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ABSTRACT

GENERATIONS APART: CULTURAL REVOLUTION MEMORY AND CHINA’S

POST-80’S GENERATION ON THE CHINESE INTERNET

June 2013

Vincent R. Capone, B.A., University of Massachusetts Amherst
M.A., University of Massachusetts Boston

Directed by Professor Weili Ye

This thesis examines how the memory of the Cultural Revolution is used on the
Chinese internet by China’s post-80’s generation and the Chinese Communist Party to
describe and highlight examples of social instability. These comparisons are
representative of the broad historical narrative written by the Party which forms the basis
of how China’s younger generations learn about and internalize the Cultural Revolution.
This study analyzes how the memory of the Cultural Revolution is held by China’s post-
80’s generation as viewed through the lens of the Chinese Internet. Specifically, this
research engages with the intended purposes of the post-80’s generation for invoking
memories of the Cultural Revolution on the Chinese Internet. This revival and re-
characterization of the Cultural Revolution’s social memory holds complex meanings for

how China’s post-1980’s generation defines the Cultural Revolution.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

After viewing a video that was shared throughout Chinese social media websites,
Chinese writer Li Chengpeng took to his blog to vent his frustrations. The video, which
has since been censored from the Chinese Internet, depicted an angry mob in Xi’an,
China engaged in smashing a Japanese-made Toyota Corolla.' The car’s owner, a 51-
year-old Chinese man named L.i Jianli, could be heard in the video pronouncing his
support over China’s claims to the island and his anti-Japanese stance. But that wasn’t
enough for one unidentified protester, who proceeded to take a U-shaped metal lock and
repeatedly beat the car owner’s head encircled by the crowd of onlookers. Li’s wife
rushed over to his slumped body to stop the blood pouring from his head while onlookers
took photos. The attack left the right side of Li Jianli’s body paralyzed.

Li Chengpeng used the social networking power of his blog to share the story and
seek justice for Li Jianli. His blog, which has over six million followers, makes Li one of
the most popular online personalities on Chinese social media. Li posted an image of the

man who beat Li Jianli, writing for readers to “remember this face; it is the guy

! The smashing of Japanese cars was seen as an act of protest against Japan’s recent claims to a contested
island chain, known in Chinese as the Diaoyu Islands. Similar acts occurred throughout Chinese cities in
September 2012, accompanied by state-approved protests and boycotts or Japanese products and retailers.



who...beat the Xi’an Japanese car owner Li Jianli.”? Taking into account similar stories
which peppered Chinese news and the anti-Japanese fervor overtaking Chinese youth, Li
summarized that “the most frightening thing was not the violence, but the violence being
called natural and just. The Cultural Revolution was just like this.”

Comparing recent violence against the memory of the Cultural Revolution is a
new trend on Chinese social media. The Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution (Cultural
Revolution), a social and political movement, took place in China between 1966 and
1976. Social upheaval and political factions during this period led to the Chinese
Communist Party (the Party) since branding the decade one of extreme turmoil. On the
Chinese Internet, an influx in the invocation of the Cultural Revolution by China’s post-
1980°s generation is used to call to denounce violent acts such as the car smashing.
Turning to Chinese social media, these youth compare current events to negative and
often violent aspects of the Cultural Revolution in order to highlight current ills of
Chinese society. In most instances, events are related back to the Cultural Revolution as a
means to deter society from returning to a period of social and political chaos.

The growth of the internet in China has granted Chinese citizens a new outlet for
having their voices heard. Chinese youth in particular log onto the web and speak out
against corruption, build movements such as the anti-Japanese car smashings, and rally
against environmental issues. Netizens, or internet users, are able to take advantage of
internet anonymity to raise issues that could never been raised offline due to poorly

defined anti-subversion laws often used to prosecute individuals exercising their right to

Z Li Chengpeng (257K l1%), Weibo.com Blog, September 26, 2012, Accessed September 27, 2012,
http://weibo.com/1189591617/yDE7hhg7k.
® Li Chengpeng, Weibo.com Blog.



assembly under the Constitution of the People’s Republic of China.* With over 500
million users accessing the Chinese internet, it has become a place of political
participation. More importantly, the internet has become a virtual community for China’s
post-80’s generation, as they account for nearly two-thirds of those who log online.
These communities of web forums and microblogs provide a window into the
social issues important to youth in China. In these locations, social memory of the
Cultural Revolution is both discussed and reflected upon, specifically to comment upon
the severity of current events and social issues in China. This study will analyze
discussion on the modern internet as a lens to show how China’s post-80’s generation
regards the history of the Cultural Revolution. A severe gap in historical knowledge is
present among this generation compounded by the Party’s obscuration of historical fact,
and after four decades memory of the Cultural Revolution is primarily used on Chinese
social media to describe violent behaviors to highlight areas of current instability in
Chinese society. The post-80’s generation uses its violent memory to progressively move
society forward, while concurrently using its memory as a label to denounce societal
violence. As netizens use the Cultural Revolution as a metaphor to describe areas of
social instability, the Party uses the invocation of Cultural Revolution memory to glaze
over the decade as a period of social turmoil that could repeat itself should China adopt a
multi-party system. This thesis will show that these uses of memory are a result of the
Party’s strict censorship of Cultural Revolution-relation publications and a purposely

broad writing of the state’s official history of the decade.

* Derived from the term, “internet citizens.” A user who is active in the internet community. In Chinese, ¥

& (wangmin).



The methods used for this research will be unique in the sense that online
sourcing will play an integral part of this thesis’ primary research. Sources from the
internet will include opinion pieces by prominent Chinese bloggers, snippets of social
commentary from online editorial e-magazines, and a survey of viral posting on Chinese
social media.” These hot topics will include heavily shared images and messages, as well
as tweets and mentions of the Cultural Revolution in making connections or describing
current events on social media. Because of the fragility of internet sourcing, where a link
or image is present one day but can be deleted the next, it has become routine to print-
screen all tweets and content and placing them into an archival database. All of the
sourcing will remain true to its original online web address, and a digital imaged copy of
the source will be preserved along with the research.®

The social media primary sources which accompany this study will aim to
highlight the various ways that the Cultural Revolution remains an active topic among
Chinese netizens. This study will answer how the Cultural Revolution is being brought up
in social contexts on the internet by documenting netizen discussions. In posting about
the Cultural Revolution, social media users in China are providing a glimpse into how the
memory of that decade reverberates with China’s post-80’s generation, and how that
memory sets itself against the official Party narrative which is provided to youth through
educational indoctrination.

To gauge what well-respected and conspicuous voices are saying about the

Cultural Revolution on the internet, this study will document the writings and comments

® Viral refers to something that becomes popular through the process of Internet sharing through social
media, instant messaging, and email.

® References to internet web sites (URLS) were accurate at the time of writing. The author is not responsible
for URLs that may have expired or changed since publishing.



of popular Chinese bloggers. These bloggers have a large following of readers on their
blogs and microblog accounts, giving worth to their voice as many of their opinions and
comments are shared across the Chinese social media sphere. The blog posts by these
prominent bloggers initiates a larger discussion in the comments section, which often
spawns its own set of opinions. Blogs and social media posts are an important aspect of
this research because of the social memory that is being called upon on the internet, and
how that is created against the backdrop of the official history as constructed by the Party.

Forerunning research on netizen youth seeks to examine the context of online
social movements and political activism such as the Human Flesh Search, an internet
phenomenon which will be discussed in detail in chapter three. This study endeavors to
anchor discussion on the Chinese Internet in a historical context, a discipline largely
disconnected from scholarship on internet studies. This work distinguishes how scholars
understand the Cultural Revolution in the modern era, and how the memory of this period
is kept alive and reconstructed by China’s post-80’s youth through the internet.
Furthermore this study adds historiographical conversation on the larger social and
cultural movements in China, and how the internet plays into the memory of social and
cultural movements as time passes.

The significance of this research is multi-faceted. Due in part to the Chinese
Internet’s homogeneous make-up, chatter on the Chinese web remains largely absent
from western media and Chinese netizens and their behavior remain largely unknown to
westerners. This research broadens scholarly understanding of not just Chinese history,
but how the internet can be used as an interdisciplinary approach to conducting historical

inquiry. Barriers such as language and censorship are two main factors for this



inaccessibility. Furthermore, many western media outlets lack the background knowledge
to place such events into a larger and often historical context, making experimentation on
the Chinese Internet and the internet distilling websites mentioned above very dangerous.
Therefore this research introduces events and their significance on the Chinese Internet to
a western audience, removing the invisible barrier that exists.

In order to place Chinese youth into the context of their actions on social media,
chapter two will profile China’s post-80’s generation, or those who were born after the
Cultural Revolution from 1980 onward. China’s post-80’s generation is unique in their
command of the Internet and in this study China’s post-80’s generation will be set against
the backdrop of the Internet and how they utilize the web to disseminate the social history
of the Cultural Revolution. These generations of youth in China have also fallen
susceptible to the Party’s broad narrative of defining the events of the Cultural
Revolution. Academics in China are concerned that this generation refuses to contradict
the official Party line when it comes to recounting Chinese history. In chapter two, this
study will anchor the online comments pertaining to the Cultural Revolution with the
state’s efforts to portray the Cultural Revolution in a broad history to Chinese youth,
particularly through watered down educational standards shaping the way these
generations speak about the Cultural Revolution.

In chapter three the demographics of the Chinese Internet will be examined. In
order to lay the context for this Cultural Revolution revival on the Chinese Internet, it is
necessary to set the scene of who primarily uses the Chinese Internet and for what
purposes. As this study will show, Communist Party officials “attach great importance to

social conditions and public opinion as reflected on the [Chinese] Internet, which has



become a bridge facilitating direct communication between the government and the
public.”” The Party uses the internet to gauge social sentiment as well as a means to
supervise both the people and Party cadres, and the internet is merely a technological
evolution in a broad history of state-controlled monitoring

Chapter four will analyze recent recollections and invocations of the Cultural
Revolution through Chinese current events, Party warnings, and netizen reflections. The
post-80’s generation on the internet, drawing from the state’s history prescribed to them,
speak about the Cultural Revolution in terms of the Party’s narrative of the chaos and
turmoil and fail to comprehend the personal driving factors at work behind the Party’s
broad narrative. Netizens are subscribing to the Party’s constructed history of the Cultural
Revolution at the expense of the personal narratives of those who lived through it.

Blogger Li Chengpeng took to the internet to share the upsetting story of Li Jianli
and used his influence on cyberspace to get his followers to discuss the memory of the
Cultural Revolution. Li was born in 1968 during the early years of the Cultural
Revolution. Growing up in the 1970s, Li would not have experienced the unrestrained
destruction and violence dealt by the Red Guards. Yet this has not stopped him from
commenting on the violence of the car smashing in September 2012, making the
statement “the Cultural Revolution was just like this.” Li’s followers on his blog are
younger than he, born to the post-80’s generation. Lacking their own personal memories,
it is very likely that their knowledge of the period is heavily influenced by the Party’s

history and the standards taught to them in school. But that doesn’t stop them from

" Guobin Yang, “Technology and Its Contents: Issues in the Study of the Chinese Internet,” The Journal of
Asian Studies 70 (2011): 1043-1050.



drawing connections between such violence as the anti-Japanese car smashings and that

of the Red Guards of the Cultural Revolution.



CHAPTER 2

CHINA’S POST-80’S GENERATION AND THE OFFICIAL NARRATIVE

The Cultural Revolution is often depicted as a negative political movement of
mass hysteria that led to a tremendous loss of culture, ideals, and life. The movement saw
Mao Zedong, founding father of the People’s Republic of China and governing Chairman
of the Communist Party of China, elevated to god-like status. However, leading Chinese
modern historian Jonathan Spence argues that the Cultural Revolution defies simple
classification. Instead various forces fed into one another to create a paralyzing political
climate.

In this chapter, the history of the Cultural Revolution will be provided to lay the
foundation for this study. Within this historical lens, the framework for the officially
constructed history of the Cultural Revolution by the Party under Deng Xiaoping will be
analyzed to show that in the early 1980°s, Party leaders sought to distance themselves
from the failed politics of Mao. What will be brought to light is a gap existing between
the official history of the Party and that retold through personal memoirs and literature. .
China’s post-80’s generation will be profiled against the backdrop of this ideology shift
at the turn of the decade. Further analysis will be given to how the Party stifled research

and scholarship on the subject also beginning in the post-Cultural Revolution period.



Finally, this study will show how the history of the Cultural Revolution is taught among

China’s post-1980s generation, and how that history prescribes to the Party’s line.

2.1 The Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution

The Cultural Revolution is often depicted as a negative political movement of
mass hysteria that led to a tremendous loss of culture, ideals, and life. The movement saw
Mao Zedong, founding father of the People’s Republic of China and governing Chairman
of the Communist Party of China, elevated to god-like status. However, leading Chinese
modern historian Jonathan Spence argues that the Cultural Revolution defies simple
classification. Instead various forces fed into one another to create a paralyzing political
climate.

Twentieth-century China is defined as having a tense political climate. After
overthrowing the Manchu-ruled Qing Imperial Dynasty in 1911, Nationalists under Dr.
Sun Yat-sen established the Republic of China.? As the Nationalists struggled to rid
China of warlord factions and a growing Japanese presence on the mainland, varying
political forces established themselves, of which the Party came into existence.® Chinese
Communists fought to reshape China through a system characterized by state ownership
over the economy. Since the inception of the Communist Party of China, the Communists

struggled for legitimacy as the government of China against the Nationalists, ultimately

® The Kuomintang, or the Chinese Nationalist Party, was one of the dominant political parties on the
Chinese mainland. The party remains one of the main political factors of the Republic of China, Taiwan.

® The Party was officially established after the First Party Congress on July 1, 1921. Chinese Communism
is based itself off Marxism-Leninism, a Communist ideology following the theories of Karl Marx and
Vladimir Lenin. Such ideology includes socialism, or a system characterized by state ownership over the
economy.

10



driving them out and founding of the People’s Republic of China on October 1, 1949.%°
Under the leadership of Chairman Mao, the People’s Republic remained heavily guarded
from the western world. Mao and the Communists quickly implemented Communist land
reform, moving from a landlord ownership system to a distribution system.

Mao’s socialist ideology soon began to deter from its Marxist-Leninist roots to
become later known as Maoism, or Mao Zedong Thought. Mao Zedong Thought differed
from its origin due to its agrarian focus and the emphasis of power which Mao placed
upon the peasant class.* Mao Zedong Thought heavily influenced Communist policies
from 1950-1976. The Great Leap Forward (1957-1960) was a disastrous economic plan
that caused the largest famine in Chinese history.'? As a result of its failure, Mao’s
influence began to wane. As Party cadres begin to overshadow the Chairman, Mao
sought a means to reenter the spotlight, which resulted in the Cultural Revolution.

The Cultural Revolution saw Mao reach the apex of his political power in China.
For the Cultural Revolution, Mao sought a political campaign that would strengthen

socialism throughout China and continue his ideology of constant class conflict, or the

19 prior to World War 11, the Nationalists who possessed a larger and better trained force than the
Communists. After small-scale campaigns, the two dominant political parties halted the civil war to turn
their attention to the invading Japanese who had established a stronghold in Manchuria. After the Japanese
surrendered, the Nationalists and Communists engaged in a full-scale civil war. The Nationalists, weakened
from the war with Japan and the successful spread of Communist ideology among peasants, faced defeat on
the mainland, retreating to the island of Taiwan.

! This emphasis was placed upon the peasantry in response to China’s large agrarian culture and small-
scale urban workforce. Maoism was abandoned following the Cultural Revolution due to its counter-
productivity to economic growth and the social order, best exemplified through two political movements
spearheaded by Mao: the Great Leap Forward and the Cultural Revolution.

12 During this period, China underwent widespread collectivization in rural areas. In order to increase steel
production, Mao urged peasants to melt down their metal and iron wares. Men were moved from farming to
smelt down pots, pans, and agricultural equipment. What resulted was the production of pig iron, of little
economic worth, at the expense of tending to agriculture, causing widespread famine. Like the Cultural
Revolution, writer Murong Xuecun notes that “research about the famine cannot be published, schools do
not teach it, newspapers may not carry any reports about it and archives covering it remain closed to the
public.” Frank Dikotter’s book, Mao’s Great Famine estimates at least 45 million deaths.

11



struggles between classes for equality in society. Mao argued that the socialist revolution
was losing impetus due to a lumbering bureaucracy and Party conservatism, declaring
bureaucrats of “taking the capitalist road” and diverging from the socialist path dependent
on the peasantry. This mixed with the personal ambitions of various Party leaders, such
as Vice Premier Lin Biao who wanted to increase the role of the army into politics, and
those who opposed Mao’s policies, such as Vice Chairman Liu Shaogi.*?

In the summer of 1966, the political factionalism reached a climax. On August 8,
the Central Committee of the Party passed the “Decision Concerning the Great
Proletarian Cultural Revolution” (also known as the Sixteen Points). This defined the
movement as “a great revolution that touches people to their very souls and constitutes a
new stage in the development of the socialist revolution in our country, a stage which is
both broader and deeper.”** With its passing, Mao sought to eradicate bourgeois elements
within society through the establishment of a people’s dictatorship and the elimination of
the Four Olds. The Four Olds, referencing old customs, old habits, old culture, old
thinking, were things defined as anti-proletariat “fostered by the exploiting classes”
which “poisoned the minds of the people for thousands of years.”15 Mao urged the
masses to destroy the Four Olds and replace them with new habits and thinking in order
to move China further from its traditional roots and into a new era. As a result, Chinese
Red Guards destroyed works of classical Chinese literature, cultural relics, and

desecrated Chinese temples and personal homes.

13 Jonathan D. Spence, The Search for Modern China, (Norton, 1990), 603.

14 Central Committee of the Communist Party of China, “Decision Concerning the Great Proletarian
Cultural Revolution,” August 8, 1966.

15 Li Gucheng, A Glossary of Political Terms of The People's Republic of China, (Chinese University
Press), 427.

12



Red Guard factions led the campaign to destroy the Four Olds throughout China
primarily during 1966-1967. Red Guards, a military-like force made up of Chinese youth,
heeded Mao’s ideology as exemplified by their use of carrying around and quoting from
Quotations from Chairman Mao.'® This saw the promotion of Mao to a god-like status,
specifically among youth. During this period, schools and universities shut down and Red
Guards were left unaccountable due to their paramilitary status. Left to imply their own
terms to the campaign based off Mao’s ideology, Red Guards became eager to prove their
revolutionary zeal and attacked any who tried to stunt their influence. As such, Red
Guards targeted intellectuals as holding “reactionary” modes of thinking, with many
enduring humiliating experiences of being paraded through the streets and forced to wear
dunce caps in front of large crowds.'” Violence soon grew exponentially, with
intellectuals and those with a class status listed as one of the “seven categories of black
elements” being beaten to death.'® Youth turned against their neighbors, teachers, Party
cadres, and in some cases, their own relatives. Red Guard factions competed for power in
local neighborhoods, striving to prove who best exemplified Mao Zedong Thought.

In his memoir, Gang of One: Memoirs of a Red Guard, author Fan Shen tells of
his experiences throughout the decade. Shen actively became a Red Guard and felt pride

in his role until he participated in the ransacking and torture of a local family. Shen

'® The book, Quotations from Chairman Mao, better known in the west as the “Little Red Book,” is an
anthology of selected statements, speeches, and writings of Chairman Mao. Copies of the book were
heavily distributed in the early years of the Cultural Revolution, and carried by Red Guards throughout
Chinese cities. Quotations from Chairman Mao is also prominent in propaganda posters and images from
the early 1960s.

7 Spence, The Search for Modern China, 606.

'8 The “seven categories of black elements” were landlords, rich peasants, counter-revolutionaries, bad
elements, rightists, capitalist roaders, and reactionary academic authorities. Anyone falling into this
category, or with ancestors or relatives who fell into the category, were persecuted.

13



recalls his experience reading wall posters, in which Red Guards, confused with whom
they should be targeting, turned on competing factions:

At first, most posters were serious debates among various Red Guard

‘fighting teams,” ... but they could not agree on who were the great

enemies that the Great Leader wanted them to expose. Oddly they seemed

to find the hidden enemies in other Red Guard teams, and they seemed to

hate each other so much that they called each other ‘guards of capitalist

dogs’ and wanted to chop their opponents with ‘ten thousand knives.” In

those days, nobody saw the ridiculousness of the fight among Red Guard

factions.™
His account of Red Guard competition in his neighborhood speaks to the chaos of the
early years of the Cultural Revolution. Years later in the early 1970s, Shen recalls the
personal afflictions those who were denounced or struggled against faced. While working
at the East Wind Aircraft Factory, Shen’s co-worker was arrested on charges of child
corruption for allegedly teaching several teenagers “bourgeois” songs. After being
arrested his co-worker, nicknamed “Singer,” was dragged to a stage in front of the entire
factory workforce and denounced. Shen recalls the experience, writing, “Looking at my
friend’s face, I could see the fear he must be experiencing: the fear of total loneliness, of
being completely forsaken, of being condemned by everyone he knew, spit upon and
shunned by the entire society.”?® As will be shown in chapter two, such experiences,
crucial to the public memory of the Cultural Revolution, remain absent from the official
narrative.

The power of the Red Guards began to wane in 1968. In December of that year,

Mao began the Down to the Countryside Movement which lasted for the next decade.

19 Fan Shen, Gang of One, (Lincoln and London: University of Nebraska Press, 2004), 11-12.
20 H
Ibid, 156.

14



The Movement sent youth from urban cities into rural farming and mountain villages to
learn from the workers and peasants, and to combat urban bourgeois thinking. Youth
during this time forewent formal education and many lost their chance at higher
education as a result of moving into China’s rural areas, causing many to refer to this
generation as the “lost generation.” Known as the “sent-down youth” of China, many
remained in rural areas until after Mao’s death in 1976.%

China’s isolation from the western world during the Mao years marked extreme
tension between China and western nations due to China’s communist influence over the
Southeast Asian region. Due to its isolation, few westerners experienced China during the
tumultuous years of the Cultural Revolution. Knowledge of this period in the west is
heavily influenced by literary memoirs produced by the generation who came of age
during the Cultural Revolution. While Cultural Revolution memory flourishes in western
contexts, through these memoirs and university seminars, few non-scholars are aware of
the absence of Cultural Revolution memory within China, and the implications this holds
for its post-80’s youth. This study becomes extremely poignant to showcase the
implications of Cultural Revolution revivalism on the internet, and how China’s post-80’s
generation subscribes to the Party’s official narrative. As such, it is important that the
legacy and social memory of the Cultural Revolution be studied and shared among
western scholarly audiences.

In the book, Growing Up in the People’s Republic of China, authors Ye Weili and

Ma Xiaodong reflect upon their experiences growing up during the Cultural Revolution.

2! Sent down youth in Chinese, 41iH 5 4F (zhishi gingnian), meaning “educated youth,” commonly referred
to as “zhiqing.”

15



Set as a conversation between the two women, Ye argues that the experiences
encountered during the Cultural Revolution created her generation. Youth during the
period “entered adulthood, an especially impressionable stage in people’s lives, at
precisely the time when political and social order was turned upside down,” and this
generation underwent some of the most severe trials and tribulations.?” Violence was
pervasive during the early years of the Cultural Revolution, and many youth acting as
Red Guards committed or witnessed extreme acts of torture. As a result, the Cultural
Revolution has become a highly sensitive topic in China, and a great silence falls over the
actions of former Red Guards. This works to create the Cultural Revolution as a taboo
topic of discussion in China, allowing the Party to hold up its own narration of events
which this study will prove has led to current youth using its memory to call to attention
social turmoil.

As a scholar of history, Ye admits to being troubled by the sweeping historical
negation of the Cultural Revolution by the Party in the decades since, arguing that such
actions are working to “bleach memories of our parents, and even us.”?* Ye fears that the
personal experiences of the Cultural Revolution generation are beginning to disappear in
the public’s memory. Chinese youth, she argues, “see their country’s history beginning
with the launching of the economic reform in the late 1970s; everything prior is
prehistory and makes little sense. Sadly, a country known for its thousands of years of
continuous history now is suffering from a broken sense of history.”?* Negation of the

Cultural Revolution is perceived as a wrong turn in the Party’s path. In essence this has
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worked to create a historic roadblock at the end of the Cultural Revolution; a road block
which says to youth that all that came before were merely bumps along the way to the
prosperous reform period from the 1980s onward. As such, the Party effectively created a
sense among youth that any social acts resembling the Cultural Revolution will deter
prosperity and endanger society.

The memory of the Cultural Revolution cannot be simply placed into categories
such as personal memory, social memory, or official history. Many social and cultural
factors shape the memories of this decade, and as this study will show, the memories of
the Cultural Revolution have begun to take on different meanings to different generations.
The memory of those who lived during the Cultural Revolution is kept alive through
memoirs written by those who came of age from 1966-1976. These memoirs, while
prevalent in the west, are more often than not banned in China. As a result, these personal
histories of the Cultural Revolution remain absent from the state history, which was

officially drawn up in 1981 after the end of the Cultural Revolution.

2.2 “Resolution on Certain Questions in the History of Our Party”

As China began a slow recovery from the failed politics of Mao during the
Cultural Revolution, the Party’s new leaders needed a means to reassure the people of
their right to rule. Deng Xiaoping, Vice-Chairman of the Central Committee and de facto
leader of China from 1977 until his retirement from politics in 1992, sought to bring
order out of chaos. As such, the Party wrote an official state narrative of the events of the

Cultural Revolution, reestablishing the Party’s proud history against the social bumps
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caused by the Cultural Revolution. In totalitarian regimes the world over, history has
been a tool aiding ruling powers in obtaining legitimacy, and the ruling parties within
these states have “ceaselessly sought to dominate and manipulate public and private
memory.”? The role of history takes on a similar role in the People’s Republic of China.
Mao and his cadres worked to control the messages imparted in history; to bend those
messages in favor of official policy lines. The Communists sough to “extirpate any
manifestation of dissent or opposition that might be hidden in historical allegory...the
historians, in short, were to serve as handmaidens to the Party propagandists.”?® It is
important to understand how the Party represents the Cultural Revolution in its official
narrative, and how that narrative has been presented to the people and shaped the social
memory among succeeding generations.

After the political turmoil of the Cultural Revolution, the Party sought to move
forward and distance itself from the events of 1966-1976, and the revolutionary fervor
created by Mao and lasting until his death in 1976. In order to preserve the Party’s
legitimacy after a period seen as chaos, a narrative of the decade was drawn up to clarify
the Cultural Revolution’s role within Party history. The result was the 1981 “Resolution
on Certain Questions in the History of Our Party since the Founding of the People’s
Republic of China.” Drafted under the guidance of the Political Bureau of the Central
Committee and of its Secretariat, Marxist philosopher and prior Vice President of the
Party’s Propaganda Department Hu Qiaomu served as the principal leader of the

Resolution’s drafting board. Deng Xiaoping and Party General Secretary Hu Yaobang
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presided over the entirety of the work, giving their opinions and input. The Resolution
was adopted by the Sixth Plenary Session of the Eleventh Central Committee of the
Communist Party of China on June 27, 1981. Its adoption marked an important shift from
the end of the Mao era to the beginning of the reform era under Deng Xiaoping.

The Resolution went through numerous drafts and Party members spent over a
year revising and discussing the document®’. As the Chinese people began to pick up the
pieces and reassess their lives after the end of the Cultural Revolution, they began to
wonder how the state would move address the past decade as it preceded to move
forward. Deng began to stress for urgency in producing a final product, highlighting the
fact that the document was eagerly being awaited by individuals both domestically and
abroad. Speaking with his drafting group on April 7, 1981, Deng urged the document’s
completion:

Some comrades have said that perhaps we shouldn't be in such a rush to

write this resolution. But that's wrong because people are waiting for it. In

China, people both inside and outside the Party are waiting. If we don't

come out with something, there can be no unity of views on major issues.

The world is waiting, too. People are watching events in China with some

doubts about its stability and unity. And one of their doubts is about

whether we can produce this document, and if so, when. So we can't take

any longer because further delay will be unfavorable.?®
Deng made known the necessity for the Committee to produce a united explanation of
“major issues,” including the Cultural Revolution in order to placate outside sources

doubting the stability and unity of the Party. As a result, in his remarks on successive

drafts of the Resolution leading up to June 1981, Deng Xiaoping stresses the need for the
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section devoted to the Cultural Revolution to be “written in broad outline.”?® This was to
be the first time that the Cultural Revolution was to be officially discussed and negated
by the Communist Party, and Deng sought succinct writing to present a clear official
narrative. Previous drafts which were presented to him were found to be “over-
extended.”*

In the Resolution’s final release, the Cultural Revolution was denounced as a state
disaster that lasted from 1966 to 1976. However, due to Deng’s requirements of brevity,
specific details of how the period affected average citizens remained absent. These
personal details continue to remain absent from the Party’s history and shape how
China’s post-80’s generation learn about and perceive the Cultural Revolution. The
Resolution effectively places a label on the Cultural Revolution, denouncing it as a
mistake and running loose from socialist policy and “Chinese reality,” an effort on the
Party’s behalf to place blame on the failures of the decade. The Resolution reads that
“history has shown that the ‘cultural revolution,” initiated by a leader laboring under a
misapprehension and capitalized on by counter-revolutionary cliques, led to domestic
turmoil and brought catastrophe to the Party, the state and the whole people.”*

In order to protect the socialist ideology granting legitimization to the ruling
Communist government, the Resolution makes sure to note that “the history of the

‘cultural revolution’ has proved that Comrade Mao Zedong’s principal theses for

initiating this revolution conformed neither to Marxism, Leninism nor to Chinese
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reality.” In this line, the government ensures that the disaster of the Cultural Revolution
does not leave too deep a scar upon the face of China’s sole-ruling Party and the ideology
it founded itself on. While the bulk of the Resolution seeks to place the blame on Mao’s
“gross mistakes,” the document cautions that “if we judge his activities as a whole, his
contributions to the Chinese revolution far outweigh his mistakes,” ensuring that Mao’s
legacy as a hero of the Communist Party remained intact. **

With the blame planted on Mao but insuring that his legacy to the Party remained
intact, the Party used the resolution to call to memory the turmoil of the Cultural
Revolution ensuring that “the kind of chaotic situation that obtained in the ‘cultural
revolution’ must never be allowed to happen again in any sphere.”** The document goes
on to note that revolutionary zeal behind that decade did not constitute as progress:

Practice has shown that the ‘cultural revolution’ did not in fact constitute a

revolution or social progress in any sense, nor could it possibly have done

so. It was we and not the enemy at all who were thrown into disorder by

the “cultural revolution.” Therefore, from beginning to end, it did not turn

‘great disorder under heaven’ into ‘great order under heaven,’ nor could it

conceivably have done s0.*®
With this statement, the Resolution negates the very purpose of the Cultural Revolution,
insinuating that the very foundations of the movement, such as the campaign to destroy
the Four Olds, granting power to Red Guard factions, and promoting constant class

struggle, had no purpose being instated. Throughout the resolution the Party places labels

on the Cultural Revolution such as ‘disorder,” ‘chaos,” and ‘mistake,” shaping the legacy
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of this decade in the Party’s official history. However this paragraph alone explicitly
repudiates the purposes of the Cultural Revolution.

Within the document the Cultural Revolution is broken down into three distinct
political periods: the release of the May 16 Notification by Mao in 1966 to the Ninth
Party Congress in April 1969, the Ninth Party Congress to the Tenth Party Congress of
the Communist Party in August 1973, and the Tenth Party Congress to the arrest of the
Gang of Four in October 1976.%° Throughout these three periods, the blame is placed
upon failed political actions and overarching struggles between national Party leaders led
primarily by “Comrade Mao.” Mao’s allegations attributing capitalist-roaders of being
within the Party, a driving force of Mao Zedong Thought, “plunged the nation into

1”3 What remains absent from this state-approved history is any mention of the

turmoi
people’s actions throughout China, the struggles they faced, and the turmoil caused at the
local level.

While calling out the Cultural Revolution as a political disaster, Deng knew he
could not openly negate it, for this would trivialize the actions of Mao who was seen as
the standard bearer of Marxism-Leninism to China and played a crucial role in the
founding of the People’s Republic. Instead the Resolution was carefully crafted to
highlight the mistakes made by Mao in his later years, while upholding his earlier
contributions to the Party. These mistakes, the Resolution explains, were able to be

righted through reform, further legitimizing the Party’s rule. Deng himself had an

important role to play in moving the nation away from the Cultural Revolution. Like
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many intellectuals, Deng was purged and placed under house arrest while Mao led a
nation-wide campaign to criticize Deng and his right-leaning stance. For Deng to be
rehabilitated and seeking a clarification of the decade’s history created a partnership
among intellectuals and citizens who suffered at the hands of their peers.

Finally, the Resolution marked the end of the policies of constant class struggle
characterized by Mao Zedong Thought, bringing in a new period of reform brought about
by the leadership of Deng. By placing the blame upon political figures rather than the
Party itself, the Communists were able to walk away from the newly revised history
revitalized and unscathed. What had been a dangerous obstacle instead watered down the
Cultural Revolution as being a relatively short period of turmoil set against an otherwise
glorious and revolutionary history of the People’s Republic. As such, the Resolution has
become symbolic of this shift from the Mao period to the era of reform; a shift that the
post-80’s generation believes divides Chinese society. It remains as a Party-built wall
hailing the topic as closed for reflection and future discussion, affecting the Cultural

Revolution’s memory among China’s post-80’s generation.

2.3 China’s Post-80’s Generation

The decade following the Cultural Revolution saw immense reform and economic

growth, at the hands of moving in the opposite direction from the newly re-written

history of the Party. As Chinese society grew out of the ashes, children born into China’s

post-Cultural Revolution generations have been greatly shaped by the nation’s opening
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up, sweeping economic reforms, and the technological advances of the internet, setting
themselves apart from the generations which came before.

Chinese born from 1980-1989, known in China as the “balinghou” were the first
generation born under the one-child policy, which was implemented in 1979. The one-
child policy aimed to alleviate social and economic stress upon Chinese society due to
Mao’s belief that population growth granted power to the nation.*® Scholars have argued
that the primarily single-child families in urban China mean that “China’s younger
generation, in its search for identity and belonging, is compelled to reach out to its peer
members outside of the family more so than any other earlier generations.”*® While
‘balinghou’ initially referred to those born within the period of 1980-1989, it has come to
represent all young people born after 1980, also known collectively as the reform-era
generation.40 For the purposes of this study, the term ‘youth’ will be defined as anyone
born from 1980-2000, currently averaging in age between fifteen and thirty. These
generations grew up in the internet age and with the Cultural Revolution firmly placed
within the Party’s history.

Older generations of Chinese, parents, educators, and Party leaders, have shared
concern over the raising of the post-80’s generation. Members of this group have been
criticized by these groups as being westernized, online gaming addicts, self-centered,

dependent, and spoiled.** Most of these stereotypes are a result of the one-child policy
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which places each child under the watchful eyes of a set of parents and two sets of
grandparents, and also sees these family figures placing high expectations onto the child.

In Urban Youth in China: Modernity, the Internet and Self, author Liu Fengshui
explores the collective identity work behind www.80end.com, a website specifically built
for China’s eighties generation. Founded in 2006, the website has a daily average
publication rate of over one thousand new message threads.*” The website’s mission is to
actively combat the stereotypes revolving around the post-80’s generation, by celebrating
the contributions of those within the generation to Chinese society, as well as providing
mutual enjoyment and communication. In short, the website aims to create a living online
museum of the post-80’s experience. Through his research online, Liu found that the
post-80°s generation works hard to set itself apart from all others, working against the
stereotypes which Chinese society has placed upon it.

Liu’s research on 80end.com uncovered a feeling of resentment coming forth
from those born between 1980-1989. Faced with new opportunities and wealth, Liu
commented that those on the website felt frustration and a feeling of being lost. Seeing
themselves as the “sacrificed generation,” many on the website felt they served as
unwitting social experiments in China’s modernization: the first to grow up in the market
economy, the first to fall under the one-child policy, and the first to shoulder the burden
of filial duty, or the duty of a child to care for his parents.** However this sentiment is at
odds with those felt by those who grew up during the Cultural Revolution, whose teenage

years were truly lost, spent performing manual labor in China’s rural areas.
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The parents of China’s post-80’s generation, born between 1950 and 1965, grew
up during the Cultural Revolution, into a world that was completely different from the
China of the reform era. Many who came of age during the Cultural Revolution decade
left education behind to embrace the revolutionary fervor transforming China. Youth
during this time spent their teenage years away from their family performing grueling
work alongside China’s workers and peasants. They were raised to believe in Maoism
and hold true the revolutionary spirit. But then they emerged from the 1970s into the
reform era of the 1980s, which brought a storm of social change and an identity crisis for
a whole generation.

Suddenly these young adults who had been shaped by Maoism and the constant
revolution were told that everything the Party had drilled into them had been a mistake,
compounded with such events as the passing of the Resolution of 1981. The
revolutionary activities of their youth were negated. Values deemed as ‘counter-
revolutionary’ were hoisted back into society. As a result of having their youthful
experiences dictated to them, as well as facing extreme political and educational
competition after leaving the countryside, this generation who came of age during the
Cultural Revolution has been known to refer to themselves as the “lost generation,” a
term which is also used among those born in the 1980s, as shown by Liu’s experiences on
80end.com.

For the website’s second birthday, 80end.com posted a message declaring that
“the balinghou have turned from a group of children full of willfulness into the central

force in Chinese society that is willing to shoulder the responsibilities of social and
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national development.”** And one means for this generation to move into this role is
through the internet. The internet provides a means for Chinese youth to have their voices
heard against their “junior status in a society characterized by a patriarchal power
hierarchy.”*® The post-80’s generation in China has embraced the internet, making up the
largest demographic of Chinese netizens.

One prominent Chinese blogger has been referred to as the unofficial voice of his
generation. Born in 1982, Han Han has gathered over eleven million followers on his
Sina Weibo microblogging account and published five books. In 2009 Time Magazine
named Han Han among the most influential in the world. His popularity is attributed to
his provocative writing reflecting the anxieties of China’s post-80’s generation. And Han
Han’s educational background defies the traditional expectations, as he dropped out of
high school and met and was later met with success.

Han Han’s most recent book, This Generation: Dispatches from China’s Most
Popular Literary Star (and Race Car Driver), is a collection of his work and blog entries
on varying topics spanning from 2006. In this book, Han Han establishes his credence as
the unofficial voice of his generation, granting explanations to negative labels placed
upon China’s post-80’s generation. Han Han writes that society at large labels his
generation as being self-oriented and apolitical. He comments that being self-oriented is
“actually not a bad thing” and that it is a direct consequence of the one-child policy.*
Throughout his negation of labels placed upon his generation, Han Han places blame for

the supposed stereotypes on policies and actions instituted by China’s previous
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generations. These policies, such as the one-child policy, have affected the attitude and
experiences of his generation, at the expense of their control.

Speaking to his generation’s label of not caring about politics, Han Han writes
that belief off as a “ridiculous argument:”

In the current environment, politics isn’t something one can afford to care

about. Those people in the past, they simply found themselves cared about

by politics whether they liked it or not, and the roles they played were just

that of small fry, hapless victims swept around in the political currents of

the day. Being a victim is no decent topic of conversation, any more than

being raped has a place in a proper range of sexual experiences. The era

where one can care about politics has yet to arrive.*’

Within this context, Han Han belittles generations which came before him as having been
puppets of Party politics. His comment of prior generations swept up in the political
currents of the day, descriptive of the Mao years, represents his view, and that of his
generation’s, that older Chinese were complacent and lacking any control in the political
realm. Han Han ends his statement wi