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The Last Manchu: The Autobiography of Henry Pu Yi, Last Emperor of China
Edited by Paul Kramer

New York: Simon & Schuster, 1987, 310 pp.‘
(originally published in 1966)
reviewed by MC45

The Last Manchu, originally published in Chinese as Emperor to Citizen, is a great find for MIM
as the self-narrated story of China's last emperor who lived — and reintegrated himself into society
— into the period of revolutionary socialism. Pu Yi (who was given the name "Henry" by his
English tutor) was the final heir of the Manchurian Ch'ing Dynasty. He ascended the throne at age

three, and grew up cloistered in the Forbidden City in Beijing, surrounded by courtiers and
servants.

MIM has reviewed another autobiography of rectification by two Amerikans who were
imprisoned for four years as spies against China during the Korean War. Prisoners of Liberation,
by Allyn and Adele Rickett is a good companion to The Last Manchu. The accounts of those who
were imprisoned, made to engage in thought-reform, criticism and self-criticism and rectification
are important readings on how Communists must approach our enemies. The Ricketts —
University students in China during the Korean War — fed information on their classmates,
professors and other associates first to Amerikan embassy contacts and then to the English
government. That they did this during war time, when their government was bombing Korea daily
and approaching the Chinese border, made their crimes quite serious. The Ricketts were in prison
during the same period as Pu Yi, the head of that class of big landlords who were one of the two
principal native enemy classes against which the Communist Party led a revolution.

When he was in his late teens, this last biggest landlord in all of China was expelled from the
Forbidden City by a warlord and relocated to the Japanese concession in Tientsin. When the
Japanese completed their occupation of Manchuria. they relocated Pu Yi and made him a puppet
ruler in the renamed Manchukuo. His installation was part of the Japanese effort to expand its
domination throughout Asia. From this position he enjoyed no governing power and was wholly
bound to his Japanese masters in every way. He remained Emperor in name and in great wealth
until the Soviet Union turned to fight Japan in 1945. In 1945, he and other high civilian and
military officials of the Manchukuo regime began a five-year stay in prison in Siberia. They were
all returned to liberated China by treaty in 195 '

The early portion of the book is slow-moving, but is useful because Pu Yi goes into great detail
on the conditions under which he lived as a child and grew into an adult. In March, 1961, one
year and four months after the end of his incarceration, Pu Yi was assigned to organize the
materials related to the late years of the Ch’ing Dynasty and the warlord clique that deposed it.
He did this work under the Literature and History Material Research Commission of the National
Political Alliance and through his employment came across documentation to support the

autobiography. He had begun work on the autobiography on his release from prison; it appears to
be based on his self-criticism and confession.

“I have found one volume of my menus showing the chicken, meat, etc. used during one month in
the second year of my reign ... Including the Dowager, the consorts and myself [i.e., six peoplel,
the consumption of pork for the month was over ei ght tons and cost 2,342 ounces of silver.”(p.
19) This figure represents food that was cooked to be eaten by Pu Yi and the other high royalty.
He also details twenty-five ceremonial dishes that were served at every meal but were never
eaten. “In the month in question, there were 20 tons of extra meat, 1,000 pounds of extra lard,
4,786 extra chickens and ducks, to say nothing of the fish, shrimp and eggs. All these extras cost
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11,641 ounces of silver , and with the miscellaneous items added, the total expenditure came to
14,794 ounces of silver. This figure moreover does not include the cost of cakes, fruit, sweets and
drinks that were constantly being served.”(p. 19)

Striking among his descriptions is that of his own complete lack of education. He was taught to
read and learned the Confucian classics as all educated Chinese did, he also read Alice in
Wonderland in his English lessons. But “from 1911 until 1922 [ages five to sixteen], I learned
nothing about mathematics, physics or chemistry. As for the modern history of my own country, I
read only about such events as the unsuccessful struggles against the Empress Dowager Tzu Hsi
by the two preceding Emperors, and my knowledge of foreign countries was limited to my trip
with Alice in Wonderland. I had no idea about people such as George Washington, Napoleon,
Watts or Newton. Insofar as geography was concerned all I knew was that ‘the great pole
produced the two Forms, and the two Forms produced the four Symbols, and the four Symbols
produced the eight Trigrams.’ If it had not been for the willingness of my tutors to talk with me
about things that were not in the texts, plus my own desire to read extensively, I would not even
have known where Peking was or that rice grew out of the ground.”(p. 44)

The pace picks up from the period in which Pu Yi was ousted from his home in the Forbidden
City. [machinations with warlords, with the Japanese.] During this time — his first opportunity in
life to interact directly with the outside world and in matters of his own governance — he
describes his own desperate clutching to be restored to the imperial throne. The periods of his
exile in the Japanese concession in Tientsin and then his so-called restoration in Manchukuo were
very tense times. It appears from reading the autobiography that Pu Yi was in or near a panic
throughout this period (1924-45) — always afraid of losing his position and his wealth, and
eventually afraid of being killed when it appeared that he was about to lose security for both.

Pu Yi’s blow by blow accounting of Chiang Kai-shek’s betrayal of the Chinese people to the
Japanese invaders is another high (though unfortunately brief) point of The Last Manchu. The
head of China’s emergent bourgeois nationalist government was bent on destroying the
Communist Party to the point of surrendering ever greater sections of territory to Japan so he
could pay full military attention to the CCP. A footnote reads: “on September 18, 1931,
Japanese forces seized Mukden. This was followed by almost unopposed occupation by the
Japanese of all large cities in Manchuria and by the end of the year the victorious Japanese had
pushed toward the Great Wall of China and occupied Jehol Province. These moves were not
opposed by the Nationalist Government of Chiang Kai-shek who was busy elsewhere in China
fighting the Communists.”(p. 141) Chiang bent so far against the will of the Chinese people that
he made a last ditch effort to ally with the Emperor rather than accept a united front with the
Communist Party against Japan. (Edgar Snow’s book, Red Star Over China, details the means by

which the CCP convinced Chiang to agree to a united front and so managed to liberate China
from Japanese occupation in 1945.)

Of course the deposed Emperor’s concern with Chiang’s activity at the time went only so far as
his interest in retaking his throne. Demonstrating how little he knew or understood of world
events, “it seemed to us [Pu Yi, his court and the J apanese officials] that the great enterprise of
‘unification’ could be accomplished only by me."”(p. 139) That the Japanese officials believed
that Pu Yi could achieve a rectification of China is not the whole story of course. The Japanese
military foresaw installing Pu Yi as a figurehead who would make their occupation of China
appear “native” rather than colonial.

Pu Yi did not care that he was opening his own country to occupation by a foreign military. The
Japanese concession — where he lived in the period between the Forbidden City and Manchukuo
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years — in Tientsin was a product of the Opium wars of the nineteenth century. He describes
visiting an English country club in the city (also built on land taken over in the Opium Wars) that
was normally off-limits to Chinese. But Pu Yi (and his family members when he escorted them)
was allowed to enter at will as a “special Chinese.” He was quite fully aware of the implications

of these land deals at the time as he “attended many reviews of foreign troops” as they “marched
before me in their martial splendor.”(p. 136)

As a lesson in self-criticism Pu Yi’s accounting of his childhood, Japanese occupation and the
war years 1s staggering. Living in a country whose government will spend four million dollars to
investigate and prosecute its leader for discussions related to his non-governmental life (and a
country whose President will entertain this process to “clear his own name”), it is difficult to
imagine the humility of the last Ch’ing Emperor. We learn in making self-criticism not to
interweave facts with excuses, apologies, pleas for leniency or any other distractions from an

assessment of events. Pu Yi spent 15 years in prison learning to tell his story in a simple and
direct manner so that others could learn from it.

A central fact of life in a Maoist prison was taking care of one’s own daily chores. The prisoners
were allotted time to do their laundry and mending and rotated through serving food and other
broader tasks. During his first several years in the prison, Pu Yi’s nephew washed and mended his

clothes and carried his bags; others also took extra chore rotations to spare the Emperor these
indignities. : :

Study was also central to prison life in China between 1949 and 9176. Prisoners were locked up
for crimes against the people, and their time in prison was to help them recognize their crimes and
rectify the errors in thinking that led to those crimes. Pu Yi’s first readings in the Fushun Thought
Control Center (a prison for high civilian and military officials of the Manchukuo puppet regime)
were on the characteristics of feudalism. Through this study with others who had been part of a

feudal regime he was to understand his own role in oppressing the people of China and in
inspiring them to revolution.

Following liberation, the poor peasants in China would “speak bitterness” about their existence
under feudalism. The purpose of telling these stories was to explain to the young people why the
‘revolution had been necessary, and what human errors the Communists were working to correct.
Having learned in theory about the role of feudal landlords, Pu Yi was able to write a book that
explains in great detail the cause for all the bitterness caused to the peasants. The cause was not —
as the bourgeoisie says — that the poor were too stupid or too lazy to make a living for themselves.
Pu Yi quotes an older peasant woman: “Although we grew rice, we had to eat acorn flour ... We
had to hand over all the rice we grew to the government and if they found a single grain of it in
the house, we would be labeled ‘economic criminals’.”(p. 274) Pu Yi explains how all this
deprivation went to serving the Emperor 25 dishes of food that he would not eat at every meal.

On meeting the Amerikan journalist and author Edgar Snow in 1960, Pu Yi said frankly “My
crime helped to cause the deaths of millions of people. ... Any other country would have killed
me."(Edgar Snow, Red China Today, p. 70-1) The alternative to death that the Maoist
government pursued was to split apart the human beings from their crimes, and to help these
people turn themselves to contributors to the new society.
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A note on the edition. )

While MIM cannot say enough good things about Pu Yi’s book, it is too bad that we were unable
to obtain a Foreign Languages Press edition. Paul Kramer writes in his preface “When it came to
presenting Pu Yi’s thoughts, ideas and reactions, the [editing] task was enormously difficult. ...
[in Pu Yi’s writing] there was the Chinese Communist habit of equating events with ideology to
the extent that an Occidental found himself so far removed from the actualities of daily life and

the conflicts involved that it was difficult to grasp truth in terms of definable human emotions and
reactions.”(p. xii) '

We suspect that this approach to distilling analysis from the narrative contributed to the tone of
the early portions of The Last Manchu. The detailed accounting of life in the Imperial household
is fascinating on its own, but it would have been a more compelling read had it included more
insight into the implications of the details. We also wonder aloud whether Kramer’s editing has
contributed to a disproportionate shortening of the sections on Pu Yi’s rectification.

As MIM Theory readers will note, discussing events and opinions through the lens of political
line is more a peculiarity of Communists than it is of Chinese Communists. In fact events do
convey ideology. While emotions and reactions are interesting as a study of individual incentive,
the study of concrete events and their meanings fuels our progress in remolding history in the
interests of the people. The difference between this style of writing and what Kramer would call a
Western approach is in our openness about our politics compared to the bourgeoisie’s every effort
to conceal its political message. We can look at this as a question of goals. As Communists, our
message conveys the interests of the international proletariat — the majority of the world’s people.

Because we speak to the majority we are confident that our honesty will only win us more friends
amongst the masses.

Pu Yi conveys this concept of openness in an anecdote from when he was nearing the end of his
prison term. He and fellow prisoners had an opportunity to meet a womyn whose family “had
been practically reduced to beggary” during his reign. He told them who he was because he felt it
would be unconscionable to do otherwise. “How did she react? Did she revile me or weep or call
in the neighbors or the families who had suffered during the war to vent her anger? On the
contrary, she sighed and said ‘All those events are past.’”(p. 275)

While there is a richness to Pu Yi’s exposition of his own crimes against the Chinese people in
this edited version of his book, MIM has no doubt that the original and the English translation of
the Foreign Languages Press (published in 1967) are better. Kramer’s analysis of Pu Yi’s history,
presented in an epilogue, pursues the theory that the Communist treatment of the former emperor
was dictated by a desire to use him in proxy for the Manchurian people as the Japanese had. This
is not borne out by the story of a man who went from ordering vicious beatings of the orphans
whom he kept as slaves, to opening himself to the criticism of the people on whose labor he had

lived to such excess. We assume that Kramer has introduced such errors of analysis into the
edited autobiography as well.
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