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THE PROBLEM OF THEIES: A DISCUSSION

- Communist China -
Zfbliowing is a translation of an unsigned article in Wen- '
I Pao, Peiping; No 3; 26 lMarch 1961, Page 267

BN

The Let One Hundred Flowers Bloom policy in the' sphere of the A
workers, peasants and soldiers demands many forms for creative themes, style,
snd character. In order to satisfy this demand, the problem of themes
must be correctly:treated, Varied forms of themes will :greatly help the
many forms of style and character. But the limitations and the restric-
tions of the theme problem not only will restrict the development of many
forms of style and character, but also will have an unfavorable effect on
the all-over prosperity of literary creativity. That is contradictory to
the demands of the Let One Hundred Flowers Bloom policy. _

In tte process of practicing the Let One Hundred Flowers Bloom
policy, not a few comrades in the literary world realize that the themes
for literary creation must expand further. They know that the limitations
and restrictions on tte problem of themes mist be thoroughly eradicated.
This opinion must be given full attention. »

Life is an inseparable entity, a contradictory unity realizing the
various types of social relations, class relations and relations between
the individuals. The authors are confronted by the entity of life and
they describe the general through the presentation of the individual. From
the vast sea of life, an author selects one thing which he is familiar and
thoroughly understands, and which he believes to be of value and meaning-
ful. He then uses it as the object of his processing. This is a theme.
Tt can be seen that a theme is formulated in the process in which the au-
thor observes and experiments in life. Tt is the product of his creative
nrocess. However, the jdea of a theme is generally given a broader ex-
planation, relating to the materials that can be written, such as a cer-
tain phase of social 1ife ard social phenomena, for instance, the theme
of revolutionary struggle, the industrial theme, the agricultural theme,
etc. In order to facilitate discussion, this article has adopted this
broader meaning. o ’

The various classes in the various periods of history required that
literary technique must serve their class interests, revealing their oun
spiritual phase. The difference in living standards and the difference
in viewpoints had a very penetrating effect on the selection and treatment
of the creative theme. The social content revealed by the literary tech-
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nique of the feudalistic period could not escape the great limitations of
the social living standards of the time. With the appearance of the
capitalist society, people's views were broadened. The cepitalist authors
praised the rising of the people in the cities, describing the various
features of the capitalist class and the intellectuals, and with a sympa-
thetic pen, portraying the forgotten man who had been trodden upon by so-
ciety. OSpeaking from ‘the  standpoint of themes alone, this was already a,
very great step forward. The proletarian and socialist literary technlque
in the field of creative themes, opened up a new world which had never
been visited by any human endeavor in thé past. Socialist literary art
describes the heroic revblutlonary struggle of the masses of workers and
peasants, depicting the colirageous actiohs of the laborlng people in con-
structing a new world, reVealing dn angry tide of revolution by.people
thoroughout the world against Imperialism, praising the great heroic
action of the new human race in conquering the universe.... Proletarian
literary art naturally empha51zes the spiritual phase of the’ proletarlat
and the laboring people.’ ‘Not to do so, would be unthink-able’ However,
when the proletariat reveals 1tself,‘1t must: use the revolutlonary view=
point to observe the world; use the critical attitude to relate history,
use!the leader's position to ‘take of the various classes in society, look
after the physical and mental actions. of the various types of people, use
the emotions of the heroto appreciate all that is beautiful., This ddes:
not apply only to those new things of this new wold that the people in the
past had not yet seen. The objects of literary processing today can zlso
be the many themes that have been described by the people of the old soci-
ety. So far as they can meet today's needs, they also can be used in the
sphere of socialist literary arts. In the age of Mao Tse—tung, many his-
torical stories and legendary events have been glorified anew in dramas
and on the stage. Even the landscape, the flowers, the birds and the ani-
mals that the painters had portrayed hundreds and thousands of years ago,
in the varicus stages of blstorJ, have again brought to new life on can-
vas today.
' In' comparison with the literary arts of the past, our sphere of
themes has been expanded we do not know by how many times. But, based on
the needs of the Let one Hundred Flowers Bloom policy in socialist lit=
erary arts, there is the neceSslty that the creative themes must be ex~-
panded continuously, :
We' suggest that we should depict great themes, and, at the same B
time, we also suggest that the themes must be in mary forms.

° . Dby depicting great themes, we mean that we should use the lit-
erary arts to relate the outstanding accompllshments attained by the
masses of the workers, peasarts and soldiers in’ their revolutionary strug-

gle and in their socialist construction as they reform the old world and
create a new life, Time and the masses have raised this demand on the
literary arts. Socialist literary art must answer this demand, Engels
anxiously hoped that authors would describe the outstanding revolutionary
‘heroes and suggested that authors shotiid reveal the active phase of the
' Workers' life, Lenin believed that the really great artist should at
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Jeast reflect certain basic aspects of the the révolution. Comrade Mao
Pse~-tung appeals to China's literary authors to penetrate into the masses
of workers, peasants and soldiers to reflect the masses! militant struggle
and to portray.the new people and the new worlds This is also a sugges-
tion describing themes that possess great sotial meanings To suggest

the description of great themes is to suggest that authors and artists
must face the mass struggle and that they must be more energetic in re-
flecting this great ages Authors and artists of today can attain all
the conveniehces by participating ih all the great movements promoted by
the laboring people to reform the world. Through their familiarity with
and understanding of these great meaningful themes, they facilitate the
description-of the main current in life and the pulse of the times They
also show us the marvelous view of the revolution and the constructions
This type of superior creation has a great understanding and encouraging
effect. These products are valuable contributions for the readers of the
present and future generations. The thing that we should be grateful for
is the fact that not a few authors and artists in China have already done
this and they are just doing this, producing a great number of good pro-.
ducts. Starting from their own personal experiences, they know how to
respond to the party's appeal and penetrate deep into the militant strug-
gle. :

To suggest the portrayal of great themes is but to start the great
expansion and strengthening of the theme contents of literary creaticn.
The great theme itself has many forms. The revolutionary struggle and
the socialist comstruction contain boundless and rich contents, providing
many types and forms of themes for the literary arts. The treatment of
these great themes must be based on the different individuality of the
authors, tc be reaiized through various ways, various methods, and various
forme and characters. Simple things are tasteless. They are the first
to contradict these boundlessly rich thenre contents. Though it may be so,
we csnnot siress thase great themes to the absolute degree. We must take
notice that ths author's is at liberty to adopt this type of theme or that

- type of toemz. Based on the different conditions of the authors, we can=
not compel tnem to be unanimous. We must also notice that that old-time
authors, a great number of whom had not lived in the whirlpool of class
strugele, were greatly restricted in their writing themes. But through
their understanding of the themes, some of the outstanding authors were
able to reveal certain basic materials of their period. Today, time is
different, but this does not eliminate the possibility of certain authors
being able to reflect correctly the spirit of the times through sideline
deccriptions of social life. We must also notice that the independent
character of certain authors and artists is closely related to character-
istics of theme selection and theme treatment. Certain literary styles,
forms cr models possess obvious characteristics. For instance, children's
stories and fubles in literature, mimicry in songs, cartoons, landscapes,
pictures of flowers and birds in paintings, light rusic and lyric songs,
certain satiric plays and pleasant comedies, certain schools of artistic
performances, all these have their own characteristics in theme selection
ans treatment. Lf these characteristics of theme selection and theme °
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treatment are taken away, it mesms that the sharacteristica of their cherac-
ter, style,. form and schsal ars takes sway wnl it slso wsans that their
existence iy taken away. Thorsfore, il 1s essential toal there de many
forms fer the themes. The author 2nd the artisi, besed i the diflerences
of their cwn conditiems, should be free to select snd trest The themes thas
they are well versed in and the thems they lova musti, Only thay ase bene-
ficial to the massed of the pevple and will ve welcome by the masses. The
varicus types and various forms of needs in the spiritual life of the mag=
ges and 81l the beneficial atteupts thot are carried et to satisfy the
many ferms of the masses® meeds not cnly should not be meglected, but, on
the comtrary, should be frily respected. ,

In the last few yeurs, the pesople in the literary world have carrin»d
on a struggle en two fronts, surrgunding the problem of themes, The coun-
ter= revolutionary Hu Feng (;ﬁ /7J) clique and rightist elements, in urder
to accomplish their mysterious purposes, had opposed the great themes de=-
picting the revelutionary struggle of the workers, peasants and soldiers.
This was one of the important contents in their eutline against Socialism.
Of course, this cannot be tolerated. At the same time, we literate more
then once, opposed seme wishful comrades in our own ranks, contributing
certain partial cpinfons concerning the problem of themes. These com-
rades described workere, peasants snd soldiurs in oppositiom to the broad- -
ness of the themes snd established ths revelstion of il grest mair thene
as contradictory to the family life and love life {the so-celled “acmestic
affair, romance”). They depicted modern themes as contradictory to his®
toricel themes. They saw. these things as mutually exclusive, Certain
individusl o mradies even erronesusly believed that in & certain waricd
they shouid write only certain themec., TFor instarce, when we smel” steedl,
we shovld only write about sieel smelting and when we promete agriculture;
we sheuld only write about agriculiure. This is of ‘conrse, extremely un-
faversble to the development of creative writing.

' Tn the future, we must firmly repudiate the reactionary theovies
with which tuz capitiziet class entices literary workers to dasert the
mage styugels and to oppose the description of the mams strugglc. 1In The
recent period, there sppearred & new growih of =t artial and nerrow view=
point on the thems proviem, As to this matter, we cannot presure that we
cannot see it, : ‘ ‘

Since the Creat leap Porwerd, the masses® morals has been vairy highe
The revolutionary spirit of the literary people is very high, “Pralse “he
Great Leap Forward, remcmber the history of revelution,® has become & new
fad in the literary =ris., The pressent great themes concerning industiial .
and agricultural constrmction have received greater attention from the
literary peopie. Nay literary workers have made timely reflections ou
the new people and new things in the great leasp forward. The tinely atmos-
phere: been cuvicusiy increased in beoks and periodicals, in paintings,
on the stage and on the screen., This is a very encouraging aspect. But
some cemrades, wiaiie correctly and enthusiastically supporting this revo-
luticnary atmosprere, regard literary creative thenes as veing partial
. and narrow. I+ seens to them that the proletarian literary arts’ can
demonstrate only the great present themes and thab the zraat theres can
only be tne new people and new matters in tedeyis nass movenent,
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They believe that the mass movement can be the only main activities here
and now. They feel that people and netr matters can only be the existing
model people and model events. Some individual comrades even regard the
great events in news reports as great themes; hopitig that plots be made

in accordance with the contents of the news reports and the rcal people
and real events can be completely moved onto the stage without any altera-
tion. In order to get the news and gain time, they frequently make use

of last minute news materials and adopt the short-term shock writing
method. Under these circumstances, in the creative plays of a certain -
period they made a very outstanding showing. Of course, some authors,
because they are more familiar with the contents of the themes that they
are treating and have a deeper understanding of them, can finally over
come their difficulties and attain better or even very good achievements,
But some authors are continuously busy in personifying news reports and
dramatizing great events., Thus becouse of competition they have sacrificed

- their great opnortunity of penetrating into the militant struggle. Under

the influence of these facts, the modern themes that have been presented
in the plays of a certain period have struck the people as being irmature
and uninteresting plays.

The partial and narrow understanding of the problem of themes will
inevitably cause the formulation of prohibitions and disciplines. If the
description of great themes had been stressed ‘to the absolute degree,
certain things would not be regarded as very important. But some rélatively
more meaningful themes, if they are done from the side as an attempt to
develop the small into the great, will be treated coldly. If in order to
describe righteous people, new people and new matters are stressed to an
improper degree, treated comically or satirically, and if evil figures and
Backward people are portrayed such products will be suppressed, But to
describe 1life in the old society, the events in the Sino-Japanese War, -the
Liberation War, land reform, the resistance against the United States and
the assistance to Korea movement as if they dealt with 0old people and old
matters is to court nerlect., If we place the great themes on the same
level with the great events in the news reports and real people and real.
events in the mass movement, promoting them to be used in literary crea=-
tions, we will not only place great restrictions on creative content, but
will also encourage people to overemphasize news, themes and timesavings.
Thus, this will become a fad valuing superficiality and not reality. Such
a trend will completely violate the original purpose of suggesting great
themes. Of course, these prohibitions and disciplines are seldom seen in
writing, It is not possible that they exist universally among literary
people. However, we cannot neglect the fact that they have created a
certain type of restriction. Of course, those authors who have real v
ability and sound understanding will not be restricted by prohibitions and
disciplines, whereas some immature authors very frequently have exhibited
these weaknesses with their pens. A

Tt must be pointed out that some literary criticism essays have -
encourage the simplification trend of the problem of themes. In last
few years, literary critics have enthusiastically supported authors and
artists in following the mass struggle, praising new people and new matters,
portraying heroic people on the industriel and agricultural fronts, and




revealing the communist character among the masseS. This is entirely
correct and essential. But some critics have used the criterion of
whether the product has treated the great theme as the first or principal
standard in evaluating & literary product. Sometimes, a certain literary
product, just vecause 4t merely deals with a great theme, will receive
_excessive praise even though the author has not fulfilled his own task.
Some literary products have showe rather profound and realistic develop-
ment, but just because they are not written about importand themes they
receive inappropriate evaluations, Some essays have used 00 mach space
to discuss and analyze how the literaly productls-théme;was;selectea, bud
they make ohly slight mention of the ideological depth and the literary
characteristics of the author's description of the peonle concerned. Our
criticisms have not given enough support to the development of the literary
theme, style, form, technique and the many variations Qur;periodicals
very frequently have adopted a liberal attitude towards partial publicity
on the problem of themes, This shows that our editorial and critical works
have not been firm enough in carrying out the party's policy of Let One
Hundred Flowers Bloom, Let One Hundred Schools Contend. _
In order to promote the Let One fundred Flowers Bloom policy in

the socialist literary arts, prohibitions and disciplines on the problem
of themes must be abolished.

. The theme is important. From the past to the present, many great
authors not only describe the things that are interesting to themselves
as individuals, but also the things that are interesting to thousands upon
thousands of readers, In the socialist literature of today, the
ideological coritents of the literary products and the contents of life '
have a very close relationship. Even so, the theme itself is not the
principal and decisive factor that determines the value of a literary
product, nor is it the sole factor. Under the premise that the political
stendard has priority, unity between a hich degree of ideology and literary
“art and unity between a revolutionary political content and the greatest
possible perfect literary form are the goals that we must strive for. "For
the theme is not equivalent to the main theme, Similar themes may be
developed into many types of different main themes., Similar themes under
the pens of different atithors can attain completely different or even com=
. pletely contradictory ideological effects. A revolutionary author, some-
times throush an unimportant theme, can bring out a very profound ideologye
mihat comes out from a fountain is but water, what comes out from a vein
is but blood." Iu Hsun (%}U) believed that a npevolutionary man" is the
basic factor that produces revolutionary literature. This has much truth
in it, From this we can see that the so-called "peak theme" and "hon-peak
theme" theory is not satisfactory, and the saying that "when you have -
possessed the theme, your literary product is already half successful" has
no basis. In the selection of themes, the author and the artist are at
liberty and they are not bound by any restriction. In a speech. delivered
at a literary discussion meeting at Yen-an, Chairman Mao Tse-tung, while
he appealed to the authors and artists to follow the workers, peasants
‘and soldiers penetrating deep into the mass struggle, pointed out that
the literary workers "must study the various classes in society, study
their mutual relations and the various individual conditions and study
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their appearance and their psychology" so that our literature would have
ng rich content and a correct direction." He also .pointed out that the
literary workers must "observe, realize, study and analyze all people, all
classes, all the masses, all the lives of the quick and their struggles,
all primitine literary and artistic materials "so that they will become
the objects of literary works in the process of creation. These few
sentences have pointed out that the objects of creation are boundless in
content. In order to abolish the prohibitions and disciplines ovér the
problem of themes, it is essential to review a passage in an essay on

the Let One Hundred Flowérs Bloom, Let One Hundred Schools Contend movement
written by Comrade Iu Ting-l(ﬁ% €~ )in uay, 1956

++s0ne. the problem of themes, the party has Hever. set
any restrictions. To only allow themes concerning .. .
workers, peasants and soldiers, to only allow. themes - :
dealing with the new society, new people and new matters
is to be restrictive and not correct. Since literature
is to serve the workers, peasants and soldiers, it must
praise the new society and the righteous people and, at
the same time, criticigze the old society and the evil
people. It must praise progress, but at the same time
it must criticise baclwardness. - There fore, literary
themes must be extremely broad. In literary products,
there should appear not only those things that existed
in the world 'and in history, but also those things that
have never existed in this world, such as fairies and
the animals that can speak. Literary products can depict
the rightecus people and the new society, but also they
can denict the evil people and the old society. Further-
more, if there were no old society, the new society could
not be contrasted. If there were no evil people, it
would be very hard to contrast the richteous people.
Consequently, prohibitions and disciplines over the
problem of themes will only suffocate the growth of
literary works, enabling formalism and low taste to
develop., This is harmful, not beneficial.

To susgest great themes is still a very improtant and essential
thing. In order to produce a high degree of historical generalization and
a literary product which will profoundly reflect the times, this pro-
blem so much the more should not be neglected. However, since the great
thene is stressed and the main theme is emphasized, we must learn Marx-
ism-Leninism and social life and we should also stress the long period of
penetrating into the masses. We must also reform ideological emotions.
All these are very important, especially to young writers. In the midst
of political and social life, important events cannot be used withcut
careful selection. Everything cannot immedistely be put into the realm
of the literary arts. What is written by an author and how he writes it
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must follow the interests of the revolution.and the interests of re-
volutionary literature. . All this is determined by the author's oun
political training and his training in life. The greater the theme, the
more familiarity and understaning are required. Only by really understand-. ..
ing and becoming familiar with the subject can the author write to the best -
of his ability. When the author's ideological emotions-have changed, the
angle for the selection of the theme is naturally different. If he has
participated in the mass struggle, he naturally is willing to describe, the
mass struggle. When he writes hé isnot familiar with the subject and has

to collect materials urgently,  This is naturally more profound. We can
see that encouraging authdrs 10 learn MarxismeLeninism and' participate in
the militant struggle constitytes the best metbod to induce the authors

to portray great themes. Conbrary to this, there is improper emphasis on
the so-called "peak themes" and peak main themes." At:.the same time,

there exists improper encouragement of the short-term shock attack and °
the urgent-digging writing method. The: themes come first iand: the living
later. There are the main-themes-first and the personification-later me-
thods. These methods do not sinply reverse the normalcreative process.
Just in the case. of great themes, it is the reverse of the:cause and effect
relationship. It is unfavorable to the growth of the creation of the

new strength. S , o

Tt is necessary that all methods be used to open new. literary
roads, promoting the development of the many forms of creative themes,

The many forms of creative themes are favorable in reflecting the many
forms of the world and reflecting the great and boundless rich reality.
Tn order to satisfy the many needs of the people's spiritual life, the b
boundless and rich realistic pictures are used to help the readers te
understand the truth in life. At the same time, this is more favorable
to the development of the socialist literary arts themselves., For our
literature has realized the unity between the unanimity of political
direction and the many varieties of literary form. Under the common direc-
tion of serving the workers, peasants and soldiers, it is just as Lenin
said! "Inthis enterprise, there must be an absolute guarantees for
individual creativity and the broad world of the individual's fancy and
there should be a broad world for ideology ahd imagination, form and
content." The road for socialist literature is the broadest. road.

We cannot permit it to be narrowed, The many varieties of creative theme,
style and character enable all those who have talents and are willing to
serve the people to exert their best ability and not to let the ambitious
ones and talented people to-be neglected or suppressed, This will be more
favorable to the mobilization of all the positive factors and to the
solidarity of the literary world, arousing the morale of the literary
workers and constructing the new socialist literature in a; faster, better
and cheaper manner. » . : ‘

The narrow understanding of the problem of themes is due to the
reason that some comrades have a very narrow understanding of the rela-
tionship between literature and politics, Literature obeys politics and
serves politics. This is an unshakeable.principle. -Literature obeys politics,
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speaking from the standpoint of today: It 1is obedient to the revolu-
tionary struggle and the basic interests of soclalist construction.
Literary products, through & living description of man's personality,
mentality and his relations with his fellow men, help people to understand
the many varieties in the world and the complexity of life. They help
people to develop good character and arouse the people's revolutionary
will and progressive spirit and, at the same time, enable the people to
enjoy beouty and a healthy cultural rest. The communist educational
function of literary products is realized in the high degree of unity of
truth, excellence and beauty, which is the high degree of coordination of
the proletarian intellectual, moral and beauty education. This will help
to train the new communist personality, one with advanced ideology, a
broad mind and noble characteristics. This is how literature is to serve
politics. It is the basic road in serving socialist construction.
Consequently, not only do many superior literary products directly des-
cribe existing mass struggle and production construction themes, but there
also are superior products which are coordinated in a timely manner with
the existing political task. They have a very great educational function
among the masses. The novels Red Flag Standar, The Song of Youth and

Red Day, the movies "Lin Tse-tusu," "I'ung Ts'un-shul' and "Nieh Erh", the
plays "Growth in a Struggle" and "Kuan Han-ch'ing" and many other literary
products that have profound contents of historical themes have greatly
encouraged the masses to struggle for the three red flags. Of course,
through the use of literary reports and light literary forms, the new
people and new matters on the production front can be reflected rapidly.
For timely coordination with central activities, some literary products
may be rapidly produced for publicity purposes. These are also important
and should be promoted. Good literary products may be found among them.
But if we make this the principal trend of literary creation or if in
order to further promote production experience, describe technical processes,
analyze policies and catch up with news reports, we make this the prin-
cipal function of literature, it will weaken the educational effect of
literature, and will block the broad road by which literature serves
politics. The sphere of politics is very broad. Literature in serving
politics also should follow a very broad road. If the road becomes narrow,
it will be unfavorable first to politics. All literary weapons must be
controlled, all positive factors mist be mobilized and all possibilities
must be utilized so that they will be combined to serve the people and to
serve the common goal of socialist construction. This is the greatest
political interest.

' The relationship between literature and politics cannot be sim-
plified. Let One Hundred Flowers Bloom, Let One Fundred Schools Contend
constitutes the best policy for handling the contradictions among the
peonle correctly, under the direction of the workers, peasants and
soldiers. It is also the best policy and the best method for handling
the relation between literature and politics correctly. The party's
policy is the party's life. The party's literary policy is the life of
the party's literary enterprise. The people who really pay attention to
politics are the people who pay sttention to the party's interests. They
must firmly implement and struggle for this strong class policy.
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