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By the end of 1949, the Communist Party had gained control
most the entire country, and Mao Zedong had pronounced the .
lishment of the People’s Republic of China (PRC). The party quick
about restructuring China. People were mobilized to tackle such ta
redistributing land, promoting heavy industry, reforming marriage
tices, and unmasking counterrevolutionaries. Wealth and power we
distributed on a vast scale. Massive modernization projects createc
factories, railroads, schools, hospitals, and reservoirs. Ordinary
were subject to increased political control as the central governme
policies that determined what farmers would produce, where and
their children would be educated, what they might read in book
newspapers, and where they could live or travel. The most radical
was the Cultural Revolution, especially 1966 to 1969, when the
itself was attacked by students and workers mobilized to make perm
revolution.

Until the late 1970s, Western scholars had limited access to the
and had to rely heavily on analyzing official pronouncements ar
terviewing refugees. Scholars studied the structure of the govern
its policies, its top figures, and their factional struggles. As Chin
become more open after 1980 and new sources have become avai
research has revealed much more complex pictures of how China
during the Mao years. Not only can the human dramas be exar
with more nuance, but variation from one place to another c:
assessed. Mao still fascinates. Can the excesses of the Great Leaj
the Cultural Revolution be fully blamed on Mao’s inadequate
of reality? How could one person make such a difference? The
is also a subject of renewed interest. How did policies set at the ¢
play out at the local level? What means did local cadres (party func
aries) use to get compliance with policies? What were the consequ
of vilifying intellectuals? How did day-to-day life change for ord
people in villages and towns?



THE PARTY IN POWER

From 1950 on, the Communist Party, under the
leadership of Chairman Mao Zedong (to use the
phrase of the time), set about fashioning the New
China, one that would empower peasants and work-
ers and limit the influence of landlords, capitalists,
intellectuals, and foreigners. New values were her-
alded: people were taught that struggle, revolution,
and change are good; compromise, deference, and
tradition are weaknesses. People throughout the
country were filled with hope that great things could
be achieved.

In terms of formal political organization, the Soviet
Union’s model was adopted with modifications.
Rather than a dictatorship of the proletariat, as the
Soviet Union called itself, China was to be a “people’s
democratic dictatorship,” with “the people” includ-
ing workers, both poor and rich peasants, and the
national bourgeoisie, but excluding landlords and
certain classes of capitalists. The people so defined
were represented by a hierarchy of irregularly sched-
uled People’s Representative Congresses.

Real power, however, lay with the Communist
Party. The People’s Liberation Army (PLA) was not
subordinated to the government but rather to the
party through its Military Affairs Commission. By
the end of the 1950s, there were more than 1 million
branch party committees in villages, factories,
schools, army units, and other organizations. Each
committee sent delegates to higher units, including
county and province committees, leading up to the
three top tiers: the Central Committee with a few
dozen members, the Politburo with around a doz-
en members, and its Standing Committee, which in
1949 consisted of Mao Zedong, Liu Shaoqi (lyou
shau-chee), Zhou Enlai (joe un-ly), Zhu De (joo duh),
and Chen Yun (chuhn yuhn) and later was expanded
to include Deng Xiaoping (duhng shyow-ping). Mao
Zedong was recognized as the paramount leader and
was treated almost as though he was an emperor. In
1953, when he was sixty years old, Mao was chair-
man of the party, chairman of the Military Affairs
Commission, and chairman of the PRC. The cen-
tral government had dozens of ministries, and Mao
needed an array of secretaries to handle all the pa-
perwork he had to process. Expert organizers like
Zhou Enlai and Liu Shaogi, both of whom had been
active in the party since the early 1920s, coordinated
foreign and economic policy, respectively.
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The Communist Party faced enormous challenges.
After forty years of fighting in one part of the coun-
try or another, the economy was in shambles. Infla-
tion was rampant. Railroad tracks had been torn up
and bridges destroyed. Harbors were clogged with
sunken ships. People displaced by war numbered
in the millions. Many of those manning essential
services had been either Japanese collaborators or
Nationalist appointees and did not inspire trust.
Chiang Kaishek had transferred much of his army
to Taiwan and had not given up claim to be the
legitimate ruler of China.

In December 1949, Mao went to Moscow to confer
with Joseph Stalin. He stayed nine weeks—his first trip
abroad—and arranged for Soviet loans and technical
assistance. Soon more than twenty thousand Chinese
trainees went to the Soviet Union, and some ten thou-
sand Russian technicians came to China to help set
up 156 Soviet-designed heavy industrial plants. To
pay for these projects, agriculture was heavily taxed,
again on the Soviet model. According to the First Five
Year Plan put into effect for the years 1953 to 1957,
output of steel was to be quadrupled, power and ce-
ment doubled. Consumer goods, however, were to be
increased by much smaller increments—cotton piece
goods by less than half, grain by less than a fifth.

But China could not create everything from scratch.
Ways had to be found to maintain the infrastructure
of modern urban life, the factories, railroads, univer-
sities, newspapers, law courts, and tax-collecting sta-
tions, even as the party took them over. When the
Red Army entered cities, its peasant soldiers put an
end to looting and rounded up beggars, prostitutes,
opium addicts, and petty criminals. They set up street
committees, which were told to rid the cities of flashy
clothes, provocative hairstyles, and other signs of
decadence. But illiterate soldiers were not qualified
to run all urban enterprises on their own.

The new state took over some enterprises out-
right. By taking over the banks, the government
brought inflation under control within a year. The
new government took control of key industries, such
as the railroads and foreign trade. In other cases,
capitalists and managers were left in place but were
forced to follow party directives. A large-scale cam-
paign was launched in 1951-1952 to weed out the
least cooperative of the capitalists still controlling
private enterprises. City residents were mobilized
to accuse merchants and manufacturers of bribery,
tax evasion, theft of state assets, cheating in labor
or materials, and stealing state economic secrets.
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In the single month of April 1952, seventy thousand
Shanghai businessmen were investigated and criti-
cized. The targets often felt betrayed when their fam-
ily members and friends joined in attacking them.
Once businessmen confessed, they had to pay res-
titution, which often meant giving shares of their
enterprises to the government, turning them into
joint government—private ventures. To keep enter-
prises running, the former owners were often kept
on as government-paid managers, but they had been
discredited in the eyes of their former subordinates.
Smaller manufacturing plants, stores, and restau-
rants were gradually dominated by the government
through its control of supplies and labor.

As the party took control, it brought the advan-
tages of modern life, such as schools and health
care, to wider and wider circles of the urban and
rural poor. During the 1950s, rapid progress was
made in cutting illiteracy and raising life expectancy.
Employment was found for all, and housing of some
sort was provided for everyone.

Ideology and Social Control

China’s new leaders called their victory in the civil war
“the liberation.” As they saw it, the Chinese people had
been freed from the yoke of the past and now could re-
build China as a socialist, egalitarian, forward-looking
nation. China would regain its stature as a great na-
tion and demonstrate to the world the potential of
socialism to lift the masses out of poverty. Achieving
these goals required adherence to correct ideology,
identified as “Mao Zedong Thought.” Because Mao’s
ideas changed over time and put emphasis on prac-
tice over theory, even those who had studied Mao’s
writings could never be totally sure they knew how he
would view a particular issue. As long as Mao lived,
he was the interpreter of his own ideas, the one to rule
on what deviated from ideological correctness.

Spreading these ideas was the mission of propaganda
departments and teams, which quickly took over the
publishing industry. Schools and colleges were also put
under party supervision, with a Soviet-style Ministry
of Education issuing directives. Numerous mass or-
ganizations were set up, including the Youth League,
Women’s Federation, and Labor Union Federation.
Party workers who organized meetings of these groups
were simultaneously to learn from the masses, keep an
eye on them, and get them behind new policies. Meet-
ing halls and other buildings were festooned with ban-
ners and posters proclaiming party slogans.

The pervasive attack on the old led to the con-
demnation of many features of traditional culture.
Traditional religion was labeled feudal superstition.
In 1950 the Marriage Reform Law granted young
people the right to choose their marriage partners,
wives the right to initiate divorce, and wives and
daughters rights to property. The provisions of these
laws did not go much farther than the Nationalists®
Civil Code of 1930, but they had a considerably
greater impact because campaigns were launched to
publicize them and to assure women of party sup-
port if they refused marriages arranged by their par-
ents or left unbearable husbands or mothers-in-law.
During the first five years of the new law, several
million marriages were dissolved, most at the request
of the wives. Other policies also contributed to the
weakening of patriarchal authority. The collectiviza-
tion of land and appropriation of business assets led
to a drastic shrinkage of family property. As more
children entered schools and mass organizations like
the Youth League, their parents had less authority
over them. Women, too, came to see more possi-
bilities beyond the family. The public appearance of
women in positions of authority, ranging from street
committees to university faculties and the upper ech-
elons of the party, offered women new role models.

Art and architecture were also deployed to spread
new ideas. The old city of Beijing was given a new
look to match its status as capital of New China.
The huge walls around Beijing were torn down as
outmoded obstacles to traffic. The area south of the
old imperial palace was cleared of buildings to create
Tiananmen (tyen-ahn mun) (Gate of Heavenly Peace)
Square. (See Material Culture: The Monument to
the People’s Heroes.) On either side of this square,
two huge Soviet-style buildings were erected: the
Great Hall of the People and the Museum of Chinese
History. When huge May Day and National Day
rallies were held, China was visually linked to com-
munist countries all around the world.

The Communist Party developed an effective
means of social and ideological control through
the damwei (dahn-way) (work unit). Most people’s
damwei was their place of work; for students it was
their school; for the retired or unemployed, their
neighborhood. Each damwei assigned housing,
supplied ration coupons (for grain, other foodstuffs,
cloth, and anything else in short supply), man-
aged birth control programs, and organized mass
campaigns. Individuals even neceded their danwers’s
permission to get married or divorced.
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MATERIAL CULTURE

The Monument to the People’s Heroes

With the communist victory, much of China’s old
visual culture was rejected and new forms put in
its place. Although the old palace was retained and
transformed into a museum, it also became the
backdrop to a huge new square (Tiananmen Square)
where mass rallies could be held. Across from the
palace, a new monument was erected after years
of careful planning. On the front of this ten-story-
high obelisk is a quotation from Mao Zedong in his
own hand, and on the back is another written out

by Zhou Enlai. At the base, ten bas-reliefs depict
major moments in the struggles of the people from
the Opium War to the final stage of the “War. of
Liberation.” The art was done collaboratively, rather
than by individually recognized artists, and the peo-
ple depicted were not supposed to look like actual
historical actors, but to represent the idealized
revolutionary. This “international socialist-realist”
style was also seen in posters, book illustrations,
and paintings.

© ChinaStock

Sculptural Frieze on Monument to the People’s Heroes. The largest of the

friezes is on the front of the monument and depicts the final moment in the
civil war when the PLA crossed the Yangzi River. Each of the figures shows
a similar heroic determination.

The Korean War and the United States
as the Chief Enemy

The new government did not have even a year to get
its structures and policies in place before it was em-
broiled in war in Korea. After World War II, with the
ensuing Cold War between the United States and the
Soviet Union, the Soviet Union was dominant in Korea
above the 38th parallel and the United States below it
(see Chapter 29). Mao knew that China’s development
plans hinged on respite from war. Stalin, however, ap-
proved North Korea’s plan to invade South Korea,

and the invasion occurred in June 1950. In October
U.S. forces, fighting under the United Nations flag in
support of the South, crossed the 38th parallel and
headed toward the Yalu River, the border between
North Korea and China. Later that month, Chinese
“volunteers,” under the command of Peng Dehuai
(puhng duh-hwy), began to cross the Yalu secretly, us-
ing no lights or radios. In late November they surprised
the Americans and soon forced them to retreat south of
Seoul. In total, more than 2.5 million Chinese troops,
as well as all of China’s tanks and more than half of its
artillery and aircraft, were sent to Korea. A stalemate
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followed, and peace talks dragged on until 1953, large-
ly because China wanted all prisoners repatriated, but
fourteen thousand begged not to be sent back.

This war gave the Communist Party legitimacy in
China: China had “stood up” and beaten back the
imperialists. But the costs were huge. Not only did
China suffer an estimated 360,000 casualties, but the
war eliminated many chances for gradual reconcili-
ation, internal and external. The United States, now
viewing China as its enemy, sent the Seventh Fleet
to patrol the waters between China and Taiwan and
increased aid to Chiang Kaishek in Taiwan. China
began to vilify the United States as its prime enemy.

With Taiwan occupying the China seat on the UN
Security Council, the United States pushed through
the UN a total embargo on trade with China and en-
forced it by a blockade of China’s coast. Of necessity,
self-reliance became a chief virtue of the revolution
in China. When the United States helped supply the
French in their war to regain control of Vietnam,
China supplied Ho Chi Minh and the Vietminh. China
became more afraid of spies and enemy agents and
expelled most of the remaining Western missionaries
and businessmen. A worse fate awaited those who
had served in the Nationalist government or army. A
campaign of 1951 against such “counterrevolution-
aries” resulted in the execution of tens or hundreds of
thousands, with similar numbers sent to harsh labor
reform camps. This campaign was also used to dis-
arm the population; more than five hundred thousand
rifles were collected in Guangdong alone.

Collectivizing Agriculture

The lives of hundreds of millions of China’s farmers
were radically altered in the 1950s by the progressive
collectivization of land and the creation of a new local
elite of rural cadres. Starting in the 1930s, when the
Communist Party took control of new areas, it taught
peasants a new way to look at the old order: social
and economic inequalities were not natural but a per-
version caused by the institution of private property.
The old literati elite were not exemplars of Confucian
virtues but the cruelest of exploiters who pressured
their tenants to the point where they had to sell their
children. That antiquated “feudal” order needed to
be replaced with a communal order where all would
work together unselfishly for common goals.

The first step was to redistribute land. Typically, the
party would send a small team of cadres and students
to a village to cultivate relations with the poor,

organize a peasant association, identify potential lead-
ers from among the poorest peasants, compile lists of
grievances, and organize struggles against those most
resented. Eventually the team would supervise the
classification of the inhabitants as landlords, rich peas-
ants, middle peasants, poor peasants, and hired hands.
The analysis of class was supposed to be scientific, but
moral judgments tended to intrude. How should one
classify elderly widows who rented out their meager
holdings because they were incapable of working the
holdings themselves? Somewhat better-off families of
veterans? Families that had bought land only recently
using money earned in urban factories? Or families
newly impoverished because the household head was
a decadent wastrel or an opium addict?

These uncertainties allowed land reform activists
to help friends and get back at enemies. In some vil-
lages, there was not much surplus to redistribute.
In others, violence flared, especially when villagers
tried to get those labeled landlords or rich peasants
to reveal where they had buried their gold. Landlords
and rich peasants faced not only loss of their land
but also punishment for past offenses; a not insig-
nificant number were executed. Another result of the
class struggle stage of land reform was the creation
of a caste-like system in the countryside. The descen-
dants of those labeled landlords were excluded from
leadership positions, while the descendants of former
poor and lower-middle peasants gained preference.

Redistribution of land gained peasant support but
did not improve productivity. Toward that end, pro-
gressive collectivization was promoted. First, farmers
were encouraged to join mutual aid teams, sometime
later to set up cooperatives. Cooperatives pooled re-
sources but returned compensation based on inputs
of land, tools, animals, and labor. In the “old liber-
ated areas” in north China, this was accomplished in
the early 1940s; in south China, these measures were
extended from 1950 to 1953. From 1954 to 1956 a
third stage was pushed: higher-level collectives that
amalgamated cooperatives and did away with com-
pensation for anything other than labor. Most of these
higher-level cooperatives were old villages or parts of
large villages. Once they were in place, economic in-
equality within villages was all but eliminated.

In 1953 the Chinese state took control of the grain
market. After taking 5 to 10 percent of each collec-
tive’s harvest as a tax, the government allowed the
unit to retain a meager subsistence ration per per-
son; then it purchased a share of the “surplus” at
prices it set, a hidden form of taxation. Interregional



commerce was redefined as criminal speculation, an
extreme form of capitalist exploitation. Trade was
taken over by the state, and rural markets ceased
to function. Many peasants lost crucial sideline in-
come, especially peasants in poorer areas who had
previously made ends meet by operating such small
enterprises as oil presses, paper mills, or rope facto-
ries. Carpenters and craftsmen who used to travel
far and wide became chained to the land, unable to
practice their trades except in their own localities.

Rural cadres became the new elite in the country-
side. How policy shifts were experienced by ordinary
people depended on the personal qualities of the low-
est level of party functionaries. In some villages, literate
middle peasants who knew a lot about farming rose to
leadership positions. In other villages, toughs from the
poorest families rose because of their zeal in denounc-
ing landlord exploitation. To get ahead, a team leader
had to produce a substantial surplus to serve the needs
of the revolution without letting too much be taken
away and thus losing his team’s confidence. As units
were urged to consolidate and enlarge, rural cadres
had to spend much of their time motivating members
and settling squabbles among them. Serving as a rural
cadre offered to farmers with the requisite talents the
possibilities for social mobility well beyond anything
that had existed in imperial China because local team
leaders could rise in the party hierarchy.

Much was accomplished during collectivization to im-
prove the lot of farmers in China. Schools were opened
in rural areas, and children everywhere enrolled for at
least a few years, cutting the illiteracy rate dramatically.
Basic health care was brought to the countryside via
clinics and “barefoot doctors,” peasants with only a few
months of training who could at least give vaccinations
and provide antibiotics and other medicines. Collectives
took on responsibility for the welfare of widows and or-
phans who had no one to care for them.

Minorities and Autonomous Regions

New China proclaimed itself to be a multinational state.
Officially the old view of China as the civilizing cen-
ter, gradually attracting, acculturating, and absorbing
non-Chinese along its frontiers, was replaced by a vi-
sion of distinct ethnic groups joined in a collaborative
state. “Han” was promoted as the correct term for the
most advanced ethnic group; “Chinese” was stretched
to encompass all ethnic groups in the People’s Republic.

The policy of multinationality was copied from
that of the Soviet Union, which had devised it as the
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best way to justify retaining all the lands acquired by
the czar in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.
For China the model similarly provided a way to jus-
tify reasserting dominion over Tibet and Xinjiang,
both acquired by the Qing but independent after
1911. (Mongolia had fallen away as well; however,
under the domination of the Soviet Union, it had es-
tablished a communist government in the 1920s, so
China did not challenge its independence.)
Identifying and labeling China’s minority nation-
alities became a major state project in the 1950s.
Stalin had enunciated a nationalities policy with four
criteria for establishing a group as a “nationality”:
common language, common territory, a common
economic life, and a common psychological make-
up manifested in common cultural traits. Using
these criteria, Chinese linguists and social scientists
investigated more than four hundred groups. After
classifying most as local subbranches of larger eth-
nic groups, they ended up with fifty-five recognized
minority nationalities making up about 7 percent of
the population. Some of these nationalities were clear
cases, like the Tibetans and Uighurs, who spoke dis-
tinct languages and lived in distinct territories. Oth-
ers seemed matters of degree, like the Hui, Chinese-
speaking Muslims scattered throughout the country,
and the Zhuang (jwahng) of Guangxi, who had long
been quite sinified. In cases where a particular minor-
ity dominated a county or province, the unit would be
recognized as autonomous, giving it the prerogative
to use its own language in schools and government
offices. Tibet, Xinjiang, Ningxia (ning-shyah), and
Inner Mongolia were all made autonomous provinc-
es, and large parts of Sichuan, Yunnan, and Guizhou
were declared autonomous regions of the Zhuang,
Miao, Yi, and other minorities. (See Map 27.1.) By
1957, four hundred thousand members of minority
groups had been recruited as party members.
Despite the protections given minorities in their
autonomous regions, many of them became progres-
sively more Han through migration (see Biography:
Jin Shuyu, Telephone Minder). Inner Mongolia soon
became 90 percent Han Chinese, and the traditional
Mongol nomadic culture largely disappeared as ranch-
style stock-raising replaced moving the herds with the
seasons. In Xinjiang, too, in-migration of Han Chinese
changed the ethnic makeup, especially in the cities.
Manchuria, now called the Northeast, had for nearly
a century been the destination of millions of Han
Chinese, a process that continued as the Communists
built on the heavy industry base left by the Japanese.
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BIOGRAPHY

Jin Shuyu was born in 1917 to an ethnic
Korean family in southern Manchuria
near the border with Korea. Her father
was a doctor, but when she finished
middle school in the early 1930s, Japan
had taken over Manchuria, and Jin, like
many of her classmates, ran away into
the hills to join the anti-Japanese resis-
tance. The insurrectionaries engaged
primarily in guerrilla action, trying to
blow up storehouses or convoy trucks
and the like. To support themselves, they wouid kid-
nap rich people and hold them for ransom. They ac-
cepted advice from communist organizers but were
not a communist group. Finally, they were hard hit
by the Japanese and had to scatter.

Jin’s family could not hide her because the Japanese
knew she was a “bandit.” She therefore decided to
try to slip into Korea. She worked first as a servant
near the border. After she was able to get forged pa-
pers, she went to Seoul, where she got a job teaching
middle school. In Seoul she married a Han Chinese
eleven years her senior who owned a Chinese restau-
rant, and the couple soon had children. At the end of
the war in 1945, the Japanese ransacked the restau-
rant. Added to that, the family lost all their savings
when the banks failed. Yet they were able to borrow
enough money to start another restaurant.

In 1949 when the Communists won in China, lin
was thirty-two and wanted to return to China, but her
husband was against it. Then the Korean War started.
Their restaurant did well, as Seoul was swollen with
foreign soldiers who liked Chinese food, but Jin want-
ed to return home. Her husband said she could go; he
would stay behind until she had sized up the situation.
In 1953 she took their children with her across the 38th
paraliel, then made her way through North Korea back
into China. Her husband never followed. They wrote
to each other through a cousin in Japan, and in 1983
they were both able to go to Japan to see each other,
the first time in thirty years. Her son tried to convince
his father to return with them to China, but he said

Jin Shuyu, Telephone Minder

he still wanted to wait to see how things turned out.
Jin thought he kept putting off joining them because
he was influenced too much by the anticommunist
propaganda of South Korea, or perhaps because he
had taken a new wife and never told them.

Jin's life in China was relatively uneventful. In 1958
she was given a job by her street committee to mind
the community telephone. Those who wanted to make
a call would pay her a fee and she would let them use
it. She also would go and get people when calls came in
for them. Jin's salary was very low, but she got half the
fees people paid to make calls. Moreover, as she told
her interviewer in 1958, she enjoyed listening to people
talk on the phone, especially young people who often
grinned through their calls or bowed and scraped when
seeking favors from the people they called.

During the Cultural Revolution, people accused Jin
of having a bad dlass background. She had to locate
some of her old comrades to speak up for her, and
they said she had distinguished herself in an unofficial
anti-Japanese force and should be getting money from
the government. After that things were easier be-
cause Jin was classified as an "Anti-Japanese Alliance
Veteran” and a repatriated overseas Chinese. She also
had some minor privileges as an ethnic minority. How-
ever, she told her interviewer, “I'm no more Korean
than you are. | became Han Chinese long ago.”*

Jin's son did well, not only graduating from col-
lege but also becoming a college professor. By the
early 1980s, Jin lived comfortably. Her only com-
plaint was that her daughter-in-law thought too
highly of herself.

Questions for Analysis
1. In what ways was Jin’s life shaped by political events?
2. How did Jin understand ethnicity? What role did it play
in her life?

*Zhang Xinxin and Sang Ye, Chinese Lives: An Oral History
of Contemporary China (New York: Pantheon Books, 1987),
p. 20.

Tibet was a special case. It had not come under
rule of any sort from Beijing until the eighteenth
century, and the Manchu rulers had interfered rela-
tively little with the power of the Lamaist Buddhist
monasteries. From the 1890s on, Tibet fell more

under the sway of the British, but Britain left India
in 1947, ending its interest in Tibet. In 1950, when
Lhasa would not agree to “peaceful liberation,” the
PLA invaded. On the recommendation of India, the
United Nations would not listen to Tibetan appeals.
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Tibet had no choice but to negotiate an agreement
with the Chinese Communist Party. Tibet recognized
China’s sovereignty and in exchange was allowed
to maintain its traditional political system, includ-
ing the Dalai Lama. From 1951 to 1959, this sys-
tem worked fairly well. By 1959, however, ethnic
Tibetans from neighboring provinces, unhappy with
agricultural collectivization, were streaming into
Tibet. When massive protests broke out in Lhasa,
the army opened fire. The Dalai Lama and thou-
sands of his followers fled to India. The aftermath
included more pressure on Tibet to conform to the
rest of the People’s Republic and the sense among
Tibetans that theirs was an occupied land.

Intellectuals and the Hundred
Flowers Campaign

In the 1920s and 1930s some of the most enthusiastic
supporters of socialism were members of the educated
elite (now usually called intellectuals). Professors like

Chen Duxiu and Li Dazhao and writers like Lu Xun
and Ding Ling saw socialism as a way to rid China of
poverty and injustice. Many intellectuals made their
way to Yan’an, where they soon learned that their
job was to serve the party, not stand at a critical
distance from it (see Chapter 25).

After 1949 the party had to find ways to make use
of intellectuals who had not publicly sided with it, but
rather had stayed in the eastern cities working as teach-
ers, journalists, engineers, or government officials.
Most members of this small, urban, educated elite were
ready and eager to serve the new government, happy
that China finally had a government able to drive out
imperialists, control inflation, banish unemployment,
end corruption, and clean up the streets. Thousands
who were studying abroad hurried home to see how
they could help. China needed expertise for its modern-
ization projects, and most of the educated were kept in
their jobs, whatever their class background.

Mao, however, distrusted intellectuals and since
Yan’an days had been devising ways to subordinate
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them to the party. In the early 1950s the educated
men and women who staffed schools, universities,
publishing houses, research institutes, and other
organizations were “reeducated.” This “thought
reform” generally entailed confessing their subservi-
ence to capitalists and imperialists or other bourgeois
habits of thought and their gratitude to Chairman
Mao for having helped them realize these errors. For
some going through it, thought reform was like a
conversion experience; they saw themselves in an en-
tirely new way and wanted to dedicate themselves
to the socialist cause. For others, it was devastating.

Independence on the part of intellectuals was also
undermined by curtailing alternative sources of in-
come. There were no more rents or dividends, no
more independent presses or private colleges.

In response to de-Stalinization in the Soviet Union,
in 1956 Mao called on intellectuals to help him iden-
tify problems within the party, such as party mem-
bers who had lost touch with the people or behaved
like tyrants. “Let a hundred flowers bloom” in the
field of culture and a “hundred schools of thought
contend” in science. As long as criticism was not
“antagonistic” or “counterrevolutionary,” it would
help strengthen the party, he explained. The first to
come forward with criticisms were scientists and
engineers who wanted party members to interfere
less with their work. To encourage more people to
come forward, Mao praised those who spoke up.
Soon critics lost their inhibitions. By May 1957 col-
lege students were putting up wall posters, some-
times with highly inflammatory charges. One poster
at Qinghua University in Beijing even dared attack
Mao Zedong by name: “When he wants to kill you,
he doesn’t have to do it himself. He can mobilize
your wife and children to denounce you and then kill
you with their own hands! Is this a rational society?
This is class struggle, Mao Zedong style!”"

Did Mao plan this campaign to ferret out dis-
sidents? Or was he shocked by the outpouring
of criticism? Whatever the truth of the matter, in
June 1957 the party announced a campaign against
rightists orchestrated by the newly appointed
secretary general of the party, Deng Xiaoping. In
this massive campaign, units were pressed to iden-
tify 5 percent of their staff members as rightists.
Altogether almost 3 million people were labeled

*Gregor Benton and Alan Hunter, eds., Wild Lily, Prairie
Fire (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1995),
pp. 100-101.

rightists, which meant that they would no longer
have any real influence at work, even if allowed to
keep their jobs. A half-million suffered worse fates,
sent to labor in the countryside. Some of those
labeled rightists had exposed party weaknesses,
like the thirty reporters who had reported on secret
shops where officials could buy goods not available
to ordinary people. But other “rightists” had hardly
said anything, like the railroad engineer relegated
to menial labor for twenty years because someone
reported hearing him say “how bold” when he read
a critique of the party.

By the end of the campaign, the Western-influenced
elite created in the 1930s was destroyed, condemned
as “poisonous weeds.” Old China had been domi-
nated, culturally at least, by an elite defined by
lengthy education. Mao made sure the educated
would know their place in the New China: they were
employees of the state hired to instruct the children
of the laboring people or to provide technical as-
sistance. They were not to have ideas of their own
separate from those of the party or a cultural life dis-
tinct from the masses. Most of those labeled rightists
in 1957 had to wait until 1979 to be rehabilitated
(that is, to have their rightist label removed and their
civil rights restored).

DEPARTING FROM THE SOVIET MODEL

By 1957, China had made progress on many fronts.
The standard of living was improving, support for
the government was strong, and people were opti-
mistic about the future. Still, Mao was not satisfied.
Growth was too slow and too dependent on techni-
cal experts and capital. As he had found from the
Hundred Flowers campaign, people’s ways of think-
ing had not been as quickly transformed as he had
hoped. Mao was ready to try more radical measures.

The Great Leap Forward

Why was China unable to find a way to use what
it was rich in—labor power—to modernize more
rapidly? In 1956, Mao began talking of a Great
Leap Forward. Through the coordinated hard work
of hundreds of millions of people, China would
transform itself from a poor nation into a mighty
one. With the latent creative capacity of the Chinese
masses unleashed, China would surpass Great Britain
in industrial output within fifteen years.
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Xinhua News Agency, Beijing/Sovfoto

Producing Steel in Henan Province. During the Great Leap Forward, inexperienced workers labored
for long hours to produce steel in makeshift “backyard” furnaces.

These visions of accelerated industrialization were
coupled with a higher level of collectivization in the
countryside. In 1958, in a matter of months, agricul-
tural collectives all over the country were amalgamat-
ed into gigantic communes. Private garden plots were
banned. Peasants were organized into quasi-military
production brigades and referred to as fighters on
the agricultural front. Peasant men were marched in
military style to labor on public works projects, while
the women took over much of the field work. Those
between ages sixteen and thirty were drafted into the
militia and spent long hours drilling.

Both party cadres and ordinary working people
got caught up in a wave of utopian enthusiasm. Dur-
ing the late summer and fall of 1958, communes,
factories, schools, and other units set up “backyard
steel furnaces” in order to double steel production.
As workers were mobilized to put in long hours

on these projects, they had little time to cook o
eat at home. Units were encouraged to set up mes
halls where food was free, a measure commenta
tors hailed as a step toward communism. Countie
claimed 1,000 and even 10,000 percent increase
in agriculture production. The Central Committe
announced with great fanfare that production hac
nearly doubled in a single year.

Some Great Leap projects proved to be of long
term value; bridges, railroads, canals, reservoirs
power stations, mines, and irrigation works wert
constructed all over the country. All too often, how
ever, projects were undertaken with such haste anc
with so little technical knowledge that they did more
harm than good. With economists and engineer:
downgraded or removed in the antirightist cam
paigns of the year before, plans were formulated no
by experts but by local cadres eager to show thei
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Art to Serve the Revolution. Chinese artists were trained in oil-painting techniques and realistic styles and encouraged to
create art that would inspire viewers. This oil painting by Sun Zixi, done in 1964, depicts happy visitors to the capital,
including minorities and members of the military, posing for a photograph in front of the portrait of Mao at Tiananmen,

political zeal. Fields plowed deep were sometimes
ruined because the soil became salinized. The quality
of most of the steel made in backyard furnaces was
too poor to be used. Instead it filled railroad cars
and clogged train yards all over the country, disrupt-
ing transportation.

It was not just the legacy of the Hundred Flow-
ers campaign that kept cadres from reporting
failures. The minister of defense and hero of the
Korean War, Peng Dehuai, tried to bring up prob-
lems in a private letter he gave to Mao at a party
conference in July 1959. In the letter Peng began
by saying that the Great Leap was an indisputable
success but pointed to the tendency to exaggerate
at all levels, which made it difficult for the lead-
ership to know the real situation. He also noted
that people began to think that the food problem
was solved and that they could give free meals to
all. Peng’s language was temperate, but Mao’s re-
action was not. Mao distributed copies of the let-
ter to the delegates and denounced Peng for “right
opportunism.” He made the senior cadres choose
between him and Peng, and none had the courage
to side with Peng, who was soon dismissed from
his post. Problems with the Great Leap were now

blamed on all those like Peng who lacked faith in
its premises.

Mao’s faulty economics, coupled with droughts
and floods, ended up creating one of the worst fam-
ines in world history. The size of the 1958 harvest
was wildly exaggerated, and no one attempted to
validate reports. Tax grain was removed from the
countryside on the basis of the reported harvests,
leaving little for local consumption. No one wanted
to report what was actually happening in his local-
ity for fear of being labeled a rightist. Grain produc-
tion dropped from 200 million tons in 1958 to 170
million in 1959 and 144 million in 1960. By 1960
in many places people were left with less than half
of what they needed to survive. Rationing was prac-
ticed almost everywhere, and soup kitchens serv-
ing weak gruel were set up in an attempt to stave
off starvation. But peasants in places where grain
was exhausted were not allowed to hit the roads,
as people had always done during famines in the
past. From later census reconstructions, it appears
that during the Three Hard Years (1959-1962) there
were on the order of 30 million “excess™ deaths at-
tributable to the dearth of food. Yet neither Mao nor
the Communist Party fell from power.

nal Art Museum of China, Beijing



Deaths in Hard-Hit Provinces,
1957 and 1960

Province 1957 1960 Change, %
Anhui ¢. 250,000 2,200,000 780
Gonsu 142,041 538,479 279
Guangxi 261,785 644,700 146
Henan 572,000 1,908,000 233
Hunan 370,059 1,068,118 189

Source; Based on Roderick MacForquar, The Origins of the Cultural
Revolution, vol. 3: The Coming of the Cataclysm, 1961—1966 (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1997), pp. 2=3.

The Great Leap destroyed people’s faith in their
local cadres, who in the crisis put themselves and
their families first. Another blow to peasants were
new curbs on their mobility. Beginning in 1955 a
system of population registration bound rural peo-
ple to the villages of their birth or, in the case of
married women, to their husbands’ villages. When
the hasty expansion of the nation’s industrial plant
was reversed, millions of unemployed workers were
sent back to the countryside. To keep them from
returning and to keep other peasants from sneaking
into the cities, a system of urban household registra-
tion was introduced. Only those with permission to
reside in a city could get the ration coupons needed
to purchase grain there. These residence policies
had the unintended effect of locking rural commu-
nities with unfavorable man-land ratios into dismal
poverty.

It is not surprising that the rural poor would want
to move to the cities. Those who got jobs in state-
run factories had low-cost housing, pensions, and
health care, not to mention a reliable supply of subsi-
dized food. Children in the cities could stay in school
through middle school, and the brightest could go
farther. In the countryside, only a tiny proportion
of exceptionally wealthy communities could come
at all close to providing such benefits. In the poorest
regions, farmers, forced by the government to con-
centrate on growing grain, could do little to improve
their situations other than invest more labor by weed-
ing more frequently, leveling and terracing fields, ex-
panding irrigation systems, and so on. Such invest-
ment often brought little return, and agricultural
productivity (the return for each hour of labor) fell
across the country.
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The Sino-Soviet Split

Inthe 1920s and 1930s Stalin, through the Comintern,
had done as much to hinder the success of the
Chinese Communist Party as to aid it. Still, in 1949,
Mao viewed the Soviet Union as China’s natural ally
and went to Moscow to see Stalin. Mao never had
the same respect for Stalin’s successor, Khrushchev.
The Great Leap Forward put further strain on rela-
tions between China and the Soviet Union. China
intensified its bellicose anti-imperialist rhetoric and
began shelling the islands off the coast of Fujian still
held by the Nationalists on Taiwan, and the Russians
began to fear that China would drag them into a war
with the United States. In 1958 and 1959, Khrush-
chev visited Beijing and concluded that Mao was a
romantic deviationist, particularly wrongheaded in
his decision to create communes. All the assistance
the Soviet Union had given to China’s industrializa-
tion seemed to have been wasted as Mao put his trust
in backyard furnaces.

When Mao made light of nuclear weapons—
saying that if using them could destroy capitalism,
it would not matter that much if China lost half its
population—Khrushchev went back on his earlier
promise to give China nuclear weapons. There was
also friction over India and its support for the Dalai
Lama and other refugees from Tibet. Russia wanted
India as an ally and would not side with China in its
border disputes with India, infuriating Mao. In April
1960, Chinese leaders celebrated the ninetieth anni-
versary of Lenin’s birth by lambasting Soviet foreign
policy. In July 1960, just as famine was hitting China,
Khrushchev ordered the Soviet experts to return and
to take their blueprints and spare parts with them.
By 1963, Mao was publicly denouncing Khrushchev
as a revisionist and capitalist roader and challeng-
ing the Soviet Union’s leadership of the international
communist movement. Communist parties through-
out the world soon divided into pro-Soviet and pro-
China factions. As the rhetoric escalated, both sides
increased their troops along their long border, which
provoked border clashes. China built air raid shelters
on a massive scale and devoted enormous resources
to constructing a defense establishment in mountain-
ous inland areas far from both the sea and the Soviet
border. As the war in Vietnam escalated after 1963,
China stayed on the sidelines, not even helping the
Soviet Union supply North Vietnam. Meanwhile,
China developed its own atomic weapons program,
exploding its first nuclear device in 1964.
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THE CULTURAL REVOLUTION

After the failure of the Great Leap Forward, Mao,
nearly seventy years old, withdrew from active de-
cision making. Liu Shaoqi replaced Mao as head
of state in 1959 and, along with Chen Yun, Zhou
Enlai, Deng Xiaoping, and other organization men,
set about reviving the economy. Mao grew more and
more isolated. Surrounded by bodyguards, he lived
in luxurious guest houses far removed from ordinary
folk. Senior colleagues had not forgotten the fate of
Peng Dehual, and honest debate of party policy was
no longer attempted in front of Mao. Any resistance
to his ideas had to be done in secret.

By the early 1960s, Mao was afraid that revision-
ism was destroying the party—that capitalist meth-
ods and ideas were contaminating Marxism. In 1962
he initiated the Socialist Education campaign to try
to get rural cadres to focus again on class struggle.
When Liu Shaogi and Deng Xiaoping rewrote the
directives to deemphasize class struggle, Mao con-
cluded that the revisionists were taking over the
struggle for control of the party. After gathering
allies, Mao set out to recapture revolutionary fer-
vor and avoid slipping in the inegalitarian direction
of the Soviet Union by initiating a Great Revolu-
tion to Create a Proletarian Culture—or Cultural
Revolution for short—a movement that came close
to destroying the party he had led for three decades.

Phase 1: 1966-1968

The Cultural Revolution began in the spring of 1966
with a denunciation of the mayor of Beijing for al-
lowing the staging of a play that could be construed
as critical of Mao. Mao’s wife, Jiang Qing, formed a
Cultural Revolution Small Group to look into ways
to revolutionize culture. Jiang Qing had not played
much of a part in politics before and was widely
seen as a stand-in for Mao. Soon radical students
at Beijing University were agitating against party
officials who “took the capitalist road.” When Liu
Shaoqi tried to control what was going on at Beijing
University, Mao intervened, had him demoted by a
rump session of the Central Committee, and sanc-
tioned the organization of students into Red Guards.

The Cultural Revolution quickly escalated beyond
the control of Mao, Jiang Qing, or anyone else.
Young people who had grown up in New China
responded enthusiastically to calls to help Mao

oust revisionists. In June 1966 high schools and
universities throughout the country were closed as
students devoted all their time to Red Guard activi-
ties. Millions rode free on railroads to carry the mes-
sage to the countryside or to make the pilgrimage to
Beijing, where they might catch a glimpse of Mao,
their “Great Helmsman,” at the massive Red Guard
rallies held in Tiananmen Square. (See Documents:
Big Character Poster.)

At these rallies, Mao appeared in military uniform
and told the students that “to rebel is justified” and
that it was good “to bombard the headquarters.”
The Red Guards in response waved their little red
books, Quotations from Chairman Mao, compiled
a few years earlier by Lin Biao to indoctrinate sol-
diers. The cult of Mao became more and more domi-
nant, with his pictures displayed in every household,
bus, and train, and even in pedicabs, and his say-
ings broadcast by loudspeaker at every intersection.
From early 1967 on, the People’s Daily regularly
printed a boxed statement by Mao on its front page.

In cities large and small, Red Guards roamed the
streets in their battle against things foreign or old.
They invaded the homes of those with bad class
backgrounds, “bourgeois tendencies,” or connec-
tions to foreigners. Under the slogan of “destroy the
four old things” (old customs, habits, culture, and
thinking), they ransacked homes, libraries, and mu-
seums to find books and artwork to set on fire. The
tensions and antagonisms that had been suppressed
by nearly two decades of tight social control broke
into the open as Red Guards found opportunities to
get back at people. At the countless denunciation
meetings they organized, cadres, teachers, and writ-
ers were forced to stand with their heads down and
their arms raised behind them in the “airplane” po-
sition and to listen to former friends and colleagues
jeer at and curse them. Many victims took their own
lives; others died of beatings and mistreatment.

Liu Shaoqi, the head of state but now labeled the
“chief capitalist roader,” became a victim of the Red
Guards. In the summer of 1967, Red Guards stormed
the well-guarded quarters where the party hierarchy
lived and seized Liu. Then they taunted and beat him
before huge crowds. Liu died alone two years later
from the abuse he received. His family suffered as
well. Liu’s wife ended up spending ten years in soli-
tary confinement. Four other members of his fam-
ily also died either of beatings or of mistreatment
in prison where interrogators made every effort to
get them to reveal evidence that Liu or his wife was



The Cultural Revolution

Big Character Poster

used “big character posters” to declare their political values
revo uttonary zeal. The poster iranslated below was selected by the

journal Red Flag in November 1966 as exemplary because it used the

“invincible thought of Mao Zedong” to launch an offensive against the old

ideas and habits of the exploiting classes. It was written by a group of Red
Guards at a bigh school in Beijing.

Revolution is rebellion, and rebellion is the
soul of Mao Zedong's thought. Daring to
think, to speak, to act, to break through,
and to make revolution—in a word, daring
to rebel—is the most fundamental and most
precious quality of proletarian revolutionaries;
it is fundamental to the Party spirit of the
Party of the proletariat! Not to rebel is revi-
sionism, pure and simple! Revisionism has
been in control of our school for seventeen
years. If today we do not rise up in rebellion,
when will we?

Now some of the people who were boldly
opposing our rebellion have suddenly turned
shy and coy, and have taken to incessant
murmuring and nagging that we are too one-
sided, too arrogant, too crude and that we
are going too far. All this is utter nonsense!
If you are against us, please say so. Why be
shy about it? Since we are bent on rebelling,
the matter is no longer in your hand! Indeed
we shall make the air thick with the pungent
smell of gunpowder. All this talk about be-
ing "humane"” and "all-sided”—let’s have an
end to it.

You say we are too one-sided? What kind of
all-sidedness is it that suits you? It looks to us
like a “two combining into one” all-sidedness,
or eclecticism. You say we are too arrogant?
“Arrogant” is just what we want to be.
Chairman Mao says, “And those in high posi-
tions we counted as no more than the dust.”
We are bent on striking down not only the
reactionaries in our schocl, but the reactionar-
ies all over the world. Revolutionaries take it as
their task to transform the world. How can we
not be “arrogant”?

You say we are too crude? Crude is just
what we want to be. How can we be soft
and clinging toward revisicnism or go in for
great moderation? To be moderate toward

the enemy is to be cruel to the revolution!
You say we are going too far? Frankly,
your “don’t go too far” is reformism, it is
“peaceful transition.” And this is what your
daydreams are about! Well, we are going to
strike you down to the earth and keep you
down!

There are some others who are scared to
death of revolution, scared to death of rebel-
lion. You sticklers for convention, you toad-
ies are all curled up inside your revisionist
shells. At the first whiff of rebellion, you be-
come scared and nervous. A revolutionary is
a "monkey king” whose golden rod is might,
whose supernatural powers are far-reaching
and whose magic is omnipotent precisely
because he has the great and invincible
thought of Mao Zedong. We are wielding
our “golden rods” “displaying our supernat-
ural powers” and using our “magic” in order
to turn the old world upside down, smash it
to pieces, create chaos, and make a tremen-
dous mess—and the bigger the better! We
must do this to the present revisionist middle
school attached to Tsinghua University. Cre-
ate a big rebellion, rebel to the end! We are
bent on creating a tremendous proletarian
uproar, and on carving out a new proletar-
ian world!

Long live the revolutionary rebel spirit of the
proletariat!

Questions for Analysis
1. What do the authors mean by revisionism and
reformism?
2. Are the authors trying to attract others to join
them? Why or why not?

Source: From Patricia Buckley Ebrey, ed., Chinese
Civilization: A Sourcebook, rev. ed. (New York:
Simon and Schuster, 1993), p. 450.
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Big Character Posters. Soldiers of the PLA and peasants of the model
commune at Dazhai are shown here putting up big character posters in 1970.

a spy. Deng Xiaoping, another target of Mao, fared
better; he was sent off to labor in a factory in Jiangxi
after being humiliated at struggle sessions.

By the end of 1966 workers were also being
mobilized to participate in the Cultural Revolu-
tion. Rebel students went to factories to “learn
from the workers” but actually to instigate oppo-
sition to party superiors. When party leaders tried
to appease discontented workers by raising wages
and handing out bonuses, Mao labeled their actions
“economism” and instructed studenrs and workers
to seize power from such revisionist party leaders.
Confusing power struggles ensued. As soon as one
group gained the upper hand, another would chal-
lenge its takeover as a “sham power seizure” and
attempt a “counterpower seizure.”

As armed conflict spread, Mao turned to the
People’s Liberation Army to restore order. Told to
ensure that industrial and agricultural production
continued, the army tended to support conserva-
tive mass organizations and disband the rebel orga-
nizations as “counterrevolutionary.” Radical Red
Guard leaders tried to counterattack, accusing the
army of supporting the wrong side. In Wuhan in July
1967, when radicals seized trains loaded with weap-
ons en route to Vietnam, the army supplied their
opponents. Then a conservative faction in Wuhan
kidnapped two of the radical leaders from Beijing,
and the Cultural Revolution Small Group responded
by calling on the Red Guards to arm themselves and
seize military power from the “capitalist roaders” in
the army. Thus began the most violent stage of the



Cultural Revolution, during which different factions
of Red Guards and worker organizations took up
armed struggle against each other and against re-
gional and national military forces. Rebels seized the
Foreign Ministry in Beijing for two weeks, and others
seized and burned the British diplomatic compound.
With communication and transportation at a stand-
still, consumer goods became scarce in urban areas.

In the first, violent phase of the Cultural Revolu-
tion, some 3 million party and government officials
were removed from their jobs, and as many as half
a million people were killed or committed suicide.

Phase 2: 1968-1976

By the summer of 1968, Mao had no choice but to
moderate the Cultural Revolution in order to pre-
vent full-scale civil war. In July he disbanded the Red
Guards and sent them off to work in the country-
side. Revolutionary committees were set up to take
the place of the old party structure. Each commit-
tee had representatives from the mass organizations,
from revolutionary cadres, and from the army; in
most places the army quickly became the dominant
force. Culture remained tightly controlled. Foreign
music, art, literature, and books (other than works
on Marxism, Leninism, and Stalinism) disappeared
from stores. Revolutionary works were offered
in their place, such as the eight model revolution-
ary operas Jiang Qing had sponsored. The official
line was that it was better to be red than expert,
and professionals were hounded out of many fields.
High school graduates were sent into the country-
side, as the Red Guards had been before them, some
17 million altogether. Although the stated reason
for sending them to the countryside was to let them
learn from the peasants and give the peasants the
advantage of their education, this transfer also saved
the government the trouble and expense of putting
the graduates on the payroll of urban enterprises or
finding them housing when they married.

The dominance of the military declined after the
downfall in 1971 of Lin Biao (lin byow). To the
public, Lin Biao was Mao’s most devoted disciple,
regularly photographed standing next to him. Yet
according to the official account, Lin became afraid
that Mao had turned against him and decided to as-
sassinate him. When Lin’s daughter exposed his plot,
Lin decided to flee to the Soviet Union. His plane,
however, ran out of fuel and crashed over Mongolia.
Whatever the truth of this bizarre story, news of his
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plot was kept out of the press for a year, the leader-
ship apparently unsure how to tell the people that
Lin Biao turned out to be another Liu Shaoqi, a se-
cret traitor who had managed to reach the second
highest position in the political hierarchy.

By this point Mao’s health was in decline, and
he played less and less of a role in day-to-day
management. The leading contenders for power
were the more radical faction led by Jiang Qing and
the more moderate faction led by Zhou Enlai. In this
rather fluid situation China softened its antagonistic
stance toward the outside world and in 1972 wel-
comed U.S. President Richard Nixon to visit and
pursue improving relations. In 1973 many disgraced
leaders, including Deng Xiaoping, were reinstated to
important posts.

The Cultural Revolution’s massive assault on en-
trenched ideas and the established order left many
victims. Nearly 3 million people were officially re-
habilitated after 1978. Urban young people who had
been exhilarated when Mao called on them to topple
those in power soon found themselves at the bottom
of the heap, sent down to the countryside where hos-
tile peasants could make life miserable. Their young-
er siblings received inferior educations, out of school
for long periods, then taught a watered-down cur-
riculum. The cadres, teachers, and intellectuals who
were the principal targets of the Cultural Revolution
lost much of their trust in others. When they had
to continue working with people who had beaten,
humiliated, or imprisoned them, the wounds were
left to fester for years. Even those who agreed that
elitist values and bureaucratic habits were pervasive
problems in the party hierarchy found little positive
in the outcome of the Cultural Revolution.

THE DEATH OF MAO

In 1976 those who still believed in portents from
heaven would have sensed that something bad was
going to happen. First, Zhou Enlai died in January
after a long struggle with cancer. Next, an out-
pouring of grief for him in April was violently sup-
pressed. Then in July, north China was rocked by a
huge earthquake that killed hundreds of thousands.
In September Mao Zedong died.

As long as Mao was alive, no one would openly
challenge him, but as his health failed, those near the
top tried to position themselves for the inevitable.
The main struggle, it seems with hindsight, was
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between the radicals—Jiang Qing and her allies, lat-
er labeled the Gang of Four—and the pragmatists—
Deng Xiaoping and his allies. In March 1976 a
newspaper controlled by the radicals implied that
Zhou Enlai was a capitalist roader. In response, on
April 4, the traditional day for honoring the dead,
an estimated 2 million people flocked to Tiananmen
Square to lay wreaths in honor of Zhou. The radi-
cals saw this as an act of opposition to themselves,
had it labeled a counterrevolutionary incident, and
called the militia out. Yet the pragmatists won out
in the end. After a month of national mourning for
Mao, Jiang Qing and the rest of the Gang of Four
were arrested.

Assessment of Mao’s role in modern Chinese his-
tory is ongoing. In 1981, when the party rendered
its judgment of Mao, it still gave him high marks for
his military leadership and his intellectual contribu-
tions to Marxist theory, but assigned him much of
the blame for everything that went wrong from 1956
on. Since then, Mao’s standing has further eroded
as doubts are raised about the impact of his leader-
ship style in the 1940s and early 1950s. Some critics
go so far as to portray Mao as a megalomaniac, so
absorbed in his project of remaking China to match
his vision that he was totally indifferent to others’
suffering. Some Chinese intellectuals, however, wor-
ry that making Mao a monster relieves everyone else
of responsibility and undermines the argument that
structural changes are needed to prevent comparable
tragedies from recurring,.

Mao Zedong has often been compared to Zhu
Yuanzhang, the founder of the Ming Dynasty. Both
grew up in farming households, though Mao never ex-
perienced the desperate poverty of Zhu’s childhood.
Both were formed by the many years of warfare that
preceded gaining military supremacy. Both brooked
no opposition and had few scruples when it came to
executing perceived opponents. Both tended toward
the paranoid, suspecting traitorous intentions others
did not perceive. But Zhu Yuanzhang cast a shadow
over the rest of the Ming Dynasty. As will be seen in
the next chapter, within a short period after Mao’s
death, much of what he had instituted was undone.

SUMMARY

Within a few years of winning the civil war against
the Nationalists, the Communist Party had brought
striking change to China. The stare took control of

most large enterprises as well as universities, news-
papers, and churches. The Soviet Union provided an
example of a way to expand heavy industry using
five-year plans. People were told that they had been
liberated from the yoke of the past. Mao Zedong was
held up as a man of political genius whose writings
deserved to be studied carefully.

The first major crisis that the new People’s
Republic faced was the Korean War. After U.S.
forces crossed the 38th parallel in the fall of 1950,
China sent troops into Korea, evenrually more than
2.5 million. Although the Communists could take
pride that China had stood up to the imperialists,
the war hardened the enmity between China and the
United States. The United States refused to recog-
nize the People’s Republic of China, recognizing the
Nationalists in Taiwan as the legitimate government
of China.

Rural China was radically changed in the 1950s as
land reform eliminated the power of landlords and
led to the collectivization of most farmland, which
was gradually consolidated into huge communes.
These communes brought a variety of benefits to
farmers, such as schools that reduced illiteracy and
clinics that provided vaccinations. Minority ethnic
groups received legal recognition and where they
dominated a region they were allowed considerable
autonomy. However, there were limits to their au-
tonomy, as Tibet discovered when protests against
government policies in 1959 led to military suppres-
sion and the exodus of thousands of Tibetans into
India, including the Dalai Lama.

During the 1950s and 1960s Mao initiated a series
of movements aimed to speed China’s transition to
communism. Three of them took especially large tolls
on the people: the Hundred Flowers campaign, the
Great Leap Forward, and the Cultural Revolution.
After intellectuals were urged to criticize the party
in the Hundred Flowers campaign, nearly 3 million
people were labeled Rightists, which limited their
chances and the chances of their children. A huge
famine and the deaths of tens of millions of people
were the devastating consequences of the economic
policies of the Great Leap Forward. The negative
consequences of the Cultural Revolution were felt
most heavily on those classed as intellectuals: teach-
ers at the middle school and university levels as well
as writers and artists, who were often humiliated
and sent to work in the countryside. Young people
also suffered because education was first disrupted,
then watered down.



In the early 1960s, China split from the Soviet
Union and developed its own atomic bomb.
Tension with the Soviet Union was so high that
air-raid shelters were built on a large scale. In the
early 1970s, efforts were made to improve relations
with the United States, including a 1972 visit by
U.S. President Richard Nixon.

How different was China in 1976 compared
to 19492 Although the Cultural Revolution had
brought enormous strain and confusion, China
was by many measures better off. It was not domi-
nated by any other countries and held itself up as
a model to developing nations. The proportion of
the population in school more than doubled between
1950 and 1978. Life expectancy reached sixty-seven
years for men and sixty-nine years for women, due
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in large part to better survival of infants and more
accessible health care. Unemployment was no lon-
ger a problem, and housing was provided for all.
Inflation had been banished.

But life was also much more regimented and
controlled. There was no longer anything resem-
bling a free press and not many choices people
could make about where they would live or what
work they would do. Peasants could not leave their
villages. Graduates of high schools or universities
were given little choice in job assignments. From
the experience of repeated campaigns to uncover
counterrevolutionaries, people had learned to dis-
trust each other, never sure who might turn on
them. Material security, in other words, had been
secured at a high cost.



Color Plate 25

Hong Kong After the Opium War. Framed by
Chinese junks, a paddle wheel steamship makes its
way past hastily built government buildings and
merchant storehouses.

Courtesy of the Peabody Essex Museum, Salem, Massachusetts

Color Plate 26

Boxer Print. The Boxers spread word of their invincibility
through woodblock prints like this one, which shows
their attack on the treaty port city of Tianjin.

Color Plate 27

People of the Five Nations: A Sunday. This woodblock triptych published in 1861 showed Japan how

westerners dressed and entertained themselves in the foreign settlement at Yokohama.
[Arthur M. Sackler Gallery, Smithsonian, Washington DC, Gift of Ambassador and mrs. William Leonhardt, 51998 96a-c)




The Lavenberg Callection of Japanese Prints, IHL Cat. #588

Color Plate 28
Gas Lights. Gas lights illuminating the streets of Tokyo became a favorite subject for modern
woodblock print artists.
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Color Plate 29
Popular Science.
Magazine covers

for Kagaku chishiki
(Scientific Knowledge)
by Sugiura Hisui from
1931-1935 illustrated
the wonders of science
and technology for
young readers.

National Museum of Modern Art, Tokyo



David King Collection, London UK
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Color Plate 30

Raising Mao Zedong’s Thought. This 1967 poster is titled “Revolutionary Proletarian Right
to Rebel Troops, Unite!” The books they hold are the selected works of Mao Zedong. The
woman’s armband reads “Red Guard.”

Color Plate 31
Goddess of Democracy.
During the 1989
demonstrations in
Tiananmen Square, art
students provocatively
placed a 37-foot tall
statue labeled the
Goddess of Democracy
tacing the portrait of
Mao Zedong.

Jeff Widener/AP Wide World Photos



