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INTRODUCTION

The ten years of the Cultural Revolution
(1966-1976) was one of the most chaotic periods
in Chinese history. During this time, goodness
and beauty went underground and ugliness and evil
were given wanton release. Millions of lives were
affected: innocent people were unjustly criticized,
wrongfully accused of imaginary crimes,

or murdered in the name of ideology!”

In October of 1949, following a brutal civil war, Mao Zedong and the Chinese
Communist Party (CCP) came to power in China. One of Mao's and the CCP's primary
objectives was to redirect traditional loyalty and devotion from the family to the state.
This effort culminated in the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution. From 1966 until
1976, Mao engaged the People's Republic of China (PRC) in one of the boldest social
experiments ever attempted, one that sought to direct China's course of modernization
through the creation of a new culture. This new socialist culture was to replace all the old
ideas, customs, habits, and values of "traditional Confucian China." The family, as the
foundation of this traditional China, was directly attacked. In the hostile political climate
that ensued, husbands and wives were told to divorce one another, children were
encouraged to denounce their parents, and relatives and friends were turned against each
other. In addition, evéryone was required to put their personal lives on hold and to
dedicate themselves wholeheartedly to Mao's cause. As I have discovered, however, this

ten year period of chaos produced unexpected and unintended results, both during and in

! Ten Years of Madness: Oral Histories of the Cultural Revolution, Feng Jicai (San Francisco: China Books
& Periodicals, Inc., 1996), back jacket cover.



the aftermath of the Cultural Revolution (hereafter termed the "post-Mao era"). This
paper will show how this "turbulent decade" played a key, and as yet unrecognized, role in
the reshaping of the Chinese family in the post-Mao era.

I will begin by presenting the historical background to the paper by first giving a
brief summary of the changes that led to the establishment of the PRC by the CCP, and
; highlighting the key aspects of the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution. This will be
followed by a discussion of the influence and power of the family in traditional China, as
reflected in child rearing practices, arranged marriages, marriage ceremonies, and
patrilocal residence. Turning to the family in the Maoist period, I will then discuss Mao's
and the CCP's policies and goals for the transformation of the family, and how these
efforts culminated in the Cultural Revolution. I will focus on three particular groups
within the family, namely: children, young adults, and married adults. Following each
discussion of the three groups of individuals, I will illustrate how Mao's and the CCP's
efforts often produced ironic results during the Cultural Revolution. These policies, by
Mao and the CCP, have also produced many paradoxes in relation to the Chinese
individual and family in the post-Mao era. My concluding remarks will touch briefly upon
these results and their implications for the future of China. By doing so, it is my hope to
broaden our understanding of the ultimate impact this watershed event has had upon
China and the Chinese.

In undertaking this study, I have used a variety of source material. For the

background information on Chinese history and family relationships I have focused on




scholarly materials on the traditional Chinese family unit and its unique "“cult of filial
piety." For my discussion on the Cultural Revolution policies and its unintended results, I
have gleaned most of my information from the ever-growing number of memoirs and oral
histories of the time period, which has unfortunately been largely overlooked by most
scholars. This pool of personal histories will allow us the opportunity to experience the
Cultural Revolution through the eyes of its participants and victims. Asis the case with all
memoirs and personal histories, we must read these sources critically keeping in mind who
wrote these records, how soon after the events they were written, what audience they
were written for, and to what end (personal, political, educational, financial).

I have not overlooked these problems, in reading the nearly twenty memoirs that I
have analyzed for this paper. I have discovered, however, that similar experiences are
described in a number of these records, and that the interviews conducted in China by
scholars and journalists in the post-Mao era provide accounts similar to those found in the
memoirs. In this qualitative approach, I in no way assert that these memoirs are
representative of all of the nearly billion people who lived during the Cultural Revolution.
I merely use them as case studies on the micro-level in an effort to understand the goals
and results that these ten chaotic years had upon some individuals and their families. I feel
these valuable sources of information must be taken into account if we are to begin to
understand the complexities of the Cultural Revolution period.

In addition, little attention has been given linking the Cultural Revolution to social

problems that surfaced in the late 1970's and 1980's, such as the increases in juvenile
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delinquency, pregnancies by unwed mothers, and the divorce rate. I believe thereis a

fairly substantial correlation between the Cultural Revolution and these social problems

and attention must be given to these connection. For‘thefinfonnaﬁon- on these social
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HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

The History of China is as rich and strange
as that of any country on earth. Yet
for a long time China was a completely unknown
quantity to those living in the West, and even
today seems set apart by differences of language,
custom, and attitude. There is no easy way
to understand China. But the attempt is worth making,
for China's story is an astonishing one and has much
to teach us. To understand China today we need
to know about China in the past’

The wars, chaos, and change that have marked Chinese history in the 20th century
are, in some ways, a product of the internal and external disruptions from the latter half of
the 19th century. In 1841 the infamous Opium War came to a close with the Qing
(Manchu) empire's humiliating losses to the British in the Treaty of Nanjing. This in turn

led to what is often referred to as the "carving up of the Chinese melon," wherein many

Chinese ports and trade routes, were divided among the British, French, Americans, and

other Western powers. ‘This process continued after China's devastating military loss to

Japan during the early 1890's. In addition to the struggles "without" China, more

damaging to the Qing empire were the struggles wwithin." Domestic uprisings during the

later half of the 19th and early 20th centuries, including the Taiping, Nian, and Muslim

rebellions, were all visible signs of civil unrest due to wide scale suffering and oppression

by the Manchu empire. The Boxer Uprising of 1900, was a reaction to the humiliation

that China had suffered at the hands of foreigners. An acute Chinese resentment of

"foreign barbarians” eventually extended to the Manchu empire, who had ruled over the




Chinese for the last 268 years. Sensing this rising agitation, the Qing empire initiated
many reforms, in the 1870's and early 20th century, known as the "Self-Strengthening"
movement. These efforts came too late, however, and the dynasty was forced to abdicate
their rule in 1911. Thus the dynastic cycle which had continued for over 2,000 years,
ended.

Along with this anti-foreign and anti-dynastic sentiment at the end of the Qing
dynasty, came also a significant rise in Chinese nationalism and a desire to establish a
viable republic. In 1912, under the guidance of Sun Yat-sen, and ruled by Yuan Shikai, a
parliament, composed of provincial delegates, was established in Beijing. Within a few
short months, however, this collapsed, giving rise to a power vacuum, with rival
ideologies and claims, and eventually led to what is known as the "Warlord" era. This

period of political insecurity led to an unparalleled intellectual self-scrutiny and exploration

which culminated in the "May fourth movement" of 1919 This movement provided the
"soil" in which the doctrines of Marxist and Leninist socialism gained root, and which, in
turn, led to the establishment of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) in 1921. Chiang
Kai-shek, the leader of China's Nationalist Party (KMT), founded in 1911, one of the main
contenders for power in the warlord era, became increasingly threatened by the rising
popularity of the communist forces in China. This led to many years of bitter war between
the CCP, led by Mao Zedong, and the KMT, led by Chiang Kai-shek.

2 Jonathan D. Spence, The Search For Modern China (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1990), ix-Xx.

3 A similar Chinese “self-scrutiny” movement, which parallels the May 4™ Movement, occurred in the wake the
Cultural Revolution chaos caused. Both sought to understand, and to provide answers for, the tremendous
problems that China faced in those two decades. I will discuss this more later.
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During this struggle, the CCP established their strongholds in the countryside,
while the KMT maintained dominance in the cities. The KMT then led an attack on the
Communists at their home base in Jiangxi, where the Communists were ultimately forced
to abandon under the cover of darkness on October 16, 1934. This inaugurated the "Long
March," one of the central heroic sagas in Chinese Communist history. In the span of 370
days the communist troops trekked almost 6,000 miles across some of the most hazardous
country in China and established a new base in Yan'an. Later, the CCP and KMT
combined forces, for a brief time, against the Japanese, who invaded China in the 1940's.
Shortly after the war with Japan ended, however, the "united front" of the CCP and KMT
ceased because the differences between them came back to the fore-front, eventually

forcing Chiang Kai-shek and the KMT to flee to Taiwan.

On October 1, 1949, Mao Zedong established the People's Republic of China and

nd

is said to have declared, "the Chinese people have stood up."" In order to prevent the

resurgence of so-called "feudal” or "capitalist" practices, the CCP, in the early 1950's,
inaugurated several political campaigns. These campaigns, modeled after Soviet practices,
were initiated to suppress these "counter-revolutionary activities." In May 1956, a
directive from the CCP, entitled "Let 2 Hundred Flowers Blossom; Let a Hundred Schools
of Thought Contend," established a new policy of openness in literature and art. In April
1957, The CCP then called on the people to help by raising suggestions and criticism on

the Party’s work. Surprised by the amount of criticism that was put forward, Mao

4 It has been questioned by scholars, of late, whether or not Mao actually said these words. However, shortly
after the establishment of the People’s Republic of China, it became a “beacon” phrase to the Communists, and
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launched an "Anti-Rightist" campaign against those who had criticized the CCP. In one
year, more than half a million intellectuals and cadres were labeled "rightists."
Foreshadowing the Cultural Revolution, these "rightists," were humiliated by being
paraded around, forced to confess their "crimes" in front of their peers, beaten,
imprisoned, and often sent to work in "labor reform camps." These same "rightists," were
also the first to be attacked ten years later during the Cultural Revolution.

In 1958, Mao initiated the "Great Leap Forward," an agricultural and industrial
plan which was supposed to allow China to catch up with Great Britain in seven years, and
with the United States in fifteen years. In a effort to abolish private agricultural plots and
to organize "people's cohmunes," community dining rooms, kindergaﬁens, nurseries,
sewing groups, and public baths, were established. In this intoxicating atmosphere of .
"community" and "progress," production ﬁgﬁres were severely falsely inflated in an
attempt to show the success of these communes. Unfortunately, the mM

r/o\dilction of the land yielded minimal harvests. The result was large scale famine, which
claimed over 20 million lives between 1959-62. In addition, the industrial production
efforts, too, failed tremendously. The "Great Leap Forward" had flopped. Embarrassed
by this failure, Mao stepped down as the head of the state and was replaced by Liu
Shaoqi.
In an effort to re-establish himself as China's supreme leader, Mao began to rally

supporters around him and criticize others. InMarch of 1966, Mao attacked the authors

of Notes from Three-Family Village and Evening Talks at Yanshan (Deng Tuo, Wu Han,

as such, has remained.




and Liao Mosha) for being examples of "anti-socialist poisonous weeds," which had

sprouted up in the Chinese "cultural garden." These attacks, though pointed at the
“Three-Family Village" authors, were symbolically geared toward party members who
opposed Mao. On May 16, the Politburo adopted the "Circular of the Central Committee
~ of the CCP" which called for the unrestrained mobilization of the masses against the
"bourgeois" whicﬂ had sneaked into the Communist Party as "counter-revolutionaries."
This circular also launched the reorganization of the committee which oversaw the cultural

policies dealing with literature and the arts, to now be directed by Jiang Qing (Mao's wife)

and other leftist-radicals (who would later be referred to as the "gang of four").?

Similar reorganizations with "radical line" members in key legdership positions
followed in the CCP, People's Liberation Army (PLA), and other departments. Later that
summer, Nie Yuanzi, a radical philosophy professor at Beijing University, wrote a large
wall poster (dazibao) a‘;tacking the administration at her university for "taking the
capitalist road." This act, which was condoned by Mao, provoked similar protests and
criticisms of administrations and cadre leaders at other universities, high schools, and
work places. ,The young protesters were then issued red arm bands by Party radicals,

given the title of "Red Guards," and declared to be the "vanguard of the new revolutionary

upheaval."

5 For a comprehensive, straightforward, and detailed chronology of the Cultural Revolution, see Turbulent
Decade: A History of the Cultural Revolution (Wenhuadageming shinian shi), Yan Jiaqi and Gao Gao. The
First edition became an instant bestseller in China, Hong Kong, and Taiwan. Shortly therafter it was banned by
the CCP. It was later translated and edited by D.W.Y. Kwok (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1996),
See also Cambridge History of China, vol.15: The People s Republic: Revolutions Within the Chinese
Revolution 1966-1982, pt. 2 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1991).
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Early in August, Mao wrote his own version of dazibao entitled, "Bombard the
‘Headquarters--My Big-Character Poster," which criticized Liu Shaoqi, Deng Xiaoping,
and other top ranking party leaders who were, according to Mao, trying to “subvert the
revolution from within." On August 18, upon the gate of Tiananmen Square (former
imperial "Forbidden City" in Beijing), Mao began to review, praise, and give his formal

blessings to the "gigantic parades of chanting Red Guards, all waving their copies of his

little red book of quotations."® Their call was to assist Mao in ridding China of the "four
olds" (old customs, habits, c1l;11ture, and thinking). The whirlwind of the Great Proletarian
Cultural Revolution had been unleashed.

To allow young Chinese the opportunity to devote all of their time to his cause,
Mao had all the schools closed. The Red Guards, eager to prove their "revolutionary
integrity," began to demolish old buildings, temples, art objects, and anything else that was
"tainted" with pre-1949 or non-Communist influences. The Red Guards were then
encouraged to attack old "feudal" or "bourgeois" ideas held by their teachers, school
administrators, party leaders, and parents. Those who had received Western education,
dealt with Western businessmen or missionaries, had relatives living outside of China, had
ties to relatives in the KMT, anyone previously labeled a "dghtist, " or who were
considered intellectuals, were severely attacked. Techniques for public humiliation

became increasingly complex and painful as the "identified victims were forced to parade

6 These “red books” were officially titled Quotations From Chairman Mao Zedong, and were compiled by Lin
Biso, in 1964, and originally designed for the PLA. During the Cultural Revolution, however, Beijing flooded
China with literally tens of millions of copies of it in an effort to deify Mao. They became sacred scripture for
many Chinese and set the ideological standard for the revolution. In an ironic twist, Lin Biao, previously Mao’s
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through the streets in dunce caps or with self-incriminatory placards around their necks."
They were then required "to declaim their public self-criticisms before the jeering crowds,
and to stand for hours on end with their backs agonizingly bent and arms outstretched" in
what was infamously called the "airplane position."” Although the exact figures were
never tallied, it has been estimated that the Cultural Revolution claimed between one and
ten million lives due to these and similar "struggle sessions."

On January 1, 1967, following Mao's directives, the People's Daily and the Red
Flag magazine published an editorial, "Carry the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution to
the End," calling on the masses to "launch a general attack on the handful of persons

within the Party who are in authority and taking the capitalist road, and the demons and

monsters in society."® This sparked what is known as the "January Storm," in which
"revolutionary rebel" groups (workers who followed Mao's call for rebellion) began to
seize power, nationwide, from existing authorities in the party and administration. These
"rebels" then held "struggle" meetings where they forced the cadres and intellectuals to
confess their "crimes." Confession became essential, as one document stated:
Disclosure is better than no disclosure; early disclosure is better
than late disclosure. If one sincerely discloses his whole criminal

story and admits his crimes to the people humbly, he will be treated
leniently and given a way for safe conduct, and his case

; will not affect his family.®

Unfortunately, for those who believed such statements, this promise was not fulfilled, as

“close comrade-at-arms,” became a despised enemy afier his assassination attempt of Mao in 1971.
7 Spence, 606.

® Feng Jicai, Ten Years of Madness, 279.

% Quoted in Spence, 613.
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one's family background soon became the primary point of attack. Hundreds of thousands
of cadres (party leaders) and intellectuals were then sent to the countryside to what
became known as "May Seventh Cadre Schools." These "schools" combined hard
agricultural labor with unending "self-evaluations" and the study of Mao's works, in order
to instill a deeper understanding of the socialist revolution (which supposedly they had
forgotten because of "bourgeois" and "rightist" influences).

The overturning of party leadership positions led to competition over who was the
most loyal to Mao. Various factions of "Red Guards" and "Revolutionary Rebel" groups
arose, and competed with one other to be the "True followers of Mao Zedong Thought."
These "grassroots" groups appeared in almost every corner of the nation. Schools,
factories, hospitals, government departments, and nearly every work unit had at least one
organization.

Increasing chaos, factional infighting, and severe bloodshed were signs that the
mwhirlwind” started by Mao was out of control. In an effort to deal with this problem, in
December of 1968, Mao called upon the urban educated youths (high school graduates
and college students) to go to the countryside to assist in spreading the Cultural
Revolution to the villages and also to be "re-educated" by the poor and lower-middle class
peasants. Great parades, celebrations, and farewell parties including song and dance,
accompanied the departure of these urban youths. Over the next few years, it is estimated

that around seventeen million youths were sent "up to the mountains and down to the

villages." Because of these policies for the “rusticated youth," several years of separation
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from one's family, horrible living conditions, meager food allowances, and often pointless
labor, were often the only results.

After the youth were "sent down" in 1969, the cities became significantly calmer.
Changes in the top ranking positions of the party and party policies, however, continued.
The nation was shocked in 1971, when the People's Liberation Army (PLA) leader, Lin
Biao (Mao's "close comrade in arms"), died in a plane wreck while attempting to flee
China after a failed military coup d'etat. Within a year, Deng Xiaoping, whom Mao had
previously labeled a "rightist" and ousted from power, was re-named Vice Premier by Mao
and put in charge of everyday state affairs. These leadership changes prompted changes in
China's foreign policy, too. In February 1972, President Richard Nixon visited China to
begin the process of normalization of US-China relations.

On January 8, 1976, Zhou Enlai died, prompting huge outpourings of emotion and
mourning. This quickly turned into a political protest against the radical policies of the
Cultural Revolution. These protests were viewed as attacks on Mao, s0 "&ang of Four"
led by Jiang Qing, dispatched the police to break up the "protesters" and consequently
banned the mourning of Zhou Enlai. The "Gang" then attacked Deng Xiaoping and
blamed him for being the "behind-the-scenes" leader of the protests. Deng once again was
ousted from leadership in the Party. On September 9, 1976, Mao Zedong died, which
prompted the arrest of the "Gang of Four" on October the 6th. The Great Proletarian

Cultural Revolution had ended but not before leaving lasting consequences upon virtually
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THE "TRADITIONAL" CHINESE FAMILY: PRE-MODERN TO THE PEOPLE’S
REPUBLIC OF CHINA

We are so poor that we cannot even support mother.

Moreover, the little one shares mother's food.
Why not bury this child? We may have another;

but, if mother should die, we cannot obtain her again!™

The family has always been the foundation of Chinese society. The importance of
the family was further developed through the implementations of the teachings of
Confucius and Mencius (5th Century & 3rd Century B.C., respectively). Though some
aspects of the family, such as inter-generational power, gender relations, and marriage
ceremonies, did change somewhat under different dynasties, the family continued to serve
as the key social institution and was valued over the individual. Recognizing the risks of
stereotyping families in China's long history, one can say that the "traditional” Chinese
family has had some salient features.

From birth until death it was the family who determined the individuals "physical

and moral upbringing, the formation of his sentiments and attitudes, his educational

training, his public career, his social associations, [and] his emotional and material
security."™* A filial son would follow the example of Wu Mang, from The Twenty-Four
Examples of Filial Piety, who allowed himself to be eaten by mosquitoes in order to divert

them from his parents. An acceptable punishment for unfilial children, by law, was death.

13.This is the story of Kuo Chu (from the Twenty-four Examples of Filial Piety), who said these remarks to his

wife. The wife did not dare to contradict him. When Kuo Chu began to dig the grave, he discovered a vase full
of gold--a gift to the filial son. The moral was simple, parents come first! Quoted in Chinese Family and
Society, Olga Lang (London: Oxford University Press, 1946), 25-6.
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