to grasp its fundamental character, the spirit behind its evolution. At a
time when Chinese civilization seemed caught in a struggle for survival, the mandarin
intellectual was lost, unsure of the way ahead for both his culture and his own life—
indeed, lacking the faith that there was a way. Had he lived, Wang certainly wouldn’t
have aligned himself with the republican forces hailing from the south. In despair, he
opted for a swift exit. That kind of self-regard—the self-styled elegance of a refined
tribe—was typical of scholars of Wang’s generation; the breadth of vision, depth of
conviction needed to face the issues of the day they just didn’t have. How could the
culture survive? How should one live? The momentous changes that prompted those
questions only exposed how cut off from the vitality of Chinese culture—its spirit, its
life—they actually were.
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As the National Army made its way north, the democrat statesman Liang Qichao
was living in seclusion in Tianjin. A commanding presence on the political stage since
the Hundred Days Reform in 1898, Liang again showed his mettle when in 1913 he
and his student, the military governor Cai Songpo, effectively forced Yuan Shikai to
abandon his monarchical dreams [the young Republic was saved and Yuan died in
shame]. That Liang had the capacity to navigate the treacherous waters of Chinese
politics was undeniable. Yet his vision had been, for the most part, a political one, its
scope limited to contemporary affairs—a cross-sectional analysis missing the root of
the matter. The main solution Liang had offered concerned our form of government—
the change to a constitutional monarchy for the Qing dynasty and, later on, the
adoption of a constitution for the newly formed Republic. In this regard he
represented a much-needed democratic consciousness in Chinese politics. But, as he
himself had come to realize, to bring about democracy in China, under the
circumstances of the time, would take enormous effort—a close-to-impossible task—
and political vision alone was not enough. Deeper cultural, historical issues were at
stake. The life of the culture was at stake.

So, around 1920, Liang retired from politics and turned to academic life,
devoting his last years to classical scholarship. Despite his progressive views, as a
scholar he would stay within the intellectual tradition of the Qing era. The Manchu
court and its milieu had had a profound impact on him... The kind of scholarship that
became dominant during the Qing was textual studies, philological research (kaoju).
This stagnant tradition was a travesty of Chinese cultural life. But Liang didn’t seem
to realize that. What was a misdirection, resulting from the suppression of the Chinese
people and their spirit, their vitality, he took as a legitimate way for the culture to
evolve. What was the true path, extending from the ancient sages and taken up by the
great Confucian thinkers of the Han and Tang and, later on, Song and Ming eras, he
never embarked upon.

As long as his mind remained beclouded thus, Liang couldn’t have picked up
the broken thread that was the grand heritage of Chinese thought. His scholarly works
showed he had the same philological orientation as members of that refined tribe—
intellectuals patronized by the court—and, like them, he had had no contact with the
true vitality of Chinese culture. His Method of Historical Research was banal and
superficial. In the end, the scholarship did nothing to enhance the political vision;

instead, it betrayed a mind of insufficient caliber, lacking in cultural insight and
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philosophical depth. Meanwhile, his political vision, an outgrowth of his political
experience, remained rootless, isolated from the life of the culture—in short, a dead
end.

Liang was a talented man, clever enough to grasp how momentous the changes
taking place were and, in response, advocate for a form of government that would fit
in with the times. But when it came to finding the way ahead for both his culture and
his own life, he was clueless.

The seventeenth year of the Republic, 1928, was a watershed moment. Not only
did the campaign led by the National Army—what came to be known as the Northern
Expedition—bring down the Beiyang warlords, it marked the end of a whole
intellectual and political milieu. Gone was the intellectual dominance by scholars
steeped in the philological tradition of the Qing—their self-conscious gentility and
enervated thinking were, like themselves, remnants from the imperial era. But gone,
too, was the political consciousness, the democratic spirit, of those who fought for
change, people like Liang Qichao, Sun Yat-sen [the great revolutionary] and Yan Fu
[renowned translator of English writings]. Their ideal of a republican, constitutional
government turned out to be just that—a superficial and fleeting vision.
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[M]y father, with his reprimand, had single-handedly halted the frenzied motions of
those wild horses and retrieved my young mind from its wandering in the pitch-dark
netherworld of romanticism. The powerfully undulating wave that Wu’s writings had
conjured up for me suddenly subsided. I felt as if I’d come to a rest stop—my spirit
calmed, my energies collected—it was indeed a turning point in my life, one that
marked the beginning of another state of mind.
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Father was a man of principle who never wavered in his commitment to the

right path, for he had a strong sense of roots [a firm grounding in the moral teachings
of our culture]. From start to end he led a disciplined life, an orderly existence. And it
didn’t start easy. When my grandfather passed away the family couldn’t even afford
to build him a proper grave. My uncle, the eldest son, wasn’t the type to take charge
of family affairs, while the other uncle, yet to be of age, was in poor health; father, in
the middle, left school and took over the support of his family all by himself—he was
eighteen. For a few years he ran the highway rest stop that my grandfather left behind.
Every evening, the horses and mules would arrive in droves, and he must help settle
them down. It was hard work, and in the commotion the pressure of getting it done

promptly was immense—men and beasts, the herdsmen and their charges, were
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equally eager for rest. Father was physically a robust man, but there was also a great
inner strength about him, which you could tell from the intensity in his eyes, as well
as the calm, dignified manner in which he conducted himself in front of staff and
customers alike...

Father often told us that in the beginning he too knew not what he was doing,
then one day it all became clear. He said, a person must face the responsibilities of life
and go through some real hardships—only that way would one’s character be made. I
always remember that. He taught his children to check our own bearings: stay close to
the ground, your weight on your feet, as if ready to work—never be flighty like a
drifter.
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Father was a man steeped in traditional Chinese culture. One of his favorite
things to read was the family letters of [late-Qing statesman] Zeng Wenzheng, and at
night he often recited to himself passages from the ancient classics; sometimes I stood
next to him and listened—his voice measured and calm—and I’d feel cleansed, my
soul purified. Father was also never slapdash with his calligraphy—each stroke was in
place and gracefully rendered, the ink full-bodied. He told us, “Pay attention to how
you write.” The characters should convey strength. The ink should never appear
sallow. How one writes mirrors the goodness, or the lack of it, one has cultivated and

garnered in life.
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Father was a man of firm beliefs —the teachings of Chinese culture and
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philosophy had taken roots in his life...”Peace with the earth—that is ren

indeed [that is truly a manifestation of humanity].” When one lived as father
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did —at peace with the land and its people —those teachings became palpable
and real; it was as if they had taken on a concrete presence, the teachings and
the living blending into one. My father’s life was therefore “life in itself.”
And in time his beliefs grew firmer still —there was a constancy, a purity of
purpose to the way he lived. It was a proactive, constructive existence, a life
that sustained life, that paved the way for more life. Father was living proof
that [moral] principles could guide one’s way in the world and give our
world some order and peace.

The years around 1928 were, however, a turbulent time for the Jiaodong
area. Many out there —bad elements of all sorts —took advantage of the chaos
to fool the gullible with promises of protection. Father, who hadn’t a crafty
bone in him, would have nothing to do with them. Which demonstrated the
truth, “Those who are upright remain steadfast and calm, awaiting that which
life offers; the small-minded shy not from doing harm thinking they may get
away with it.” ....

Father, by personal example, had shown me a life well lived —yes, in
contrast to the superficial intellectuals of the age, who wallowed in their
smug superiority but really had nothing to contribute. None of them had a
sense of roots. None lived in a way that was morally accountable to
themselves, to the people, to our nation. And so they had nothing to say that
was of real worth. They were opportunists who used artful talk to jostle for
advantage and against each other, and in their hands the life of our culture
had been destroyed.
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I hope that all of us would go to the villages and see for ourselves what it is to
live “life in itself” and be a testimony to truth. Let us think it through and begin anew
living with a sense of roots—and from there become politicians, thinkers, and
professionals with a firm grounding [in humanity, in ren]. Only then will China be
on its way to a brighter future.
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