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THE	HISTORY	OF	CHINA,	as	documented	in	ancient	writings,	dates	
back	some	3,300	years.	Modern	archaeological	studies	provide	
evidence	of	still	more	ancient	origins	in	a	culture	that	
flourished	between	2500	and	2000	B.C.	in	what	is	now	central	
China	and	the	lower	Huang	He	(Yellow	River)	Valley	of	north	
China.	Centuries	of	migration,	amalgamation,	and	development	
brought	about	a	distinctive	system	of	writing,	philosophy,	art,	
and	political	organization	that	came	to	be	recognizable	as	
Chinese	civilization.	What	makes	the	civilization	unique	in	world	
history	is	its	continuity	through	over	4,000	years	to	the	present	
century.	
	
	The	Chinese	have	developed	a	strong	sense	of	their	real	and	
mythological	origins	and	have	kept	voluminous	records	since	very	
early	times.	It	is	largely	as	a	result	of	these	records	that	
knowledge	concerning	the	ancient	past,	not	only	of	China	but	also	
of	its	neighbors,	has	survived.	
	
	Chinese	history,	until	the	twentieth	century,	was	written	mostly	
by	members	of	the	ruling	scholar-official	class	and	was	meant	to	
provide	the	ruler	with	precedents	to	guide	or	justify	his	
policies.	These	accounts	focused	on	dynastic	politics	and	
colorful	court	histories	and	included	developments	among	the	
commoners	only	as	backdrops.	The	historians	described	a	Chinese	
political	pattern	of	dynasties,	one	following	another	in	a	cycle	
of	ascent,	achievement,	decay,	and	rebirth	under	a	new	family.	
	
	Of	the	consistent	traits	identified	by	independent	historians,	a	
salient	one	has	been	the	capacity	of	the	Chinese	to	absorb	the	
people	of	surrounding	areas	into	their	own	civilization.	Their	
success	can	be	attributed	to	the	superiority	of	their	ideographic	
written	language,	their	technology,	and	their	political	
institutions;	the	refinement	of	their	artistic	and	intellectual	
creativity;	and	the	sheer	weight	of	their	numbers.	The	process	of	
assimilation	continued	over	the	centuries	through	conquest	and	
colonization	until	what	is	now	known	as	China	Proper	was	brought	
under	unified	rule.	The	Chinese	also	left	an	enduring	mark	on	
people	beyond	their	borders,	especially	the	Koreans,	Japanese,	
and	Vietnamese.	
	
	Another	recurrent	historical	theme	has	been	the	unceasing	
struggle	of	the	sedentary	Chinese	against	the	threat	posed	to	
their	safety	and	way	of	life	by	non-Chinese	peoples	on	the	
margins	of	their	territory	in	the	north,	northeast,	and	
northwest.	In	the	thirteenth	century,	the	Mongols	from	the	
northern	steppes	became	the	first	alien	people	to	conquer	all	
China.	Although	not	as	culturally	developed	as	the	Chinese,	they	
left	some	imprint	on	Chinese	civilization	while	heightening	
Chinese	perceptions	of	threat	from	the	north.	China	came	under	
alien	rule	for	the	second	time	in	the	mid-seventeenth	century;	
	
	
the	conquerors--the	Manchus--came	again	from	the	north	and	
northeast.	
	
	For	centuries	virtually	all	the	foreigners	that	Chinese	rulers	
saw	came	from	the	less	developed	societies	along	their	land	
borders.	This	circumstance	conditioned	the	Chinese	view	of	the	
outside	world.	The	Chinese	saw	their	domain	as	the	
self-sufficient	center	of	the	universe	and	derived	from	this	
image	the	traditional	(and	still	used)	Chinese	name	for	their	
country--Zhongguo,	literally,	Middle	Kingdom	or	Central	Nation.	
China	saw	itself	surrounded	on	all	sides	by	so-called	barbarian	
peoples	whose	cultures	were	demonstrably	inferior	by	Chinese	
standards.		This	China-centered	("sinocentric")	view	of	the	world	
was	still	undisturbed	in	the	nineteenth	century,	at	the	time	of	
the	first	serious	confrontation	with	the	West.	China	had	taken	it	
for	granted	that	its	relations	with	Europeans	would	be	conducted	
according	to	the	tributary	system	that	had	evolved	over	the	
centuries	between	the	emperor	and	representatives	of	the	lesser	



states	on	China's	borders	as	well	as	between	the	emperor	and	some	
earlier	European	visitors.	But	by	the	mid-nineteenth	century,	
humiliated	militarily	by	superior	Western	weaponry	and	technology	
and	faced	with	imminent	territorial	dismemberment,	China	began	to	
reassess	its	position	with	respect	to	Western	civilization.	By	
1911	the	two-millennia-old	dynastic	system	of	imperial	government	
was	brought	down	by	its	inability	to	make	this	adjustment	
successfully.	
	
	Because	of	its	length	and	complexity,	the	history	of	the	Middle	
Kingdom	lends	itself	to	varied	interpretation.	After	the	
communist	takeover	in	1949,	historians	in	mainland	China	wrote	
their	own	version	of	the	past--a	history	of	China	built	on	a	
Marxist	model	of	progression	from	primitive	communism	to	slavery,	
feudalism,	capitalism,	and	finally	socialism.	The	events	of	
history	came	to	be	presented	as	a	function	of	the	class	struggle.	
Historiography	became	subordinated	to	proletarian	politics	
fashioned	and	directed	by	the	Chinese	Communist	Party.	A	series	
of	thought-reform	and	antirightist	campaigns	were	directed	
against	intellectuals	in	the	arts,	sciences,	and	academic	
community.	The	Cultural	Revolution	(1966-76)	further	altered	the	
objectivity	of	historians.	In	the	years	after	the	death	of	Mao	
Zedong	in	1976,	however,	interest	grew	within	the	party,	and	
outside	it	as	well,	in	restoring	the	integrity	of	historical	
inquiry.	This	trend	was	consistent	with	the	party's	commitment	to	
"seeking	truth	from	facts."	As	a	result,	historians	and	social	
scientists	raised	probing	questions	concerning	the	state	of	
historiography	in	China.	Their	investigations	included	not	only	
historical	study	of	traditional	China	but	penetrating	inquiries	
into	modern	Chinese	history	and	the	history	of	the	Chinese	
Communist	Party.	
	
	In	post-Mao	China,	the	discipline	of	historiography	has	not	been	
separated	from	politics,	although	a	much	greater	range	of	
historical	topics	has	been	discussed.	Figures	from	Confucius--who	
was	bitterly	excoriated	for	his	"feudal"	outlook	by	Cultural	
Revolution-era	historians--to	Mao	himself	have	been	evaluated	
with	increasing	flexibility.	Among	the	criticisms	made	by	Chinese	
social	scientists	is	that	Maoist-era	historiography	distorted	
Marxist	and	Leninist	interpretations.	This	meant	that	
considerable	revision	of	historical	texts	was	in	order	in	the	
1980s,	although	no	substantive	change	away	from	the	conventional	
	
	
Marxist	approach	was	likely.	Historical	institutes	were	restored	
within	the	Chinese	Academy	of	Social	Sciences,	and	a	growing	
corps	of	trained	historians,	in	institutes	and	academia	alike,	
returned	to	their	work	with	the	blessing	of	the	Chinese	Communist	
Party.	This	in	itself	was	a	potentially	significant	development.	
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THE	ANCIENT	DYNASTIES	
	
	Chinese	civilization,	as	described	in	mythology,	begins	with	
Pangu,	the	creator	of	the	universe,	and	a	succession	of	legendary	
sage-emperors	and	culture	heroes	who	taught	the	ancient	Chinese	
to	communicate	and	to	find	sustenance,	clothing,	and	shelter.	The	
first	prehistoric	dynasty	is	said	to	be	Xia,	from	about	the	
twenty-first	to	the	sixteenth	century	B.C.	Until	scientific	
excavations	were	made	at	early	bronze-age	sites	at	Anyang,	Henan	
Province,	in	1928,	it	was	difficult	to	separate	myth	from	reality	
in	regard	to	the	Xia.	But	since	then,	and	especially	in	the	1960s	
and	1970s,	archaeologists	have	uncovered	urban	sites,	bronze	
implements,	and	tombs	that	point	to	the	existence	of	Xia	
civilization	in	the	same	locations	cited	in	ancient	Chinese	
historical	texts.	At	minimum,	the	Xia	period	marked	an	
evolutionary	stage	between	the	late	neolithic	cultures	and	the	
typical	Chinese	urban	civilization	of	the	Shang	dynasty.	



	
The	Dawn	of	History	
	
	Thousands	of	archaeological	finds	in	the	Huang	He	Valley--the	
apparent	cradle	of	Chinese	civilization--provide	evidence	about	
the	Shang	dynasty,	which	endured	roughly	from	1700	to	1027	B.C.	
The	Shang	dynasty	(also	called	the	Yin	dynasty	in	its	later	
stages)	is	believed	to	have	been	founded	by	a	rebel	leader	who	
overthrew	the	last	Xia	ruler.	Its	civilization	was	based	on	
agriculture,	augmented	by	hunting	and	animal	husbandry.	Two	
important	events	of	the	period	were	the	development	of	a	writing	
system,	as	revealed	in	archaic	Chinese	inscriptions	found	on	
tortoise	shells	and	flat	cattle	bones	(commonly	called	oracle	
bones),	and	the	use	of	bronze	metallurgy.	A	number	of	ceremonial	
bronze	vessels	with	inscriptions	date	from	the	Shang	period;	the	
workmanship	on	the	bronzes	attests	to	a	high	level	of	
civilization.	
	
	A	line	of	hereditary	Shang	kings	ruled	over	much	of	northern	
	
	
China,	and	Shang	troops	fought	frequent	wars	with	neighboring	
settlements	and	nomadic	herdsmen	from	the	inner	Asian	steppes.	
The	capitals,	one	of	which	was	at	the	site	of	the	modern	city	of	
Anyang,	were	centers	of	glittering	court	life.	Court	rituals	to	
propitiate	spirits	and	to	honor	sacred	ancestors	were	highly	
developed.	In	addition	to	his	secular	position,	the	king	was	the	
head	of	the	ancestor-	and	spirit-worship	cult.	Evidence	from	the	
royal	tombs	indicates	that	royal	personages	were	buried	with	
articles	of	value,	presumably	for	use	in	the	afterlife.	Perhaps	
for	the	same	reason,	hundreds	of	commoners,	who	may	have	been	
slaves,	were	buried	alive	with	the	royal	corpse.	
	
The	Zhou	Period	
	
	The	last	Shang	ruler,	a	despot	according	to	standard	Chinese	
accounts,	was	overthrown	by	a	chieftain	of	a	frontier	tribe	
called	Zhou,	which	had	settled	in	the	Wei	Valley	in	modern	
Shaanxi	Province.	The	Zhou	dynasty	had	its	capital	at	Hao,	near	
the	city	of	Xi'an,	or	Chang'an,	as	it	was	known	in	its	heyday	in	
the	imperial	period.	Sharing	the	language	and	culture	of	the	
Shang,	the	early	Zhou	rulers,	through	conquest	and	colonization,	
gradually	sinicized,	that	is,	extended	Shang	culture	through	much	
of	China	Proper	(see	Glossary)	north	of	the	Chang	Jiang	(Yangtze	
River).	The	Zhou	dynasty	lasted	longer	than	any	other,	from	1027	
to	221	B.C.	It	was	philosophers	of	this	period	who	first	
enunciated	the	doctrine	of	the	"mandate	of	heaven"	(tianming),	
the	notion	that	the	ruler	(the	"son	of	heaven")	governed	by	
divine	right	but	that	his	dethronement	would	prove	that	he	had	
lost	the	mandate.	The	doctrine	explained	and	justified	the	demise	
of	the	two	earlier	dynasties	and	at	the	same	time	supported	the	
legitimacy	of	present	and	future	rulers.	
	
	The	term	feudal	has	often	been	applied	to	the	Zhou	period	
because	the	Zhou's	early	decentralized	rule	invites	comparison	
with	medieval	rule	in	Europe.	At	most,	however,	the	early	Zhou	
system	was	proto-feudal,	being	a	more	sophisticated	version	of	
earlier	tribal	organization,	in	which	effective	control	depended	
more	on	familial	ties	than	on	feudal	legal	bonds.	Whatever	feudal	
elements	there	may	have	been	decreased	as	time	went	on.	The	Zhou	
amalgam	of	city-states	became	progressively	centralized	and	
established	increasingly	impersonal	political	and	economic	
institutions.	These	developments,	which	probably	occurred	in	the	
latter	Zhou	period,	were	manifested	in	greater	central	control	
over	local	governments	and	a	more	routinized	agricultural	
taxation.	
	
	In	771	B.C.	the	Zhou	court	was	sacked,	and	its	king	was	killed	
by	invading	barbarians	who	were	allied	with	rebel	lords.	The	
capital	was	moved	eastward	to	Luoyang	in	present-day	Henan	
Province.	Because	of	this	shift,	historians	divide	the	Zhou	era	
into	Western	Zhou	(1027-771	B.C.)	and	Eastern	Zhou	(770-221	
B.C.).	With	the	royal	line	broken,	the	power	of	the	Zhou	court	
gradually	diminished;	the	fragmentation	of	the	kingdom	
accelerated.	Eastern	Zhou	divides	into	two	subperiods.	The	first,	
from	770	to	476	B.C.,	is	called	the	Spring	and	Autumn	Period,	
after	a	famous	historical	chronicle	of	the	time;	the	second	is	
known	as	the	Warring	States	Period	(475-221	B.C.).	
	
The	Hundred	Schools	of	Thought	
	
	
	
	The	Spring	and	Autumn	and	Warring	States	periods,	though	marked	
by	disunity	and	civil	strife,	witnessed	an	unprecedented	era	of	
cultural	prosperity--the	"golden	age"	of	China.	The	atmosphere	of	
reform	and	new	ideas	was	attributed	to	the	struggle	for	survival	
among	warring	regional	lords	who	competed	in	building	strong	and	
loyal	armies	and	in	increasing	economic	production	to	ensure	a	
broader	base	for	tax	collection.	To	effect	these	economic,	
military,	and	cultural	developments,	the	regional	lords	needed	



ever-increasing	numbers	of	skilled,	literate	officials	and	
teachers,	the	recruitment	of	whom	was	based	on	merit.	Also	during	
this	time,	commerce	was	stimulated	through	the	introduction	of	
coinage	and	technological	improvements.	Iron	came	into	general	
use,	making	possible	not	only	the	forging	of	weapons	of	war	but	
also	the	manufacture	of	farm	implements.	Public	works	on	a	grand	
scale--such	as	flood	control,	irrigation	projects,	and	canal	
digging--were	executed.	Enormous	walls	were	built	around	cities	
and	along	the	broad	stretches	of	the	northern	frontier.	
	
	So	many	different	philosophies	developed	during	the	late	Spring	
and	Autumn	and	early	Warring	States	periods	that	the	era	is	often	
known	as	that	of	the	Hundred	Schools	of	Thought.	From	the	Hundred	
Schools	of	Thought	came	many	of	the	great	classical	writings	on	
which	Chinese	practices	were	to	be	based	for	the	next	two	and	
one-half	millennia.	Many	of	the	thinkers	were	itinerant	
intellectuals	who,	besides	teaching	their	disciples,	were	
employed	as	advisers	to	one	or	another	of	the	various	state	
rulers	on	the	methods	of	government,	war,	and	diplomacy.	
	
	The	body	of	thought	that	had	the	most	enduring	effect	on	
subsequent	Chinese	life	was	that	of	the	School	of	Literati	(ru),	
often	called	the	Confucian	school	in	the	West.	The	written	legacy	
of	the	School	of	Literati	is	embodied	in	the	Confucian	Classics,	
which	were	to	become	the	basis	for	the	order	of	traditional	
society.	Confucius	(551-479	B.C.),	also	called	Kong	Zi,	or	Master	
Kong,	looked	to	the	early	days	of	Zhou	rule	for	an	ideal	social	
and	political	order.	He	believed	that	the	only	way	such	a	system	
could	be	made	to	work	properly	was	for	each	person	to	act	
according	to	prescribed	relationships.	"Let	the	ruler	be	a	ruler	
and	the	subject	a	subject,"	he	said,	but	he	added	that	to	rule	
properly	a	king	must	be	virtuous.	To	Confucius,	the	functions	of	
government	and	social	stratification	were	facts	of	life	to	be	
sustained	by	ethical	values.	His	ideal	was	the	junzi	(ruler's	
son),	which	came	to	mean	gentleman	in	the	sense	of	a	cultivated	
or	superior	man.	
	
	Mencius	(372-289	B.C.),	or	Meng	Zi,	was	a	Confucian	disciple	who	
made	major	contributions	to	the	humanism	of	Confucian	thought.	
Mencius	declared	that	man	was	by	nature	good.	He	expostulated	the	
idea	that	a	ruler	could	not	govern	without	the	people's	tacit	
consent	and	that	the	penalty	for	unpopular,	despotic	rule	was	the	
loss	of	the	"mandate	of	heaven."	
	
	The	effect	of	the	combined	work	of	Confucius,	the	codifier	and	
interpreter	of	a	system	of	relationships	based	on	ethical	
behavior,	and	Mencius,	the	synthesizer	and	developer	of	applied	
Confucian	thought,	was	to	provide	traditional	Chinese	society	
with	a	comprehensive	framework	on	which	to	order	virtually	every	
aspect	of	life	(see	Traditional	Society	and	Culture,	ch.	3;	
Culture	and	the	Arts,	ch.	4).	
	
	
	
	There	were	to	be	accretions	to	the	corpus	of	Confucian	thought,	
both	immediately	and	over	the	millennia,	and	from	within	and	
outside	the	Confucian	school.	Interpretations	made	to	suit	or	
influence	contemporary	society	made	Confucianism	dynamic	while	
preserving	a	fundamental	system	of	model	behavior	based	on	
ancient	texts.	
	
	Diametrically	opposed	to	Mencius,	for	example,	was	the	
interpretation	of	Xun	Zi	(ca.	300-237	B.C.),	another	Confucian	
follower.	Xun	Zi	preached	that	man	is	innately	selfish	and	evil	
and	that	goodness	is	attainable	only	through	education	and	
conduct	befitting	one's	status.	He	also	argued	that	the	best	
government	is	one	based	on	authoritarian	control,	not	ethical	or	
moral	persuasion.	
	
	Xun	Zi's	unsentimental	and	authoritarian	inclinations	were	
developed	into	the	doctrine	embodied	in	the	School	of	Law	(fa),	
or	Legalism.	The	doctrine	was	formulated	by	Han	Fei	Zi	(d.	233	
B.C.)	and	Li	Si	(d.	208	B.C.),	who	maintained	that	human	nature	
was	incorrigibly	selfish	and	therefore	the	only	way	to	preserve	
the	social	order	was	to	impose	discipline	from	above	and	to	
enforce	laws	strictly.	The	Legalists	exalted	the	state	and	sought	
its	prosperity	and	martial	prowess	above	the	welfare	of	the	
common	people.	Legalism	became	the	philosophic	basis	for	the	
imperial	form	of	government.	When	the	most	practical	and	useful	
aspects	of	Confucianism	and	Legalism	were	synthesized	in	the	Han	
period	(206	B.C.-A.D.	220),	a	system	of	governance	came	into	
existence	that	was	to	survive	largely	intact	until	the	late	
nineteenth	century.	Taoism	(or	Daoism	in	pinyin),	the	second	most	
important	stream	of	Chinese	thought,	also	developed	during	the	
Zhou	period.	Its	formulation	is	attributed	to	the	legendary	sage	
Lao	Zi	(Old	Master),	said	to	predate	Confucius,	and	Zhuang	Zi	
(369-286	B.C.).	The	focus	of	Taoism	is	the	individual	in	nature	
rather	than	the	individual	in	society.	It	holds	that	the	goal	of	
life	for	each	individual	is	to	find	one's	own	personal	adjustment	
to	the	rhythm	of	the	natural	(and	supernatural)	world,	to	follow	
the	Way	(dao)	of	the	universe.	In	many	ways	the	opposite	of	rigid	



Confucian	moralism,	Taoism	served	many	of	its	adherents	as	a	
complement	to	their	ordered	daily	lives.	A	scholar	on	duty	as	an	
official	would	usually	follow	Confucian	teachings	but	at	leisure	
or	in	retirement	might	seek	harmony	with	nature	as	a	Taoist	
recluse.	
	
	Another	strain	of	thought	dating	to	the	Warring	States	Period	is	
the	school	of	yin-yang	and	the	five	elements.	The	theories	of	
this	school	attempted	to	explain	the	universe	in	terms	of	basic	
forces	in	nature,	the	complementary	agents	of	yin	(dark,	cold,	
female,	negative)	and	yang	(light,	hot,	male,	positive)	and	the	
five	elements	(water,	fire,	wood,	metal,	and	earth).	In	later	
periods	these	theories	came	to	have	importance	both	in	philosophy	
and	in	popular	belief.	
	
	Still	another	school	of	thought	was	based	on	the	doctrine	of	Mo	
Zi	(470-391	B.C.?),	or	Mo	Di.	Mo	Zi	believed	that	"all	men	are	
equal	before	God"	and	that	mankind	should	follow	heaven	by	
practicing	universal	love.	Advocating	that	all	action	must	be	
utilitarian,	Mo	Zi	condemned	the	Confucian	emphasis	on	ritual	and	
music.	He	regarded	warfare	as	wasteful	and	advocated	pacificism.	
Mo	Zi	also	believed	that	unity	of	thought	and	action	were	
necessary	to	achieve	social	goals.	He	maintained	that	the	people	
	
	
should	obey	their	leaders	and	that	the	leaders	should	follow	the	
will	of	heaven.	Although	Moism	failed	to	establish	itself	as	a	
major	school	of	thought,	its	views	are	said	to	be	"strongly	
echoed"	in	Legalist	thought.	In	general,	the	teachings	of	Mo	Zi	
left	an	indelible	impression	on	the	Chinese	mind.	
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THE	IMPERIAL	ERA	
	
The	First	Imperial	Period	
	
	Much	of	what	came	to	constitute	China	Proper	was	unified	for	the	
first	time	in	221	B.C.	(see	fig.	2).	In	that	year	the	western	
frontier	state	of	Qin,	the	most	aggressive	of	the	Warring	States,	
subjugated	the	last	of	its	rival	states.	(Qin	in	Wade-Giles	
romanization	is	Ch'in,	from	which	the	English	China	probably	
derived.)	Once	the	king	of	Qin	consolidated	his	power,	he	took	
the	title	Shi	Huangdi	(First	Emperor),	a	formulation	previously	
reserved	for	deities	and	the	mythological	sage-emperors,	and	
imposed	Qin's	centralized,	nonhereditary	bureaucratic	system	on	
his	new	empire.	In	subjugating	the	six	other	major	states	of	
Eastern	Zhou,	the	Qin	kings	had	relied	heavily	on	Legalist	
scholar-advisers.	Centralization,	achieved	by	ruthless	methods,	
was	focused	on	standardizing	legal	codes	and	bureaucratic	
procedures,	the	forms	of	writing	and	coinage,	and	the	pattern	of	
thought	and	scholarship.	To	silence	criticism	of	imperial	rule,	
the	kings	banished	or	put	to	death	many	dissenting	Confucian	
scholars	and	confiscated	and	burned	their	books.	Qin	
aggrandizement	was	aided	by	frequent	military	expeditions	pushing	
forward	the	frontiers	in	the	north	and	south.	To	fend	off	
barbarian	intrusion,	the	fortification	walls	built	by	the	various	
warring	states	were	connected	to	make	a	5,000-kilometer-long	
great	wall.	(What	is	commonly	referred	to	as	the	Great	Wall	is	
actually	four	great	walls	rebuilt	or	extended	during	the	Western	
Han,	Sui,	Jin,	and	Ming	periods,	rather	than	a	single,	continuous	
wall.	At	its	extremities,	the	Great	Wall	reaches	from	
northeastern	Heilongjiang	Province	to	northwestern	Gansu.	A	
number	of	public	works	projects	were	also	undertaken	to	
consolidate	and	strengthen	imperial	rule.	These	activities	
required	enormous	levies	of	manpower	and	resources,	not	to	
mention	repressive	measures.	Revolts	broke	out	as	soon	as	the	
first	Qin	emperor	died	in	210	B.C.	His	dynasty	was	extinguished	
less	than	twenty	years	after	its	triumph.	The	imperial	system	



	
	
initiated	during	the	Qin	dynasty,	however,	set	a	pattern	that	was	
developed	over	the	next	two	millennia.	
	
	After	a	short	civil	war,	a	new	dynasty,	called	Han	(206	
B.C.-A.D.	220),	emerged	with	its	capital	at	Chang'an.	The	new	
empire	retained	much	of	the	Qin	administrative	structure	but	
retreated	a	bit	from	centralized	rule	by	establishing	vassal	
principalities	in	some	areas	for	the	sake	of	political	
convenience.	The	Han	rulers	modified	some	of	the	harsher	aspects	
of	the	previous	dynasty;	Confucian	ideals	of	government,	out	of	
favor	during	the	Qin	period,	were	adopted	as	the	creed	of	the	Han	
empire,	and	Confucian	scholars	gained	prominent	status	as	the	
core	of	the	civil	service.	A	civil	service	examination	system	
also	was	initiated.	Intellectual,	literary,	and	artistic	
endeavors	revived	and	flourished.	The	Han	period	produced	China's	
most	famous	historian,	Sima	Qian	(145-87	B.C.?),	whose	Shiji	
(Historical	Records)	provides	a	detailed	chronicle	from	the	time	
of	a	legendary	Xia	emperor	to	that	of	the	Han	emperor	Wu	
Di(141-87	B.C.).	Technological	advances	also	marked	this	period.	
Two	of	the	great	Chinese	inventions,	paper	and	porcelain,	date	
from	Han	times.	
	
	The	Han	dynasty,	after	which	the	members	of	the	ethnic	majority	
in	China,	the	"people	of	Han,"	are	named,	was	notable	also	for	
its	military	prowess.	The	empire	expanded	westward	as	far	as	the	
rim	of	the	Tarim	Basin	(in	modern	Xinjiang-Uyghur	Autonomous	
Region),	making	possible	relatively	secure	caravan	traffic	across	
Central	Asia	to	Antioch,	Baghdad,	and	Alexandria.	The	paths	of	
caravan	traffic	are	often	called	the	"silk	route"	because	the	
route	was	used	to	export	Chinese	silk	to	the	Roman	Empire.	
Chinese	armies	also	invaded	and	annexed	parts	of	northern	Vietnam	
and	northern	Korea	toward	the	end	of	the	second	century	B.C.	Han	
control	of	peripheral	regions	was	generally	insecure,	however.	To	
ensure	peace	with	non-Chinese	local	powers,	the	Han	court	
developed	a	mutually	beneficial	"tributary	system."	Non-Chinese	
states	were	allowed	to	remain	autonomous	in	exchange	for	symbolic	
acceptance	of	Han	overlordship.	Tributary	ties	were	confirmed	and	
strengthened	through	intermarriages	at	the	ruling	level	and	
periodic	exchanges	of	gifts	and	goods.	
	
	After	200	years,	Han	rule	was	interrupted	briefly	(in	A.D.	9-24	
by	Wang	Mang,	a	reformer),	and	then	restored	for	another	200	
years.	The	Han	rulers,	however,	were	unable	to	adjust	to	what	
centralization	had	wrought:	a	growing	population,	increasing	
wealth	and	resultant	financial	difficulties	and	rivalries,	and	
ever-more	complex	political	institutions.	Riddled	with	the	
corruption	characteristic	of	the	dynastic	cycle,	by	A.D.	220	the	
Han	empire	collapsed.	
	
Era	of	Disunity	
	
	The	collapse	of	the	Han	dynasty	was	followed	by	nearly	four	
centuries	of	rule	by	warlords.	The	age	of	civil	wars	and	disunity	
began	with	the	era	of	the	Three	Kingdoms	(Wei,	Shu,	and	Wu,	which	
had	overlapping	reigns	during	the	period	A.D.	220-80).	In	later	
times,	fiction	and	drama	greatly	romanticized	the	reputed	
chivalry	of	this	period.	Unity	was	restored	briefly	in	the	early	
years	of	the	Jin	dynasty	(A.D.	265-420),	but	the	Jin	could	not	
long	contain	the	invasions	of	the	nomadic	peoples.	In	A.D.	317	
the	Jin	court	was	forced	to	flee	from	Luoyang	and	reestablished	
	
	
itself	at	Nanjing	to	the	south.	The	transfer	of	the	capital	
coincided	with	China's	political	fragmentation	into	a	succession	
of	dynasties	that	was	to	last	from	A.D.	304	to	589.	During	this	
period	the	process	of	sinicization	accelerated	among	the	
non-Chinese	arrivals	in	the	north	and	among	the	aboriginal	
tribesmen	in	the	south.	This	process	was	also	accompanied	by	the	
increasing	popularity	of	Buddhism	(introduced	into	China	in	the	
first	century	A.D.)	in	both	north	and	south	China.	Despite	the	
political	disunity	of	the	times,	there	were	notable	technological	
advances.	The	invention	of	gunpowder	(at	that	time	for	use	only	
in	fireworks)	and	the	wheelbarrow	is	believed	to	date	from	the	
sixth	or	seventh	century.	Advances	in	medicine,	astronomy,	and	
cartography	are	also	noted	by	historians.	
	
Restoration	of	Empire	
	
	China	was	reunified	in	A.D.	589	by	the	short-lived	Sui	dynasty	
(A.D.	581-617),	which	has	often	been	compared	to	the	earlier	Qin	
dynasty	in	tenure	and	the	ruthlessness	of	its	accomplishments.	
The	Sui	dynasty's	early	demise	was	attributed	to	the	government's	
tyrannical	demands	on	the	people,	who	bore	the	crushing	burden	of	
taxes	and	compulsory	labor.	These	resources	were	overstrained	in	
the	completion	of	the	Grand	Canal--a	monumental	engineering	
feat--and	in	the	undertaking	of	other	construction	projects,	
including	the	reconstruction	of	the	Great	Wall.	Weakened	by	
costly	and	disastrous	military	campaigns	against	Korea	in	the	
early	seventh	century,	the	dynasty	disintegrated	through	a	



combination	of	popular	revolts,	disloyalty,	and	assassination.	
	
	The	Tang	dynasty	(A.D.	618-907),	with	its	capital	at	Chang'an,	
is	regarded	by	historians	as	a	high	point	in	Chinese	
civilization--equal,	or	even	superior,	to	the	Han	period.	Its	
territory,	acquired	through	the	military	exploits	of	its	early	
rulers,	was	greater	than	that	of	the	Han.	Stimulated	by	contact	
with	India	and	the	Middle	East,	the	empire	saw	a	flowering	of	
creativity	in	many	fields.	Buddhism,	originating	in	India	around	
the	time	of	Confucius,	flourished	during	the	Tang	period,	
becoming	thoroughly	sinicized	and	a	permanent	part	of	Chinese	
traditional	culture.	Block	printing	was	invented,	making	the	
written	word	available	to	vastly	greater	audiences.	The	Tang	
period	was	the	golden	age	of	literature	and	art	(see	Culture	and	
the	Arts,	ch.	4).	A	government	system	supported	by	a	large	class	
of	Confucian	literati	selected	through	civil	service	examinations	
was	perfected	under	Tang	rule.	This	competitive	procedure	was	
designed	to	draw	the	best	talents	into	government.	But	perhaps	an	
even	greater	consideration	for	the	Tang	rulers,	aware	that	
imperial	dependence	on	powerful	aristocratic	families	and	
warlords	would	have	destabilizing	consequences,	was	to	create	a	
body	of	career	officials	having	no	autonomous	territorial	or	
functional	power	base.	As	it	turned	out,	these	scholar-officials	
acquired	status	in	their	local	communities,	family	ties,	and	
shared	values	that	connected	them	to	the	imperial	court.	From	
Tang	times	until	the	closing	days	of	the	Qing	empire	in	1911,	
scholar-officials	functioned	often	as	intermediaries	between	the	
grass-roots	level	and	the	government.	
	
	By	the	middle	of	the	eighth	century	A.D.,	Tang	power	had	ebbed.	
Domestic	economic	instability	and	military	defeat	in	751	by	Arabs	
at	Talas,	in	Central	Asia,	marked	the	beginning	of	five	centuries	
of	steady	military	decline	for	the	Chinese	empire.	Misrule,	court	
	
	
intrigues,	economic	exploitation,	and	popular	rebellions	weakened	
the	empire,	making	it	possible	for	northern	invaders	to	terminate	
the	dynasty	in	907.	The	next	half-century	saw	the	fragmentation	
of	China	into	five	northern	dynasties	and	ten	southern	kingdoms.	
But	in	960	a	new	power,	Song	(960-1279),	reunified	most	of	China	
Proper.	The	Song	period	divides	into	two	phases:	Northern	Song	
(960-1127)	and	Southern	Song	(1127-1279).	The	division	was	caused	
by	the	forced	abandonment	of	north	China	in	1127	by	the	Song	
court,	which	could	not	push	back	the	nomadic	invaders.	
	
	The	founders	of	the	Song	dynasty	built	an	effective	centralized	
bureaucracy	staffed	with	civilian	scholar-officials.	Regional	
military	governors	and	their	supporters	were	replaced	by	
centrally	appointed	officials.	This	system	of	civilian	rule	led	
to	a	greater	concentration	of	power	in	the	emperor	and	his	palace	
bureaucracy	than	had	been	achieved	in	the	previous	dynasties.	
	
	The	Song	dynasty	is	notable	for	the	development	of	cities	not	
only	for	administrative	purposes	but	also	as	centers	of	trade,	
industry,	and	maritime	commerce.	The	landed	scholar-officials,	
sometimes	collectively	referred	to	as	the	gentry,	lived	in	the	
provincial	centers	alongside	the	shopkeepers,	artisans,	and	
merchants.	A	new	group	of	wealthy	commoners--the	mercantile	
class--arose	as	printing	and	education	spread,	private	trade	
grew,	and	a	market	economy	began	to	link	the	coastal	provinces	
and	the	interior.	Landholding	and	government	employment	were	no	
longer	the	only	means	of	gaining	wealth	and	prestige.	
	
	Culturally,	the	Song	refined	many	of	the	developments	of	the	
previous	centuries.	Included	in	these	refinements	were	not	only	
the	Tang	ideal	of	the	universal	man,	who	combined	the	qualities	
of	scholar,	poet,	painter,	and	statesman,	but	also	historical	
writings,	painting,	calligraphy,	and	hard-glazed	porcelain.	Song	
intellectuals	sought	answers	to	all	philosophical	and	political	
questions	in	the	Confucian	Classics.	This	renewed	interest	in	the	
Confucian	ideals	and	society	of	ancient	times	coincided	with	the	
decline	of	Buddhism,	which	the	Chinese	regarded	as	foreign	and	
offering	few	practical	guidelines	for	the	solution	of	political	
and	other	mundane	problems.	
	
	The	Song	Neo-Confucian	philosophers,	finding	a	certain	purity	in	
the	originality	of	the	ancient	classical	texts,	wrote	
commentaries	on	them.	The	most	influential	of	these	philosophers	
was	Zhu	Xi	(1130-1200),	whose	synthesis	of	Confucian	thought	and	
Buddhist,	Taoist,	and	other	ideas	became	the	official	imperial	
ideology	from	late	Song	times	to	the	late	nineteenth	century.	As	
incorporated	into	the	examination	system,	Zhu	Xi's	philosophy	
evolved	into	a	rigid	official	creed,	which	stressed	the	one-sided	
obligations	of	obedience	and	compliance	of	subject	to	ruler,	
child	to	father,	wife	to	husband,	and	younger	brother	to	elder	
brother.	The	effect	was	to	inhibit	the	societal	development	of	
premodern	China,	resulting	both	in	many	generations	of	political,	
social,	and	spiritual	stability	and	in	a	slowness	of	cultural	and	
institutional	change	up	to	the	nineteenth	century	(see	
Traditional	Society	and	Culture,	ch.	3).	Neo-Confucian	doctrines	
also	came	to	play	the	dominant	role	in	the	intellectual	life	of	



Korea,	Vietnam,	and	Japan.	
	
Mongolian	Interlude	
	
	
	
	By	the	mid-thirteenth	century,	the	Mongols	had	subjugated	north	
China,	Korea,	and	the	Muslim	kingdoms	of	Central	Asia	and	had	
twice	penetrated	Europe.	With	the	resources	of	his	vast	empire,	
Kublai	Khan	(1215-94),	a	grandson	of	Genghis	Khan	(1167?-1227)	
and	the	supreme	leader	of	all	Mongol	tribes,	began	his	drive	
against	the	Southern	Song.	Even	before	the	extinction	of	the	Song	
dynasty,	Kublai	Khan	had	established	the	first	alien	dynasty	to	
rule	all	China--the	Yuan	(1279-1368).	
	
	Although	the	Mongols	sought	to	govern	China	through	traditional	
institutions,	using	Chinese	(Han)	bureaucrats,	they	were	not	up	
to	the	task.	The	Han	were	discriminated	against	socially	and	
politically.	All	important	central	and	regional	posts	were	
monopolized	by	Mongols,	who	also	preferred	employing	non-Chinese	
from	other	parts	of	the	Mongol	domain--Central	Asia,	the	Middle	
East,	and	even	Europe--in	those	positions	for	which	no	Mongol	
could	be	found.	Chinese	were	more	often	employed	in	non-Chinese	
regions	of	the	empire.	
	
	As	in	other	periods	of	alien	dynastic	rule	of	China,	a	rich	
cultural	diversity	developed	during	the	Yuan	dynasty.	The	major	
cultural	achievements	were	the	development	of	drama	and	the	novel	
and	the	increased	use	of	the	written	vernacular.	The	Mongols'	
extensive	West	Asian	and	European	contacts	produced	a	fair	amount	
of	cultural	exchange.	Western	musical	instruments	were	introduced	
to	enrich	the	Chinese	performing	arts.	From	this	period	dates	the	
conversion	to	Islam,	by	Muslims	of	Central	Asia,	of	growing	
numbers	of	Chinese	in	the	northwest	and	southwest.	Nestorianism	
and	Roman	Catholicism	also	enjoyed	a	period	of	toleration.	
Lamaism	(Tibetan	Buddhism)	flourished,	although	native	Taoism	
endured	Mongol	persecutions.	Confucian	governmental	practices	and	
examinations	based	on	the	Classics,	which	had	fallen	into	disuse	
in	north	China	during	the	period	of	disunity,	were	reinstated	by	
the	Mongols	in	the	hope	of	maintaining	order	over	Han	society.	
Advances	were	realized	in	the	fields	of	travel	literature,	
cartography	and	geography,	and	scientific	education.	Certain	key	
Chinese	innovations,	such	as	printing	techniques,	porcelain	
production,	playing	cards,	and	medical	literature,	were	
introduced	in	Europe,	while	the	production	of	thin	glass	and	
cloisonn​	became	popular	in	China.	The	first	records	of	travel	by	
Westerners	date	from	this	time.	The	most	famous	traveler	of	the	
period	was	the	Venetian	Marco	Polo,	whose	account	of	his	trip	to	
"Cambaluc,"	the	Great	Khan's	capital	(now	Beijing),	and	of	life	
there	astounded	the	people	of	Europe.	The	Mongols	undertook	
extensive	public	works.	Road	and	water	communications	were	
reorganized	and	improved.	To	provide	against	possible	famines,	
granaries	were	ordered	built	throughout	the	empire.	The	city	of	
Beijing	was	rebuilt	with	new	palace	grounds	that	included	
artificial	lakes,	hills	and	mountains,	and	parks.	During	the	Yuan	
period,	Beijing	became	the	terminus	of	the	Grand	Canal,	which	was	
completely	renovated.	These	commercially	oriented	improvements	
encouraged	overland	as	well	as	maritime	commerce	throughout	Asia	
and	facilitated	the	first	direct	Chinese	contacts	with	Europe.	
Chinese	and	Mongol	travelers	to	the	West	were	able	to	provide	
assistance	in	such	areas	as	hydraulic	engineering,	while	bringing	
back	to	the	Middle	Kingdom	new	scientific	discoveries	and	
architectural	innovations.	Contacts	with	the	West	also	brought	
the	introduction	to	China	of	a	major	new	food	
crop--sorghum--along	with	other	foreign	food	products	and	methods	
of	preparation.	
	
	
	
The	Chinese	Regain	Power	
	
	Rivalry	among	the	Mongol	imperial	heirs,	natural	disasters,	and	
numerous	peasant	uprisings	led	to	the	collapse	of	the	Yuan	
dynasty.	The	Ming	dynasty	(1368-1644)	was	founded	by	a	Han	
Chinese	peasant	and	former	Buddhist	monk	turned	rebel	army	
leader.	Having	its	capital	first	at	Nanjing	(which	means	Southern	
Capital)	and	later	at	Beijing	(Northern	Capital),	the	Ming	
reached	the	zenith	of	power	during	the	first	quarter	of	the	
fifteenth	century.	The	Chinese	armies	reconquered	Annam,	as	
northern	Vietnam	was	then	known,	in	Southeast	Asia	and	kept	back	
the	Mongols,	while	the	Chinese	fleet	sailed	the	China	seas	and	
the	Indian	Ocean,	cruising	as	far	as	the	east	coast	of	Africa.	
The	maritime	Asian	nations	sent	envoys	with	tribute	for	the	
Chinese	emperor.	Internally,	the	Grand	Canal	was	expanded	to	its	
farthest	limits	and	proved	to	be	a	stimulus	to	domestic	trade.	
	
	The	Ming	maritime	expeditions	stopped	rather	suddenly	after	
1433,	the	date	of	the	last	voyage.	Historians	have	given	as	one	
of	the	reasons	the	great	expense	of	large-scale	expeditions	at	a	
time	of	preoccupation	with	northern	defenses	against	the	Mongols.	
Opposition	at	court	also	may	have	been	a	contributing	factor,	as	



conservative	officials	found	the	concept	of	expansion	and	
commercial	ventures	alien	to	Chinese	ideas	of	government.	
Pressure	from	the	powerful	Neo-Confucian	bureaucracy	led	to	a	
revival	of	strict	agrarian-centered	society.	The	stability	of	the	
Ming	dynasty,	which	was	without	major	disruptions	of	the	
population	(then	around	100	million),	economy,	arts,	society,	or	
politics,	promoted	a	belief	among	the	Chinese	that	they	had	
achieved	the	most	satisfactory	civilization	on	earth	and	that	
nothing	foreign	was	needed	or	welcome.	
	
	Long	wars	with	the	Mongols,	incursions	by	the	Japanese	into	
Korea,	and	harassment	of	Chinese	coastal	cities	by	the	Japanese	
in	the	sixteenth	century	weakened	Ming	rule,	which	became,	as	
earlier	Chinese	dynasties	had,	ripe	for	an	alien	takeover.	In	
1644	the	Manchus	took	Beijing	from	the	north	and	became	masters	
of	north	China,	establishing	the	last	imperial	dynasty,	the	Qing	
(1644-1911).	
	
The	Rise	of	the	Manchus	
	
	Although	the	Manchus	were	not	Han	Chinese	and	were	strongly	
resisted,	especially	in	the	south,	they	had	assimilated	a	great	
deal	of	Chinese	culture	before	conquering	China	Proper.	Realizing	
that	to	dominate	the	empire	they	would	have	to	do	things	the	
Chinese	way,	the	Manchus	retained	many	institutions	of	Ming	and	
earlier	Chinese	derivation.	They	continued	the	Confucian	court	
practices	and	temple	rituals,	over	which	the	emperors	had	
traditionally	presided.	
	
	The	Manchus	continued	the	Confucian	civil	service	system.	
Although	Chinese	were	barred	from	the	highest	offices,	Chinese	
officials	predominated	over	Manchu	officeholders	outside	the	
capital,	except	in	military	positions.	The	Neo-Confucian	
philosophy,	emphasizing	the	obedience	of	subject	to	ruler,	was	
enforced	as	the	state	creed.	The	Manchu	emperors	also	supported	
Chinese	literary	and	historical	projects	of	enormous	scope;	the	
survival	of	much	of	China's	ancient	literature	is	attributed	to	
	
	
these	projects.	
	
	Ever	suspicious	of	Han	Chinese,	the	Qing	rulers	put	into	effect	
measures	aimed	at	preventing	the	absorption	of	the	Manchus	into	
the	dominant	Han	Chinese	population.	Han	Chinese	were	prohibited	
from	migrating	into	the	Manchu	homeland,	and	Manchus	were	
forbidden	to	engage	in	trade	or	manual	labor.	Intermarriage	
between	the	two	groups	was	forbidden.	In	many	government	
positions	a	system	of	dual	appointments	was	used--the	Chinese	
appointee	was	required	to	do	the	substantive	work	and	the	Manchu	
to	ensure	Han	loyalty	to	Qing	rule.	
	
	The	Qing	regime	was	determined	to	protect	itself	not	only	from	
internal	rebellion	but	also	from	foreign	invasion.	After	China	
Proper	had	been	subdued,	the	Manchus	conquered	Outer	Mongolia	
(now	the	Mongolian	People's	Republic)	in	the	late	seventeenth	
century.	In	the	eighteenth	century	they	gained	control	of	Central	
Asia	as	far	as	the	Pamir	Mountains	and	established	a	protectorate	
over	the	area	the	Chinese	call	Xizang	but	commonly	known	in	the	
West	as	Tibet.	The	Qing	thus	became	the	first	dynasty	to	
eliminate	successfully	all	danger	to	China	Proper	from	across	its	
land	borders.	Under	Manchu	rule	the	empire	grew	to	include	a	
larger	area	than	before	or	since;	Taiwan,	the	last	outpost	of	
anti-Manchu	resistance,	was	also	incorporated	into	China	for	the	
first	time.	In	addition,	Qing	emperors	received	tribute	from	the	
various	border	states.	
	
	The	chief	threat	to	China's	integrity	did	not	come	overland,	as	
it	had	so	often	in	the	past,	but	by	sea,	reaching	the	southern	
coastal	area	first.	Western	traders,	missionaries,	and	soldiers	
of	fortune	began	to	arrive	in	large	numbers	even	before	the	Qing,	
in	the	sixteenth	century.	The	empire's	inability	to	evaluate	
correctly	the	nature	of	the	new	challenge	or	to	respond	flexibly	
to	it	resulted	in	the	demise	of	the	Qing	and	the	collapse	of	the	
entire	millennia-old	framework	of	dynastic	rule.	
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EMERGENCE	OF	MODERN	CHINA	
	
	The	success	of	the	Qing	dynasty	in	maintaining	the	old	order	
proved	a	liability	when	the	empire	was	confronted	with	growing	
challenges	from	seafaring	Western	powers.	The	centuries	of	peace	
and	self-satisfaction	dating	back	to	Ming	times	had	encouraged	
	
	
little	change	in	the	attitudes	of	the	ruling	elite.	The	imperial	
Neo-Confucian	scholars	accepted	as	axiomatic	the	cultural	
superiority	of	Chinese	civilization	and	the	position	of	the	
empire	at	the	hub	of	their	perceived	world.	To	question	this	
assumption,	to	suggest	innovation,	or	to	promote	the	adoption	of	
foreign	ideas	was	viewed	as	tantamount	to	heresy.	Imperial	purges	
dealt	severely	with	those	who	deviated	from	orthodoxy.	
	
	By	the	nineteenth	century,	China	was	experiencing	growing	
internal	pressures	of	economic	origin.	By	the	start	of	the	
century,	there	were	over	300	million	Chinese,	but	there	was	no	
industry	or	trade	of	sufficient	scope	to	absorb	the	surplus	
labor.	Moreover,	the	scarcity	of	land	led	to	widespread	rural	
discontent	and	a	breakdown	in	law	and	order.	The	weakening	
through	corruption	of	the	bureaucratic	and	military	systems	and	
mounting	urban	pauperism	also	contributed	to	these	disturbances.	
Localized	revolts	erupted	in	various	parts	of	the	empire	in	the	
early	nineteenth	century.	Secret	societies,	such	as	the	White	
Lotus	sect	in	the	north	and	the	Triad	Society	in	the	south,	
gained	ground,	combining	anti-Manchu	subversion	with	banditry.	
	
The	Western	Powers	Arrive	
	
	As	elsewhere	in	Asia,	in	China	the	Portuguese	were	the	pioneers,	
establishing	a	foothold	at	Macao	(Aomen	in	pinyin),	from	which	
they	monopolized	foreign	trade	at	the	Chinese	port	of	Guangzhou	
(Canton).	Soon	the	Spanish	arrived,	followed	by	the	British	and	
the	French.	
	
	Trade	between	China	and	the	West	was	carried	on	in	the	guise	of	
tribute:	foreigners	were	obliged	to	follow	the	elaborate,	
centuries-old	ritual	imposed	on	envoys	from	China's	tributary	
states.	There	was	no	conception	at	the	imperial	court	that	the	
Europeans	would	expect	or	deserve	to	be	treated	as	cultural	or	
political	equals.	The	sole	exception	was	Russia,	the	most	
powerful	inland	neighbor.	
	
	The	Manchus	were	sensitive	to	the	need	for	security	along	the	
northern	land	frontier	and	therefore	were	prepared	to	be	
realistic	in	dealing	with	Russia.	The	Treaty	of	Nerchinsk	(1689)	
with	the	Russians,	drafted	to	bring	to	an	end	a	series	of	border	
incidents	and	to	establish	a	border	between	Siberia	and	Manchuria	
(northeast	China)	along	the	Heilong	Jiang	(Amur	River),	was	
China's	first	bilateral	agreement	with	a	European	power.	In	1727	
the	Treaty	of	Kiakhta	delimited	the	remainder	of	the	eastern	
portion	of	the	Sino-Russian	border.	Western	diplomatic	efforts	to	
expand	trade	on	equal	terms	were	rebuffed,	the	official	Chinese	
assumption	being	that	the	empire	was	not	in	need	of	foreign--and	
thus	inferior--products.	Despite	this	attitude,	trade	flourished,	
even	though	after	1760	all	foreign	trade	was	confined	to	
Guangzhou,	where	the	foreign	traders	had	to	limit	their	dealings	
to	a	dozen	officially	licensed	Chinese	merchant	firms.	
	
	Trade	was	not	the	sole	basis	of	contact	with	the	West.	Since	the	
thirteenth	century,	Roman	Catholic	missionaries	had	been	
attempting	to	establish	their	church	in	China.	Although	by	1800	
only	a	few	hundred	thousand	Chinese	had	been	converted,	the	
missionaries--mostly	Jesuits--contributed	greatly	to	Chinese	
knowledge	in	such	fields	as	cannon	casting,	calendar	making,	
geography,	mathematics,	cartography,	music,	art,	and	
	
	
architecture.	The	Jesuits	were	especially	adept	at	fitting	
Christianity	into	a	Chinese	framework	and	were	condemned	by	a	
papal	decision	in	1704	for	having	tolerated	the	continuance	of	
Confucian	ancestor	rites	among	Christian	converts.	The	papal	
decision	quickly	weakened	the	Christian	movement,	which	it	
proscribed	as	heterodox	and	disloyal.	
	
The	Opium	War,	1839-42	
	
	During	the	eighteenth	century,	the	market	in	Europe	and	America	
for	tea,	a	new	drink	in	the	West,	expanded	greatly.	Additionally,	
there	was	a	continuing	demand	for	Chinese	silk	and	porcelain.	But	
China,	still	in	its	preindustrial	stage,	wanted	little	that	the	



West	had	to	offer,	causing	the	Westerners,	mostly	British,	to	
incur	an	unfavorable	balance	of	trade.	To	remedy	the	situation,	
the	foreigners	developed	a	third-party	trade,	exchanging	their	
merchandise	in	India	and	Southeast	Asia	for	raw	materials	and	
semiprocessed	goods,	which	found	a	ready	market	in	Guangzhou.	By	
the	early	nineteenth	century,	raw	cotton	and	opium	from	India	had	
become	the	staple	British	imports	into	China,	in	spite	of	the	
fact	that	opium	was	prohibited	entry	by	imperial	decree.	The	
opium	traffic	was	made	possible	through	the	connivance	of	
profit-seeking	merchants	and	a	corrupt	bureaucracy.	
	
	In	1839	the	Qing	government,	after	a	decade	of	unsuccessful	
anti-opium	campaigns,	adopted	drastic	prohibitory	laws	against	
the	opium	trade.	The	emperor	dispatched	a	commissioner,	Lin	Zexu	
(1785-1850),	to	Guangzhou	to	suppress	illicit	opium	traffic.	Lin	
seized	illegal	stocks	of	opium	owned	by	Chinese	dealers	and	then	
detained	the	entire	foreign	community	and	confiscated	and	
destroyed	some	20,000	chests	of	illicit	British	opium.	The	
British	retaliated	with	a	punitive	expedition,	thus	initiating	
the	first	Anglo-Chinese	war,	better	known	as	the	Opium	War	
(1839-42).	Unprepared	for	war	and	grossly	underestimating	the	
capabilities	of	the	enemy,	the	Chinese	were	disastrously	
defeated,	and	their	image	of	their	own	imperial	power	was	
tarnished	beyond	repair.	The	Treaty	of	Nanjing	(1842),	signed	on	
board	a	British	warship	by	two	Manchu	imperial	commissioners	and	
the	British	plenipotentiary,	was	the	first	of	a	series	of	
agreements	with	the	Western	trading	nations	later	called	by	the	
Chinese	the	"unequal	treaties."	Under	the	Treaty	of	Nanjing,	
China	ceded	the	island	of	Hong	Kong	(Xianggang	in	pinyin)	to	the	
British;	abolished	the	licensed	monopoly	system	of	trade;	opened	
5	ports	to	British	residence	and	foreign	trade;	limited	the	
tariff	on	trade	to	5	percent	ad	valorem;	granted	British	
nationals	extraterritoriality	(exemption	from	Chinese	laws);	and	
paid	a	large	indemnity.	In	addition,	Britain	was	to	have	
most-favored-nation	treatment,	that	is,	it	would	receive	whatever	
trading	concessions	the	Chinese	granted	other	powers	then	or	
later.	The	Treaty	of	Nanjing	set	the	scope	and	character	of	an	
unequal	relationship	for	the	ensuing	century	of	what	the	Chinese	
would	call	"national	humiliations."	The	treaty	was	followed	by	
other	incursions,	wars,	and	treaties	that	granted	new	concessions	
and	added	new	privileges	for	the	foreigners.	
	
The	Taiping	Rebellion,	1851-64	
	
	During	the	mid-nineteenth	century,	China's	problems	were	
compounded	by	natural	calamities	of	unprecedented	proportions,	
including	droughts,	famines,	and	floods.	Government	neglect	of	
	
	
public	works	was	in	part	responsible	for	this	and	other	
disasters,	and	the	Qing	administration	did	little	to	relieve	the	
widespread	misery	caused	by	them.	Economic	tensions,	military	
defeats	at	Western	hands,	and	anti-Manchu	sentiments	all	combined	
to	produce	widespread	unrest,	especially	in	the	south.	South	
China	had	been	the	last	area	to	yield	to	the	Qing	conquerors	and	
the	first	to	be	exposed	to	Western	influence.	It	provided	a	
likely	setting	for	the	largest	uprising	in	modern	Chinese	
history--the	Taiping	Rebellion.	
	
	The	Taiping	rebels	were	led	by	Hong	Xiuquan	(1814-64),	a	village	
teacher	and	unsuccessful	imperial	examination	candidate.	Hong	
formulated	an	eclectic	ideology	combining	the	ideals	of	
pre-Confucian	utopianism	with	Protestant	beliefs.	He	soon	had	a	
following	in	the	thousands	who	were	heavily	anti-Manchu	and	
anti-establishment.	Hong's	followers	formed	a	military	
organization	to	protect	against	bandits	and	recruited	troops	not	
only	among	believers	but	also	from	among	other	armed	peasant	
groups	and	secret	societies.	In	1851	Hong	Xiuquan	and	others	
launched	an	uprising	in	Guizhou	Province.	Hong	proclaimed	the	
Heavenly	Kingdom	of	Great	Peace	(Taiping	Tianguo,	or	Taiping	for	
short)	with	himself	as	king.	The	new	order	was	to	reconstitute	a	
legendary	ancient	state	in	which	the	peasantry	owned	and	tilled	
the	land	in	common;	slavery,	concubinage,	arranged	marriage,	
opium	smoking,	footbinding,	judicial	torture,	and	the	worship	of	
idols	were	all	to	be	eliminated.	The	Taiping	tolerance	of	the	
esoteric	rituals	and	quasi-religious	societies	of	south	
China--themselves	a	threat	to	Qing	stability--and	their	
relentless	attacks	on	Confucianism--still	widely	accepted	as	the	
moral	foundation	of	Chinese	behavior--contributed	to	the	ultimate	
defeat	of	the	rebellion.	Its	advocacy	of	radical	social	reforms	
alienated	the	Han	Chinese	scholar-gentry	class.	The	Taiping	army,	
although	it	had	captured	Nanjing	and	driven	as	far	north	as	
Tianjin,	failed	to	establish	stable	base	areas.	The	movement's	
leaders	found	themselves	in	a	net	of	internal	feuds,	defections,	
and	corruption.	Additionally,	British	and	French	forces,	being	
more	willing	to	deal	with	the	weak	Qing	administration	than	
contend	with	the	uncertainties	of	a	Taiping	regime,	came	to	the	
assistance	of	the	imperial	army.	Before	the	Chinese	army	
succeeded	in	crushing	the	revolt,	however,	14	years	had	passed,	
and	well	over	30	million	people	were	reported	killed.	
	



	To	defeat	the	rebellion,	the	Qing	court	needed,	besides	Western	
help,	an	army	stronger	and	more	popular	than	the	demoralized	
imperial	forces.	In	1860,	scholar-official	Zeng	Guofan	(1811-72),	
from	Hunan	Province,	was	appointed	imperial	commissioner	and	
governor-general	of	the	Taiping-controlled	territories	and	placed	
in	command	of	the	war	against	the	rebels.	Zeng's	Hunan	army,	
created	and	paid	for	by	local	taxes,	became	a	powerful	new	
fighting	force	under	the	command	of	eminent	scholar-generals.	
Zeng's	success	gave	new	power	to	an	emerging	Han	Chinese	elite	
and	eroded	Qing	authority.	Simultaneous	uprisings	in	north	China	
(the	Nian	Rebellion)	and	southwest	China	(the	Muslim	Rebellion)	
further	demonstrated	Qing	weakness.	
	
The	Self-Strengthening	Movement	
	
	The	rude	realities	of	the	Opium	War,	the	unequal	treaties,	and	
the	mid-century	mass	uprisings	caused	Qing	courtiers	and	
officials	to	recognize	the	need	to	strengthen	China.	Chinese	
	
	
scholars	and	officials	had	been	examining	and	translating	
"Western	learning"	since	the	1840s.	Under	the	direction	of	
modern-thinking	Han	officials,	Western	science	and	languages	were	
studied,	special	schools	were	opened	in	the	larger	cities,	and	
arsenals,	factories,	and	shipyards	were	established	according	to	
Western	models.	Western	diplomatic	practices	were	adopted	by	the	
Qing,	and	students	were	sent	abroad	by	the	government	and	on	
individual	or	community	initiative	in	the	hope	that	national	
regeneration	could	be	achieved	through	the	application	of	Western	
practical	methods.	
	
	Amid	these	activities	came	an	attempt	to	arrest	the	dynastic	
decline	by	restoring	the	traditional	order.	The	effort	was	known	
as	the	Tongzhi	Restoration,	named	for	the	Tongzhi	Emperor	
(1862-74),	and	was	engineered	by	the	young	emperor's	mother,	the	
Empress	Dowager	Ci	Xi	(1835-1908).	The	restoration,	however,	
which	applied	"practical	knowledge"	while	reaffirming	the	old	
mentality,	was	not	a	genuine	program	of	modernization.	
	
	The	effort	to	graft	Western	technology	onto	Chinese	institutions	
became	known	as	the	Self-Strengthening	Movement.	The	movement	was	
championed	by	scholar-generals	like	Li	Hongzhang	(1823-1901)	and	
Zuo	Zongtang	(1812-85),	who	had	fought	with	the	government	forces	
in	the	Taiping	Rebellion.	From	1861	to	1894,	leaders	such	as	
these,	now	turned	scholar-administrators,	were	responsible	for	
establishing	modern	institutions,	developing	basic	industries,	
communications,	and	transportation,	and	modernizing	the	military.	
But	despite	its	leaders'	accomplishments,	the	Self-Strengthening	
Movement	did	not	recognize	the	significance	of	the	political	
institutions	and	social	theories	that	had	fostered	Western	
advances	and	innovations.	This	weakness	led	to	the	movement's	
failure.	Modernization	during	this	period	would	have	been	
difficult	under	the	best	of	circumstances.	The	bureaucracy	was	
still	deeply	influenced	by	Neo-Confucian	orthodoxy.	Chinese	
society	was	still	reeling	from	the	ravages	of	the	Taiping	and	
other	rebellions,	and	foreign	encroachments	continued	to	threaten	
the	integrity	of	China.	
	
	The	first	step	in	the	foreign	powers'	effort	to	carve	up	the	
empire	was	taken	by	Russia,	which	had	been	expanding	into	Central	
Asia.	By	the	1850s,	tsarist	troops	also	had	invaded	the	Heilong	
Jiang	watershed	of	Manchuria,	from	which	their	countrymen	had	
been	ejected	under	the	Treaty	of	Nerchinsk.	The	Russians	used	the	
superior	knowledge	of	China	they	had	acquired	through	their	
century-long	residence	in	Beijing	to	further	their	
aggrandizement.	In	1860	Russian	diplomats	secured	the	secession	
of	all	of	Manchuria	north	of	the	Heilong	Jiang	and	east	of	the	
Wusuli	Jiang	(Ussuri	River).	Foreign	encroachments	increased	
after	1860	by	means	of	a	series	of	treaties	imposed	on	China	on	
one	pretext	or	another.	The	foreign	stranglehold	on	the	vital	
sectors	of	the	Chinese	economy	was	reinforced	through	a	
lengthening	list	of	concessions.	Foreign	settlements	in	the	
treaty	ports	became	extraterritorial--sovereign	pockets	of	
territories	over	which	China	had	no	jurisdiction.	The	safety	of	
these	foreign	settlements	was	ensured	by	the	menacing	presence	of	
warships	and	gunboats.	
	
	At	this	time	the	foreign	powers	also	took	over	the	peripheral	
states	that	had	acknowledged	Chinese	suzerainty	and	given	tribute	
to	the	emperor.	France	colonized	Cochin	China,	as	southern	
	
	
Vietnam	was	then	called,	and	by	1864	established	a	protectorate	
over	Cambodia.	Following	a	victorious	war	against	China	in	
1884-85,	France	also	took	Annam.	Britain	gained	control	over	
Burma.	Russia	penetrated	into	Chinese	Turkestan	(the	modern-day	
Xinjiang-Uyghur	Autonomous	Region).	Japan,	having	emerged	from	
its	century-and-a-half-long	seclusion	and	having	gone	through	its	
own	modernization	movement,	defeated	China	in	the	war	of	1894-95.	
The	Treaty	of	Shimonoseki	forced	China	to	cede	Taiwan	and	the	
Penghu	Islands	to	Japan,	pay	a	huge	indemnity,	permit	the	



establishment	of	Japanese	industries	in	four	treaty	ports,	and	
recognize	Japanese	hegemony	over	Korea.	In	1898	the	British	
acquired	a	ninety-nine-year	lease	over	the	so-called	New	
Territories	of	Kowloon	(Jiulong	in	pinyin),	which	increased	the	
size	of	their	Hong	Kong	colony.	Britain,	Japan,	Russia,	Germany,	
France,	and	Belgium	each	gained	spheres	of	influence	in	China.	
The	United	States,	which	had	not	acquired	any	territorial	
cessions,	proposed	in	1899	that	there	be	an	"open	door"	policy	in	
China,	whereby	all	foreign	countries	would	have	equal	duties	and	
privileges	in	all	treaty	ports	within	and	outside	the	various	
spheres	of	influence.	All	but	Russia	agreed	to	the	United	States	
overture.	
	
The	Hundred	Days'	Reform	and	the	Aftermath	
	
	In	the	103	days	from	June	11	to	September	21,	1898,	the	Qing	
emperor,	Guangxu	(1875-1908),	ordered	a	series	of	reforms	aimed	
at	making	sweeping	social	and	institutional	changes.	This	effort	
reflected	the	thinking	of	a	group	of	progressive	
scholar-reformers	who	had	impressed	the	court	with	the	urgency	of	
making	innovations	for	the	nation's	survival.	Influenced	by	the	
Japanese	success	with	modernization,	the	reformers	declared	that	
China	needed	more	than	"self-strengthening"	and	that	innovation	
must	be	accompanied	by	institutional	and	ideological	change.	
	
	The	imperial	edicts	for	reform	covered	a	broad	range	of	
subjects,	including	stamping	out	corruption	and	remaking,	among	
other	things,	the	academic	and	civil-service	examination	systems,	
legal	system,	governmental	structure,	defense	establishment,	and	
postal	services.	The	edicts	attempted	to	modernize	agriculture,	
medicine,	and	mining	and	to	promote	practical	studies	instead	of	
Neo-Confucian	orthodoxy.	The	court	also	planned	to	send	students	
abroad	for	firsthand	observation	and	technical	studies.	All	these	
changes	were	to	be	brought	about	under	a	de	facto	constitutional	
monarchy.	
	
	Opposition	to	the	reform	was	intense	among	the	conservative	
ruling	elite,	especially	the	Manchus,	who,	in	condemning	the	
announced	reform	as	too	radical,	proposed	instead	a	more	moderate	
and	gradualist	course	of	change.	Supported	by	ultraconservatives	
and	with	the	tacit	support	of	the	political	opportunist	Yuan	
Shikai	(1859-1916),	Empress	Dowager	Ci	Xi	engineered	a	coup	
d'​tat	on	September	21,	1898,	forcing	the	young	reform-minded	
Guangxu	into	seclusion.	Ci	Xi	took	over	the	government	as	regent.	
The	Hundred	Days'	Reform	ended	with	the	rescindment	of	the	new	
edicts	and	the	execution	of	six	of	the	reform's	chief	advocates.	
The	two	principal	leaders,	Kang	Youwei	(1858-1927)	and	Liang	
Qichao	(1873-1929),	fled	abroad	to	found	the	Baohuang	Hui	
(Protect	the	Emperor	Society)	and	to	work,	unsuccessfully,	for	a	
constitutional	monarchy	in	China.	
	
	
	
	The	conservatives	then	gave	clandestine	backing	to	the	
antiforeign	and	anti-Christian	movement	of	secret	societies	known	
as	Yihetuan	(Society	of	Righteousness	and	Harmony).	The	movement	
has	been	better	known	in	the	West	as	the	Boxers	(from	an	earlier	
name--Yihequan,	Righteousness	and	Harmony	Boxers).	In	1900	Boxer	
bands	spread	over	the	north	China	countryside,	burning	missionary	
facilities	and	killing	Chinese	Christians.	Finally,	in	June	1900,	
the	Boxers	besieged	the	foreign	concessions	in	Beijing	and	
Tianjin,	an	action	that	provoked	an	allied	relief	expedition	by	
the	offended	nations.	The	Qing	declared	war	against	the	invaders,	
who	easily	crushed	their	opposition	and	occupied	north	China.	
Under	the	Protocol	of	1901,	the	court	was	made	to	consent	to	the	
execution	of	ten	high	officials	and	the	punishment	of	hundreds	of	
others,	expansion	of	the	Legation	Quarter,	payment	of	war	
reparations,	stationing	of	foreign	troops	in	China,	and	razing	of	
some	Chinese	fortifications.	
	
	In	the	decade	that	followed,	the	court	belatedly	put	into	effect	
some	reform	measures.	These	included	the	abolition	of	the	
moribund	Confucian-based	examination,	educational	and	military	
modernization	patterned	after	the	model	of	Japan,	and	an	
experiment,	if	half-hearted,	in	constitutional	and	parliamentary	
government	(see	The	Examination	System,	ch.	3).	The	suddenness	
and	ambitiousness	of	the	reform	effort	actually	hindered	its	
success.	One	effect,	to	be	felt	for	decades	to	come,	was	the	
establishment	of	new	armies,	which,	in	turn,	gave	rise	to	
warlordism.	
	
The	Republican	Revolution	of	1911	
	
	Failure	of	reform	from	the	top	and	the	fiasco	of	the	Boxer	
Uprising	convinced	many	Chinese	that	the	only	real	solution	lay	
in	outright	revolution,	in	sweeping	away	the	old	order	and	
erecting	a	new	one	patterned	preferably	after	the	example	of	
Japan.	The	revolutionary	leader	was	Sun	Yat-sen	(Sun	Yixian	in	
pinyin,	1866-1925),	a	republican	and	anti-Qing	activist	who	
became	increasingly	popular	among	the	overseas	Chinese	(see	
Glossary)	and	Chinese	students	abroad,	especially	in	Japan.	In	



1905	Sun	founded	the	Tongmeng	Hui	(United	League)	in	Tokyo	with	
Huang	Xing	(1874-1916),	a	popular	leader	of	the	Chinese	
revolutionary	movement	in	Japan,	as	his	deputy.	This	movement,	
generously	supported	by	overseas	Chinese	funds,	also	gained	
political	support	with	regional	military	officers	and	some	of	the	
reformers	who	had	fled	China	after	the	Hundred	Days'	Reform.	
Sun's	political	philosophy	was	conceptualized	in	1897,	first	
enunciated	in	Tokyo	in	1905,	and	modified	through	the	early	
1920s.	It	centered	on	the	Three	Principles	of	the	People	(san	min	
zhuyi):	"nationalism,	democracy,	and	people's	livelihood."	The	
principle	of	nationalism	called	for	overthrowing	the	Manchus	and	
ending	foreign	hegemony	over	China.	The	second	principle,	
democracy,	was	used	to	describe	Sun's	goal	of	a	popularly	elected	
republican	form	of	government.	People's	livelihood,	often	
referred	to	as	socialism,	was	aimed	at	helping	the	common	people	
through	regulation	of	the	ownership	of	the	means	of	production	
and	land.	
	
	The	republican	revolution	broke	out	on	October	10,	1911,	in	
Wuchang,	the	capital	of	Hubei	Province,	among	discontented	
modernized	army	units	whose	anti-Qing	plot	had	been	uncovered.	It	
had	been	preceded	by	numerous	abortive	uprisings	and	organized	
	
	
protests	inside	China.	The	revolt	quickly	spread	to	neighboring	
cities,	and	Tongmeng	Hui	members	throughout	the	country	rose	in	
immediate	support	of	the	Wuchang	revolutionary	forces.	By	late	
November,	fifteen	of	the	twenty-four	provinces	had	declared	their	
independence	of	the	Qing	empire.	A	month	later,	Sun	Yat-sen	
returned	to	China	from	the	United	States,	where	he	had	been	
raising	funds	among	overseas	Chinese	and	American	sympathizers.	
On	January	1,	1912,	Sun	was	inaugurated	in	Nanjing	as	the	
provisional	president	of	the	new	Chinese	republic.	But	power	in	
Beijing	already	had	passed	to	the	commander-in-chief	of	the	
imperial	army,	Yuan	Shikai,	the	strongest	regional	military	
leader	at	the	time.	To	prevent	civil	war	and	possible	foreign	
intervention	from	undermining	the	infant	republic,	Sun	agreed	to	
Yuan's	demand	that	China	be	united	under	a	Beijing	government	
headed	by	Yuan.	On	February	12,	1912,	the	last	Manchu	emperor,	
the	child	Puyi,	abdicated.	On	March	10,	in	Beijing,	Yuan	Shikai	
was	sworn	in	as	provisional	president	of	the	Republic	of	China.	
	
	
--------------------------------------------------------------------------
This	file	extracted	from	Dept.	of	Commerce,	Economics	&	Statistic's	Division's
May	1994	NATIONAL	TRADE	DATA	BANK	(NDTB)	CD-ROM,	SuDoc	C1.88:994/5/V.2
Processed	6/10/1994	by	RCM	(UM-St.	Louis	Libraries)/	AAH90010
.
ARMY	AREA	HANDBOOK	access	is	provided	courtesy	of	UM-St.	Louis	Libraries
	
	Match	12			DB	Rec#	-	605		Dataset-ARMAN
	
Source								:U.S.	DEPARTMENT	OF	THE	ARMY	
Source	key				:AR	
Program							:ARMY	AREA	HANDBOOKS	
Program	key			:AR	ARMAN		
Update	sched.	:Occasionally					
ID	number					:AR	ARMAN		CHINACH1.04						
Title									:CHAPTER	1.04:	REPUBLICAN	CHINA	
Data	type					:TEXT	
End	year						:1994
Date	of	record:04/19/1994
Keywords	3				:	
|	China	
Text										:	
	
REPUBLICAN	CHINA	
	
	The	republic	that	Sun	Yat-sen	and	his	associates	envisioned	
evolved	slowly.	The	revolutionists	lacked	an	army,	and	the	power	
of	Yuan	Shikai	began	to	outstrip	that	of	parliament.	Yuan	revised	
the	constitution	at	will	and	became	dictatorial.	In	August	1912	a	
new	political	party	was	founded	by	Song	Jiaoren	(1882-1913),	one	
of	Sun's	associates.	The	party,	the	Guomindang	(Kuomintang	or	
KMT--the	National	People's	Party,	frequently	referred	to	as	the	
Nationalist	Party),	was	an	amalgamation	of	small	political	
groups,	including	Sun's	Tongmeng	Hui.	In	the	national	elections	
held	in	February	1913	for	the	new	bicameral	parliament,	Song	
campaigned	against	the	Yuan	administration,	and	his	party	won	a	
majority	of	seats.	Yuan	had	Song	assassinated	in	March;	he	had	
already	arranged	the	assassination	of	several	pro-revolutionist	
generals.	Animosity	toward	Yuan	grew.	In	the	summer	of	1913	seven	
southern	provinces	rebelled	against	Yuan.	When	the	rebellion	was	
suppressed,	Sun	and	other	instigators	fled	to	Japan.	In	October	
1913	an	intimidated	parliament	formally	elected	Yuan	president	of	
the	Republic	of	China,	and	the	major	powers	extended	recognition	
to	his	government.	To	achieve	international	recognition,	Yuan	
Shikai	had	to	agree	to	autonomy	for	Outer	Mongolia	and	Xizang.	
China	was	still	to	be	suzerain,	but	it	would	have	to	allow	Russia	
a	free	hand	in	Outer	Mongolia	and	Britain	continuance	of	its	
	



	
influence	in	Xizang.	
	
	In	November	Yuan	Shikai,	legally	president,	ordered	the	
Guomindang	dissolved	and	its	members	removed	from	parliament.	
Within	a	few	months,	he	suspended	parliament	and	the	provincial	
assemblies	and	forced	the	promulgation	of	a	new	constitution,	
which,	in	effect,	made	him	president	for	life.	Yuan's	ambitions	
still	were	not	satisfied,	and,	by	the	end	of	1915,	it	was	
announced	that	he	would	reestablish	the	monarchy.	Widespread	
rebellions	ensued,	and	numerous	provinces	declared	independence.	
With	opposition	at	every	quarter	and	the	nation	breaking	up	into	
warlord	factions,	Yuan	Shikai	died	of	natural	causes	in	June	
1916,	deserted	by	his	lieutenants.	
	
Nationalism	and	Communism	
	
	After	Yuan	Shikai's	death,	shifting	alliances	of	regional	
warlords	fought	for	control	of	the	Beijing	government.	The	nation	
also	was	threatened	from	without	by	the	Japanese.	When	World	War	
I	broke	out	in	1914,	Japan	fought	on	the	Allied	side	and	seized	
German	holdings	in	Shandong	Province.	In	1915	the	Japanese	set	
before	the	warlord	government	in	Beijing	the	so-called	Twenty-One	
Demands,	which	would	have	made	China	a	Japanese	protectorate.	The	
Beijing	government	rejected	some	of	these	demands	but	yielded	to	
the	Japanese	insistence	on	keeping	the	Shandong	territory	already	
in	its	possession.	Beijing	also	recognized	Tokyo's	authority	over	
southern	Manchuria	and	eastern	Inner	Mongolia.	In	1917,	in	secret	
communiqu​s,	Britain,	France,	and	Italy	assented	to	the	Japanese	
claim	in	exchange	for	the	Japan's	naval	action	against	Germany.	
	
	In	1917	China	declared	war	on	Germany	in	the	hope	of	recovering	
its	lost	province,	then	under	Japanese	control.	But	in	1918	the	
Beijing	government	signed	a	secret	deal	with	Japan	accepting	the	
latter's	claim	to	Shandong.	When	the	Paris	peace	conference	of	
1919	confirmed	the	Japanese	claim	to	Shandong	and	Beijing's	
sellout	became	public,	internal	reaction	was	shattering.	On	May	
4,	1919,	there	were	massive	student	demonstrations	against	the	
Beijing	government	and	Japan.	The	political	fervor,	student	
activism,	and	iconoclastic	and	reformist	intellectual	currents	
set	in	motion	by	the	patriotic	student	protest	developed	into	a	
national	awakening	known	as	the	May	Fourth	Movement.	The	
intellectual	milieu	in	which	the	May	Fourth	Movement	developed	
was	known	as	the	New	Culture	Movement	and	occupied	the	period	
from	1917	to	1923.	The	student	demonstrations	of	May	4,	1919	were	
the	high	point	of	the	New	Culture	Movement,	and	the	terms	are	
often	used	synonymously.	Students	returned	from	abroad	advocating	
social	and	political	theories	ranging	from	complete	
Westernization	of	China	to	the	socialism	that	one	day	would	be	
adopted	by	China's	communist	rulers.	
	
Opposing	the	Warlords	
	
	The	May	Fourth	Movement	helped	to	rekindle	the	then-fading	cause	
of	republican	revolution.	In	1917	Sun	Yat-sen	had	become	
commander-in-chief	of	a	rival	military	government	in	Guangzhou	in	
collaboration	with	southern	warlords.	In	October	1919	Sun	
reestablished	the	Guomindang	to	counter	the	government	in	
Beijing.	The	latter,	under	a	succession	of	warlords,	still	
maintained	its	facade	of	legitimacy	and	its	relations	with	the	
West.	By	1921	Sun	had	become	president	of	the	southern	
	
	
government.	He	spent	his	remaining	years	trying	to	consolidate	
his	regime	and	achieve	unity	with	the	north.	His	efforts	to	
obtain	aid	from	the	Western	democracies	were	ignored,	however,	
and	in	1921	he	turned	to	the	Soviet	Union,	which	had	recently	
achieved	its	own	revolution.	The	Soviets	sought	to	befriend	the	
Chinese	revolutionists	by	offering	scathing	attacks	on	"Western	
imperialism."	But	for	political	expediency,	the	Soviet	leadership	
initiated	a	dual	policy	of	support	for	both	Sun	and	the	newly	
established	Chinese	Communist	Party	(CCP).	The	Soviets	hoped	for	
consolidation	but	were	prepared	for	either	side	to	emerge	
victorious.	In	this	way	the	struggle	for	power	in	China	began	
between	the	Nationalists	and	the	Communists.	In	1922	the	
Guomindang-warlord	alliance	in	Guangzhou	was	ruptured,	and	Sun	
fled	to	Shanghai.	By	then	Sun	saw	the	need	to	seek	Soviet	support	
for	his	cause.	In	1923	a	joint	statement	by	Sun	and	a	Soviet	
representative	in	Shanghai	pledged	Soviet	assistance	for	China's	
national	unification.	Soviet	advisers--the	most	prominent	of	whom	
was	an	agent	of	the	Comintern	(see	Glossary),	Mikhail	
Borodin--began	to	arrive	in	China	in	1923	to	aid	in	the	
reorganization	and	consolidation	of	the	Guomindang	along	the	
lines	of	the	Communist	Party	of	the	Soviet	Union.	The	CCP	was	
under	Comintern	instructions	to	cooperate	with	the	Guomindang,	
and	its	members	were	encouraged	to	join	while	maintaining	their	
party	identities.	The	CCP	was	still	small	at	the	time,	having	a	
membership	of	300	in	1922	and	only	1,500	by	1925.	The	Guomindang	
in	1922	already	had	150,000	members.		Soviet	advisers	also	helped	
the	Nationalists	set	up	a	political	institute	to	train	
propagandists	in	mass	mobilization	techniques	and	in	1923	sent	



Chiang	Kai-shek	(Jiang	Jieshi	in	pinyin),	one	of	Sun's	
lieutenants	from	Tongmeng	Hui	days,	for	several	months'	military	
and	political	study	in	Moscow.	After	Chiang's	return	in	late	
1923,	he	participated	in	the	establishment	of	the	Whampoa	
(Huangpu	in	pinyin)	Military	Academy	outside	Guangzhou,	which	was	
the	seat	of	government	under	the	Guomindang-CCP	alliance.	In	1924	
Chiang	became	head	of	the	academy	and	began	the	rise	to	
prominence	that	would	make	him	Sun's	successor	as	head	of	the	
Guomindang	and	the	unifier	of	all	China	under	the	right-wing	
nationalist	government.	
	
	Sun	Yat-sen	died	of	cancer	in	Beijing	in	March	1925,	but	the	
Nationalist	movement	he	had	helped	to	initiate	was	gaining	
momentum.	During	the	summer	of	1925,	Chiang,	as	
commander-in-chief	of	the	National	Revolutionary	Army,	set	out	on	
the	long-delayed	Northern	Expedition	against	the	northern	
warlords.	Within	nine	months,	half	of	China	had	been	conquered.	
By	1926,	however,	the	Guomindang	had	divided	into	left-	and	
right-wing	factions,	and	the	Communist	bloc	within	it	was	also	
growing.	In	March	1926,	after	thwarting	a	kidnapping	attempt	
against	him,	Chiang	abruptly	dismissed	his	Soviet	advisers,	
imposed	restrictions	on	CCP	members'	participation	in	the	top	
leadership,	and	emerged	as	the	preeminent	Guomindang	leader.	The	
Soviet	Union,	still	hoping	to	prevent	a	split	between	Chiang	and	
the	CCP,	ordered	Communist	underground	activities	to	facilitate	
the	Northern	Expedition,	which	was	finally	launched	by	Chiang	
from	Guangzhou	in	July	1926.	
	
	In	early	1927	the	Guomindang-CCP	rivalry	led	to	a	split	in	the	
revolutionary	ranks.	The	CCP	and	the	left	wing	of	the	Guomindang	
had	decided	to	move	the	seat	of	the	Nationalist	government	from	
Guangzhou	to	Wuhan.	But	Chiang,	whose	Northern	Expedition	was	
	
	
proving	successful,	set	his	forces	to	destroying	the	Shanghai	CCP	
apparatus	and	established	an	anti-Communist	government	at	Nanjing	
in	April	1927.	There	now	were	three	capitals	in	China:	the	
internationally	recognized	warlord	regime	in	Beijing;	the	
Communist	and	left-wing	Guomindang	regime	at	Wuhan;	and	the	
right-wing	civilian-military	regime	at	Nanjing,	which	would	
remain	the	Nationalist	capital	for	the	next	decade.	
	
	The	Comintern	cause	appeared	bankrupt.	A	new	policy	was	
instituted	calling	on	the	CCP	to	foment	armed	insurrections	in	
both	urban	and	rural	areas	in	preparation	for	an	expected	rising	
tide	of	revolution.	Unsuccessful	attempts	were	made	by	Communists	
to	take	cities	such	as	Nanchang,	Changsha,	Shantou,	and	
Guangzhou,	and	an	armed	rural	insurrection,	known	as	the	Autumn	
Harvest	Uprising,	was	staged	by	peasants	in	Hunan	Province.	The	
insurrection	was	led	by	Mao	Zedong	(1893-1976),	who	would	later	
become	chairman	of	the	CCP	and	head	of	state	of	the	People's	
Republic	of	China.	Mao	was	of	peasant	origins	and	was	one	of	the	
founders	of	the	CCP.	
	
	But	in	mid-1927	the	CCP	was	at	a	low	ebb.	The	Communists	had	
been	expelled	from	Wuhan	by	their	left-wing	Guomindang	allies,	
who	in	turn	were	toppled	by	a	military	regime.	By	1928	all	of	
China	was	at	least	nominally	under	Chiang's	control,	and	the	
Nanjing	government	received	prompt	international	recognition	as	
the	sole	legitimate	government	of	China.	The	Nationalist	
government	announced	that	in	conformity	with	Sun	Yat-sen's	
formula	for	the	three	stages	of	revolution--military	unification,	
political	tutelage,	and	constitutional	democracy--China	had	
reached	the	end	of	the	first	phase	and	would	embark	on	the	
second,	which	would	be	under	Guomindang	direction.	
	
Consolidation	under	the	Guomindang	
	
	The	decade	of	1928-37	was	one	of	consolidation	and	
accomplishment	by	the	Guomindang.	Some	of	the	harsh	aspects	of	
foreign	concessions	and	privileges	in	China	were	moderated	
through	diplomacy.	The	government	acted	energetically	to	
modernize	the	legal	and	penal	systems,	stabilize	prices,	amortize	
debts,	reform	the	banking	and	currency	systems,	build	railroads	
and	highways,	improve	public	health	facilities,	legislate	against	
traffic	in	narcotics,	and	augment	industrial	and	agricultural	
production.	Great	strides	also	were	made	in	education	and,	in	an	
effort	to	help	unify	Chinese	society,	in	a	program	to	popularize	
the	national	language	and	overcome	dialectal	variations.	The	
widespread	establishment	of	communications	facilities	further	
encouraged	a	sense	of	unity	and	pride	among	the	people.	
	
Rise	of	the	Communists	
	
	There	were	forces	at	work	during	this	period	of	progress	that	
would	eventually	undermine	the	Chiang	Kai-shek	government.	The	
first	was	the	gradual	rise	of	the	Communists.	
	
	Mao	Zedong,	who	had	become	a	Marxist	at	the	time	of	the	
emergence	of	the	May	Fourth	Movement	(he	was	working	as	a	
librarian	at	Beijing	University),	had	boundless	faith	in	the	



revolutionary	potential	of	the	peasantry.	He	advocated	that	
revolution	in	China	focus	on	them	rather	than	on	the	urban	
proletariat,	as	prescribed	by	orthodox	Marxist-Leninist	
	
	
theoreticians.	Despite	the	failure	of	the	Autumn	Harvest	Uprising	
of	1927,	Mao	continued	to	work	among	the	peasants	of	Hunan	
Province.	Without	waiting	for	the	sanction	of	the	CCP	center,	
then	in	Shanghai,	he	began	establishing	peasant-based	soviets	
(Communist-run	local	governments)	along	the	border	between	Hunan	
and	Jiangxi	provinces.	In	collaboration	with	military	commander	
Zhu	De	(1886-1976),	Mao	turned	the	local	peasants	into	a	
politicized	guerrilla	force.	By	the	winter	of	1927-28,	the	
combined	"peasants'	and	workers'"	army	had	some	10,000	troops.	
	
	Mao's	prestige	rose	steadily	after	the	failure	of	the	
Comintern-directed	urban	insurrections.	In	late	1931	he	was	able	
to	proclaim	the	establishment	of	the	Chinese	Soviet	Republic	
under	his	chairmanship	in	Ruijin,	Jiangxi	Province.	The	
Soviet-oriented	CCP	Political	Bureau	came	to	Ruijin	at	Mao's	
invitation	with	the	intent	of	dismantling	his	apparatus.	But,	
although	he	had	yet	to	gain	membership	in	the	Political	Bureau,	
Mao	dominated	the	proceedings.	
	
	In	the	early	1930s,	amid	continued	Political	Bureau	opposition	
to	his	military	and	agrarian	policies	and	the	deadly	annihilation	
campaigns	being	waged	against	the	Red	Army	by	Chiang	Kai-shek's	
forces,	Mao's	control	of	the	Chinese	Communist	movement	
increased.	The	epic	Long	March	of	his	Red	Army	and	its	
supporters,	which	began	in	October	1934,	would	ensure	his	place	
in	history.	Forced	to	evacuate	their	camps	and	homes,	Communist	
soldiers	and	government	and	party	leaders	and	functionaries	
numbering	about	100,000	(including	only	35	women,	the	spouses	of	
high	leaders)	set	out	on	a	circuitous	retreat	of	some	12,500	
kilometers	through	11	provinces,	18	mountain	ranges,	and	24	
rivers	in	southwest	and	northwest	China.	During	the	Long	March,	
Mao	finally	gained	unchallenged	command	of	the	CCP,	ousting	his	
rivals	and	reasserting	guerrilla	strategy.	As	a	final	
destination,	he	selected	southern	Shaanxi	Province,	where	some	
8,000	survivors	of	the	original	group	from	Jiangxi	Province	
(joined	by	some	22,000	from	other	areas)	arrived	in	October	1935.	
The	Communists	set	up	their	headquarters	at	Yan'an,	where	the	
movement	would	grow	rapidly	for	the	next	ten	years.	Contributing	
to	this	growth	would	be	a	combination	of	internal	and	external	
circumstances,	of	which	aggression	by	the	Japanese	was	perhaps	
the	most	significant.	Conflict	with	Japan,	which	would	continue	
from	the	1930s	to	the	end	of	World	War	II,	was	the	other	force	
(besides	the	Communists	themselves)	that	would	undermine	the	
Nationalist	government.	
	
Anti-Japanese	War	
	
	Few	Chinese	had	any	illusions	about	Japanese	designs	on	China.	
Hungry	for	raw	materials	and	pressed	by	a	growing	population,	
Japan	initiated	the	seizure	of	Manchuria	in	September	1931	and	
established	ex-Qing	emperor	Puyi	as	head	of	the	puppet	regime	of	
Manchukuo	in	1932.	The	loss	of	Manchuria,	and	its	vast	potential	
for	industrial	development	and	war	industries,	was	a	blow	to	the	
Nationalist	economy.	The	League	of	Nations,	established	at	the	
end	of	World	War	I,	was	unable	to	act	in	the	face	of	the	Japanese	
defiance.	The	Japanese	began	to	push	from	south	of	the	Great	Wall	
into	northern	China	and	into	the	coastal	provinces.	Chinese	fury	
against	Japan	was	predictable,	but	anger	was	also	directed	
against	the	Guomindang	government,	which	at	the	time	was	more	
preoccupied	with	anti-Communist	extermination	campaigns	than	with	
	
	
resisting	the	Japanese	invaders.	The	importance	of	"internal	
unity	before	external	danger"	was	forcefully	brought	home	in	
December	1936,	when	Nationalist	troops	(who	had	been	ousted	from	
Manchuria	by	the	Japanese)	mutinied	at	Xi'an.	The	mutineers	
forcibly	detained	Chiang	Kai-shek	for	several	days	until	he	
agreed	to	cease	hostilities	against	the	Communist	forces	in	
northwest	China	and	to	assign	Communist	units	combat	duties	in	
designated	anti-Japanese	front	areas.	
	
	The	Chinese	resistance	stiffened	after	July	7,	1937,	when	a	
clash	occurred	between	Chinese	and	Japanese	troops	outside	
Beijing	(then	renamed	Beiping)	near	the	Marco	Polo	Bridge.	This	
skirmish	not	only	marked	the	beginning	of	open,	though	
undeclared,	war	between	China	and	Japan	but	also	hastened	the	
formal	announcement	of	the	second	Guomindang-CCP	united	front	
against	Japan.	The	collaboration	took	place	with	salutary	effects	
for	the	beleaguered	CCP.	The	distrust	between	the	two	parties,	
however,	was	scarcely	veiled.	The	uneasy	alliance	began	to	break	
down	after	late	1938,	despite	Japan's	steady	territorial	gains	in	
northern	China,	the	coastal	regions,	and	the	rich	Chang	Jiang	
Valley	in	central	China.	After	1940,	conflicts	between	the	
Nationalists	and	Communists	became	more	frequent	in	the	areas	not	
under	Japanese	control.	The	Communists	expanded	their	influence	
wherever	opportunities	presented	themselves	through	mass	



organizations,	administrative	reforms,	and	the	land-	and	
tax-reform	measures	favoring	the	peasants--while	the	Nationalists	
attempted	to	neutralize	the	spread	of	Communist	influence.	
	
	At	Yan'an	and	elsewhere	in	the	"liberated	areas,"	Mao	was	able	
to	adapt	Marxism-Leninism	to	Chinese	conditions.	He	taught	party	
cadres	to	lead	the	masses	by	living	and	working	with	them,	eating	
their	food,	and	thinking	their	thoughts.	The	Red	Army	fostered	an	
image	of	conducting	guerrilla	warfare	in	defense	of	the	people.	
Communist	troops	adapted	to	changing	wartime	conditions	and	
became	a	seasoned	fighting	force.	Mao	also	began	preparing	for	
the	establishment	of	a	new	China.	In	1940	he	outlined	the	program	
of	the	Chinese	Communists	for	an	eventual	seizure	of	power.	His	
teachings	became	the	central	tenets	of	the	CCP	doctrine	that	came	
to	be	formalized	as	Mao	Zedong	Thought.	With	skillful	
organizational	and	propaganda	work,	the	Communists	increased	
party	membership	from	100,000	in	1937	to	1.2	million	by	1945.	
	
	In	1945	China	emerged	from	the	war	nominally	a	great	military	
power	but	actually	a	nation	economically	prostrate	and	on	the	
verge	of	all-out	civil	war.	The	economy	deteriorated,	sapped	by	
the	military	demands	of	foreign	war	and	internal	strife,	by	
spiraling	inflation,	and	by	Nationalist	profiteering,	
speculation,	and	hoarding.	Starvation	came	in	the	wake	of	the	
war,	and	millions	were	rendered	homeless	by	floods	and	the	
unsettled	conditions	in	many	parts	of	the	country.	The	situation	
was	further	complicated	by	an	Allied	agreement	at	the	Yalta	
Conference	in	February	1945	that	brought	Soviet	troops	into	
Manchuria	to	hasten	the	termination	of	war	against	Japan.	
Although	the	Chinese	had	not	been	present	at	Yalta,	they	had	been	
consulted;	they	had	agreed	to	have	the	Soviets	enter	the	war	in	
the	belief	that	the	Soviet	Union	would	deal	only	with	the	
Nationalist	government.	After	the	war,	the	Soviet	Union,	as	part	
of	the	Yalta	agreement's	allowing	a	Soviet	sphere	of	influence	in	
Manchuria,	dismantled	and	removed	more	than	half	the	industrial	
equipment	left	there	by	the	Japanese.	The	Soviet	presence	in	
	
	
northeast	China	enabled	the	Communists	to	move	in	long	enough	to	
arm	themselves	with	the	equipment	surrendered	by	the	withdrawing	
Japanese	army.	The	problems	of	rehabilitating	the	formerly	
Japanese-occupied	areas	and	of	reconstructing	the	nation	from	the	
ravages	of	a	protracted	war	were	staggering,	to	say	the	least.	
	
Return	to	Civil	War	
	
	During	World	War	II,	the	United	States	emerged	as	a	major	actor	
in	Chinese	affairs.	As	an	ally	it	embarked	in	late	1941	on	a	
program	of	massive	military	and	financial	aid	to	the	hard-pressed	
Nationalist	government.	In	January	1943	the	United	States	and	
Britain	led	the	way	in	revising	their	treaties	with	China,	
bringing	to	an	end	a	century	of	unequal	treaty	relations.	Within	
a	few	months,	a	new	agreement	was	signed	between	the	United	
States	and	China	for	the	stationing	of	American	troops	in	China	
for	the	common	war	effort	against	Japan.	In	December	1943	the	
Chinese	exclusion	acts	of	the	1880s	and	subsequent	laws	enacted	
by	the	United	States	Congress	to	restrict	Chinese	immigration	
into	the	United	States	were	repealed.	
	
	The	wartime	policy	of	the	United	States	was	initially	to	help	
China	become	a	strong	ally	and	a	stabilizing	force	in	postwar	
East	Asia.	As	the	conflict	between	the	Nationalists	and	the	
Communists	intensified,	however,	the	United	States	sought	
unsuccessfully	to	reconcile	the	rival	forces	for	a	more	effective	
anti-Japanese	war	effort.	Toward	the	end	of	the	war,	United	
States	Marines	were	used	to	hold	Beiping	and	Tianjin	against	a	
possible	Soviet	incursion,	and	logistic	support	was	given	to	
Nationalist	forces	in	north	and	northeast	China.	
	
	Through	the	mediatory	influence	of	the	United	States	a	military	
truce	was	arranged	in	January	1946,	but	battles	between	
Nationalists	and	Communists	soon	resumed.	Realizing	that	American	
efforts	short	of	large-scale	armed	intervention	could	not	stop	
the	war,	the	United	States	withdrew	the	American	mission,	headed	
by	General	George	C.	Marshall,	in	early	1947.	The	civil	war,	in	
which	the	United	States	aided	the	Nationalists	with	massive	
economic	loans	but	no	military	support,	became	more	widespread.	
Battles	raged	not	only	for	territories	but	also	for	the	
allegiance	of	cross	sections	of	the	population.	
	
	Belatedly,	the	Nationalist	government	sought	to	enlist	popular	
support	through	internal	reforms.	The	effort	was	in	vain,	
however,	because	of	the	rampant	corruption	in	government	and	the	
accompanying	political	and	economic	chaos.	By	late	1948	the	
Nationalist	position	was	bleak.	The	demoralized	and	undisciplined	
Nationalist	troops	proved	no	match	for	the	People's	Liberation	
Army	(PLA).	The	Communists	were	well	established	in	the	north	and	
northeast.	Although	the	Nationalists	had	an	advantage	in	numbers	
of	men	and	weapons,	controlled	a	much	larger	territory	and	
population	than	their	adversaries,	and	enjoyed	considerable	
international	support,	they	were	exhausted	by	the	long	war	with	



Japan	and	the	attendant	internal	responsibilities.	In	January	
1949	Beiping	was	taken	by	the	Communists	without	a	fight,	and	its	
name	changed	back	to	Beijing.	Between	April	and	November,	major	
cities	passed	from	Guomindang	to	Communist	control	with	minimal	
resistance.	In	most	cases	the	surrounding	countryside	and	small	
towns	had	come	under	Communist	influence	long	before	the	cities.	
After	Chiang	Kai-shek	and	a	few	hundred	thousand	Nationalist	
	
	
troops	fled	from	the	mainland	to	the	island	of	Taiwan,	there	
remained	only	isolated	pockets	of	resistance.	In	December	1949	
Chiang	proclaimed	Taipei,	Taiwan,	the	temporary	capital	of	China.	
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THE	PEOPLE'S	REPUBLIC	OF	CHINA	
	
	On	October	1,	1949,	the	People's	Republic	of	China	was	formally	
established,	with	its	national	capital	at	Beijing.	"The	Chinese	
people	have	stood	up!"	declared	Mao	as	he	announced	the	creation	
of	a	"people's	democratic	dictatorship."	The	people	were	defined	
as	a	coalition	of	four	social	classes:	the	workers,	the	peasants,	
the	petite	bourgeoisie,	and	the	national-capitalists.	The	four	
classes	were	to	be	led	by	the	CCP,	as	the	vanguard	of	the	working	
class.	At	that	time	the	CCP	claimed	a	membership	of	4.5	million,	
of	which	members	of	peasant	origin	accounted	for	nearly	90	
percent.	The	party	was	under	Mao's	chairmanship,	and	the	
government	was	headed	by	Zhou	Enlai	(1898-1976)	as	premier	of	the	
State	Administrative	Council	(the	predecessor	of	the	State	
Council).	
	
	The	Soviet	Union	recognized	the	People's	Republic	on	October	2,	
1949.	Earlier	in	the	year,	Mao	had	proclaimed	his	policy	of	
"leaning	to	one	side"	as	a	commitment	to	the	socialist	bloc.	In	
February	1950,	after	months	of	hard	bargaining,	China	and	the	
Soviet	Union	signed	the	Treaty	of	Friendship,	Alliance,	and	
Mutual	Assistance,	valid	until	1980.	The	pact	also	was	intended	
to	counter	Japan	or	any	power's	joining	Japan	for	the	purpose	of	
aggression.	
	
	For	the	first	time	in	decades	a	Chinese	government	was	met	with	
peace,	instead	of	massive	military	opposition,	within	its	
territory.	The	new	leadership	was	highly	disciplined	and,	having	
a	decade	of	wartime	administrative	experience	to	draw	on,	was	
able	to	embark	on	a	program	of	national	integration	and	reform.	
In	the	first	year	of	Communist	administration,	moderate	social	
and	economic	policies	were	implemented	with	skill	and	
effectiveness.	The	leadership	realized	that	the	overwhelming	and	
multitudinous	task	of	economic	reconstruction	and	achievement	of	
political	and	social	stability	required	the	goodwill	and	
cooperation	of	all	classes	of	people.	Results	were	impressive	by	
any	standard,	and	popular	support	was	widespread.	
	
	
	
	By	1950	international	recognition	of	the	Communist	government	
had	increased	considerably,	but	it	was	slowed	by	China's	
involvement	in	the	Korean	War.	In	October	1950,	sensing	a	threat	
to	the	industrial	heartland	in	northeast	China	from	the	advancing	
United	Nations	(UN)	forces	in	the	Democratic	People's	Republic	of	
Korea	(North	Korea),	units	of	the	PLA--calling	themselves	the	
Chinese	People's	Volunteers--crossed	the	Yal​	Jiang	River	into	
North	Korea	in	response	to	a	North	Korean	request	for	aid.	Almost	
simultaneously	the	PLA	forces	also	marched	into	Xizang	to	
reassert	Chinese	sovereignty	over	a	region	that	had	been	in	
effect	independent	of	Chinese	rule	since	the	fall	of	the	Qing	
dynasty	in	1911.	In	1951	the	UN	declared	China	to	be	an	aggressor	
in	Korea	and	sanctioned	a	global	embargo	on	the	shipment	of	arms	
and	war	mat​riel	to	China.	This	step	foreclosed	for	the	time	



being	any	possibility	that	the	People's	Republic	might	replace	
Nationalist	China	(on	Taiwan)	as	a	member	of	the	UN	and	as	a	
veto-holding	member	of	the	UN	Security	Council.	
	
	After	China	entered	the	Korean	War,	the	initial	moderation	in	
Chinese	domestic	policies	gave	way	to	a	massive	campaign	against	
the	"enemies	of	the	state,"	actual	and	potential.	These	enemies	
consisted	of	"war	criminals,	traitors,	bureaucratic	capitalists,	
and	counterrevolutionaries."	The	campaign	was	combined	with	
party-sponsored	trials	attended	by	huge	numbers	of	people.	The	
major	targets	in	this	drive	were	foreigners	and	Christian	
missionaries	who	were	branded	as	United	States	agents	at	these	
mass	trials.	The	1951-52	drive	against	political	enemies	was	
accompanied	by	land	reform,	which	had	actually	begun	under	the	
Agrarian	Reform	Law	of	June	28,	1950.	The	redistribution	of	land	
was	accelerated,	and	a	class	struggle	(see	Glossary)	against	
landlords	and	wealthy	peasants	was	launched.	An	ideological	
reform	campaign	requiring	self-criticisms	and	public	confessions	
by	university	faculty	members,	scientists,	and	other	professional	
workers	was	given	wide	publicity.	Artists	and	writers	were	soon	
the	objects	of	similar	treatment	for	failing	to	heed	Mao's	dictum	
that	culture	and	literature	must	reflect	the	class	interest	of	
the	working	people,	led	by	the	CCP.	These	campaigns	were	
accompanied	in	1951	and	1952	by	the	san	fan	("three	anti")	and	wu	
fan	("five	anti")	movements.	The	former	was	directed	ostensibly	
against	the	evils	of	"corruption,	waste,	and	bureaucratism";	its	
real	aim	was	to	eliminate	incompetent	and	politically	unreliable	
public	officials	and	to	bring	about	an	efficient,	disciplined,	
and	responsive	bureaucratic	system.	The	wu	fan	movement	aimed	at	
eliminating	recalcitrant	and	corrupt	businessmen	and	
industrialists,	who	were	in	effect	the	targets	of	the	CCP's	
condemnation	of	"tax	evasion,	bribery,	cheating	in	government	
contracts,	thefts	of	economic	intelligence,	and	stealing	of	state	
assets."	In	the	course	of	this	campaign	the	party	claimed	to	have	
uncovered	a	well-organized	attempt	by	businessmen	and	
industrialists	to	corrupt	party	and	government	officials.	This	
charge	was	enlarged	into	an	assault	on	the	bourgeoisie	as	a	
whole.	The	number	of	people	affected	by	the	various	punitive	or	
reform	campaigns	was	estimated	in	the	millions.	
	
The	Transition	to	Socialism,	1953-57	
	
	The	period	of	officially	designated	"transition	to	socialism"	
corresponded	to	China's	First	Five-Year	Plan	(1953-57).	The	
period	was	characterized	by	efforts	to	achieve	industrialization,	
collectivization	of	agriculture,	and	political	centralization.	
	
	
	
	The	First	Five-Year	Plan	stressed	the	development	of	heavy	
industry	on	the	Soviet	model.	Soviet	economic	and	technical	
assistance	was	expected	to	play	a	significant	part	in	the	
implementation	of	the	plan,	and	technical	agreements	were	signed	
with	the	Soviets	in	1953	and	1954.	For	the	purpose	of	economic	
planning,	the	first	modern	census	was	taken	in	1953;	the	
population	of	mainland	China	was	shown	to	be	583	million,	a	
figure	far	greater	than	had	been	anticipated.	
	
	Among	China's	most	pressing	needs	in	the	early	1950s	were	food	
for	its	burgeoning	population,	domestic	capital	for	investment,	
and	purchase	of	Soviet-supplied	technology,	capital	equipment,	
and	military	hardware.	To	satisfy	these	needs,	the	government	
began	to	collectivize	agriculture.	Despite	internal	disagreement	
as	to	the	speed	of	collectivization,	which	at	least	for	the	time	
being	was	resolved	in	Mao's	favor,	preliminary	collectivization	
was	90	percent	completed	by	the	end	of	1956.	In	addition,	the	
government	nationalized	banking,	industry,	and	trade.	Private	
enterprise	in	mainland	China	was	virtually	abolished.	
	
	Major	political	developments	included	the	centralization	of	
party	and	government	administration.	Elections	were	held	in	1953	
for	delegates	to	the	First	National	People's	Congress,	China's	
national	legislature,	which	met	in	1954.	The	congress	promulgated	
the	state	constitution	of	1954	and	formally	elected	Mao	chairman	
(or	president)	of	the	People's	Republic;	it	elected	Liu	Shaoqi	
(1898-1969)	chairman	of	the	Standing	Committee	of	the	National	
People's	Congress;	and	named	Zhou	Enlai	premier	of	the	new	State	
Council.	
	
	In	the	midst	of	these	major	governmental	changes,	and	helping	to	
precipitate	them,	was	a	power	struggle	within	the	CCP	leading	to	
the	1954	purge	of	Political	Bureau	member	Gao	Gang	and	Party	
Organization	Department	head	Rao	Shushi,	who	were	accused	of	
illicitly	trying	to	seize	control	of	the	party.	
	
	The	process	of	national	integration	also	was	characterized	by	
improvements	in	party	organization	under	the	administrative	
direction	of	the	secretary	general	of	the	party	Deng	Xiaoping	
(who	served	concurrently	as	vice	premier	of	the	State	Council).	
There	was	a	marked	emphasis	on	recruiting	intellectuals,	who	by	
1956	constituted	nearly	12	percent	of	the	party's	10.8	million	



members.	Peasant	membership	had	decreased	to	69	percent,	while	
there	was	an	increasing	number	of	"experts"	(see	Glossary),	who	
were	needed	for	the	party	and	governmental	infrastructures,	in	
the	party	ranks.	
	
	As	part	of	the	effort	to	encourage	the	participation	of	
intellectuals	in	the	new	regime,	in	mid-1956	there	began	an	
official	effort	to	liberalize	the	political	climate	(see	Policy	
Toward	Intellectuals,	ch.	4).	Cultural	and	intellectual	figures	
were	encouraged	to	speak	their	minds	on	the	state	of	CCP	rule	and	
programs.	Mao	personally	took	the	lead	in	the	movement,	which	was	
launched	under	the	classical	slogan	"Let	a	hundred	flowers	bloom,	
let	the	hundred	schools	of	thought	contend."	At	first	the	party's	
repeated	invitation	to	air	constructive	views	freely	and	openly	
was	met	with	caution.	By	mid-1957,	however,	the	movement	
unexpectedly	mounted,	bringing	denunciation	and	criticism	against	
the	party	in	general	and	the	excesses	of	its	cadres	in	
	
	
particular.	Startled	and	embarrassed,	leaders	turned	on	the	
critics	as	"bourgeois	rightists"	and	launched	the	Anti-Rightist	
Campaign.	The	Hundred	Flowers	Campaign	(see	Glossary),	sometimes	
called	the	Double	Hundred	Campaign,	apparently	had	a	sobering	
effect	on	the	CCP	leadership.	
	
The	Great	Leap	Forward,	1958-60	
	
	The	antirightist	drive	was	followed	by	a	militant	approach	
toward	economic	development.	In	1958	the	CCP	launched	the	Great	
Leap	Forward	campaign	under	the	new	"General	Line	for	Socialist	
Construction."	The	Great	Leap	Forward	was	aimed	at	accomplishing	
the	economic	and	technical	development	of	the	country	at	a	vastly	
faster	pace	and	with	greater	results.	The	shift	to	the	left	that	
the	new	"General	Line"	represented	was	brought	on	by	a	
combination	of	domestic	and	external	factors.	Although	the	party	
leaders	appeared	generally	satisfied	with	the	accomplishments	of	
the	First	Five-Year	Plan,	they--Mao	and	his	fellow	radicals	in	
particular--believed	that	more	could	be	achieved	in	the	Second	
Five-Year	Plan	(1958-62)	if	the	people	could	be	ideologically	
aroused	and	if	domestic	resources	could	be	utilized	more	
efficiently	for	the	simultaneous	development	of	industry	and	
agriculture.	These	assumptions	led	the	party	to	an	intensified	
mobilization	of	the	peasantry	and	mass	organizations,	stepped-up	
ideological	guidance	and	indoctrination	of	technical	experts,	and	
efforts	to	build	a	more	responsive	political	system.	The	last	of	
these	undertakings	was	to	be	accomplished	through	a	new	xiafang	
(down	to	the	countryside)	movement,	under	which	cadres	inside	and	
outside	the	party	would	be	sent	to	factories,	communes,	mines,	
and	public	works	projects	for	manual	labor	and	firsthand	
familiarization	with	grass-roots	conditions.	Although	evidence	is	
sketchy,	Mao's	decision	to	embark	on	the	Great	Leap	Forward	was	
based	in	part	on	his	uncertainty	about	the	Soviet	policy	of	
economic,	financial,	and	technical	assistance	to	China.	That	
policy,	in	Mao's	view,	not	only	fell	far	short	of	his	
expectations	and	needs	but	also	made	him	wary	of	the	political	
and	economic	dependence	in	which	China	might	find	itself	(see	
Sino-Soviet	Relations,	ch.	12).	
	
	The	Great	Leap	Forward	centered	on	a	new	socioeconomic	and	
political	system	created	in	the	countryside	and	in	a	few	urban	
areas--the	people's	communes	(see	Glossary).	By	the	fall	of	1958,	
some	750,000	agricultural	producers'	cooperatives,	now	designated	
as	production	brigades,	had	been	amalgamated	into	about	23,500	
communes,	each	averaging	5,000	households,	or	22,000	people.	The	
individual	commune	was	placed	in	control	of	all	the	means	of	
production	and	was	to	operate	as	the	sole	accounting	unit;	it	was	
subdivided	into	production	brigades	(generally	coterminous	with	
traditional	villages)	and	production	teams.	Each	commune	was	
planned	as	a	self-supporting	community	for	agriculture,	
small-scale	local	industry	(for	example,	the	famous	backyard	
pig-iron	furnaces),	schooling,	marketing,	administration,	and	
local	security	(maintained	by	militia	organizations).	Organized	
along	paramilitary	and	laborsaving	lines,	the	commune	had	
communal	kitchens,	mess	halls,	and	nurseries.	In	a	way,	the	
people's	communes	constituted	a	fundamental	attack	on	the	
institution	of	the	family,	especially	in	a	few	model	areas	where	
radical	experiments	in	communal	living--large	dormitories	in	
place	of	the	traditional	nuclear	family	housing--	occurred.	
(These	were	quickly	dropped.)	The	system	also	was	based	on	the	
	
	
assumption	that	it	would	release	additional	manpower	for	such	
major	projects	as	irrigation	works	and	hydroelectric	dams,	which	
were	seen	as	integral	parts	of	the	plan	for	the	simultaneous	
development	of	industry	and	agriculture	(see	Agricultural	
Policies,	ch.	6).	
	
	The	Great	Leap	Forward	was	an	economic	failure.	In	early	1959,	
amid	signs	of	rising	popular	restiveness,	the	CCP	admitted	that	
the	favorable	production	report	for	1958	had	been	exaggerated.	
Among	the	Great	Leap	Forward's	economic	consequences	were	a	



shortage	of	food	(in	which	natural	disasters	also	played	a	part);	
shortages	of	raw	materials	for	industry;	overproduction	of	
poor-quality	goods;	deterioration	of	industrial	plants	through	
mismanagement;	and	exhaustion	and	demoralization	of	the	peasantry	
and	of	the	intellectuals,	not	to	mention	the	party	and	government	
cadres	at	all	levels.	Throughout	1959	efforts	to	modify	the	
administration	of	the	communes	got	under	way;	these	were	intended	
partly	to	restore	some	material	incentives	to	the	production	
brigades	and	teams,	partly	to	decentralize	control,	and	partly	to	
house	families	that	had	been	reunited	as	household	units.	
	
	Political	consequences	were	not	inconsiderable.	In	April	1959	
Mao,	who	bore	the	chief	responsibility	for	the	Great	Leap	Forward	
fiasco,	stepped	down	from	his	position	as	chairman	of	the	
People's	Republic.	The	National	People's	Congress	elected	Liu	
Shaoqi	as	Mao's	successor,	though	Mao	remained	chairman	of	the	
CCP.	Moreover,	Mao's	Great	Leap	Forward	policy	came	under	open	
criticism	at	a	party	conference	at	Lushan,	Jiangxi	Province.	The	
attack	was	led	by	Minister	of	National	Defense	Peng	Dehuai,	who	
had	become	troubled	by	the	potentially	adverse	effect	Mao's	
policies	would	have	on	the	modernization	of	the	armed	forces.	
Peng	argued	that	"putting	politics	in	command"	was	no	substitute	
for	economic	laws	and	realistic	economic	policy;	unnamed	party	
leaders	were	also	admonished	for	trying	to	"jump	into	communism	
in	one	step."	After	the	Lushan	showdown,	Peng	Dehuai,	who	
allegedly	had	been	encouraged	by	Soviet	leader	Nikita	Khrushchev	
to	oppose	Mao,	was	deposed.	Peng	was	replaced	by	Lin	Biao,	a	
radical	and	opportunist	Maoist.	The	new	defense	minister	
initiated	a	systematic	purge	of	Peng's	supporters	from	the	
military.	
	
	Militancy	on	the	domestic	front	was	echoed	in	external	policies	
(see	Evolution	of	Foreign	Policy,	ch.	12).	The	"soft"	foreign	
policy	based	on	the	Five	Principles	of	Peaceful	Coexistence	(see	
Glossary)	to	which	China	had	subscribed	in	the	mid-1950s	gave	way	
to	a	"hard"	line	in	1958.	From	August	through	October	of	that	
year,	the	Chinese	resumed	a	massive	artillery	bombardment	of	the	
Nationalist-held	offshore	islands	of	Jinmen	(Chin-men	in	Wade	
Giles	but	often	referred	to	as	Kinmen	or	Quemoy)	and	Mazu	(Ma-tsu	
in	Wade-Giles).	This	was	accompanied	by	an	aggressive	propaganda	
assault	on	the	United	States	and	a	declaration	of	intent	to	
"liberate"	Taiwan.	
	
	Chinese	control	over	Xizang	had	been	reasserted	in	1950.	The	
socialist	revolution	that	took	place	thereafter	increasingly	
became	a	process	of	sinicization	for	the	Tibetans.	Tension	
culminated	in	a	revolt	in	1958-59	and	the	flight	to	India	by	the	
Dalai	Lama,	the	Tibetans'	spiritual	and	de	facto	temporal	leader.	
Relations	with	India--where	sympathy	for	the	rebels	was	
aroused--deteriorated	as	thousands	of	Tibetan	refugees	crossed	
	
	
the	Indian	border.	There	were	several	border	incidents	in	1959,	
and	a	brief	Sino-Indian	border	war	erupted	in	October	1962	as	
China	laid	claim	to	Aksai	Chin,	nearly	103,600	square	kilometers	
of	territory	that	India	regarded	as	its	own	(see	Physical	
Environment,	ch.	2).	The	Soviet	Union	gave	India	its	moral	
support	in	the	dispute,	thus	contributing	to	the	growing	tension	
between	Beijing	and	Moscow.	
	
	The	Sino-Soviet	dispute	of	the	late	1950s	was	the	most	important	
development	in	Chinese	foreign	relations.	The	Soviet	Union	had	
been	China's	principal	benefactor	and	ally,	but	relations	between	
the	two	were	cooling.	The	Soviet	agreement	in	late	1957	to	help	
China	produce	its	own	nuclear	weapons	and	missiles	was	terminated	
by	mid-1959	(see	Defense	Industry	and	the	Economic	Role	of	the	
People's	Liberation	Army,	ch.	14).	From	that	point	until	the	
mid-1960s,	the	Soviets	recalled	all	of	their	technicians	and	
advisers	from	China	and	reduced	or	canceled	economic	and	
technical	aid	to	China.	The	discord	was	occasioned	by	several	
factors.	The	two	countries	differed	in	their	interpretation	of	
the	nature	of	"peaceful	coexistence."	The	Chinese	took	a	more	
militant	and	unyielding	position	on	the	issue	of	anti-imperialist	
struggle,	but	the	Soviets	were	unwilling,	for	example,	to	give	
their	support	on	the	Taiwan	question.	In	addition,	the	two	
communist	powers	disagreed	on	doctrinal	matters.	The	Chinese	
accused	the	Soviets	of	"revisionism";	the	latter	countered	with	
charges	of	"dogmatism."	Rivalry	within	the	international	
communist	movement	also	exacerbated	Sino-Soviet	relations.	An	
additional	complication	was	the	history	of	suspicion	each	side	
had	toward	the	other,	especially	the	Chinese,	who	had	lost	a	
substantial	part	of	territory	to	tsarist	Russia	in	the	
mid-nineteenth	century.	Whatever	the	causes	of	the	dispute,	the	
Soviet	suspension	of	aid	was	a	blow	to	the	Chinese	scheme	for	
developing	industrial	and	high-level	(including	nuclear)	
technology.	
	
Readjustment	and	Recovery,	1961-65	
	
	In	1961	the	political	tide	at	home	began	to	swing	to	the	right,	
as	evidenced	by	the	ascendancy	of	a	more	moderate	leadership.	In	



an	effort	to	stabilize	the	economic	front,	for	example,	the	
party--still	under	Mao's	titular	leadership	but	under	the	
dominant	influence	of	Liu	Shaoqi,	Deng	Xiaoping,	Chen	Yun,	Peng	
Zhen,	Bo	Yibo,	and	others--initiated	a	series	of	corrective	
measures.	Among	these	measures	was	the	reorganization	of	the	
commune	system,	with	the	result	that	production	brigades	and	
teams	had	more	say	in	their	own	administrative	and	economic	
planning.	To	gain	more	effective	control	from	the	center,	the	CCP	
reestablished	its	six	regional	bureaus	and	initiated	steps	aimed	
at	tightening	party	discipline	and	encouraging	the	leading	party	
cadres	to	develop	populist-style	leadership	at	all	levels.	The	
efforts	were	prompted	by	the	party's	realization	that	the	
arrogance	of	party	and	government	functionaries	had	engendered	
only	public	apathy.	On	the	industrial	front,	much	emphasis	was	
now	placed	on	realistic	and	efficient	planning;	ideological	
fervor	and	mass	movements	were	no	longer	the	controlling	themes	
of	industrial	management.	Production	authority	was	restored	to	
factory	managers.	Another	notable	emphasis	after	1961	was	the	
party's	greater	interest	in	strengthening	the	defense	and	
internal	security	establishment.	By	early	1965	the	country	was	
well	on	its	way	to	recovery	under	the	direction	of	the	party	
	
	
apparatus,	or,	to	be	more	specific,	the	Central	Committee's	
Secretariat	headed	by	Secretary	General	Deng	Xiaoping.	
	
The	Cultural	Revolution	Decade,	1966-76	
	
	In	the	early	1960s,	Mao	was	on	the	political	sidelines	and	in	
semiseclusion.	By	1962,	however,	he	began	an	offensive	to	purify	
the	party,	having	grown	increasingly	uneasy	about	what	he	
believed	were	the	creeping	"capitalist"	and	antisocialist	
tendencies	in	the	country.	As	a	hardened	veteran	revolutionary	
who	had	overcome	the	severest	adversities,	Mao	continued	to	
believe	that	the	material	incentives	that	had	been	restored	to	
the	peasants	and	others	were	corrupting	the	masses	and	were	
counterrevolutionary.	
	
	To	arrest	the	so-called	capitalist	trend,	Mao	launched	the	
Socialist	Education	Movement	(1962-65;	see	Glossary),	in	which	
the	primary	emphasis	was	on	restoring	ideological	purity,	
reinfusing	revolutionary	fervor	into	the	party	and	government	
bureaucracies,	and	intensifying	class	struggle.	There	were	
internal	disagreements,	however,	not	on	the	aim	of	the	movement	
but	on	the	methods	of	carrying	it	out.	Opposition	came	mainly	
from	the	moderates	represented	by	Liu	Shaoqi	and	Deng	Xiaoping,	
who	were	unsympathetic	to	Mao's	policies.	The	Socialist	Education	
Movement	was	soon	paired	with	another	Mao	campaign,	the	theme	of	
which	was	"to	learn	from	the	People's	Liberation	Army."	Minister	
of	National	Defense	Lin	Biao's	rise	to	the	center	of	power	was	
increasingly	conspicuous.	It	was	accompanied	by	his	call	on	the	
PLA	and	the	CCP	to	accentuate	Maoist	thought	as	the	guiding	
principle	for	the	Socialist	Education	Movement	and	for	all	
revolutionary	undertakings	in	China.	
	
	In	connection	with	the	Socialist	Education	Movement,	a	thorough	
reform	of	the	school	system,	which	had	been	planned	earlier	to	
coincide	with	the	Great	Leap	Forward,	went	into	effect.	The	
reform	was	intended	as	a	work-study	program--a	new	xiafang	
movement--in	which	schooling	was	slated	to	accommodate	the	work	
schedule	of	communes	and	factories.	It	had	the	dual	purpose	of	
providing	mass	education	less	expensively	than	previously	and	of	
re-educating	intellectuals	and	scholars	to	accept	the	need	for	
their	own	participation	in	manual	labor.	The	drafting	of	
intellectuals	for	manual	labor	was	part	of	the	party's	
rectification	campaign,	publicized	through	the	mass	media	as	an	
effort	to	remove	"bourgeois"	influences	from	professional	
workers--particularly,	their	tendency	to	have	greater	regard	for	
their	own	specialized	fields	than	for	the	goals	of	the	party.	
Official	propaganda	accused	them	of	being	more	concerned	with	
having	"expertise"	than	being	"red"	(see	Glossary).	
	
The	Militant	Phase,	1966-68	
	
	By	mid-1965	Mao	had	gradually	but	systematically	regained	
control	of	the	party	with	the	support	of	Lin	Biao,	Jiang	Qing	
(Mao's	fourth	wife),	and	Chen	Boda,	a	leading	theoretician.	In	
late	1965	a	leading	member	of	Mao's	"Shanghai	Mafia,"	Yao	
Wenyuan,	wrote	a	thinly	veiled	attack	on	the	deputy	mayor	of	
Beijing,	Wu	Han.	In	the	next	six	months,	under	the	guise	of	
upholding	ideological	purity,	Mao	and	his	supporters	purged	or	
attacked	a	wide	variety	of	public	figures,	including	State	
Chairman	Liu	Shaoqi	and	other	party	and	state	leaders.	By	
	
	
mid-1966	Mao's	campaign	had	erupted	into	what	came	to	be	known	as	
the	Great	Proletarian	Cultural	Revolution,	the	first	mass	action	
to	have	emerged	against	the	CCP	apparatus	itself.	
	
	Considerable	intraparty	opposition	to	the	Cultural	Revolution	
was	evident.	On	the	one	side	was	the	Mao-Lin	Biao	group,	



supported	by	the	PLA;	on	the	other	side	was	a	faction	led	by	Liu	
Shaoqi	and	Deng	Xiaoping,	which	had	its	strength	in	the	regular	
party	machine.	Premier	Zhou	Enlai,	while	remaining	personally	
loyal	to	Mao,	tried	to	mediate	or	to	reconcile	the	two	factions.	
	
	Mao	felt	that	he	could	no	longer	depend	on	the	formal	party	
organization,	convinced	that	it	had	been	permeated	with	the	
"capitalist"	and	bourgeois	obstructionists.	He	turned	to	Lin	Biao	
and	the	PLA	to	counteract	the	influence	of	those	who	were	
allegedly	"`left'	in	form	but	`right'	in	essence."	The	PLA	was	
widely	extolled	as	a	"great	school"	for	the	training	of	a	new	
generation	of	revolutionary	fighters	and	leaders.	Maoists	also	
turned	to	middle-school	students	for	political	demonstrations	on	
their	behalf.	These	students,	joined	also	by	some	university	
students,	came	to	be	known	as	the	Red	Guards	(see	Glossary).	
Millions	of	Red	Guards	were	encouraged	by	the	Cultural	Revolution	
group	to	become	a	"shock	force"	and	to	"bombard"	with	criticism	
both	the	regular	party	headquarters	in	Beijing	and	those	at	the	
regional	and	provincial	levels.	
	
	Red	Guard	activities	were	promoted	as	a	reflection	of	Mao's	
policy	of	rekindling	revolutionary	enthusiasm	and	destroying	
"outdated,"	"counterrevolutionary"	symbols	and	values.	Mao's	
ideas,	popularized	in	the	Quotations	from	Chairman	Mao,	became	
the	standard	by	which	all	revolutionary	efforts	were	to	be	
judged.	The	"four	big	rights"--speaking	out	freely,	airing	views	
fully,	holding	great	debates,	and	writing	big-character	posters	
(see	Glossary)--became	an	important	factor	in	encouraging	Mao's	
youthful	followers	to	criticize	his	intraparty	rivals.	The	"four	
big	rights"	became	such	a	major	feature	during	the	period	that	
they	were	later	institutionalized	in	the	state	constitution	of	
1975	(see	Constitutional	Framework,	ch.	10).	The	result	of	the	
unfettered	criticism	of	established	organs	of	control	by	China's	
exuberant	youth	was	massive	civil	disorder,	punctuated	also	by	
clashes	among	rival	Red	Guard	gangs	and	between	the	gangs	and	
local	security	authorities.	The	party	organization	was	shattered	
from	top	to	bottom.	(The	Central	Committee's	Secretariat	ceased	
functioning	in	late	1966.)	The	resources	of	the	public	security	
organs	were	severely	strained.	Faced	with	imminent	anarchy,	the	
PLA--the	only	organization	whose	ranks	for	the	most	part	had	not	
been	radicalized	by	Red	Guard-style	activities--emerged	as	the	
principal	guarantor	of	law	and	order	and	the	de	facto	political	
authority.	And	although	the	PLA	was	under	Mao's	rallying	call	to	
"support	the	left,"	PLA	regional	military	commanders	ordered	
their	forces	to	restrain	the	leftist	radicals,	thus	restoring	
order	throughout	much	of	China.	The	PLA	also	was	responsible	for	
the	appearance	in	early	1967	of	the	revolutionary	committees,	a	
new	form	of	local	control	that	replaced	local	party	committees	
and	administrative	bodies.	The	revolutionary	committees	were	
staffed	with	Cultural	Revolution	activists,	trusted	cadres,	and	
military	commanders,	the	latter	frequently	holding	the	greatest	
power.	
	
	The	radical	tide	receded	somewhat	beginning	in	late	1967,	but	it	
	
	
was	not	until	after	mid-1968	that	Mao	came	to	realize	the	
uselessness	of	further	revolutionary	violence.	Liu	Shaoqi,	Deng	
Xiaoping,	and	their	fellow	"revisionists"	and	"capitalist	
roaders"	had	been	purged	from	public	life	by	early	1967,	and	the	
Maoist	group	had	since	been	in	full	command	of	the	political	
scene.	
	
	Viewed	in	larger	perspective,	the	need	for	domestic	calm	and	
stability	was	occasioned	perhaps	even	more	by	pressures	emanating	
from	outside	China.	The	Chinese	were	alarmed	in	1966-68	by	steady	
Soviet	military	buildups	along	their	common	border.	The	Soviet	
invasion	of	Czechoslovakia	in	1968	heightened	Chinese	
apprehensions.	In	March	1969	Chinese	and	Soviet	troops	clashed	on	
Zhenbao	Island	(known	to	the	Soviets	as	Damanskiy	Island)	in	the	
disputed	Wusuli	Jiang	(Ussuri	River)	border	area.	The	tension	on	
the	border	had	a	sobering	effect	on	the	fractious	Chinese	
political	scene	and	provided	the	regime	with	a	new	and	unifying	
rallying	call	(see	The	Soviet	Union,	ch.	14).	
	
The	Ninth	National	Party	Congress	to	the	Demise	of	Lin	Biao,	
1969-71	
	
	The	activist	phase	of	the	Cultural	Revolution--considered	to	be	
the	first	in	a	series	of	cultural	revolutions--was	brought	to	an	
end	in	April	1969.	This	end	was	formally	signaled	at	the	CCP's	
Ninth	National	Party	Congress,	which	convened	under	the	dominance	
of	the	Maoist	group.	Mao	was	confirmed	as	the	supreme	leader.	Lin	
Biao	was	promoted	to	the	post	of	CCP	vice	chairman	and	was	named	
as	Mao's	successor.	Others	who	had	risen	to	power	by	means	of	
Cultural	Revolution	machinations	were	rewarded	with	positions	on	
the	Political	Bureau;	a	significant	number	of	military	commanders	
were	appointed	to	the	Central	Committee.	The	party	congress	also	
marked	the	rising	influence	of	two	opposing	forces,	Mao's	wife,	
Jiang	Qing,	and	Premier	Zhou	Enlai.	
	



	The	general	emphasis	after	1969	was	on	reconstruction	through	
rebuilding	of	the	party,	economic	stabilization,	and	greater	
sensitivity	to	foreign	affairs.	Pragmatism	gained	momentum	as	a	
central	theme	of	the	years	following	the	Ninth	National	Party	
Congress,	but	this	tendency	was	paralleled	by	efforts	of	the	
radical	group	to	reassert	itself.	The	radical	group--Kang	Sheng,	
Xie	Fuzhi,	Jiang	Qing,	Zhang	Chunqiao,	Yao	Wenyuan,	and	Wang	
Hongwen--no	longer	had	Mao's	unqualified	support.	By	1970	Mao	
viewed	his	role	more	as	that	of	the	supreme	elder	statesman	than	
of	an	activist	in	the	policy-making	process.	This	was	probably	
the	result	as	much	of	his	declining	health	as	of	his	view	that	a	
stabilizing	influence	should	be	brought	to	bear	on	a	divided	
nation.	As	Mao	saw	it,	China	needed	both	pragmatism	and	
revolutionary	enthusiasm,	each	acting	as	a	check	on	the	other.	
Factional	infighting	would	continue	unabated	through	the	
mid-1970s,	although	an	uneasy	coexistence	was	maintained	while	
Mao	was	alive.	
	
	The	rebuilding	of	the	CCP	got	under	way	in	1969.	The	process	was	
difficult,	however,	given	the	pervasiveness	of	factional	tensions	
and	the	discord	carried	over	from	the	Cultural	Revolution	years.	
Differences	persisted	among	the	military,	the	party,	and	
left-dominated	mass	organizations	over	a	wide	range	of	policy	
issues,	to	say	nothing	of	the	radical-moderate	rivalry.	It	was	
not	until	December	1970	that	a	party	committee	could	be	
	
	
reestablished	at	the	provincial	level.	In	political	
reconstruction	two	developments	were	noteworthy.	As	the	only	
institution	of	power	for	the	most	part	left	unscathed	by	the	
Cultural	Revolution,	the	PLA	was	particularly	important	in	the	
politics	of	transition	and	reconstruction.	The	PLA	was,	however,	
not	a	homogeneous	body.	In	1970-71	Zhou	Enlai	was	able	to	forge	a	
centrist-rightist	alliance	with	a	group	of	PLA	regional	military	
commanders	who	had	taken	exception	to	certain	of	Lin	Biao's	
policies.	This	coalition	paved	the	way	for	a	more	moderate	party	
and	government	leadership	in	the	late	1970s	and	1980s	(see	The	
First	Wave	of	Reform,	1979-84,	ch.	11).	
	
	The	PLA	was	divided	largely	on	policy	issues.	On	one	side	of	the	
infighting	was	the	Lin	Biao	faction,	which	continued	to	exhort	
the	need	for	"politics	in	command"	and	for	an	unremitting	
struggle	against	both	the	Soviet	Union	and	the	United	States.	On	
the	other	side	was	a	majority	of	the	regional	military	
commanders,	who	had	become	concerned	about	the	effect	Lin	Biao's	
political	ambitions	would	have	on	military	modernization	and	
economic	development.	These	commanders'	views	generally	were	in	
tune	with	the	positions	taken	by	Zhou	Enlai	and	his	moderate	
associates.	Specifically,	the	moderate	groups	within	the	civilian	
bureaucracy	and	the	armed	forces	spoke	for	more	material	
incentives	for	the	peasantry,	efficient	economic	planning,	and	a	
thorough	reassessment	of	the	Cultural	Revolution.	They	also	
advocated	improved	relations	with	the	West	in	general	and	the	
United	States	in	particular--if	for	no	other	reason	than	to	
counter	the	perceived	expansionist	aims	of	the	Soviet	Union.	
Generally,	the	radicals'	objection	notwithstanding,	the	Chinese	
political	tide	shifted	steadily	toward	the	right	of	center.	Among	
the	notable	achievements	of	the	early	1970s	was	China's	decision	
to	seek	rapprochement	with	the	United	States,	as	dramatized	by	
President	Richard	M.	Nixon's	visit	in	February	1972.	In	September	
1972	diplomatic	relations	were	established	with	Japan.	
	
	Without	question,	the	turning	point	in	the	decade	of	the	
Cultural	Revolution	was	Lin	Biao's	abortive	coup	attempt	and	his	
subsequent	death	in	a	plane	crash	as	he	fled	China	in	September	
1971.	The	immediate	consequence	was	a	steady	erosion	of	the	
fundamentalist	influence	of	the	left-wing	radicals.	Lin	Biao's	
closest	supporters	were	purged	systematically.	Efforts	to	
depoliticize	and	promote	professionalism	were	intensified	within	
the	PLA.	These	were	also	accompanied	by	the	rehabilitation	(see	
Glossary)	of	those	persons	who	had	been	persecuted	or	fallen	into	
disgrace	in	1966-68.	
	
End	of	the	Era	of	Mao	Zedong,	1972-76	
	
	Among	the	most	prominent	of	those	rehabilitated	was	Deng	
Xiaoping,	who	was	reinstated	as	a	vice	premier	in	April	1973,	
ostensibly	under	the	aegis	of	Premier	Zhou	Enlai	but	certainly	
with	the	concurrence	of	Mao	Zedong.	Together,	Zhou	Enlai	and	Deng	
Xiaoping	came	to	exert	strong	influence.	Their	moderate	line	
favoring	modernization	of	all	sectors	of	the	economy	was	formally	
confirmed	at	the	Tenth	National	Party	Congress	in	August	1973,	at	
which	time	Deng	Xiaoping	was	made	a	member	of	the	party's	Central	
Committee	(but	not	yet	of	the	Political	Bureau).	
	
	The	radical	camp	fought	back	by	building	an	armed	urban	militia,	
but	its	mass	base	of	support	was	limited	to	Shanghai	and	parts	of	
	
	
northeastern	China--hardly	sufficient	to	arrest	what	it	denounced	
as	"revisionist"	and	"capitalist"	tendencies.	In	January	1975	



Zhou	Enlai,	speaking	before	the	Fourth	National	People's	
Congress,	outlined	a	program	of	what	has	come	to	be	known	as	the	
Four	Modernizations	(see	Glossary)	for	the	four	sectors	of	
agriculture,	industry,	national	defense,	and	science	and	
technology	(see	Economic	Policies,	1949-80,	ch.	5).	This	program	
would	be	reaffirmed	at	the	Eleventh	National	Party	Congress,	
which	convened	in	August	1977.	Also	in	January	1975,	Deng	
Xiaoping's	position	was	solidified	by	his	election	as	a	vice	
chairman	of	the	CCP	and	as	a	member	of	the	Political	Bureau	and	
its	Standing	Committee.	Deng	also	was	installed	as	China's	first	
civilian	chief	of	PLA	General	Staff	Department.	
	
	The	year	1976	saw	the	deaths	of	the	three	most	senior	officials	
in	the	CCP	and	the	state	apparatus:	Zhou	Enlai	in	January,	Zhu	De	
(then	chairman	of	the	Standing	Committee	of	the	National	People's	
Congress	and	de	jure	head	of	state)	in	July,	and	Mao	Zedong	in	
September.	In	April	of	the	same	year,	masses	of	demonstrators	in	
Tiananmen	Square	in	Beijing	memorialized	Zhou	Enlai	and	
criticized	Mao's	closest	associates,	Zhou's	opponents.	In	June	
the	government	announced	that	Mao	would	no	longer	receive	foreign	
visitors.	In	July	an	earthquake	devastated	the	city	of	Tangshan	
in	Hebei	Province.	These	events,	added	to	the	deaths	of	the	three	
Communist	leaders,	contributed	to	a	popular	sense	that	the	
"mandate	of	heaven"	had	been	withdrawn	from	the	ruling	party.	At	
best	the	nation	was	in	a	state	of	serious	political	uncertainty.	
	
	Deng	Xiaoping,	the	logical	successor	as	premier,	received	a	
temporary	setback	after	Zhou's	death,	when	radicals	launched	a	
major	counterassault	against	him.	In	April	1976	Deng	was	once	
more	removed	from	all	his	public	posts,	and	a	relative	political	
unknown,	Hua	Guofeng,	a	Political	Bureau	member,	vice	premier,	
and	minister	of	public	security,	was	named	acting	premier	and	
party	first	vice	chairman.	
	
	Even	though	Mao	Zedong's	role	in	political	life	had	been	
sporadic	and	shallow	in	his	later	years,	it	was	crucial.	Despite	
Mao's	alleged	lack	of	mental	acuity,	his	influence	in	the	months	
before	his	death	remained	such	that	his	orders	to	dismiss	Deng	
and	appoint	Hua	Guofeng	were	accepted	immediately	by	the	
Political	Bureau.	The	political	system	had	polarized	in	the	years	
before	Mao's	death	into	increasingly	bitter	and	irreconcilable	
factions.	While	Mao	was	alive--and	playing	these	factions	off	
against	each	other--the	contending	forces	were	held	in	check.	His	
death	resolved	only	some	of	the	problems	inherent	in	the	
succession	struggle.	
	
	The	radical	clique	most	closely	associated	with	Mao	and	the	
Cultural	Revolution	became	vulnerable	after	Mao	died,	as	Deng	had	
been	after	Zhou	Enlai's	demise.	In	October,	less	than	a	month	
after	Mao's	death,	Jiang	Qing	and	her	three	principal	
associates--denounced	as	the	Gang	of	Four	(see	Glossary)--were	
arrested	with	the	assistance	of	two	senior	Political	Bureau	
members,	Minister	of	National	Defense	Ye	Jianying	(1897-1986)	and	
Wang	Dongxing,	commander	of	the	CCP's	elite	bodyguard.	Within	
days	it	was	formally	announced	that	Hua	Guofeng	had	assumed	the	
positions	of	party	chairman,	chairman	of	the	party's	Central	
Military	Commission,	and	premier.	
	
	
	
The	Post-Mao	Period,	1976-78	
	
	The	jubilation	following	the	incarceration	of	the	Gang	of	Four	
and	the	popularity	of	the	new	ruling	triumvirate	(Hua	Guofeng,	Ye	
Jianying,	and	Li	Xiannian,	a	temporary	alliance	of	necessity)	
were	succeeded	by	calls	for	the	restoration	to	power	of	Deng	
Xiaoping	and	the	elimination	of	leftist	influence	throughout	the	
political	system.	By	July	1977,	at	no	small	risk	to	undercutting	
Hua	Guofeng's	legitimacy	as	Mao's	successor	and	seeming	to	
contradict	Mao's	apparent	will,	the	Central	Committee	exonerated	
Deng	Xiaoping	from	responsibility	for	the	Tiananmen	Square	
incident.	Deng	admitted	some	shortcomings	in	the	events	of	1975,	
and	finally,	at	a	party	Central	Committee	session,	he	resumed	all	
the	posts	from	which	he	had	been	removed	in	1976.	
	
	The	post-Mao	political	order	was	given	its	first	vote	of	
confidence	at	the	Eleventh	National	Party	Congress,	held	August	
12-18,	1977.	Hua	was	confirmed	as	party	chairman,	and	Ye	
Jianying,	Deng	Xiaoping,	Li	Xiannian,	and	Wang	Dongxing	were	
elected	vice	chairmen.	The	congress	proclaimed	the	formal	end	of	
the	Cultural	Revolution,	blamed	it	entirely	on	the	Gang	of	Four,	
and	reiterated	that	"the	fundamental	task	of	the	party	in	the	new	
historical	period	is	to	build	China	into	a	modern,	powerful	
socialist	country	by	the	end	of	the	twentieth	century."	Many	
contradictions	still	were	apparent,	however,	in	regard	to	the	
Maoist	legacy	and	the	possibility	of	future	cultural	revolutions.	
	
	The	new	balance	of	power	clearly	was	unsatisfactory	to	Deng,	who	
sought	genuine	party	reform	and,	soon	after	the	National	Party	
Congress,	took	the	initiative	to	reorganize	the	bureaucracy	and	
redirect	policy.	His	longtime	prot​g​	Hu	Yaobang	replaced	Hua	



supporter	Wang	Dongxing	as	head	of	the	CCP	Organization	
Department.	Educational	reforms	were	instituted,	and	Cultural	
Revolution-era	verdicts	on	literature,	art,	and	intellectuals	
were	overturned.	The	year	1978	proved	a	crucial	one	for	the	
reformers.	Differences	among	the	two	competing	factions--that	
headed	by	Hua	Guofeng	(soon	to	be	branded	as	a	leftist)	and	that	
led	by	Deng	and	the	more	moderate	figures--became	readily	
apparent	by	the	time	the	Fifth	National	People's	Congress	was	
held	in	February	and	March	1978.	Serious	disputes	arose	over	the	
apparently	disproportionate	development	of	the	national	economy,	
the	Hua	forces	calling	for	still	more	large-scale	projects	that	
China	could	ill	afford.	In	the	face	of	substantive	losses	in	
leadership	positions	and	policy	decisions,	the	leftists	sought	to	
counterattack	with	calls	for	strict	adherence	to	Mao	Zedong	
Thought	and	the	party	line	of	class	struggle.	Rehabilitations	of	
Deng's	associates	and	others	sympathetic	to	his	reform	plans	were	
stepped	up.	Not	only	were	many	of	those	purged	during	the	
Cultural	Revolution	returned	to	power,	but	individuals	who	had	
fallen	from	favor	as	early	as	the	mid-1950s	were	rehabilitated.	
It	was	a	time	of	increased	political	activism	by	students,	whose	
big-character	posters	attacking	Deng's	opponents--and	even	Mao	
himself--appeared	with	regularity.	
	
China	and	the	Four	Modernizations,	1979-82	
	
	The	culmination	of	Deng	Xiaoping's	re-ascent	to	power	and	the	
start	in	earnest	of	political,	economic,	social,	and	cultural	
reforms	were	achieved	at	the	Third	Plenum	of	the	Eleventh	
National	Party	Congress	Central	Committee	in	December	1978.	The	
	
	
Third	Plenum	is	considered	a	major	turning	point	in	modern	
Chinese	political	history.	"Left"	mistakes	committed	before	and	
during	the	Cultural	Revolution	were	"corrected,"	and	the	"two	
whatevers"	policy	("support	whatever	policy	decisions	Chairman	
Mao	made	and	follow	whatever	instructions	Chairman	Mao	gave")	was	
repudiated.	The	classic	party	line	calling	for	protracted	class	
struggle	was	officially	exchanged	for	one	promoting	the	Four	
Modernizations.	In	the	future,	the	attainment	of	economic	goals	
would	be	the	measure	of	the	success	or	failure	of	policies	and	
individual	leadership;	in	other	words,	economics,	not	politics,	
was	in	command.	To	effect	such	a	broad	policy	redirection,	Deng	
placed	key	allies	on	the	Political	Bureau	(including	Chen	Yun	as	
an	additional	vice	chairman	and	Hu	Yaobang	as	a	member)	while	
positioning	Hu	Yaobang	as	secretary	general	of	the	CCP	and	head	
of	the	party's	Propaganda	Department.	Although	assessments	of	the	
Cultural	Revolution	and	Mao	were	deferred,	a	decision	was	
announced	on	"historical	questions	left	over	from	an	earlier	
period."	The	1976	Tiananmen	Square	incident,	the	1959	removal	of	
Peng	Dehuai,	and	other	now	infamous	political	machinations	were	
reversed	in	favor	of	the	new	leadership.	New	agricultural	
policies	intended	to	loosen	political	restrictions	on	peasants	
and	allow	them	to	produce	more	on	their	own	initiative	were	
approved.	
	
	Rapid	change	occurred	in	the	subsequent	months	and	years.	The	
year	1979	witnessed	the	formal	exchange	of	diplomatic	recognition	
between	the	People's	Republic	and	the	United	States,	a	border	war	
between	China	and	Vietnam,	the	fledgling	"democracy	movement"	
(which	had	begun	in	earnest	in	November	1978),	and	the	
determination	not	to	extend	the	thirty-year-old	Treaty	of	
Friendship,	Alliance,	and	Mutual	Assistance	with	the	Soviet	
Union.	All	these	events	led	to	some	criticism	of	Deng	Xiaoping,	
who	had	to	alter	his	strategy	temporarily	while	directing	his	own	
political	warfare	against	Hua	Guofeng	and	the	leftist	elements	in	
the	party	and	government.	As	part	of	this	campaign,	a	major	
document	was	presented	at	the	September	1979	Fourth	Plenum	of	the	
Eleventh	National	Party	Congress	Central	Committee,	giving	a	
"preliminary	assessment"	of	the	entire	thirty-year	period	of	
Communist	rule.	At	the	plenum,	party	Vice	Chairman	Ye	Jianying	
pointed	out	the	achievements	of	the	CCP	while	admitting	that	the	
leadership	had	made	serious	political	errors	affecting	the	
people.	Furthermore,	Ye	declared	the	Cultural	Revolution	"an	
appalling	catastrophe"	and	"the	most	severe	setback	to	[the]	
socialist	cause	since	[1949]."	Although	Mao	was	not	specifically	
blamed,	there	was	no	doubt	about	his	share	of	responsibility.	The	
plenum	also	marked	official	acceptance	of	a	new	ideological	line	
that	called	for	"seeking	truth	from	facts"	and	of	other	elements	
of	Deng	Xiaoping's	thinking.	A	further	setback	for	Hua	was	the	
approval	of	the	resignations	of	other	leftists	from	leading	party	
and	state	posts.	In	the	months	following	the	plenum,	a	party	
rectification	campaign	ensued,	replete	with	a	purge	of	party	
members	whose	political	credentials	were	largely	achieved	as	a	
result	of	the	Cultural	Revolution.	The	campaign	went	beyond	the	
civilian	ranks	of	the	CCP,	extending	to	party	members	in	the	PLA	
as	well.	
	
	Economic	advances	and	political	achievements	had	strengthened	
the	position	of	the	Deng	reformists	enough	that	by	February	1980	
they	were	able	to	call	the	Fifth	Plenum	of	the	Eleventh	National	
Party	Congress	Central	Committee.	One	major	effect	of	the	plenum	



	
	
was	the	resignation	of	the	members	of	the	"Little	Gang	of	Four"	
(an	allusion	to	the	original	Gang	of	Four,	Mao's	allies)--Hua's	
closest	collaborators	and	the	backbone	of	opposition	to	Deng.	
Wang	Dongxing,	Wu	De,	Ji	Dengkui,	and	Chen	Xilian	were	charged	
with	"grave	[but	unspecified]	errors"	in	the	struggle	against	the	
Gang	of	Four	and	demoted	from	the	Political	Bureau	to	mere	
Central	Committee	membership.	In	turn,	the	Central	Committee	
elevated	Deng's	prot​g​s	Hu	Yaobang	and	Zhao	Ziyang	to	the	
Standing	Committee	of	the	Political	Bureau	and	the	newly	restored	
party	Secretariat.	Under	the	title	of	secretary	general,	Hu	
Yaobang	took	over	day-to-day	running	of	the	party	(see	The	First	
Wave	of	Reform,	1979-84,	ch.	11).	Especially	poignant	was	the	
posthumous	rehabilitation	of	the	late	president	and	one-time	
successor	to	Mao,	Liu	Shaoqi,	at	the	Fifth	Plenum.	Finally,	at	
the	Fifth	National	People's	Congress	session	in	August	and	
September	that	year,	Deng's	preeminence	in	government	was	
consolidated	when	he	gave	up	his	vice	premiership	and	Hua	Guofeng	
resigned	as	premier	in	favor	of	Zhao	Ziyang.	
	
	One	of	the	more	spectacular	political	events	of	modern	Chinese	
history	was	the	month-long	trial	of	the	Gang	of	Four	and	six	of	
Lin	Biao's	closest	associates.	A	35-judge	special	court	was	
convened	in	November	1980	and	issued	a	20,000-word	indictment	
against	the	defendants.	The	indictment	came	more	than	four	years	
after	the	arrest	of	Jiang	Qing	and	her	associates	and	more	than	
nine	years	after	the	arrests	of	the	Lin	Biao	group.	Beyond	the	
trial	of	ten	political	pariahs,	it	appeared	that	the	intimate	
involvement	of	Mao	Zedong,	current	party	chairman	Hua	Guofeng,	
and	the	CCP	itself	were	on	trial.	The	prosecution	wisely	
separated	political	errors	from	actual	crimes.	Among	the	latter	
were	the	usurpation	of	state	power	and	party	leadership;	the	
persecution	of	some	750,000	people,	34,375	of	whom	died	during	
the	period	1966-76;	and,	in	the	case	of	the	Lin	Biao	defendants,	
the	plotting	of	the	assassination	of	Mao.	In	January	1981	the	
court	rendered	guilty	verdicts	against	the	ten.	Jiang	Qing,	
despite	her	spirited	self-vindication	and	defense	of	her	late	
husband,	received	a	death	sentence	with	a	two-year	suspension;	
later,	Jiang	Qing's	death	sentence	was	commuted	to	life	
imprisonment.	So	enduring	was	Mao's	legacy	that	Jiang	Qing	
appeared	to	be	protected	by	it	from	execution.	The	same	sentence	
was	given	to	Zhang	Chunqiao,	while	Wang	Hongwen	was	given	life	
and	Yao	Wenyuan	twenty	years.	Chen	Boda	and	the	other	Lin	Biao	
faction	members	were	given	sentences	of	between	sixteen	and	
eighteen	years.	The	net	effect	of	the	trial	was	a	further	erosion	
of	Mao's	prestige	and	the	system	he	created.	In	pre-trial	
meetings,	the	party	Central	Committee	posthumously	expelled	CCP	
vice	chairman	Kang	Sheng	and	Political	Bureau	member	Xie	Fuzhi	
from	the	party	because	of	their	participation	in	the	
"counterrevolutionary	plots"	of	Lin	Biao	and	Jiang	Qing.	The	
memorial	speeches	delivered	at	their	funerals	were	also	
rescinded.	There	was	enough	adverse	pre-trial	testimony	that	Hua	
Guofeng	reportedly	offered	to	resign	the	chairmanship	before	the	
trial	started.		In	June	1981	the	Sixth	Plenum	of	the	Eleventh	
National	Party	Congress	Central	Committee	marked	a	major	
milestone	in	the	passing	of	the	Maoist	era.	The	Central	Committee	
accepted	Hua's	resignation	from	the	chairmanship	and	granted	him	
the	face-saving	position	of	vice	chairman.	In	his	place,	CCP	
secretary	general	Hu	Yaobang	became	chairman.	Hua	also	gave	up	
his	position	as	chairman	of	the	party's	Central	Military	
Commission	in	favor	of	Deng	Xiaoping.	The	plenum	adopted	the	
	
	
35,000-word	"Resolution	on	Certain	Questions	in	the	History	of	
Our	Party	Since	the	Founding	of	the	People's	Republic	of	China."	
The	resolution	reviewed	the	sixty	years	since	the	founding	of	the	
CCP,	emphasizing	party	activities	since	1949.	A	major	part	of	the	
document	condemned	the	ten-year	Cultural	Revolution	and	assessed	
Mao	Zedong's	role	in	it.	"Chief	responsibility	for	the	grave	
`Left'	error	of	the	`cultural	revolution,'	an	error	comprehensive	
in	magnitude	and	protracted	in	duration,	does	indeed	lie	with	
Comrade	Mao	Zedong	.	.	.	.	[and]	far	from	making	a	correct	
analysis	of	many	problems,	he	confused	right	and	wrong	and	the	
people	with	the	enemy.	.	.	.	Herein	lies	his	tragedy."	At	the	
same	time,	Mao	was	praised	for	seeking	to	correct	personal	and	
party	shortcomings	throughout	his	life,	for	leading	the	effort	
that	brought	the	demise	of	Lin	Biao,	and	for	having	criticized	
Jiang	Qing	and	her	cohort.	Hua	too	was	recognized	for	his	
contributions	in	defeating	the	Gang	of	Four	but	was	branded	a	
"whateverist."	Hua	also	was	criticized	for	his	anti-Deng	Xiaoping	
posture	in	the	period	1976-77.	
	
	Several	days	after	the	closing	of	the	plenum,	on	the	occasion	of	
the	sixtieth	anniversary	of	the	founding	of	the	CCP,	new	party	
chairman	Hu	Yaobang	declared	that	"although	Comrade	Mao	Zedong	
made	grave	mistakes	in	his	later	years,	it	is	clear	that	if	we	
consider	his	life	work,	his	contributions	to	the	Chinese	
revolution	far	outweigh	his	errors.	.	.	.	His	immense	
contributions	are	immortal."	These	remarks	may	have	been	offered	
in	an	effort	to	repair	the	extensive	damage	done	to	the	Maoist	



legacy	and	by	extension	to	the	party	itself.	Hu	went	on,	however,	
to	praise	the	contributions	of	Zhou	Enlai,	Liu	Shaoqi,	Zhu	De,	
Peng	Dehuai,	and	a	score	of	other	erstwhile	enemies	of	the	late	
chairman.	Thus	the	new	party	hierarchy	sought	to	assess,	and	thus	
close	the	books	on,	the	Maoist	era	and	move	on	to	the	era	of	the	
Four	Modernizations.	The	culmination	of	Deng's	drive	to	
consolidate	his	power	and	ensure	the	continuity	of	his	reformist	
policies	among	his	successors	was	the	calling	of	the	Twelfth	
National	Party	Congress	in	September	1982	and	the	Fifth	Session	
of	the	Fifth	National	People's	Congress	in	December	1982	(see	The	
First	Wave	of	Reform,	1979-84,	ch.	11).	
	
	
	
																						*									*										*	
	
	Chinese	history	is	a	vast	field	of	intellectual	inquiry.	
Advances	in	archaeology	and	documentary	research	constantly	
produce	new	results	and	numerous	new	publications.	An	excellent	
and	concise	survey	of	the	entire	course	of	Chinese	history	up	to	
the	1970s	is	China:	Tradition	and	Transformation	by	John	K.	
Fairbank	and	Edwin	O.	Reischauer.	For	a	more	in-depth	review	of	
modern	Chinese	history	(beginning	of	the	Qing	dynasty	to	the	
early	1980s),	Immanuel	C.Y.	Hs​'s	The	Rise	of	Modern	China	should	
be	consulted.	Hs​'s	book	is	particularly	useful	for	its	
chapter-by-chapter	bibliography.	Maurice	Meisner's	Mao's	China	
and	After:	A	History	of	the	People's	Republic	presents	a	
comprehensive	historical	analysis	of	post-1949	China	and	provides	
a	selected	bibliography.	
	
	There	are	a	number	of	excellent	serial	publications	covering	
Chinese	history	topics.	These	include	China	Quarterly,	Chinese	
Studies	in	History,	and	Journal	of	Asian	Studies.	The	Association	
	
	
for	Asian	Studies'	annual	Bibliography	of	Asian	Studies	provides	
the	most	comprehensive	list	of	monographs,	collections	of	
documents,	and	articles	on	Chinese	history.	(For	further	
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REMARKABLY	VARIED	LANDSCAPES	suggest	the	disparate	climate	and	
broad	reach	of	China,	the	third	largest	country	in	the	world	in	
terms	of	area.	China's	climate	ranges	from	subarctic	to	tropical.	
Its	topography	includes	the	world's	highest	peaks,	tortuous	but	
picturesque	river	valleys,	and	vast	plains	subject	to	
life-threatening	but	soil-enriching	flooding.	These	
characteristics	have	dictated	where	the	Chinese	people	live	and	
how	they	make	their	livelihood.	
	
	The	majority	of	China's	people	live	in	the	eastern	segment	of	
the	country,	the	traditional	China	Proper.	Most	are	peasants	
living,	as	did	their	forebears,	in	the	low-lying	hills	and	
central	plains	that	stretch	from	the	highlands	eastward	and	
southward	to	the	sea.	Agriculture	predominates	in	this	vast	area,	
generally	favored	by	a	temperate	or	subtropical	climate.	The	
meticulously	tilled	fields	are	evidence	in	part	of	the	
government's	continuing	concern	over	farm	output	and	the	food	
supply.	
	
	Although	migration	to	urban	areas	has	been	restricted	since	the	
late	1950s,	as	of	the	end	of	1985	about	37	percent	of	the	
population	was	urban.	An	urban	and	industrial	corridor	formed	a	
broad	arc	stretching	from	Harbin	in	the	northeast	through	the	
Beijing	area	and	south	to	China's	largest	city,	the	huge	
industrial	metropolitan	complex	of	Shanghai.	
	
	The	uneven	pattern	of	internal	development,	so	strongly	weighted	
toward	the	eastern	part	of	the	country,	doubtless	will	change	
little	even	with	developing	interest	in	exploiting	the	



mineral-rich	and	agriculturally	productive	portions	of	the	vast	
northwest	and	southwest	regions.	The	adverse	terrain	and	climate	
of	most	of	those	regions	have	discouraged	dense	population.	For	
the	most	part,	only	ethnic	minority	groups	have	settled	there.	
	
	The	"minority	nationalities"	are	an	important	element	of	Chinese	
society.	In	1987	there	were	55	recognized	minority	groups,	
comprising	nearly	7	percent	of	the	total	population.	Because	some	
of	the	groups	were	located	in	militarily	sensitive	border	areas	
and	in	regions	with	strategic	minerals,	the	government	tried	to	
	
	
maintain	benevolent	relations	with	the	minorities.	But	the	
minorities	played	only	a	superficial	role	in	the	major	affairs	of	
the	nation.	
	
	China's	ethnically	diverse	population	is	the	largest	in	the	
world,	and	the	Chinese	Communist	Party	and	the	government	work	
strenuously	to	count,	control,	and	care	for	their	people.	In	1982	
China	conducted	its	first	population	census	since	1964.	It	was	by	
far	the	most	thorough	and	accurate	census	taken	under	Communist	
rule	and	confirmed	that	China	was	a	nation	of	more	than	1	billion	
people,	or	about	one-fifth	of	the	world's	population.	The	census	
provided	demographers	with	a	wealth	of	accurate	data	on	China's	
age-sex	structure,	fertility	and	mortality	rates,	and	population	
density	and	distribution.	Useful	information	also	was	gathered	on	
minority	ethnic	groups,	urban	population,	and	marital	status.	For	
the	first	time	since	the	People's	Republic	of	China	was	founded,	
demographers	had	reliable	information	on	the	size	and	composition	
of	the	Chinese	work	force.	
	
	Beginning	in	the	mid-1950s,	the	Chinese	government	introduced,	
with	varying	degrees	of	enthusiasm	and	success,	a	number	of	
family	planning,	or	population	control,	campaigns	and	programs.	
The	most	radical	and	controversial	was	the	one-child	policy	
publicly	announced	in	1979.	Under	this	policy,	which	had	
different	guidelines	for	national	minorities,	married	couples	
were	officially	permitted	only	one	child.	Enforcement	of	the	
program,	however,	varied	considerably	from	place	to	place,	
depending	on	the	vigilance	of	local	population	control	workers.	
	
	Health	care	has	improved	dramatically	in	China	since	1949.	Major	
diseases	such	as	cholera,	typhoid,	and	scarlet	fever	have	been	
brought	under	control.	Life	expectancy	has	more	than	doubled,	and	
infant	mortality	has	dropped	significantly.	On	the	negative	side,	
the	incidence	of	cancer,	cerebrovascular	disease,	and	heart	
disease	has	increased	to	the	extent	that	these	have	become	the	
leading	causes	of	death.	Economic	reforms	initiated	in	the	late	
1970s	fundamentally	altered	methods	of	providing	health	care;	the	
collective	medical	care	system	was	gradually	replaced	by	a	more	
individual-oriented	approach.	
	
	More	liberalized	emigration	policies	enacted	in	the	1980s	
facilitated	the	legal	departure	of	increasing	numbers	of	Chinese	
who	joined	their	overseas	Chinese	relatives	and	friends.	The	Four	
Modernizations	program	(see	Glossary),	which	required	access	of	
Chinese	students	and	scholars,	particularly	scientists,	to	
foreign	education	and	research	institutions,	brought	about	
increased	contact	with	the	outside	world,	particularly	the	
industrialized	nations.	Thus,	as	China	moved	toward	the	
twenty-first	century,	the	diverse	resources	and	immense	
population	that	it	had	committed	to	a	comprehensive	process	of	
modernization	became	ever	more	important	in	the	interdependent	
world.	
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PHYSICAL	ENVIRONMENT	
	
	China	stretches	some	5,000	kilometers	across	the	East	Asian	
landmass	in	an	erratically	changing	configuration	of	broad	
plains,	expansive	deserts,	and	lofty	mountain	ranges,	including	
vast	areas	of	inhospitable	terrain.	The	eastern	half	of	the	
country,	its	seacoast	fringed	with	offshore	islands,	is	a	region	
of	fertile	lowlands,	foothills	and	mountains,	desert,	steppes,	
and	subtropical	areas.	The	western	half	of	China	is	a	region	of	
sunken	basins,	rolling	plateaus,	and	towering	massifs,	including	
a	portion	of	the	highest	tableland	on	earth.	The	vastness	of	the	
country	and	the	barrenness	of	the	western	hinterland	have	
important	implications	for	defense	strategy	(see	Doctrine,	
Strategy,	and	Tactics,	ch.	14).	In	spite	of	many	good	harbors	
along	the	approximately	18,000-kilometer	coastline,	the	nation	
has	traditionally	oriented	itself	not	toward	the	sea	but	inland,	
developing	as	an	imperial	power	whose	center	lay	in	the	middle	
and	lower	reaches	of	the	Huang	He	(Yellow	River)	on	the	northern	
plains.	
	
	Figures	for	the	size	of	China	differ	slightly	depending	on	where	
one	draws	a	number	of	ill-defined	boundaries.	The	official	
Chinese	figure	is	9.6	million	square	kilometers,	making	the	
country	substantially	smaller	than	the	Soviet	Union,	slightly	
smaller	than	Canada,	and	somewhat	larger	than	the	United	States.	
China's	contour	is	reasonably	comparable	to	that	of	the	United	
States	and	lies	largely	at	the	same	latitudes.	
	
Boundaries	
	
	In	1987	China's	borders,	more	than	20,000	kilometers	of	land	
frontier	shared	with	nearly	all	the	nations	of	mainland	East	
Asia,	were	disputed	at	a	number	of	points.	In	the	western	sector,	
China	claimed	portions	of	the	41,000-square-kilometer	Pamir	
Mountains	area,	a	region	of	soaring	mountain	peaks	and	glacial	
valleys	where	the	borders	of	Afghanistan,	Pakistan,	the	Soviet	
Union,	and	China	meet	in	Central	Asia.	North	and	east	of	this	
region,	some	sections	of	the	border	remained	undemarcated	in	
1987.	The	6,542-kilometer	frontier	with	the	Soviet	Union	has	been	
a	source	of	continual	friction.	In	1954	China	published	maps	
showing	substantial	portions	of	Soviet	Siberian	territory	as	its	
own.	In	the	northeast,	border	friction	with	the	Soviet	Union	
produced	a	tense	situation	in	remote	regions	of	Nei	Monggol	
Autonomous	Region	(Inner	Mongolia)	and	Heilongjiang	Province	
along	segments	of	the	Ergun	He	(Argun	River),	Heilong	Jiang	(Amur	
River),	and	Wusuli	Jiang	(Ussuri	River)(see	fig.	3).	Each	side	
had	massed	troops	and	had	exchanged	charges	of	border	provocation	
in	this	area.	In	a	September	1986	speech	in	Vladivostok,	Soviet	
leader	Mikhail	S.	Gorbachev	offered	the	Chinese	a	more	
	
	
conciliatory	position	on	Sino-Soviet	border	rivers.	In	1987	the	
two	sides	resumed	border	talks	that	had	been	broken	off	after	the	
1979	Soviet	invasion	of	Afghanistan	(see	Sino-Soviet	Relations,	
ch.	12;	The	Soviet	Union,	ch.	14).	Although	the	border	issue	
remained	unresolved	as	of	late	1987,	China	and	the	Soviet	Union	
agreed	to	consider	the	northeastern	sector	first.	
	
	A	major	dispute	between	China	and	India	focuses	on	the	northern	
edge	of	their	shared	border,	where	the	Aksai	Chin	area	of	
northeastern	Jammu	and	Kashmir	is	under	Chinese	control	but	
claimed	by	India.	Eastward	from	Bhutan	and	north	of	the	
Brahmaputra	River	(Yarlung	Zangbo	Jiang)	lies	a	large	area	
controlled	and	administered	by	India	but	claimed	by	the	Chinese	
in	the	aftermath	of	the	1959	Tibetan	revolt.	The	area	was	
demarcated	by	the	British	McMahon	Line,	drawn	along	the	Himalayas	
in	1914	as	the	Sino-Indian	border;	India	accepts	and	China	
rejects	this	boundary.	In	June	1980	China	made	its	first	move	in	
twenty	years	to	settle	the	border	disputes	with	India,	proposing	
that	India	cede	the	Aksai	Chin	area	in	Jammu	and	Kashmir	to	China	
in	return	for	China's	recognition	of	the	McMahon	Line;	India	did	
not	accept	the	offer,	however,	preferring	a	sector-by-sector	
approach	to	the	problem.	In	July	1986	China	and	India	held	their	
seventh	round	of	border	talks,	but	they	made	little	headway	
toward	resolving	the	dispute.	Each	side,	but	primarily	India,	
continued	to	make	allegations	of	incursions	into	its	territory	by	
the	other.	
	
	China,	Taiwan,	and	Vietnam	all	claim	sovereignty	over	both	the	
Xisha	(Paracel)	and	the	Nansha	(Spratly)	islands,	but	the	major	
islands	of	the	Xisha	are	occupied	by	China.	The	Philippines	
claims	an	area	known	as	Kalayaan	(Freedom	Land),	which	excludes	
the	Nansha	in	the	west	and	some	reefs	in	the	south.	Malaysia	
claims	the	islands	and	reefs	in	the	southernmost	area,	and	there	
also	is	a	potential	for	dispute	over	the	islands	with	Brunei.	
	
	The	China-Burma	border	issue	was	settled	October	1,	1960,	by	the	
signing	of	the	Sino-Burmese	Boundary	Treaty.	The	first	joint	
inspection	of	the	border	was	completed	successfully	in	June	1986.	
In	1987	the	island	province	of	Taiwan	continued	to	be	under	the	
control	of	the	Guomindang	authorities	(see	Sino-United	States	



Relations,	ch.	12).	
	
Terrain	and	Drainage	
	
	Terrain	and	vegetation	vary	greatly	in	China.	Mountains,	hills,	
and	highlands	cover	about	66	percent	of	the	nation's	territory,	
impeding	communication	and	leaving	limited	level	land	for	
agriculture.	Most	ranges,	including	all	the	major	ones,	trend	
east-west.	In	the	southwest,	the	Himalayas	and	the	Kunlun	
Mountains	enclose	the	Qing	Zang	Plateau,	which	encompasses	most	
of	Xizang	Autonomous	Region	(also	known	as	Tibet)	and	part	of	
Qinghai	Province.	It	is	the	most	extensive	plateau	in	the	world,	
where	elevations	average	more	than	4,000	meters	above	sea	level	
and	the	loftiest	summits	rise	to	more	than	7,200	meters.	
	
	From	the	Qing	Zang	Plateau,	other	less-elevated	highlands,	
rugged	east-west	trending	mountains,	and	plateaus	interrupted	by	
deep	depressions	fan	out	to	the	north	and	east.	A	continental	
scarp	marks	the	eastern	margin	of	this	territory	extending	from	
the	Greater	Hinggan	Range	in	northeastern	China,	through	the	
	
	
Taihang	Shan	(a	range	of	mountains	overlooking	the	North	China	
Plain)	to	the	eastern	edge	of	the	Yunnan-Guizhou	Plateau	in	the	
south	(see	fig.	4).	Virtually	all	of	the	low-lying	areas	of	
China--the	regions	of	dense	population	and	intensive	
cultivation--are	found	east	of	this	scarp	line.	
	
	East-west	ranges	include	some	of	Asia's	greatest	mountains.	In	
addition	to	the	Himalayas	and	the	Kunlun	Mountains,	there	are	the	
Gangdise	Shan	(Kailas)	and	the	Tian	Shan	ranges.	The	latter	
stands	between	two	great	basins,	the	massive	Tarim	Basin	to	the	
south	and	the	Junggar	Basin	to	the	north.	Rich	deposits	of	coal,	
oil,	and	metallic	ores	lie	in	the	Tian	Shan	area.	The	largest	
inland	basin	in	China,	the	Tarim	Basin	measures	1,500	kilometers	
from	east	to	west	and	600	kilometers	from	north	to	south	at	its	
widest	parts.	
	
	The	Himalayas	form	a	natural	boundary	on	the	southwest	as	the	
Altai	Mountains	do	on	the	northwest.	Lesser	ranges	branch	out,	
some	at	sharp	angles	from	the	major	ranges.	The	mountains	give	
rise	to	all	the	principal	rivers.	
	
	The	spine	of	the	Kunlun	Mountains	separates	into	several	
branches	as	it	runs	eastward	from	the	Pamir	Mountains.	The	
northernmost	branches,	the	Altun	Shan	and	the	Qilian	Shan,	rim	
the	Qing	Zang	Plateau	in	west-central	China	and	overlook	the	
Qaidam	Basin,	a	sandy	and	swampy	region	containing	many	salt	
lakes.	A	southern	branch	of	the	Kunlun	Mountains	divides	the	
watersheds	of	the	Huang	He	and	the	Chang	Jiang	(Yangtze	River).	
The	Gansu	Corridor,	west	of	the	great	bend	in	the	Huang	He,	was	
traditionally	an	important	communications	link	with	Central	Asia.	
	
	North	of	the	3,300-kilometer-long	Great	Wall,	between	Gansu	
Province	on	the	west	and	the	Greater	Hinggan	Range	on	the	east,	
lies	the	Nei	Monggol	Plateau,	at	an	average	elevation	of	1,000	
meters	above	sea	level.	The	Yin	Shan,	a	system	of	mountains	with	
average	elevations	of	1,400	meters,	extends	east-west	through	the	
center	of	this	vast	desert	steppe	peneplain.	To	the	south	is	the	
largest	loess	plateau	in	the	world,	covering	600,000	square	
kilometers	in	Shaanxi	Province,	parts	of	Gansu	and	Shanxi	
provinces,	and	some	of	Ningxia-Hui	Autonomous	Region.	Loess	is	a	
yellowish	soil	blown	in	from	the	Nei	Monggol	deserts.	The	loose,	
loamy	material	travels	easily	in	the	wind,	and	through	the	
centuries	it	has	veneered	the	plateau	and	choked	the	Huang	He	
with	silt.	
	
	Because	the	river	level	drops	precipitously	toward	the	North	
China	Plain,	where	it	continues	a	sluggish	course	across	the	
delta,	it	transports	a	heavy	load	of	sand	and	mud	from	the	upper	
reaches,	much	of	which	is	deposited	on	the	flat	plain.	The	flow	
is	channeled	mainly	by	constantly	repaired	manmade	embankments;	
as	a	result	the	river	flows	on	a	raised	ridge	fifty	meters	or	
more	above	the	plain,	and	waterlogging,	floods,	and	course	
changes	have	recurred	over	the	centuries.	Traditionally,	rulers	
were	judged	by	their	concern	for	or	indifference	to	preservation	
of	the	embankments.	In	the	modern	era,	the	new	leadership	has	
been	deeply	committed	to	dealing	with	the	problem	and	has	
undertaken	extensive	flood	control	and	conservation	measures.	
	
	Flowing	from	its	source	in	the	Qing	Zang	highlands,	the	Huang	He	
courses	toward	the	sea	through	the	North	China	Plain,	the	
	
	
historic	center	of	Chinese	expansion	and	influence.	Han	(see	
Glossary)	people	have	farmed	the	rich	alluvial	soils	of	the	plain	
since	ancient	times,	constructing	the	Grand	Canal	for	north-south	
transport	(see	The	Imperial	Period,	ch.	1).	The	plain	itself	is	
actually	a	continuation	of	the	Dongbei	(Manchurian)	Plain	to	the	
northeast	but	is	separated	from	it	by	the	Bo	Hai	Gulf,	an	
extension	of	the	Huang	Hai	(Yellow	Sea).	



	
	Like	other	densely	populated	areas	of	China,	the	plain	is	
subject	not	only	to	floods	but	to	earthquakes.	For	example,	the	
mining	and	industrial	center	of	Tangshan,	about	165	kilometers	
east	of	Beijing,	was	leveled	by	an	earthquake	in	July	1976	that	
reportedly	also	killed	242,000	people	and	injured	164,000.	
	
	The	Qin	Ling	mountain	range,	a	continuation	of	the	Kunlun	
Mountains,	divides	the	North	China	Plain	from	the	Chang	Jiang	
Delta	and	is	the	major	physiographic	boundary	between	the	two	
great	parts	of	China	Proper	(see	Glossary).	It	is	in	a	sense	a	
cultural	boundary	as	well,	influencing	the	distribution	of	custom	
and	language.	South	of	the	Qin	Ling	divide	are	the	densely	
populated	and	highly	developed	areas	of	the	lower	and	middle	
plains	of	the	Chang	Jiang	and,	on	its	upper	reaches,	the	Sichuan	
Basin,	an	area	encircled	by	a	high	barrier	of	mountain	ranges.	
	
	The	country's	longest	and	most	important	waterway,	the	Chang	
Jiang	is	navigable	over	much	of	its	length	and	has	a	vast	
hydroelectric	potential.	Rising	on	the	Qing	Zang	Plateau,	the	
Chang	Jiang	traverses	6,300	kilometers	through	the	heart	of	the	
country,	draining	an	area	of	1.8	million	square	kilometers	before	
emptying	into	the	East	China	Sea.	The	roughly	300	million	people	
who	live	along	its	middle	and	lower	reaches	cultivate	a	great	
rice-	and	wheat-producing	area.	The	Sichuan	Basin,	favored	by	a	
mild,	humid	climate	and	a	long	growing	season,	produces	a	rich	
variety	of	crops;	it	is	also	a	leading	silk-producing	area	and	an	
important	industrial	region	with	substantial	mineral	resources.	
	
	Second	only	to	the	Qin	Ling	as	an	internal	boundary	is	the	Nan	
Ling,	the	southernmost	of	the	east-west	mountain	ranges.	The	Nan	
Ling	overlooks	the	part	of	China	where	a	tropical	climate	permits	
two	crops	of	rice	to	be	grown	each	year.	Southeast	of	the	
mountains	lies	a	coastal,	hilly	region	of	small	deltas	and	narrow	
valley	plains;	the	drainage	area	of	the	Zhu	Jiang	(Pearl	River)	
and	its	associated	network	of	rivers	occupies	much	of	the	region	
to	the	south.	West	of	the	Nan	Ling,	the	Yunnan-Guizhou	Plateau	
rises	in	two	steps,	averaging	1,200	and	1,800	meters	in	
elevation,	respectively,	toward	the	precipitous	mountain	regions	
of	the	eastern	Qing	Zang	Plateau.	
	
	The	Hai	He,	like	the	Zhu	Jiang	and	other	major	waterways,	flows	
from	west	to	east.	Its	upper	course	consists	of	five	rivers	that	
converge	near	Tianjin,	then	flow	seventy	kilometers	before	
emptying	into	the	Bo	Hai	Gulf.	Another	major	river,	the	Huai	He,	
rises	in	Henan	Province	and	flows	through	several	lakes	before	
joining	the	Chang	Jiang	near	Yangzhou.	
	
	Inland	drainage	involving	a	number	of	upland	basins	in	the	north	
and	northeast	accounts	for	about	40	percent	of	the	country's	
total	drainage	area.	Many	rivers	and	streams	flow	into	lakes	or	
diminish	in	the	desert.	Some	are	useful	for	irrigation.	
	
	
	
	China's	extensive	territorial	waters	are	principally	marginal	
seas	of	the	western	Pacific	Ocean;	these	waters	wash	the	shores	
of	a	long	and	much-indented	coastline	and	approximately	5,000	
islands.	The	Yellow,	East	China,	and	South	China	seas,	too,	are	
marginal	seas	of	the	Pacific	Ocean.	More	than	half	the	coastline	
(predominantly	in	the	south)	is	rocky;	most	of	the	remainder	is	
sandy.	The	Bay	of	Hangzhou	roughly	divides	the	two	kinds	of	
shoreline.	
	
Climate	
	
	Monsoon	winds,	caused	by	differences	in	the	heat-absorbing	
capacity	of	the	continent	and	the	ocean,	dominate	the	climate.	
Alternating	seasonal	air-mass	movements	and	accompanying	winds	
are	moist	in	summer	and	dry	in	winter.	The	advance	and	retreat	of	
the	monsoons	account	in	large	degree	for	the	timing	of	the	rainy	
season	and	the	amount	of	rainfall	throughout	the	country.	
Tremendous	differences	in	latitude,	longitude,	and	altitude	give	
rise	to	sharp	variations	in	precipitation	and	temperature	within	
China.	Although	most	of	the	country	lies	in	the	temperate	belt,	
its	climatic	patterns	are	complex.	
	
	China's	northernmost	point	lies	along	the	Heilong	Jiang	in	
Heilongjiang	Province	in	the	cold-temperate	zone;	its	
southernmost	point,	Hainan	Island,	has	a	tropical	climate	(see	
table	4,	Appendix	A).	Temperature	differences	in	winter	are	
great,	but	in	summer	the	diversity	is	considerably	less.	For	
example,	the	northern	portions	of	Heilongjiang	Province	
experience	an	average	January	mean	temperature	of	below	0xC,	and	
the	reading	may	drop	to	minus	30xC;	the	average	July	mean	in	the	
same	area	may	exceed	20xC.	By	contrast,	the	central	and	southern	
parts	of	Guangdong	Province	experience	an	average	January	
temperature	of	above	10xC,	while	the	July	mean	is	about	28xC.	
	
	Precipitation	varies	regionally	even	more	than	temperature.	
China	south	of	the	Qin	Ling	experiences	abundant	rainfall,	most	



of	it	coming	with	the	summer	monsoons.	To	the	north	and	west	of	
the	range,	however,	rainfall	is	uncertain.	The	farther	north	and	
west	one	moves,	the	scantier	and	more	uncertain	it	becomes.	The	
northwest	has	the	lowest	annual	rainfall	in	the	country	and	no	
precipitation	at	all	in	its	desert	areas.	
	
Wildlife	
	
	China	lies	in	two	of	the	world's	major	zoogeographic	regions,	
the	Palearctic	and	the	Oriental.	The	Qing	Zang	Plateau,	Xinjiang	
and	Nei	Monggol	autonomous	regions,	northeastern	China,	and	all	
areas	north	of	the	Huang	He	are	in	the	Palearctic	region.	
Central,	southern,	and	southwest	China	lie	in	the	Oriental	
region.	In	the	Palearctic	zone	are	found	such	important	mammals	
as	the	river	fox,	horse,	camel,	tapir,	mouse	hare,	hamster,	and	
jerboa.	Among	the	species	found	in	the	Oriental	region	are	the	
civet	cat,	Chinese	pangolin,	bamboo	rat,	tree	shrew,	and	also	
gibbon	and	various	other	species	of	monkeys	and	apes.	Some	
overlap	exists	between	the	two	regions	because	of	natural	
dispersal	and	migration,	and	deer	or	antelope,	bears,	wolves,	
pigs,	and	rodents	are	found	in	all	of	the	diverse	climatic	and	
geological	environments.	The	famous	giant	panda	is	found	only	in	
a	limited	area	along	the	Chang	Jiang.	
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POPULATION	
	
The	Data	Base	
	
	The	People's	Republic	conducted	censuses	in	1953,	1964,	and	
1982.	In	1987	the	government	announced	that	the	fourth	national	
census	would	take	place	in	1990	and	that	there	would	be	one	every	
ten	years	thereafter.	The	1982	census,	which	reported	a	total	
population	of	1,008,180,738,	is	generally	accepted	as	
significantly	more	reliable,	accurate,	and	thorough	than	the	
previous	two.	Various	international	organizations	eagerly	
assisted	the	Chinese	in	conducting	the	1982	census,	including	the	
United	Nations	Fund	for	Population	Activities	which	donated	
US$15.6	million	for	the	preparation	and	execution	of	the	census.	
	
	The	nation	began	preparing	for	the	1982	census	in	late	1976.	
Chinese	census	workers	were	sent	to	the	United	States	and	Japan	
to	study	modern	census-taking	techniques	and	automation.	
Computers	were	installed	in	every	provincial-level	unit	except	
Xizang	and	were	connected	to	a	central	processing	system	in	the	
Beijing	headquarters	of	the	State	Statistical	Bureau.	Pretests	
and	small-scale	trial	runs	were	conducted	and	checked	for	
accuracy	between	1980	and	1981	in	twenty-four	provincial-level	
units.	Census	stations	were	opened	in	rural	production	brigades	
(see	Glossary)	and	urban	neighborhoods.	Beginning	July	1,	1982,	
each	household	sent	a	representative	to	a	census	station	to	be	
enumerated.	The	census	required	about	a	month	to	complete	and	
employed	approximately	5	million	census	takers.	
	
	The	1982	census	collected	data	in	nineteen	demographic	
categories	relating	to	individuals	and	households.	The	thirteen	
areas	concerning	individuals	were	name,	relationship	to	head	of	
household,	sex,	age,	nationality,	registration	status,	
educational	level,	profession,	occupation,	status	of	nonworking	
persons,	marital	status,	number	of	children	born	and	still	
living,	and	number	of	births	in	1981.	The	six	items	pertaining	to	
households	were	type	(domestic	or	collective),	serial	number,	
number	of	persons,	number	of	births	in	1981,	number	of	deaths	in	
1981,	and	number	of	registered	persons	absent	for	more	than	one	
year.	Information	was	gathered	in	a	number	of	important	areas	for	
which	previous	data	were	either	extremely	inaccurate	or	simply	



nonexistent,	including	fertility,	marital	status,	urban	
population,	minority	ethnic	groups,	sex	composition,	age	
distribution,	and	employment	and	unemployment	(see	table	5,	
Appendix	A).	
	
	
	
	A	fundamental	anomaly	in	the	1982	statistics	was	noted	by	some	
Western	analysts.	They	pointed	out	that	although	the	birth	and	
death	rates	recorded	by	the	census	and	those	recorded	through	the	
household	registration	system	were	different,	the	two	systems	
arrived	at	similar	population	totals	(see	Differentiation,	ch.	
3).	The	discrepancies	in	the	vital	rates	were	the	result	of	the	
under-reporting	of	both	births	and	deaths	to	the	authorities	
under	the	registration	system;	families	would	not	report	some	
births	because	of	the	one-child	policy	and	would	not	report	some	
deaths	so	as	to	hold	on	to	the	rations	of	the	deceased.	
Nevertheless,	the	1982	census	was	a	watershed	for	both	Chinese	
and	world	demographics.	After	an	eighteen-year	gap,	population	
specialists	were	given	a	wealth	of	reliable,	up-to-date	figures	
on	which	to	reconstruct	past	demographic	patterns,	measure	
current	population	conditions,	and	predict	future	population	
trends.	For	example,	Chinese	and	foreign	demographers	used	the	
1982	census	age-sex	structure	as	the	base	population	for	
forecasting	and	making	assumptions	about	future	fertility	trends.	
The	data	on	age-specific	fertility	and	mortality	rates	provided	
the	necessary	base-line	information	for	making	population	
projections.	The	census	data	also	were	useful	for	estimating	
future	manpower	potential,	consumer	needs,	and	utility,	energy,	
and	health-service	requirements.	The	sudden	abundance	of	
demographic	data	helped	population	specialists	immeasurably	in	
their	efforts	to	estimate	world	population.	Previously,	there	had	
been	no	accurate	information	on	these	21	percent	of	the	earth's	
inhabitants.	Demographers	who	had	been	conducting	research	on	
global	population	without	accurate	data	on	the	Chinese	fifth	of	
the	world's	population	were	particularly	thankful	for	the	1982	
census.	
	
Mortality	and	Fertility	
	
	In	1949	crude	death	rates	were	probably	higher	than	30	per	
1,000,	and	the	average	life	expectancy	was	only	32	years.	
Beginning	in	the	early	1950s,	mortality	steadily	declined;	it	
continued	to	decline	through	1978	and	remained	relatively	
constant	through	1987.	One	major	fluctuation	was	reported	in	a	
computer	reconstruction	of	China's	population	trends	from	1953	to	
1987	produced	by	the	United	States	Bureau	of	the	Census	(see	
table	6,	Appendix	A;	data	in	this	table	may	vary	from	officially	
reported	statistics).	The	computer	model	showed	that	the	crude	
death	rate	increased	dramatically	during	the	famine	years	
associated	with	the	Great	Leap	Forward	(1958-60,	see	Glossary),	
resulting	in	approximately	30	million	deaths	above	the	expected	
level.	
	
	According	to	Chinese	government	statistics,	the	crude	birth	rate	
followed	five	distinct	patterns	from	1949	to	1982.	It	remained	
stable	from	1949	to	1954,	varied	widely	from	1955	to	1965,	
experienced	fluctuations	between	1966	and	1969,	dropped	sharply	
in	the	late	1970s,	and	increased	from	1980	to	1981.	Between	1970	
and	1980,	the	crude	birth	rate	dropped	from	36.9	per	1,000	to	
17.6	per	1,000.	The	government	attributed	this	dramatic	decline	
in	fertility	to	the	wan	xi	shao	(later	marriages,	longer	
intervals	between	births,	and	fewer	children)	birth	control	
campaign.	However,	elements	of	socioeconomic	change,	such	as	
increased	employment	of	women	in	both	urban	and	rural	areas	and	
reduced	infant	mortality	(a	greater	percentage	of	surviving	
children	would	tend	to	reduce	demand	for	additional	children),	
	
	
may	have	played	some	role	(see	Labor	Force,	this	ch.).	To	the	
dismay	of	authorities,	the	birth	rate	increased	in	both	1981	and	
1982	to	a	level	of	21	per	1,000,	primarily	as	a	result	of	a	
marked	rise	in	marriages	and	first	births.	The	rise	was	an	
indication	of	problems	with	the	one-child	policy	of	1979	(see	
Population	Control	Programs,	this	ch.).	Chinese	sources,	however,	
indicated	that	the	birth	rate	decreased	to	17.8	in	1985	and	
remained	relatively	constant	thereafter.	
	
	In	urban	areas,	the	housing	shortage	may	have	been	at	least	
partly	responsible	for	the	decreased	birth	rate.	Also,	the	policy	
in	force	during	most	of	the	1960s	and	the	early	1970s	of	sending	
large	numbers	of	high	school	graduates	to	the	countryside	
deprived	cities	of	a	significant	proportion	of	persons	of	
childbearing	age	and	undoubtedly	had	some	effect	on	birth	rates	
(see	The	Cultural	Revolution	Decade,	1966-76,	ch.	1).	
	
	Primarily	for	economic	reasons,	rural	birth	rates	tended	to	
decline	less	than	urban	rates.	The	right	to	grow	and	sell	
agricultural	products	for	personal	profit	and	the	lack	of	an	
old-age	welfare	system	were	incentives	for	rural	people	to	
produce	many	children,	especially	sons,	for	help	in	the	fields	



and	for	support	in	old	age.	Because	of	these	conditions,	it	is	
unclear	to	what	degree	propaganda	and	education	improvements	had	
been	able	to	erode	traditional	values	favoring	large	families.	
	
Population	Control	Programs	
	
	Initially,	China's	post-1949	leaders	were	ideologically	disposed	
to	view	a	large	population	as	an	asset.	But	the	liabilities	of	a	
large,	rapidly	growing	population	soon	became	apparent.	For	one	
year,	starting	in	August	1956,	vigorous	propaganda	support	was	
given	to	the	Ministry	of	Public	Health's	mass	birth	control	
efforts.	These	efforts,	however,	had	little	impact	on	fertility.	
After	the	interval	of	the	Great	Leap	Forward,	Chinese	leaders	
again	saw	rapid	population	growth	as	an	obstacle	to	development,	
and	their	interest	in	birth	control	revived.			In	the	early	
1960s,	propaganda,	somewhat	more	muted	than	during	the	first	
campaign,	emphasized	the	virtues	of	late	marriage.	Birth	control	
offices	were	set	up	in	the	central	government	and	some	
provincial-level	governments	in	1964.	The	second	campaign	was	
particularly	successful	in	the	cities,	where	the	birth	rate	was	
cut	in	half	during	the	1963-66	period.	The	chaos	of	the	Cultural	
Revolution	brought	the	program	to	a	halt,	however.	
	
	In	1972	and	1973	the	party	mobilized	its	resources	for	a	
nationwide	birth	control	campaign	administered	by	a	group	in	the	
State	Council	(see	The	State	Council,	ch.	10).	Committees	to	
oversee	birth	control	activities	were	established	at	all	
administrative	levels	and	in	various	collective	enterprises.	This	
extensive	and	seemingly	effective	network	covered	both	the	rural	
and	the	urban	population.	In	urban	areas	public	security	
headquarters	included	population	control	sections.	In	rural	areas	
the	country's	"barefoot	doctors"	(see	Glossary)	distributed	
information	and	contraceptives	to	people's	commune	(see	Glossary)	
members.	By	1973	Mao	Zedong	was	personally	identified	with	the	
family	planning	movement,	signifying	a	greater	leadership	
commitment	to	controlled	population	growth	than	ever	before.	Yet	
until	several	years	after	Mao's	death	in	1976,	the	leadership	was	
reluctant	to	put	forth	directly	the	rationale	that	population	
	
	
control	was	necessary	for	economic	growth	and	improved	living	
standards.	
	
	Population	growth	targets	were	set	for	both	administrative	units	
and	individual	families.	In	the	mid-1970s	the	maximum	recommended	
family	size	was	two	children	in	cities	and	three	or	four	in	the	
country.	Since	1979	the	government	has	advocated	a	one-child	
limit	for	both	rural	and	urban	areas	and	has	generally	set	a	
maximum	of	two	children	in	special	circumstances.	As	of	1986	the	
policy	for	minority	nationalities	was	two	children	per	couple,	
three	in	special	circumstances,	and	no	limit	for	ethnic	groups	
with	very	small	populations.	The	overall	goal	of	the	one-child	
policy	was	to	keep	the	total	population	within	1.2	billion	
through	the	year	2000,	on	the	premise	that	the	Four	
Modernizations	(see	Glossary)	program	would	be	of	little	value	if	
population	growth	was	not	brought	under	control.	
	
	The	one-child	policy	was	a	highly	ambitious	population	control	
program.	Like	previous	programs	of	the	1960s	and	1970s,	the	
one-child	policy	employed	a	combination	of	propaganda,	social	
pressure,	and	in	some	cases	coercion.	The	one-child	policy	was	
unique,	however,	in	that	it	linked	reproduction	with	economic	
cost	or	benefit.	
	
	Under	the	one-child	program,	a	sophisticated	system	rewarded	
those	who	observed	the	policy	and	penalized	those	who	did	not.	
Couples	with	only	one	child	were	given	a	"one-child	certificate"	
entitling	them	to	such	benefits	as	cash	bonuses,	longer	maternity	
leave,	better	child	care,	and	preferential	housing	assignments.	
In	return,	they	were	required	to	pledge	that	they	would	not	have	
more	children.	In	the	countryside,	there	was	great	pressure	to	
adhere	to	the	one-child	limit.	Because	the	rural	population	
accounted	for	approximately	60	percent	of	the	total,	the	
effectiveness	of	the	one-child	policy	in	rural	areas	was	
considered	the	key	to	the	success	or	failure	of	the	program	as	a	
whole.	
	
	In	rural	areas	the	day-to-day	work	of	family	planning	was	done	
by	cadres	at	the	team	and	brigade	levels	who	were	responsible	for	
women's	affairs	and	by	health	workers.	The	women's	team	leader	
made	regular	household	visits	to	keep	track	of	the	status	of	each	
family	under	her	jurisdiction	and	collected	information	on	which	
women	were	using	contraceptives,	the	methods	used,	and	which	had	
become	pregnant.	She	then	reported	to	the	brigade	women's	leader,	
who	documented	the	information	and	took	it	to	a	monthly	meeting	
of	the	commune	birth-planning	committee.	According	to	reports,	
ceilings	or	quotas	had	to	be	adhered	to;	to	satisfy	these	
cutoffs,	unmarried	young	people	were	persuaded	to	postpone	
marriage,	couples	without	children	were	advised	to	"wait	their	
turn,"	women	with	unauthorized	pregnancies	were	pressured	to	have	
abortions,	and	those	who	already	had	children	were	urged	to	use	



contraception	or	undergo	sterilization.	Couples	with	more	than	
one	child	were	exhorted	to	be	sterilized.	
	
	The	one-child	policy	enjoyed	much	greater	success	in	urban	than	
in	rural	areas.	Even	without	state	intervention,	there	were	
compelling	reasons	for	urban	couples	to	limit	the	family	to	a	
single	child.	Raising	a	child	required	a	significant	portion	of	
family	income,	and	in	the	cities	a	child	did	not	become	an	
economic	asset	until	he	or	she	entered	the	work	force	at	age	
	
	
sixteen.	Couples	with	only	one	child	were	given	preferential	
treatment	in	housing	allocation.	In	addition,	because	city	
dwellers	who	were	employed	in	state	enterprises	received	pensions	
after	retirement,	the	sex	of	their	first	child	was	less	important	
to	them	than	it	was	to	those	in	rural	areas	(see	Urban	Society,	
ch.	3).	
	
	Numerous	reports	surfaced	of	coercive	measures	used	to	achieve	
the	desired	results	of	the	one-child	policy.	The	alleged	methods	
ranged	from	intense	psychological	pressure	to	the	use	of	physical	
force,	including	some	grisly	accounts	of	forced	abortions	and	
infanticide.	Chinese	officials	admitted	that	isolated,	uncondoned	
abuses	of	the	program	occurred	and	that	they	condemned	such	acts,	
but	they	insisted	that	the	family	planning	program	was	
administered	on	a	voluntary	basis	using	persuasion	and	economic	
measures	only.	International	reaction	to	the	allegations	were	
mixed.	The	UN	Fund	for	Population	Activities	and	the	
International	Planned	Parenthood	Association	were	generally	
supportive	of	China's	family	planning	program.	The	United	States	
Agency	for	International	Development,	however,	withdrew	US$10	
million	from	the	Fund	in	March	1985	based	on	allegations	that	
coercion	had	been	used.	
	
	Observers	suggested	that	an	accurate	assessment	of	the	one-child	
program	would	not	be	possible	until	all	women	who	came	of	
childbearing	age	in	the	early	1980s	passed	their	fertile	years.	
As	of	1987	the	one-child	program	had	achieved	mixed	results.	In	
general,	it	was	very	successful	in	almost	all	urban	areas	but	
less	successful	in	rural	areas.	The	Chinese	authorities	must	have	
been	disturbed	by	the	increase	in	the	officially	reported	annual	
population	growth	rate	(birth	rate	minus	death	rate):	from	12	per	
1,000,	or	1.2	percent	in	1980	to	14.1	per	1,000,	or	1.4	percent	
in	1986.	If	the	1986	rate	is	maintained	to	the	year	2000,	the	
population	will	exceed	1.2	billion.	
	
	Rapid	fertility	reduction	associated	with	the	one-child	policy	
has	potentially	negative	results.	For	instance,	in	the	future	the	
elderly	might	not	be	able	to	rely	on	their	children	to	care	for	
them	as	they	have	in	the	past,	leaving	the	state	to	assume	the	
expense,	which	could	be	considerable.	Based	on	United	Nations	
statistics	and	data	provided	by	the	Chinese	government,	it	was	
estimated	in	1987	that	by	the	year	2000	the	population	60	years	
and	older	(the	retirement	age	is	60	in	urban	areas)	would	number	
127	million,	or	10.1	percent	of	the	total	population;	the	
projection	for	2025	was	234	million	elderly,	or	16.4	percent.	
According	to	one	Western	analyst,	projections	based	on	the	1982	
census	show	that	if	the	one-child	policy	were	maintained	to	the	
year	2000,	25	percent	of	China's	population	would	be	age	65	or	
older	by	the	year	2040.	
	
Density	and	Distribution	
	
	Overall	population	density	in	1986	was	about	109	people	per	
square	kilometer.	Density	was	only	about	one-third	that	of	Japan	
and	less	than	that	of	many	other	countries	in	Asia	and	in	Europe.	
The	overall	figure,	however,	concealed	major	regional	variations	
and	the	high	person-land	ratio	in	densely	populated	areas.	In	the	
11	provinces,	special	municipalities,	and	autonomous	regions	
along	the	southeast	coast,	population	density	was	320.6	people	
per	square	kilometer	(see	fig.	5).	
	
	
	
	In	1986	about	94	percent	of	the	population	lived	on	
approximately	36	percent	of	the	land.	Broadly	speaking,	the	
population	was	concentrated	in	China	Proper,	east	of	the	
mountains	and	south	of	the	Great	Wall.	The	most	densely	populated	
areas	included	the	Chang	Jiang	Valley	(of	which	the	delta	region	
was	the	most	populous),	Sichuan	Basin,	North	China	Plain,	Zhu	
Jiang	Delta,	and	the	industrial	area	around	the	city	of	Shenyang	
in	the	northeast.	
	
	Population	is	most	sparse	in	the	mountainous,	desert,	and	
grassland	regions	of	the	northwest	and	southwest.	In	Nei	Monggol	
Autonomous	Region,	portions	are	completely	uninhabited,	and	only	
a	few	sections	have	populations	more	dense	than	ten	people	per	
square	kilometer.	The	Nei	Monggol,	Xinjiang,	and	Xizang	
autonomous	regions	and	Gansu	and	Qinghai	provinces	comprise	55	
percent	of	the	country's	land	area	but	in	1985	contained	only	5.7	
percent	of	its	population	(see	table	7,	Appendix	A).	



	
Migration	
	
Internal	
	
	China	has	restricted	internal	movement	in	various	ways.	Official	
efforts	to	limit	free	migration	between	villages	and	cities	began	
as	early	as	1952	with	a	series	of	measures	designed	to	prevent	
individuals	without	special	permission	from	moving	to	cities	to	
take	advantage	of	the	generally	higher	living	standards	there.	
	
	The	party	decreased	migration	to	cities	during	the	1960s	and	
1970s	for	economic	and	political	reasons	(see	The	Politics	of	
Modernization,	ch.	11).	In	the	early	stages	of	the	Cultural	
Revolution,	large	numbers	of	urban	youths	were	"sent	down"	to	the	
countryside	for	political	and	ideological	reasons.	Many	relocated	
youths	were	eventually	permitted	to	return	to	the	cities,	and	by	
the	mid-1980s	most	had	done	so	(see	The	Cultural	Revolution	
Decade,	1966-76,	ch.	1).	
	
	The	success	of	the	agricultural	reforms	under	Deng	Xiaoping	in	
the	late	1970s	and	early	1980s	dramatically	increased	the	food	
supply	in	China's	cities,	making	it	possible	for	more	people	to	
come	in	from	rural	areas	and	survive	without	food	ration	cards.	
Because	of	the	increased	food	supply,	the	authorities	temporarily	
relaxed	the	enforcement	of	migration	restrictions.	This	
relaxation,	however,	was	short-lived,	and	in	May	1984	new	
measures	strengthened	residence	regulations	and	reinstated	
official	control	over	internal	migration.	Additionally,	in	March	
1986	a	draft	revision	of	the	1957	migration	regulations	was	
presented	to	the	Standing	Committee	of	the	Sixth	National	
People's	Congress	calling	for	stricter	population	control	
policies.	
	
	Nonetheless,	migration	from	rural	areas	to	urban	centers	
continued.	The	problem	of	too-rapid	urbanization	was	exacerbated	
by	the	agricultural	responsibility	system	(see	Glossary),	which	
forced	a	reallocation	of	labor	and	left	many	agricultural	workers	
unemployed.	
	
	The	central	government	attempted	to	control	movement	through	the	
household	registration	system	and	promote	development	of	small	
	
	
cities	and	towns,	but	within	this	system	many	people	were	still	
able	to	migrate	primarily	for	employment	or	educational	purposes	
(see	Differentiation,	ch.	3).	Leaving	their	place	of	official	
registration	for	days,	months,	or	even	years,	unemployed	
agricultural	workers	found	jobs	in	construction,	housekeeping,	or	
commune-run	shops	or	restaurants.	This	temporary	mobility	was	
permitted	by	authorities	because	it	simultaneously	absorbed	a	
large	amount	of	surplus	rural	labor,	improved	the	economies	of	
rural	areas,	and	satisfied	urban	requirements	for	service	and	
other	workers.	The	most	significant	aspect	of	the	temporary	
migration,	however,	was	that	it	was	viewed	as	a	possible	initial	
step	toward	the	development	of	small,	rural-oriented	urban	
centers	that	could	bring	employment	and	urban	amenities	to	rural	
areas.	
	
	Although	the	temporary	migration	into	the	cities	was	seen	as	
beneficial,	controlling	it	was	a	serious	concern	of	the	central	
government.	An	April	1985	survey	showed	that	the	"floating"	or	
nonresident	population	in	eight	selected	areas	of	Beijing	was	
662,000,	or	12.5	percent	of	the	total	population.	The	survey	also	
showed	that	people	entered	or	left	Beijing	880,000	times	a	day.	
In	an	effort	to	control	this	activity,	neighborhood	committees	
and	work	units	(danwei--see	Glossary)	were	required	to	comply	
with	municipal	regulations	issued	in	January	1986.	These	
regulations	stipulated	that	communities	and	work	units	keep	
records	on	visitors,	that	those	staying	in	Beijing	for	up	to	
three	days	must	be	registered,	and	that	those	planning	to	stay	
longer	must	obtain	temporary	residence	permits	from	local	police	
stations.	
	
	Although	some	cities	were	crowded,	other	areas	of	China	were	
underpopulated.	For	example,	China	had	little	success	populating	
the	frontier	regions.	As	early	as	the	1950s,	the	government	began	
to	organize	and	fund	migration	for	land	reclamation,	
industrialization,	and	construction	in	the	interior	and	frontier	
regions.	Land	reclamation	was	carried	out	by	state	farms	located	
largely	in	Xinjiang-Uygur	Autonomous	Region	and	Heilongjiang	
Province.	Large	numbers	of	migrants	were	sent	to	such	outlying	
regions	as	Nei	Monggol	Autonomous	Region	and	Qinghai	Province	to	
work	in	factories	and	mines	and	to	Xinjiang-Uygur	Autonomous	
Region	to	develop	agriculture	and	industry.	In	the	late	1950s,	
and	especially	in	the	1960s,	during	the	Cultural	Revolution,	many	
city	youths	were	sent	to	the	frontier	areas.	Much	of	the	
resettled	population	returned	home,	however,	because	of	
insufficient	government	support,	harsh	climate,	and	a	general	
inability	to	adjust	to	life	in	the	outlying	regions.	China's	
regional	population	distribution	was	consequently	as	unbalanced	



in	1986	as	it	had	been	in	1953.	Nevertheless,	efforts	were	still	
underway	in	1987	to	encourage	migration	to	the	frontier	regions.	
	
Urbanization	
	
	In	1987	China	had	a	total	of	twenty-nine	provincial-level	
administrative	units	directly	under	the	central	government	in	
Beijing.	In	addition	to	the	twenty-one	provinces	(sheng),	there	
were	five	autonomous	regions	(zizhiqu)	for	minority	
nationalities,	and	three	special	municipalities	(shi)--the	three	
largest	cities,	Shanghai,	Beijing,	and	Tianjin.	(The	
establishment	of	Hainan	Island	as	a	provincial-level	unit	
separate	from	Guangdong	Province	was	scheduled	to	take	place	in	
	
	
1988.)	A	1979	change	in	provincial-level	administrative	
boundaries	in	the	northeast	region	restored	Nei	Monggol	
Autonomous	Region	to	its	original	size	(it	had	been	reduced	by	a	
third	in	1969)	at	the	expense	of	Heilongjiang,	Jilin,	and	
Liaoning	provinces.	Urban	areas	were	further	subdivided	into	
lower-level	administrative	units	beginning	with	municipalities	
and	extending	down	to	the	neighborhood	level	(see	Local	
Administration,	ch.	10).	
	
	The	pace	of	urbanization	in	China	from	1949	to	1982	was	
relatively	slow	because	of	both	rapid	growth	of	the	rural	
population	and	tight	restrictions	on	rural-urban	migration	for	
most	of	that	period.	According	to	the	1953	and	1982	censuses,	the	
urban	population	as	a	percentage	of	total	population	increased	
from	13.3	to	20.6	percent	during	that	period.	From	1982	to	1986,	
however,	the	urban	population	increased	dramatically	to	37	
percent	of	the	total	population.	This	large	jump	resulted	from	a	
combination	of	factors.	One	was	the	migration	of	large	numbers	of	
surplus	agricultural	workers,	displaced	by	the	agricultural	
responsibility	system,	from	rural	to	urban	areas	(see	
Agricultural	Policies,	ch.	6).	Another	was	a	1984	decision	to	
broaden	the	criteria	for	classifying	an	area	as	a	city	or	town.	
During	1984	the	number	of	towns	meeting	the	new	urban	criteria	
increased	more	than	twofold,	and	the	urban	town	population	
doubled.	In	the	mid-1980s	demographers	expected	the	proportion	of	
the	population	living	in	cities	and	towns	to	be	around	50	percent	
by	the	turn	of	the	century.	This	urban	growth	was	expected	to	
result	primarily	from	the	increase	in	the	number	of	small-	and	
medium-sized	cities	and	towns	rather	than	from	an	expansion	of	
existing	large	cities.	
	
	China's	statistics	regarding	urban	population	sometimes	can	be	
misleading	because	of	the	various	criteria	used	to	calculate	
urban	population.	In	the	1953	census,	urban	essentially	referred	
to	settlements	with	populations	of	more	than	2,500,	in	which	more	
than	50	percent	of	the	labor	force	were	involved	in	
nonagricultural	pursuits.	The	1964	census	raised	the	cut-off	to	
3,000	and	the	requirement	for	nonagricultural	labor	to	70	
percent.	The	1982	census	used	the	3,000/70	percent	minimum	but	
introduced	criteria	of	2,500	to	3,000	and	85	percent	as	well.	
Also,	in	calculating	urban	population,	the	1982	census	made	a	
radical	change	by	including	the	agricultural	population	residing	
within	the	city	boundaries.	This	explains	the	dramatic	jump	in	
urban	population	from	the	138.7	million	reported	for	year-end	
1981	to	the	206.6	million	counted	by	the	1982	census.	In	1984	the	
urban	guidelines	were	further	loosened,	allowing	for	lower	
minimum	population	totals	and	nonagricultural	percentages.	The	
criteria	varied	among	provincial-level	units.	
	
	Although	China's	urban	population--382	million,	or	37	percent	of	
the	total	population	in	the	mid-1980s--was	relatively	low	by	
comparison	with	developed	nations,	the	number	of	people	living	in	
urban	areas	in	China	was	greater	than	the	total	population	of	any	
country	in	the	world	except	India	and	the	Soviet	Union.	The	four	
Chinese	cities	with	the	largest	populations	in	1985	were	
Shanghai,	with	7	million;	Beijing,	with	5.9	million;	Tianjin,	
with	5.4	million;	and	Shenyang,	with	4.2	million.	The	
disproportionate	distribution	of	population	in	large	cities	
occurred	as	a	result	of	the	government's	emphasis	after	1949	on	
the	development	of	large	cities	over	smaller	urban	areas.	In	1985	
	
	
the	22	most	populous	cities	in	China	had	a	total	population	of	
47.5	million,	or	about	12	percent	of	China's	total	urban	
population.	The	number	of	cities	with	populations	of	at	least	
100,000	increased	from	200	in	1976	to	342	in	1986	(see	table	8,	
Appendix	A).	
	
	In	1987	China	was	committed	to	a	three-part	strategy	to	control	
urban	growth:	strictly	limiting	the	size	of	big	cities	(those	of	
500,000	or	more	people);	developing	medium-sized	cities	(200,000	
to	500,000);	and	encouraging	the	growth	of	small	cities	(100,000	
to	200,000).	The	government	also	encouraged	the	development	of	
small	market	and	commune	centers	that	were	not	then	officially	
designated	as	urban	places,	hoping	that	they	eventually	would	be	
transformed	into	towns	and	small	cities.	The	big	and	medium-sized	



cities	were	viewed	as	centers	of	heavy	and	light	industry,	and	
small	cities	and	towns	were	looked	on	as	possible	locations	for	
handicraft	and	workshop	activities,	using	labor	provided	mainly	
from	rural	overflow.	
	
Emigration	and	Immigration	
	
	Through	most	of	China's	history,	strict	controls	prevented	large	
numbers	of	people	from	leaving	the	country.	In	modern	times,	
however,	periodically	some	have	been	allowed	to	leave	for	various	
reasons.	For	example,	in	the	early	1960s,	about	100,000	people	
were	allowed	to	enter	Hong	Kong.	In	the	late	1970s,	vigilance	
against	illegal	migration	to	Hong	Kong	was	again	relaxed	
somewhat.	Perhaps	as	many	as	200,000	reached	Hong	Kong	in	1979,	
but	in	1980	authorities	on	both	sides	resumed	concerted	efforts	
to	reduce	the	flow.	
	
	In	1983	emigration	restrictions	were	eased	as	a	result	in	part	
of	the	economic	open-door	policy.	In	1984	more	than	11,500	
business	visas	were	issued	to	Chinese	citizens,	and	in	1985	
approximately	15,000	Chinese	scholars	and	students	were	in	the	
United	States	alone.	Any	student	who	had	the	economic	resources,	
from	whatever	source,	could	apply	for	permission	to	study	abroad.	
United	States	consular	offices	issued	more	than	12,500	immigrant	
visas	in	1984,	and	there	were	60,000	Chinese	with	approved	visa	
petitions	in	the	immigration	queue.	
	
	Export	of	labor	to	foreign	countries	also	increased.	The	Soviet	
Union,	Iraq,	and	the	Federal	Republic	of	Germany	requested	
500,000	workers,	and	as	of	1986	China	had	sent	50,000.	The	
signing	of	the	United	States-China	Consular	Convention	in	1983	
demonstrated	the	commitment	to	more	liberal	emigration	policies.	
The	two	sides	agreed	to	permit	travel	for	the	purpose	of	family	
reunification	and	to	facilitate	travel	for	individuals	who	claim	
both	Chinese	and	United	States	citizenship.	Emigrating	from	China	
remained	a	complicated	and	lengthy	process,	however,	mainly	
because	many	countries	were	unwilling	or	unable	to	accept	the	
large	numbers	of	people	who	wished	to	emigrate.	Other	
difficulties	included	bureaucratic	delays	and	in	some	cases	a	
reluctance	on	the	part	of	Chinese	authorities	to	issue	passports	
and	exit	permits	to	individuals	making	notable	contributions	to	
the	modernization	effort.	
	
	The	only	significant	immigration	to	China	has	been	by	the	
overseas	Chinese	(see	Glossary),	who	in	the	years	since	1949	have	
been	offered	various	enticements	to	return	to	their	homeland.	
	
	
Several	million	may	have	done	so	since	1949.	The	largest	influx	
came	in	1978-79,	when	about	160,000	to	250,000	ethnic	Chinese	
fled	Vietnam	for	southern	China	as	relations	between	the	two	
countries	worsened.	Many	of	these	refugees	were	reportedly	
settled	in	state	farms	on	Hainan	Island	in	the	South	China	Sea.	
	
Minority	Nationalities	
	
Demographic	Overview	
	
	Approximately	93	percent	of	China's	population	is	considered	
Han.	Sharp	regional	and	cultural	differences,	including	major	
variations	in	spoken	Chinese,	exist	among	the	Han,	who	are	a	
mingling	of	many	peoples.	All	the	Han	nonetheless	use	a	common	
written	form	of	Chinese	and	share	the	social	organization,	
values,	and	cultural	characteristics	universally	recognized	as	
Chinese	(see	Han	Diversity	and	Unity,	ch.	3).	
	
	Officially,	China	has	fifty-six	"nationality"	groups,	including	
the	Han.	The	Chinese	define	a	nationality	as	a	group	of	people	of	
common	origin	living	in	a	common	area,	using	a	common	language,	
and	having	a	sense	of	group	identity	in	economic	and	social	
organization	and	behavior.	Altogether,	China	has	fifteen	major	
linguistic	regions	generally	coinciding	with	the	geographic	
distribution	of	the	major	minority	nationalities	(see	fig.	6).	
Members	of	non-Han	groups,	referred	to	as	the	"minority	
nationalities,"	constitute	only	about	7	percent	of	the	total	
population	but	number	more	than	70	million	people	and	are	
distributed	over	60	percent	of	the	land.	
	
	Some	minority	nationalities	can	be	found	only	in	a	single	
region;	others	may	have	settlements	in	two	or	more.	In	general,	
however,	the	minorities	are	concentrated	in	the	provinces	and	
autonomous	regions	of	the	northwest	and	the	southwest.	In	Xizang,	
Xinjiang,	and	Nei	Monggol	autonomous	regions,	minorities	occupy	
large	frontier	areas;	many	are	traditionally	nomadic	and	engage	
primarily	in	agriculture	or	pastoral	pursuits.	Minority	groups	in	
Yunnan	and	Guizhou	provinces	and	in	the	Guangxi-Zhuang	Autonomous	
Region	are	more	fragmented	and	inhabit	smaller	areas.	
	
	According	to	the	1982	census,	approximately	95	percent	of	
Xizang's	civilian	population	of	1.9	million	are	Tibetan	(Zang	
nationality).	An	internally	cohesive	group,	the	Tibetans	have	



proven	the	most	resistant	of	the	minority	groups	to	the	
government's	integration	efforts.	Xinjiang,	which	is	as	vast	and	
distant	from	Beijing	as	Xizang,	is	the	minority	area	next	in	
demographic	and	political	significance.	Despite	a	large-scale	
immigration	of	Han	since	the	1950s,	in	1985	around	60	percent	of	
Xinjiang's	13.4	million	population	belonged	to	minority	
nationalities.	Of	these,	the	most	important	were	6.1	million	
Uygurs	and	more	than	900,000	Kazaks,	both	Turkic-speaking	Central	
Asian	peoples	(see	table	9,	Appendix	A).	
	
	Provinces	with	large	concentrations	of	minorities	include	
Yunnan,	where	the	Yi	and	other	minority	groups	comprised	an	
estimated	32	percent	of	the	population	in	1985;	Guizhou,	home	of	
more	than	half	of	the	approximately	4	million	Miao;	and	sparsely	
populated	Qinghai,	which	except	for	the	area	around	the	
provincial	capital	of	Xining	is	inhabited	primarily	by	Tibetans	
and	other	minority	nationality	members,	amounting	in	1986	to	
	
	
approximately	37	percent	of	the	total	provincial	population.	
Additionally,	in	1986	minority	nationalities	constituted	
approximately	16	percent	of	the	population	of	Nei	Monggol	
Autonomous	Region.	The	Guangxi-Zhuang	Autonomous	Region	contains	
almost	all	of	the	approximately	13.5	million	members	of	what	is	
China's	largest	minority	nationality,	the	Zhuang;	most	of	them,	
however,	are	highly	assimilated.	
	
	Because	many	of	the	minority	nationalities	are	located	in	
politically	sensitive	frontier	areas,	they	have	acquired	an	
importance	greater	than	their	numbers.	Some	groups	have	common	
ancestry	with	peoples	in	neighboring	countries.	For	example,	
members	of	the	Shan,	Korean,	Mongol,	Uygur	and	Kazak,	and	Yao	
nationalities	are	found	not	only	in	China	but	also	in	Burma,	
Korea,	the	Mongolian	People's	Republic,	the	Soviet	Union,	and	
Thailand,	respectively.	If	the	central	government	failed	to	
maintain	good	relations	with	these	groups,	China's	border	
security	could	be	jeopardized	(see	Threat	Perception,	ch.	14).	
Since	1949	Chinese	officials	have	declared	that	the	minorities	
are	politically	equal	to	the	Han	majority	and	in	fact	should	be	
accorded	preferential	treatment	because	of	their	small	numbers	
and	poor	economic	circumstances.	The	government	has	tried	to	
ensure	that	the	minorities	are	well	represented	at	national	
conferences	and	has	relaxed	certain	policies	that	might	have	
impeded	their	socioeconomic	development.	
	
	The	minority	areas	are	economically	as	well	as	politically	
important.	China's	leaders	have	suggested	that	by	the	turn	of	the	
century	the	focus	of	economic	development	should	shift	to	the	
northwest.	The	area	is	rich	in	natural	resources,	with	uranium	
deposits	and	abundant	oil	reserves	in	Xinjiang-Uygur	Autonomous	
Region.	Much	of	China's	forestland	is	located	in	the	border	
regions	of	the	northeast	and	southwest,	and	large	numbers	of	
livestock	are	raised	in	the	arid	and	semiarid	northwest.	Also,	
the	vast	amount	of	virgin	land	in	minority	areas	can	be	used	for	
resettlement	to	relieve	population	pressures	in	the	densely	
populated	regions	of	the	country.	
	
	In	the	early	1980s,	the	central	government	adopted	various	
measures	to	provide	financial	and	economic	assistance	to	the	
minority	areas.	The	government	allotted	subsidies	totaling	
approximately	-Y6,000	million	(for	value	of	the	yuan,	see	
Glossary)	in	1984	to	balance	any	deficits	experienced	in	
autonomous	areas	inhabited	by	minority	nationalities.	After	1980	
the	autonomous	regions	of	Nei	Monggol,	Xinjiang,	Xizang,	Guangxi,	
and	Ningxia	and	the	provinces	of	Yunnan,	Guizhou,	and	Qinghai	
were	permitted	to	keep	all	revenues	for	themselves.	The	draft	
state	budget	written	in	April	1986	allocated	a	special	grant	of	
-Y800	million	to	the	underdeveloped	minority	nationality	areas	
over	and	above	the	regular	state	subsidies.	The	standard	of	
living	in	the	minority	areas	improved	dramatically	from	the	early	
to	the	mid-1980s.	In	Xizang	Autonomous	Region,	annual	per	capita	
income	increased	from	-Y216	in	1983	to	-Y317	in	1984	(national	
per	capita	income	was	-Y663	in	1983	and	-Y721	in	1984).	The	per	
capita	net	income	of	the	minority	areas	in	Yunnan	Province	
increased	from	-Y118	in	1980	to	-Y263	in	1984,	for	an	increase	of	
81.3	percent.	Overall,	however,	the	minority	areas	remained	
relatively	undeveloped	in	1986.	
	
Policy	
	
	
	
	Since	1949	government	policy	toward	minorities	has	been	based	on	
the	somewhat	contradictory	goals	of	national	unity	and	the	
protection	of	minority	equality	and	identity.	The	state	
constitution	of	1954	declared	the	country	to	be	a	"unified,	
multinational	state"	and	prohibited	"discrimination	against	or	
oppression	of	any	nationality	and	acts	which	undermine	the	unity	
of	the	nationalities."	All	nationalities	were	granted	equal	
rights	and	duties.	Policy	toward	the	ethnic	minorities	in	the	
1950s	was	based	on	the	assumption	that	they	could	and	should	be	



integrated	into	the	Han	polity	by	gradual	assimilation,	while	
permitted	initially	to	retain	their	own	cultural	identity	and	to	
enjoy	a	modicum	of	self-rule.	Accordingly,	autonomous	regions	
were	established	in	which	minority	languages	were	recognized,	
special	efforts	were	mandated	to	recruit	a	certain	percentage	of	
minority	cadres,	and	minority	culture	and	religion	were	
ostensibly	protected.	The	minority	areas	also	benefited	from	
substantial	government	investment.	
	
	Yet	the	attention	to	minority	rights	took	place	within	the	
larger	framework	of	strong	central	control.	Minority	
nationalities,	many	with	strong	historical	and	recent	separatist	
or	anti-Han	tendencies,	were	given	no	rights	of	
self-determination.	With	the	special	exception	of	Xizang	in	the	
1950s,	Beijing	administered	minority	regions	as	vigorously	as	Han	
areas,	and	Han	cadres	filled	the	most	important	leadership	
positions.	Minority	nationalities	were	integrated	into	the	
national	political	and	economic	institutions	and	structures.	
Party	statements	hammered	home	the	idea	of	the	unity	of	all	the	
nationalities	and	downplayed	any	part	of	minority	history	that	
identified	insufficiently	with	China	Proper.	Relations	with	the	
minorities	were	strained	because	of	traditional	Han	attitudes	of	
cultural	superiority.	Central	authorities	criticized	this	"Han	
chauvinism"	but	found	its	influence	difficult	to	eradicate.	
	
	Pressure	on	the	minority	peoples	to	conform	were	stepped	up	in	
the	late	1950s	and	subsequently	during	the	Cultural	Revolution.	
Ultraleftist	ideology	maintained	that	minority	distinctness	was	
an	inherently	reactionary	barrier	to	socialist	progress.	Although	
in	theory	the	commitment	to	minority	rights	remained,	repressive	
assimilationist	policies	were	pursued.	Minority	languages	were	
looked	down	upon	by	the	central	authorities,	and	cultural	and	
religious	freedom	was	severely	curtailed	or	abolished.	Minority	
group	members	were	forced	to	give	up	animal	husbandry	in	order	to	
grow	crops	that	in	some	cases	were	unfamiliar.	State	subsidies	
were	reduced,	and	some	autonomous	areas	were	abolished.	These	
policies	caused	a	great	deal	of	resentment,	resulting	in	a	major	
rebellion	in	Xizang	in	1959	and	a	smaller	one	in	Xinjiang	in	
1962,	the	latter	bringing	about	the	flight	of	some	60,000	Kazak	
herders	across	the	border	to	the	Soviet	Union.	Scattered	reports	
of	violence	in	minority	areas	in	the	1966-76	decade	suggest	that	
discontent	was	high	at	that	time	also.	
	
	After	the	arrest	of	the	Gang	of	Four	(see	Glossary)	in	1976,	
policies	toward	the	ethnic	minorities	were	moderated	regarding	
language,	religion	and	culture,	and	land-use	patterns,	with	the	
admission	that	the	assimilationist	policies	had	caused	
considerable	alienation.	The	new	leadership	pledged	to	implement	
a	bona	fide	system	of	autonomy	for	the	ethnic	minorities	and	
placed	great	emphasis	on	the	need	to	recruit	minority	cadres.	
	
	
	
	Although	the	minorities	accounted	for	only	about	7	percent	of	
China's	population,	the	minority	deputies	to	the	National	
People's	Congress	made	up	13.5	percent	of	all	representatives	to	
the	congress	in	1985,	and	5	of	the	22	vice	chairmen	of	its	
Standing	Committee	(23	percent)	in	1983	were	minority	nationals.	
A	Mongol,	Ulanhu,	was	elected	vice	president	of	China	in	June	
1983.	Nevertheless,	political	administration	of	the	minority	
areas	was	the	same	as	that	in	Han	regions,	and	the	minority	
nationalities	were	subject	to	the	dictates	of	the	Chinese	
Communist	Party.	Despite	the	avowed	desire	to	integrate	the	
minorities	into	the	political	mainstream,	the	party	was	not	
willing	to	share	key	decision-making	powers	with	the	ethnic	
minorities.	As	of	the	late	1970s,	the	minority	nationality	cadres	
accounted	for	only	3	to	5	percent	of	all	cadres.	
	
	Under	the	leadership	of	Deng	Xiaoping,	the	Chinese	government	in	
the	mid-1980s	was	pursuing	a	liberal	policy	toward	the	national	
minorities.	Full	autonomy	became	a	constitutional	right,	and	
policy	stipulated	that	Han	cadres	working	in	the	minority	areas	
learn	the	local	spoken	and	written	languages.	Significant	
concessions	were	made	to	Xizang,	historically	the	most	
nationalistic	of	the	minority	areas.	The	number	of	Tibetan	cadres	
as	a	percentage	of	all	cadres	in	Xizang	increased	from	50	percent	
in	1979	to	62	percent	in	1985.	In	Zhejiang	Province	the	
government	formally	decided	to	assign	only	cadres	familiar	with	
nationality	policy	and	sympathetic	to	minorities	to	cities,	
prefectures,	and	counties	with	large	numbers	of	minority	people.	
In	Xinjiang	the	leaders	of	the	region's	fourteen	prefectural	and	
city	governments	and	seventy-seven	of	all	eighty-six	rural	and	
urban	leaders	were	of	minority	nationality.	
	
Labor	Force	
	
	A	10-percent	sample	tabulation	of	census	questionnaires	from	the	
1982	census	provided	badly	needed	statistical	data	on	China's	
working	population	and	allowed	the	first	reliable	estimates	of	
the	labor	force's	size	and	characteristics.	The	quality	of	the	
data	was	considered	to	be	quite	high,	although	a	



40-million-person	discrepancy	existed	between	the	10-percent	
sample	and	the	regular	employment	statistics.	This	discrepancy	
can	be	explained	by	the	combination	of	inaccurate	employment	
statistics	and	varying	methods	of	calculation	and	scope	of	
coverage.	The	estimated	mid-1982	labor	force	was	546	million,	or	
approximately	54	percent	of	the	total	population.	Males	accounted	
for	slightly	more	than	half	of	the	estimated	labor	force,	and	the	
labor	force	participation	rates	for	persons	age	fifteen	years	and	
older	were	among	the	highest	in	the	world.	
	
	The	10-percent	sample	showed	that	approximately	three-fourths	of	
the	labor	force	worked	in	the	agricultural	sector.	According	to	
the	State	Statistical	Bureau,	in	the	mid-1980s	more	than	120	
million	people	worked	in	the	nonagricultural	sector.	The	sample	
revealed	that	men	occupied	the	great	majority	of	leadership	
positions.	The	average	worker	was	a	youthful	thirty-three	years	
old,	and	three	out	of	every	four	workers	were	under	forty-five	
years	of	age.	The	working	population	had	a	low	education	level.	
Less	than	40	percent	of	the	labor	force	had	more	than	a	primary	
school	education,	and	30	percent	were	illiterate	or	semiliterate.	
	
	
	
	In	mid-1982	the	overall	unemployment	rate	was	estimated	to	be	
about	5	percent.	Of	the	approximately	25	million	unemployed,	12	
million	were	men	and	13	million	were	women.	The	unemployment	rate	
was	highest	in	the	northeast	and	lowest	in	the	south.	The	
unemployment	rates	were	higher	than	those	of	East	Asian,	
Southeast	Asian,	and	Pacific	island	countries	for	which	data	were	
available	but	were	lower	than	the	rates	found	in	North	America	
and	Europe.	Virtually	all	of	the	unemployed	persons	in	cities	and	
towns	were	under	twenty	years	of	age.	
	
Health	Care	
	
	Since	the	founding	of	the	People's	Republic,	the	goal	of	health	
programs	has	been	to	provide	care	to	every	member	of	the	
population	and	to	make	maximum	use	of	limited	health-care	
personnel,	equipment,	and	financial	resources.	The	emphasis	has	
been	on	preventive	rather	than	curative	medicine	on	the	premise	
that	preventive	medicine	is	"active"	while	curative	medicine	is	
"passive."	The	health-care	system	has	dramatically	improved	the	
health	of	the	people,	as	reflected	by	the	remarkable	increase	in	
average	life	expectancy	from	about	thirty-two	years	in	1950	to	
sixty-nine	years	in	1985.	
	
	After	1949	the	Ministry	of	Public	Health	was	responsible	for	all	
health-care	activities	and	established	and	supervised	all	facets	
of	health	policy.	Along	with	a	system	of	national,	
provincial-level,	and	local	facilities,	the	ministry	regulated	a	
network	of	industrial	and	state	enterprise	hospitals	and	other	
facilities	covering	the	health	needs	of	workers	of	those	
enterprises.	In	1981	this	additional	network	provided	
approximately	25	percent	of	the	country's	total	health	services.	
Health	care	was	provided	in	both	rural	and	urban	areas	through	a	
three-tiered	system.	In	rural	areas	the	first	tier	was	made	up	of	
barefoot	doctors	working	out	of	village	medical	centers.	They	
provided	preventive	and	primary-care	services,	with	an	average	of	
two	doctors	per	1,000	people.	At	the	next	level	were	the	township	
health	centers,	which	functioned	primarily	as	out-patient	clinics	
for	about	10,000	to	30,000	people	each.	These	centers	had	about	
ten	to	thirty	beds	each,	and	the	most	qualified	members	of	the	
staff	were	assistant	doctors.	The	two	lower-level	tiers	made	up	
the	"rural	collective	health	system"	that	provided	most	of	the	
country's	medical	care.	Only	the	most	seriously	ill	patients	were	
referred	to	the	third	and	final	tier,	the	county	hospitals,	which	
served	200,000	to	600,000	people	each	and	were	staffed	by	senior	
doctors	who	held	degrees	from	5-year	medical	schools.			Health	
care	in	urban	areas	was	provided	by	paramedical	personnel	
assigned	to	factories	and	neighborhood	health	stations.	If	more	
professional	care	was	necessary	the	patient	was	sent	to	a	
district	hospital,	and	the	most	serious	cases	were	handled	by	
municipal	hospitals.	To	ensure	a	higher	level	of	care,	a	number	
of	state	enterprises	and	government	agencies	sent	their	employees	
directly	to	district	or	municipal	hospitals,	circumventing	the	
paramedical,	or	barefoot	doctor,	stage.	
	
	An	emphasis	on	public	health	and	preventive	treatment	
characterized	health	policy	from	the	beginning	of	the	1950s.	At	
that	time	the	party	began	to	mobilize	the	population	to	engage	in	
mass	"patriotic	health	campaigns"	aimed	at	improving	the	low	
level	of	environmental	sanitation	and	hygiene	and	attacking	
certain	diseases.	One	of	the	best	examples	of	this	approach	was	
	
	
the	mass	assaults	on	the	"four	pests"--rats,	sparrows,	flies,	and	
mosquitoes--and	on	schistosoma-carrying	snails.		Particular	
efforts	were	devoted	in	the	health	campaigns	to	improving	water	
quality	through	such	measures	as	deep-well	construction	and	
human-waste	treatment.	Only	in	the	larger	cities	had	human	waste	
been	centrally	disposed.	In	the	countryside,	where	"night	soil"	



has	always	been	collected	and	applied	to	the	fields	as	
fertilizer,	it	was	a	major	source	of	disease.	Since	the	1950s,	
rudimentary	treatments	such	as	storage	in	pits,	composting,	and	
mixture	with	chemicals	have	been	implemented.	
	
	As	a	result	of	preventive	efforts,	such	epidemic	diseases	as	
cholera,	plague,	typhoid,	and	scarlet	fever	have	almost	been	
eradicated.	The	mass	mobilization	approach	proved	particularly	
successful	in	the	fight	against	syphilis,	which	was	reportedly	
eliminated	by	the	1960s.	The	incidence	of	other	infectious	and	
parasitic	diseases	was	reduced	and	controlled.	Relaxation	of	
certain	sanitation	and	antiepidemic	programs	since	the	1960s,	
however,	may	have	resulted	in	some	increased	incidence	of	
disease.	In	the	early	1980s,	continuing	deficiencies	in	
human-waste	treatment	were	indicated	by	the	persistence	of	such	
diseases	as	hookworm	and	schistosomiasis.	Tuberculosis,	a	major	
health	hazard	in	1949,	remained	a	problem	to	some	extent	in	the	
1980s,	as	did	hepatitis,	malaria,	and	dysentery.	In	the	late	
1980s,	the	need	for	health	education	and	improved	sanitation	was	
still	apparent,	but	it	was	more	difficult	to	carry	out	the	
health-care	campaigns	because	of	the	breakdown	of	the	brigade	
system.	By	the	mid-1980s,	China	recognized	the	acquired	immune	
deficiency	syndrome	(AIDS)	virus	as	a	serious	health	threat	but	
remained	relatively	unaffected	by	the	deadly	disease.	As	of	
mid-1987	there	was	confirmation	of	only	two	deaths	of	Chinese	
citizens	from	AIDS,	and	monitoring	of	foreigners	had	begun.	
Following	a	1987	regional	World	Health	Organization	meeting,	the	
Chinese	government	announced	it	would	join	the	global	fight	
against	AIDS,	which	would	involve	quarantine	inspection	of	people	
entering	China	from	abroad,	medical	supervision	of	people	
vulnerable	to	AIDS,	and	establishment	of	AIDS	laboratories	in	
coastal	cities.	Additionally,	it	was	announced	that	China	was	
experimenting	with	the	use	of	traditional	medicine	to	treat	AIDS.	
	
	In	the	mid-1980s	the	leading	causes	of	death	in	China	were	
similar	to	those	in	the	industrialized	world:	cancer,	
cerebrovascular	disease,	and	heart	disease.	Some	of	the	more	
prevalent	forms	of	fatal	cancers	included	cancer	of	the	stomach,	
esophagus,	liver,	lung,	and	colon-rectum.	The	frequency	of	these	
diseases	was	greater	for	men	than	for	women,	and	lung	cancer	
mortality	was	much	greater	in	higher	income	areas.	The	degree	of	
risk	for	the	different	kinds	of	cancers	varied	widely	by	region.	
For	example,	nasopharyngeal	cancer	was	found	primarily	in	south	
China,	while	the	incidence	of	esophageal	cancer	was	higher	in	the	
north.	
	
	To	address	concerns	over	health,	the	Chinese	greatly	increased	
the	number	and	quality	of	health-care	personnel,	although	in	1986	
serious	shortages	still	existed.	In	1949	only	33,000	nurses	and	
363,000	physicians	were	practicing;	by	1985	the	numbers	had	risen	
dramatically	to	637,000	nurses	and	1.4	million	physicians.	Some	
436,000	physicians'	assistants	were	trained	in	Western	medicine	
and	had	2	years	of	medical	education	after	junior	high	school.	
Official	Chinese	statistics	also	reported	that	the	number	of	
	
	
paramedics	increased	from	about	485,400	in	1975	to	more	than	
853,400	in	1982.	The	number	of	students	in	medical	and	
pharmaceutical	colleges	in	China	rose	from	about	100,000	in	1975	
to	approximately	160,000	in	1982.	
	
	Efforts	were	made	to	improve	and	expand	medical	facilities.	The	
number	of	hospital	beds	increased	from	1.7	million	in	1976	to	2.2	
million	in	1984,	or	to	2	beds	per	1,000	compared	with	4.5	beds	
per	1,000	in	1981	in	the	United	States.	The	number	of	hospitals	
increased	from	63,000	in	1976	to	67,000	in	1984,	and	the	number	
of	specialized	hospitals	and	scientific	research	institutions	
doubled	during	the	same	period.	
	
	The	availability	and	quality	of	health	care	varied	widely	from	
city	to	countryside.	According	to	1982	census	data,	in	rural	
areas	the	crude	death	rate	was	1.6	per	1,000	higher	than	in	urban	
areas,	and	life	expectancy	was	about	4	years	lower.	The	number	of	
senior	physicians	per	1,000	population	was	about	10	times	greater	
in	urban	areas	than	in	rural	ones;	state	expenditure	on	medical	
care	was	more	than	-Y26	per	capita	in	urban	areas	and	less	than	
-Y3	per	capita	in	rural	areas.	There	were	also	about	twice	as	
many	hospital	beds	in	urban	areas	as	in	rural	areas.	These	are	
aggregate	figures,	however,	and	certain	rural	areas	had	much	
better	medical	care	and	nutritional	levels	than	others.	
	
	In	1987	economic	reforms	were	causing	a	fundamental	
transformation	of	the	rural	health-care	system.	The	
decollectivization	of	agriculture	resulted	in	a	decreased	desire	
on	the	part	of	the	rural	populations	to	support	the	collective	
welfare	system,	of	which	health	care	was	a	part.	In	1984	surveys	
showed	that	only	40	to	45	percent	of	the	rural	population	was	
covered	by	an	organized	cooperative	medical	system,	as	compared	
with	80	to	90	percent	in	1979.	
	
	This	shift	entailed	a	number	of	important	consequences	for	rural	



health	care.	The	lack	of	financial	resources	for	the	cooperatives	
resulted	in	a	decrease	in	the	number	of	barefoot	doctors,	which	
meant	that	health	education	and	primary	and	home	care	suffered	
and	that	in	some	villages	sanitation	and	water	supplies	were	
checked	less	frequently.	Also,	the	failure	of	the	cooperative	
health-care	system	limited	the	funds	available	for	continuing	
education	for	barefoot	doctors,	thereby	hindering	their	ability	
to	provide	adequate	preventive	and	curative	services.	The	costs	
of	medical	treatment	increased,	deterring	some	patients	from	
obtaining	necessary	medical	attention.	If	the	patients	could	not	
pay	for	services	received,	then	the	financial	responsibility	fell	
on	the	hospitals	and	commune	health	centers,	in	some	cases	
creating	large	debts.	
	
	Consequently,	in	the	post-Mao	era	of	modernization,	the	rural	
areas	were	forced	to	adapt	to	a	changing	health-care	environment.	
Many	barefoot	doctors	went	into	private	practice,	operating	on	a	
fee-for-service	basis	and	charging	for	medication.	But	soon	
farmers	demanded	better	medical	services	as	their	incomes	
increased,	bypassing	the	barefoot	doctors	and	going	straight	to	
the	commune	health	centers	or	county	hospitals.	A	number	of	
barefoot	doctors	left	the	medical	profession	after	discovering	
that	they	could	earn	a	better	living	from	farming,	and	their	
services	were	not	replaced.	The	leaders	of	brigades,	through	
which	local	health	care	was	administered,	also	found	farming	to	
	
	
be	more	lucrative	than	their	salaried	positions,	and	many	of	them	
left	their	jobs.	Many	of	the	cooperative	medical	programs	
collapsed.	Farmers	in	some	brigades	established	voluntary	
health-insurance	programs	but	had	difficulty	organizing	and	
administering	them.	
	
	Although	the	practice	of	traditional	Chinese	medicine	was	
strongly	promoted	by	the	Chinese	leadership	and	remained	a	major	
component	of	health	care,	Western	medicine	was	gaining	increasing	
acceptance	in	the	1970s	and	1980s.	For	example,	the	number	of	
physicians	and	pharmacists	trained	in	Western	medicine	reportedly	
increased	by	225,000	from	1976	to	1981,	and	the	number	of	
physicians'	assistants	trained	in	Western	medicine	increased	by	
about	50,000.	In	1981	there	were	reportedly	516,000	senior	
physicians	trained	in	Western	medicine	and	290,000	senior	
physicians	trained	in	traditional	Chinese	medicine.	The	goal	of	
China's	medical	professionals	is	to	synthesize	the	best	elements	
of	traditional	and	Western	approaches.	
	
	In	practice,	however,	this	combination	has	not	always	worked	
smoothly.	In	many	respects,	physicians	trained	in	traditional	
medicine	and	those	trained	in	Western	medicine	constitute	
separate	groups	with	different	interests.	For	instance,	
physicians	trained	in	Western	medicine	have	been	somewhat	
reluctant	to	accept	"unscientific"	traditional	practices,	and	
traditional	practitioners	have	sought	to	preserve	authority	in	
their	own	sphere.	Although	Chinese	medical	schools	that	provided	
training	in	Western	medicine	also	provided	some	instruction	in	
traditional	medicine,	relatively	few	physicians	were	regarded	as	
competent	in	both	areas	in	the	mid-1980s.	
	
	The	extent	to	which	traditional	and	Western	treatment	methods	
were	combined	and	integrated	in	the	major	hospitals	varied	
greatly.	Some	hospitals	and	medical	schools	of	purely	traditional	
medicine	were	established.	In	most	urban	hospitals,	the	pattern	
seemed	to	be	to	establish	separate	departments	for	traditional	
and	Western	treatment.	In	the	county	hospitals,	however,	
traditional	medicine	received	greater	emphasis.	
	
	Traditional	medicine	depends	on	herbal	treatments,	acupuncture,	
acupressure,	moxibustion	(the	burning	of	herbs	over	acupuncture	
points),	and	"cupping"	of	skin	with	heated	bamboo.	Such	
approaches	are	believed	to	be	most	effective	in	treating	minor	
and	chronic	diseases,	in	part	because	of	milder	side	effects.	
Traditional	treatments	may	be	used	for	more	serious	conditions	as	
well,	particularly	for	such	acute	abdominal	conditions	as	
appendicitis,	pancreatitis,	and	gallstones;	sometimes	traditional	
treatments	are	used	in	combination	with	Western	treatments.	A	
traditional	method	of	orthopedic	treatment,	involving	less	
immobilization	than	Western	methods,	continued	to	be	widely	used	
in	the	1980s.	
	
	Although	health	care	in	China	developed	in	very	positive	ways	by	
the	mid-1980s,	it	exacerbated	the	problem	of	overpopulation.	In	
1987	China	was	faced	with	a	population	four	times	that	of	the	
United	States	and	over	three	times	that	of	the	Soviet	Union.	
Efforts	to	distribute	the	population	over	a	larger	portion	of	the	
country	had	failed:	only	the	minority	nationalities	seemed	able	
to	thrive	in	the	mountainous	or	desert-covered	frontiers.	Birth	
control	programs	implemented	in	the	1970s	succeeded	in	reducing	
	
	
the	birth	rate,	but	estimates	in	the	mid-1980s	projected	that	
China's	population	will	surpass	the	1.2	billion	mark	by	the	turn	



of	the	century,	putting	still	greater	pressure	on	the	land	and	
resources	of	the	nation.	
	
	
	
																						*										*										*	
	
	
	
	A	thorough,	scholarly	study	of	China's	geography	is	Zhao	
Songqiao's	Physical	Geography	of	China,	which	contains	a	number	
of	detailed	maps	and	charts,	as	well	as	interesting	photographs	
and	Landsat	images.	The	China	Handbook	Editorial	Committee's	
China	Handbook	Series:	Geography	provides	a	less	technical	
overview	of	the	physical	environment	and	includes	brief	summaries	
of	the	topography,	climate,	and	administrative	divisions	of	
China's	provinces,	autonomous	regions,	and	special	
municipalities.	
	
	A	good	overview	of	China's	population	is	provided	in	a	series	of	
articles	found	in	China's	Economy	Looks	Toward	the	Year	2000,	
Volume	1:	The	Four	Modernizations,	a	collection	of	papers	
published	by	the	United	States	Congress	Joint	Economic	Committee.	
It	opens	with	a	general	assessment	of	population	policies	and	
problems	and	continues	with	articles	on	the	1982	census	results,	
family	planning,	the	labor	force,	and	material	poverty.	An	
article	written	by	H.	Yuan	Tien,	entitled	"China:	Demographic	
Billionaire,"	in	Population	Bulletin	also	provides	a	good	
demographic	overview.	
	
	China's	One-Child	Family	Policy,	edited	by	Elisabeth	Croll,	
Delia	Davin,	and	Penny	Kane,	is	an	excellent	analysis	of	the	
radical	policy	first	announced	in	1979.	The	work	discusses	the	
origins,	problems,	and	prospects	of	the	one-child	policy.	Tien's	
"Redirection	of	the	Chinese	Family"	provides	a	concise	overview	
of	the	one-child	policy	and	its	implications.	(For	further	
information	and	complete	citations,	see	Bibliography.)	
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CHINA,	THE	WORLD'S	LARGEST	SOCIETY,	is	united	by	a	set	of	values	
and	institutions	that	cut	across	extensive	linguistic,	
environmental,	and	subcultural	differences.	Residents	of	the	
	
	
southern	and	northern	regions	of	the	country	might	not	understand	
each	other's	speech,	enjoy	each	other's	favorite	foods,	or	make	a	
living	from	each	other's	land,	and	they	might	describe	each	other	
with	derogatory	stereotypes.	Nonetheless,	they	would	regard	each	
other	as	fellow	Chinese,	members	of	the	same	society,	and	
different	from	the	Vietnamese	or	Koreans,	with	whom	some	Chinese	
might	seem	to	have	more	in	common.	
	
	Chinese	society,	since	the	second	decade	of	the	twentieth	
century,	has	been	the	object	of	a	revolution	intended	to	change	
it	in	fundamental	ways.	In	its	more	radical	phases,	such	as	the	
Great	Leap	Forward	(1958-60)	and	the	Cultural	Revolution	
(1966-76),	the	revolution	aimed	at	nothing	less	than	the	complete	
transformation	of	everything	from	the	practice	of	medicine,	to	
higher	education,	to	family	life.	In	the	1980s	China's	leaders	
and	intellectuals	considered	the	revolution	far	from	completed,	
and	they	intended	further	social	change	to	make	China	a	fully	
modernized	country.	It	had	become	increasingly	clear	that	
although	many	aspects	of	Chinese	social	life	had	indeed	undergone	
fundamental	changes	as	a	result	of	both	political	movements	and	
economic	development,	the	transformation	was	less	than	total.	
Much	of	the	past	either	lived	on	in	modified	form	or	served	to	
shape	revolutionary	initiatives	and	to	limit	the	choices	open	to	
even	the	most	radical	of	revolutionaries.	
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ETHNIC	BOUNDARIES	
	
	China	is,	like	all	large	states,	multiethnic;	but	one	ethnic	
group--the	Han	Chinese	(see	Glossary)--dominates	the	politics,	
government,	and	economy.	This	account	focuses	on	the	Han,	and	it	
considers	the	minority	peoples	only	in	relation	to	the	Han	ethnic	
group	(see	Minority	Nationalities,	ch.	2).	
	
	Over	the	centuries	a	great	many	peoples	who	were	originally	not	
Chinese	have	been	assimilated	into	Chinese	society.	Entry	into	
Han	society	has	not	demanded	religious	conversion	or	formal	
initiation.	It	has	depended	on	command	of	the	Chinese	written	
language	and	evidence	of	adherence	to	Chinese	values	and	customs.	
For	the	most	part,	what	has	distinguished	those	groups	that	have	
been	assimilated	from	those	that	have	not	has	been	the	
suitability	of	their	environment	for	Han	agriculture.	People	
living	in	areas	where	Chinese-style	agriculture	is	feasible	have	
	
	
either	been	displaced	or	assimilated.	The	consequence	is	that	
most	of	China's	minorities	inhabit	extensive	tracts	of	land	
unsuited	for	Han-style	agriculture;	they	are	not	usually	found	as	
long-term	inhabitants	of	Chinese	cities	or	in	close	proximity	to	
most	Han	villages.	Those	living	on	steppes,	near	desert	oases,	or	
in	high	mountains,	and	dependent	on	pastoral	nomadism	or	shifting	
cultivation,	have	retained	their	ethnic	distinctiveness	outside	
Han	society.	The	sharpest	ethnic	boundary	has	been	between	the	
Han	and	the	steppe	pastoralists,	a	boundary	sharpened	by	
centuries	of	conflict	and	cycles	of	conquest	and	subjugation.	
Reminders	of	these	differences	are	the	absence	of	dairy	products	
from	the	otherwise	extensive	repertoire	of	Han	cuisine	and	the	
distaste	most	Chinese	feel	for	such	typical	steppe	specialties	as	
tea	laced	with	butter.	
	
	Official	policy	recognizes	the	multiethnic	nature	of	the	Chinese	
state,	within	which	all	"nationalities"	are	formally	equal.	On	
the	one	hand,	it	is	not	state	policy	to	force	the	assimilation	of	
minority	nationalities,	and	such	nonpolitical	expressions	of	
ethnicity	as	native	costumes	and	folk	dances	are	encouraged.	On	
the	other	hand,	China's	government	is	a	highly	centralized	one	
that	recognizes	no	legitimate	limits	to	its	authority,	and	
minority	peoples	in	far	western	Xinjiang-Uygur	Autonomous	Region,	
for	example,	are	considered	Chinese	citizens	just	as	much	as	Han	
farmers	on	the	outskirts	of	Beijing	are.	
	
	Official	attitudes	toward	minority	peoples	are	inconsistent,	if	
not	contradictory.	Since	1949	policies	toward	minorities	have	
fluctuated	between	tolerance	and	coercive	attempts	to	impose	Han	
standards.	Tolerant	periods	have	been	marked	by	subsidized	
material	benefits	intended	to	win	loyalty,	while	coercive	periods	
such	as	the	Cultural	Revolution	have	attempted	to	eradicate	
"superstition"	and	to	overthrow	insufficiently	radical	or	
insufficiently	nationalistic	local	leaders.	
	
	What	has	not	varied	has	been	the	assumption	that	it	is	the	
central	government	that	decides	what	is	best	for	minority	peoples	
and	that	national	citizenship	takes	precedence	over	ethnic	
identity.	In	fact,	minority	nationality	is	a	legal	status	in	
China.	The	government	reserves	for	itself	the	right	to	determine	
whether	or	not	a	group	is	a	minority	nationality,	and	the	list	
has	been	revised	several	times	since	the	1950s.	In	the	mid-1980s	
the	state	recognized	55	minority	nationalities,	some	with	as	few	
as	1,1000	members.	Minority	nationalities	are	guaranteed	special	
representation	in	the	National	People's	Congress	and	the	Chinese	
People's	Political	Consultative	Conference	(see	Glossary).	Areas	
where	minorities	form	the	majority	of	the	population	may	be	
designated	"autonomous"	counties,	prefectures,	or	regions,	



subject	to	the	authority	of	the	central	government	in	Beijing	
rather	than	to	provincial	or	subprovincial	administrations.	It	is	
expected	that	local	administrations	in	such	regions	will	be	
staffed	at	least	in	part	by	minority	nationals	and	that	
application	of	national	policies	will	take	into	account	local	
circumstances	and	special	needs.	In	the	early	1980s,	for	example,	
minority	peoples	were	exempted	from	the	strict	limitations	on	the	
number	of	children	per	family	dictated	to	the	Han	population.	
	
	Most	Han	Chinese	have	no	contact	with	members	of	minority	
groups.	But	in	areas	such	as	the	Xizang	(also	known	as	Tibet)	or	
Xinjiang	autonomous	regions,	where	large	numbers	of	Han	have	
	
	
settled	since	the	assertion	of	Chinese	central	government	
authority	over	them	in	the	1950s,	there	is	clearly	some	ethnic	
tension	(see	Minority	Nationalities,	ch.	2).	The	tension	stems	
from	Han	dominance	over	such	previously	independent	or	
semi-autonomous	peoples	as	the	Tibetans	and	Uygurs,	from	Cultural	
Revolution	attacks	on	religious	observances,	and	from	Han	disdain	
for	and	lack	of	sensitivity	to	minority	cultures.	In	the	
autonomous	areas	the	ethnic	groups	appear	to	lead	largely	
separate	lives,	and	most	Han	in	those	areas	either	work	as	
urban-based	administrators	and	professionals	or	serve	in	military	
installations	or	on	state	farms.	Since	the	late	1970s,	the	
central	authorities	have	made	efforts	to	conciliate	major	ethnic	
minorities	by	sponsoring	the	revival	of	religious	festivals	and	
by	increasing	the	level	of	subsidies	to	the	poorest	minority	
regions.	Because	of	these	efforts,	other	moderate	government	
policies,	and	the	geographic	distribution	and	relatively	small	
size	of	minority	groups	in	China,	the	country	has	not	suffered	
widespread	or	severe	ethnic	conflict.	
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HAN	DIVERSITY	AND	UNITY	
	
	The	differences	among	regional	and	linguistic	subgroups	of	Han	
Chinese	are	at	least	as	great	as	those	among	many	European	
nationalities.	Han	Chinese	speak	seven	or	eight	mutually	
unintelligible	dialects,	each	of	which	has	many	local	
subdialects.	Cultural	differences	(cuisine,	costume,	and	custom)	
are	equally	great.	Modern	Chinese	history	provides	many	examples	
of	conflict,	up	to	the	level	of	small-scale	regional	wars,	
between	linguistic	and	regional	groups.	
	
	Such	diversities,	however,	have	not	generated	exclusive	
loyalties,	and	distinctions	in	religion	or	political	affiliation	
have	not	reinforced	regional	differences.	Rather,	there	has	been	
a	consistent	tendency	in	Chinese	thought	and	practice	to	downplay	
intra-Han	distinctions,	which	are	regarded	as	minor	and	
superficial.	What	all	Han	share	is	more	significant	than	the	ways	
in	which	they	differ.	In	conceptual	terms,	the	boundary	between	
Han	and	non-Han	is	absolute	and	sharp,	while	boundaries	between	
subsets	of	Han	are	subject	to	continual	shifts,	are	dictated	by	
local	conditions,	and	do	not	produce	the	isolation	inherent	in	
relations	between	Han	and	minority	groups.	
	
	
	
	Han	ethnic	unity	is	the	result	of	two	ancient	and	culturally	
central	Chinese	institutions,	one	of	which	is	the	written	
language.	Chinese	is	written	with	ideographs	(sometimes	called	
characters)	that	represent	meanings	rather	than	sounds,	and	so	
written	Chinese	does	not	reflect	the	speech	of	its	author.	The	
disjunction	between	written	and	spoken	Chinese	means	that	a	
newspaper	published	in	Beijing	can	be	read	in	Shanghai	or	
Guangzhou,	although	the	residents	of	the	three	cities	would	not	
understand	each	other's	speech.	It	also	means	that	there	can	be	



no	specifically	Cantonese	(Guangzhou	dialect)	or	Hunanese	
literature	because	the	local	speech	of	a	region	cannot	be	
directly	or	easily	represented	in	writing.	(It	is	possible	to	add	
local	color	to	fiction,	cite	colloquialisms,	or	transcribe	folk	
songs,	but	it	is	not	commonly	done.)	Therefore,	local	languages	
have	not	become	a	focus	for	regional	self-consciousness	or	
nationalism.	Educated	Chinese	tend	to	regard	the	written	
ideographs	as	primary,	and	they	regard	the	seven	or	eight	spoken	
Han	Chinese	dialects	as	simply	variant	ways	of	pronouncing	the	
same	ideographs.	This	is	linguistically	inaccurate,	but	the	
attitude	has	significant	political	and	social	consequences.	The	
uniform	written	language	in	1987	continued	to	be	a	powerful	force	
for	Han	unity.	
	
	The	other	major	force	contributing	to	Han	ethnic	unity	has	been	
the	centralized	imperial	state.	The	ethnic	group	takes	its	name	
from	the	Han	dynasty	(206	B.C.-A.D.	220;	see	The	Imperial	Era,	
ch.	1).	Although	the	imperial	government	never	directly	
controlled	the	villages,	it	did	have	a	strong	influence	on	
popular	values	and	culture.	The	average	peasant	could	not	read	
and	was	not	familiar	with	the	details	of	state	administration	or	
national	geography,	but	he	was	aware	of	belonging	to	a	group	of	
subcontinental	scope.	Being	Han,	even	for	illiterate	peasants,	
has	meant	conscious	identification	with	a	glorious	history	and	a	
state	of	immense	proportions.	Peasant	folklore	and	folk	religion	
assumed	that	the	imperial	state,	with	an	emperor	and	an	
administrative	bureaucracy,	was	the	normal	order	of	society.	In	
the	imperial	period,	the	highest	prestige	went	to	
scholar-officials,	and	every	schoolboy	had	the	possibility,	at	
least	theoretically,	of	passing	the	civil	service	examinations	
and	becoming	an	official.	
	
	The	prestige	of	the	state	and	its	popular	identification	with	
the	highest	values	of	Chinese	civilization	were	not	accidents;	
they	were	the	final	result	of	a	centuries-long	program	of	
indoctrination	and	education	directed	by	the	Confucian	
scholar-officials.	Traditional	Chinese	society	can	be	
distinguished	from	other	premodern	civilizations	to	the	extent	
that	the	state,	rather	than	organized	religious	groups	or	ethnic	
segments	of	society,	was	able	to	appropriate	the	symbols	of	
wisdom,	morality,	and	the	common	good.	The	legacy	for	modern	
Chinese	society	has	been	a	strong	centralized	government	that	has	
the	right	to	impose	its	values	on	the	population	and	against	
which	there	is	no	legitimate	right	of	dissent	or	secession.	
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TRADITIONAL	SOCIETY	AND	CULTURE	
	
	The	leaders	who	directed	the	efforts	to	change	Chinese	society	
after	the	establishment	of	the	People's	Republic	of	China	in	1949	
were	raised	in	the	old	society	and	had	been	marked	with	its	
values.	Although	they	were	conscious	revolutionaries,	they	could	
not	wholly	escape	the	culture	into	which	they	had	been	born.	
Nationalists	as	well	as	revolutionaries,	they	had	no	intention	of	
transforming	China	into	a	replica	of	any	foreign	country.	They	
had	an	ambivalent	attitude	toward	their	country's	past	and	its	
traditional	society,	condemning	some	aspects	and	praising	others.	
Furthermore,	as	practical	administrators,	China's	post-1949	
leaders	devoted	energy	and	attention	to	changing	some	aspects	of	
traditional	society,	such	as	rural	land	tenure	and	the	content	of	
education,	while	leaving	other	aspects,	such	as	family	structure,	
largely	untouched.	Change	in	Chinese	society,	therefore,	has	been	
less	than	total	and	less	consistent	than	has	often	been	claimed	
by	official	spokesmen.	To	understand	contemporary	society,	it	is	
necessary	to	be	familiar	with	past	legacies,	particularly	in	the	
realm	of	values	and	in	areas	of	social	life,	such	as	family	



organization,	where	transformation	has	not	been	a	high-priority	
political	goal.	
	
	China's	traditional	values	were	contained	in	the	orthodox	
version	of	Confucianism,	which	was	taught	in	the	academies	and	
tested	in	the	imperial	civil	service	examinations.	These	values	
are	distinctive	for	their	this-worldly	emphasis	on	society	and	
public	administration	and	for	their	wide	diffusion	throughout	
Chinese	society.	Confucianism,	never	a	religion	in	any	accepted	
sense,	is	primarily	concerned	with	social	order.	Social	harmony	
is	to	be	achieved	within	the	state,	whose	administrators	
consciously	select	the	proper	policies	and	act	to	educate	both	
the	rulers	and	the	subject	masses.	Confucianism	originated	and	
developed	as	the	ideology	of	professional	administrators	and	
continued	to	bear	the	impress	of	its	origins	(see	The	Ancient	
Dynasties;	The	Imperial	Era,	ch.	1).	
	
	Imperial-era	Confucianists	concentrated	on	this	world	and	had	an	
agnostic	attitude	toward	the	supernatural.	They	approved	of	
ritual	and	ceremony,	but	primarily	for	their	supposed	educational	
and	psychological	effects	on	those	participating.	Confucianists	
tended	to	regard	religious	specialists	(who	historically	were	
often	rivals	for	authority	or	imperial	favor)	as	either	misguided	
or	intent	on	squeezing	money	from	the	credulous	masses.	The	major	
metaphysical	element	in	Confucian	thought	was	the	belief	in	an	
impersonal	ultimate	natural	order	that	included	the	social	order.	
Confucianists	asserted	that	they	understood	the	inherent	pattern	
for	social	and	political	organization	and	therefore	had	the	
	
	
authority	to	run	society	and	the	state.	
	
	The	Confucianists	claimed	authority	based	on	their	knowledge,	
which	came	from	direct	mastery	of	a	set	of	books.	These	books,	
the	Confucian	Classics,	were	thought	to	contain	the	distilled	
wisdom	of	the	past	and	to	apply	to	all	human	beings	everywhere	at	
all	times	(see	Culture	and	the	Arts,	ch.	4).	The	mastery	of	the	
Classics	was	the	highest	form	of	education	and	the	best	possible	
qualification	for	holding	public	office.	The	way	to	achieve	the	
ideal	society	was	to	teach	the	entire	people	as	much	of	the	
content	of	the	Classics	as	possible.	It	was	assumed	that	everyone	
was	educable	and	that	everyone	needed	educating.	The	social	order	
may	have	been	natural,	but	it	was	not	assumed	to	be	instinctive.	
Confucianism	put	great	stress	on	learning,	study,	and	all	aspects	
of	socialization.	Confucianists	preferred	internalized	moral	
guidance	to	the	external	force	of	law,	which	they	regarded	as	a	
punitive	force	applied	to	those	unable	to	learn	morality.	
Confucianists	saw	the	ideal	society	as	a	hierarchy,	in	which	
everyone	knew	his	or	her	proper	place	and	duties.	The	existence	
of	a	ruler	and	of	a	state	were	taken	for	granted,	but	
Confucianists	held	that	rulers	had	to	demonstrate	their	fitness	
to	rule	by	their	"merit."	The	essential	point	was	that	heredity	
was	an	insufficient	qualification	for	legitimate	authority.	As	
practical	administrators,	Confucianists	came	to	terms	with	
hereditary	kings	and	emperors	but	insisted	on	their	right	to	
educate	rulers	in	the	principles	of	Confucian	thought.	
Traditional	Chinese	thought	thus	combined	an	ideally	rigid	and	
hierarchical	social	order	with	an	appreciation	for	education,	
individual	achievement,	and	mobility	within	the	rigid	structure.	
	
Diffusion	of	Values	
	
	While	ideally	everyone	would	benefit	from	direct	study	of	the	
Classics,	this	was	not	a	realistic	goal	in	a	society	composed	
largely	of	illiterate	peasants.	But	Confucianists	had	a	keen	
appreciation	for	the	influence	of	social	models	and	for	the	
socializing	and	teaching	functions	of	public	rituals	and	
ceremonies.	The	common	people	were	thought	to	be	influenced	by	
the	examples	of	their	rulers	and	officials,	as	well	as	by	public	
events.	Vehicles	of	cultural	transmission,	such	as	folk	songs,	
popular	drama,	and	literature	and	the	arts,	were	the	objects	of	
government	and	scholarly	attention.	Many	scholars,	even	if	they	
did	not	hold	public	office,	put	a	great	deal	of	effort	into	
popularizing	Confucian	values	by	lecturing	on	morality,	publicly	
praising	local	examples	of	proper	conduct,	and	"reforming"	local	
customs,	such	as	bawdy	harvest	festivals.	In	this	manner,	over	
hundreds	of	years,	the	values	of	Confucianism	were	diffused	
across	China	and	into	scattered	peasant	villages	and	rural	
culture.	
	
The	Confucian	Legacy	
	
	Traditional	values	have	clearly	shaped	much	of	contemporary	
Chinese	life.	The	belief	in	rule	by	an	educated	and	functionally	
unspecialized	elite,	the	value	placed	on	learning	and	propagating	
an	orthodox	ideology	that	focuses	on	society	and	government,	and	
the	stress	on	hierarchy	and	the	preeminent	role	of	the	state	were	
all	carried	over	from	traditional	society.	Some	of	the	more	
radical	and	extreme	policies	of	the	1950s	and	1960s,	such	as	
attacks	on	intellectuals	and	compulsory	manual	labor	for	
	



	
bureaucrats,	can	only	be	understood	as	responses	to	deep-rooted	
traditional	attitudes.	The	role	of	model	workers	and	soldiers,	as	
well	as	official	concern	for	the	content	and	form	of	popular	
literature	and	the	arts,	also	reflects	characteristically	Chinese	
themes.	In	the	mid-1980s	a	number	of	Chinese	writers	and	
political	leaders	identified	the	lingering	hold	of	"feudal"	
attitudes,	even	within	the	Chinese	Communist	Party	(CCP),	as	a	
major	obstacle	to	modernization.	They	identified	such	phenomena	
as	authoritarianism,	unthinking	obedience	to	leaders,	deprecation	
of	expert	knowledge,	lack	of	appreciation	for	law,	and	the	
failure	to	apply	laws	to	leaders	as	"feudal"	legacies	that	were	
not	addressed	in	the	early	years	of	China's	revolution.	
	
Traditional	Social	Structure	
	
	Throughout	the	centuries	some	80	to	90	percent	of	the	Chinese	
population	have	been	farmers.	The	farmers	supported	a	small	
number	of	specialized	craftsmen	and	traders	and	also	an	even	
smaller	number	of	land-	and	office-holding	elite	families	who	ran	
the	society.	Although	the	peasant	farmers	and	their	families	
resembled	counterparts	in	other	societies,	the	traditional	
Chinese	elite,	often	referred	to	in	English	as	the	gentry,	had	no	
peers	in	other	societies.	The	national	elite,	who	comprised	
perhaps	1	percent	of	China's	population,	had	a	number	of	
distinctive	features.	They	were	dispersed	across	the	country	and	
often	lived	in	rural	areas,	where	they	were	the	dominant	figures	
on	the	local	scene.	Although	they	held	land,	which	they	rented	to	
tenant	farmers,	they	neither	possessed	large	estates	like	
European	nobles	nor	held	hereditary	titles.	They	achieved	their	
highest	and	most	prestigious	titles	by	their	performance	on	the	
central	government's	triennial	civil	service	examinations.	These	
titles	had	to	be	earned	by	each	generation,	and	since	the	
examinations	had	strict	numerical	quotas,	competition	was	fierce.	
Government	officials	were	selected	from	those	who	passed	the	
examinations,	which	tested	for	mastery	of	the	Confucian	Classics.	
Elite	families,	like	everyone	else	in	China,	practiced	partible	
inheritance,	dividing	the	estate	equally	among	all	sons.	The	
combination	of	partible	inheritance	and	the	competition	for	
success	in	the	examinations	meant	that	rates	of	mobility	into	and	
out	of	the	elite	were	relatively	high	for	a	traditional	agrarian	
society.	
	
	The	imperial	state	was	staffed	by	a	small	civil	bureaucracy.	
Civil	officials	were	directly	appointed	and	paid	by	the	emperor	
and	had	to	have	passed	the	civil	service	examinations.	Officials,	
who	were	supposed	to	owe	their	primary	loyalty	to	the	emperor,	
did	not	serve	in	their	home	provinces	and	were	generally	assigned	
to	different	places	for	each	tour	of	duty.	Although	the	salary	of	
central	officials	was	low,	the	positions	offered	great	
opportunities	for	personal	enrichment,	which	was	one	reason	that	
families	competed	so	fiercely	to	pass	the	examinations	and	then	
obtain	an	appointment.	For	most	officials,	officeholding	was	not	
a	lifetime	career.	They	served	one	or	a	few	tours	and	then	
returned	to	their	home	districts	and	families,	where	their	
wealth,	prestige,	and	network	of	official	contacts	made	them	
dominant	figures	on	the	local	scene.	
	
The	Examination	System	
	
	In	late	imperial	China	the	status	of	local-level	elites	was	
	
	
ratified	by	contact	with	the	central	government,	which	maintained	
a	monopoly	on	society's	most	prestigious	titles.	The	examination	
system	and	associated	methods	of	recruitment	to	the	central	
bureaucracy	were	major	mechanisms	by	which	the	central	government	
captured	and	held	the	loyalty	of	local-level	elites.	Their	
loyalty,	in	turn,	ensured	the	integration	of	the	Chinese	state	
and	countered	tendencies	toward	regional	autonomy	and	the	breakup	
of	the	centralized	system.	The	examination	system	distributed	its	
prizes	according	to	provincial	and	prefectural	quotas,	which	
meant	that	imperial	officials	were	recruited	from	the	whole	
country,	in	numbers	roughly	proportional	to	a	province's	
population.	Elites	all	over	China,	even	in	the	disadvantaged	
peripheral	regions,	had	a	chance	at	succeeding	in	the	
examinations	and	achieving	the	rewards	of	officeholding.	
	
	The	examination	system	also	served	to	maintain	cultural	unity	
and	consensus	on	basic	values.	The	uniformity	of	the	content	of	
the	examinations	meant	that	the	local	elite	and	ambitious	
would-be	elite	all	across	China	were	being	indoctrinated	with	the	
same	values.	Even	though	only	a	small	fraction	(about	5	percent)	
of	those	who	attempted	the	examinations	passed	them	and	received	
titles,	the	study,	self-indoctrination,	and	hope	of	eventual	
success	on	a	subsequent	examination	served	to	sustain	the	
interest	of	those	who	took	them.	Those	who	failed	to	pass	(most	
of	the	candidates	at	any	single	examination)	did	not	lose	wealth	
or	local	social	standing;	as	dedicated	believers	in	Confucian	
orthodoxy,	they	served,	without	the	benefit	of	state	
appointments,	as	teachers,	patrons	of	the	arts,	and	managers	of	



local	projects,	such	as	irrigation	works,	schools,	or	charitable	
foundations.	
	
	In	late	traditional	China,	then,	education	was	valued	in	part	
because	of	its	possible	payoff	in	the	examination	system.	The	
overall	result	of	the	examination	system	and	its	associated	study	
was	cultural	uniformity--identification	of	the	educated	with	
national	rather	than	regional	goals	and	values.	This	
self-conscious	national	identity	underlies	the	nationalism	so	
important	in	China's	politics	in	the	twentieth	century	(see	
Republican	China,	ch.	1).	
	
Social	Stratification	
	
	Traditional	thought	accepted	social	stratification	as	natural	
and	considered	most	social	groups	to	be	organized	on	hierarchical	
principles.	In	the	ideal	Confucian	scheme	of	social	
stratification,	scholars	were	at	the	highest	level	of	society,	
followed	by	farmers,	then	by	artisans,	with	merchants	and	
soldiers	in	last	place.	
	
	In	society	at	large,	the	highest	and	most	prestigious	positions	
were	those	of	political	generalists,	such	as	members	of	the	
emperor's	council	or	provincial	governors.	Experts,	such	as	tax	
specialists	or	physicians,	ranked	below	the	ruling	political	
generalists.	Although	commerce	has	been	a	major	element	of	
Chinese	life	since	the	early	imperial	period,	and	wealthy	
merchants	have	been	major	figures	in	Chinese	cities,	
Confucianists	disparaged	merchants.	Commercial	success	never	won	
respect,	and	wealth	based	on	commerce	was	subject	to	official	
taxes,	fees,	and	even	confiscation.	Upward	mobility	by	merchants	
was	achieved	by	cultivating	good	relations	with	powerful	
	
	
officials	and	educating	their	sons	in	the	hope	they	might	become	
officials.	Although	dynasties	were	founded	by	military	conquest,	
Confucian	ideology	derogated	military	skill.	Common	soldiers	
occupied	a	low	position	in	society	and	were	recruited	from	its	
lowest	ranks.	Chinese	civilization,	however,	includes	a	
significant	military	tradition,	and	generals	and	strategists	
usually	were	held	in	high	esteem.	
	
	Most	of	China's	population	was	composed	of	peasant	farmers,	
whose	basic	role	in	supporting	the	rulers	and	the	rest	of	society	
was	recognized	as	a	positive	one	in	Confucian	ideology.	In	
practical	terms,	farming	was	considered	a	hard	and	insecure	life	
and	one	that	was	best	left	if	an	opportunity	was	available.	
	
	In	Chinese	communities	the	factors	generating	prestige	were	
education,	abstention	from	manual	labor,	wealth	expended	on	the	
arts	and	education,	a	large	family	with	many	sons,	and	community	
service	and	acts	of	charity.	Another	asset	was	an	extensive	
personal	network	that	permitted	one	to	grant	favors	and	make	
introductions	and	recommendations.	There	was	no	sharp	line	
dividing	the	elite	from	the	masses,	and	social	mobility	was	
possible	and	common.	
	
Stratification	and	Families	
	
	Before	1950	the	basic	units	of	social	stratification	and	social	
mobility	were	families.	Although	wealthy	families	were	often	
quite	large,	with	as	many	as	thirty	people	in	three	or	four	
generations	living	together	on	a	common	budget,	most	families	
contained	five	or	six	people.	In	socioeconomic	terms,	late	
traditional	China	was	composed	of	a	large	number	of	small	
enterprises,	perhaps	as	many	as	100	million	farms	and	small	
businesses.	Each	was	operated	by	a	family,	which	acted	not	only	
as	a	household	but	also	as	a	commercial	enterprise.	The	family	
head	also	was	the	trustee	of	the	estate	and	manager	of	the	family	
business.	Families	could	own	property,	such	as	land	or	shops,	and	
pass	it	on	to	the	next	generation.	
	
	About	80	percent	of	the	population	were	peasant	farmers,	and	
land	was	the	fundamental	form	of	property.	Although	many	peasant	
families	owned	no	land,	large	estates	were	rare	by	the	eighteenth	
and	nineteenth	centuries.	Peasant	families	might	own	all	of	the	
land	they	worked,	or	own	some	and	rent	some	from	a	landowner,	or	
rent	all	their	land.	Regardless	of	the	form	of	tenure,	the	farm	
was	managed	as	a	unit,	and	the	head	of	household	was	free	to	
decide	what	to	plant	and	how	to	use	the	labor	of	family	members.	
Land	could	be	bought	and	sold	in	small	parcels,	as	well	as	
mortgaged	and	rented	in	various	forms	of	short-term	and	long-term	
contracts.	The	consequence	was	that	in	most	villages	peasant	
families	occupied	different	steps	on	the	ladder	of	
stratification;	they	did	not	form	a	uniformly	impoverished	mass.	
At	any	time,	peasant	families	were	distinguished	by	the	amount	of	
land	that	they	owned	and	worked	compared	with	the	percentage	of	
their	income	they	paid	in	rent.	Over	time,	peasant	families	rose	
or	fell	in	small	steps	as	they	bought	land	or	were	forced	to	sell	
it.	
	



	Most	non-farm	enterprises,	commercial	or	craft,	were	similarly	
small	businesses	run	by	families.	The	basic	units	were	owned	by	
families,	which	took	a	long-term	view	of	their	prospects	and	
	
	
attempted	to	shift	resources	and	family	personnel	from	occupation	
to	occupation	to	adapt	to	economic	circumstances.	In	all	cases,	
the	long-term	goal	of	the	head	of	the	family	was	to	ensure	the	
survival	and	prosperity	of	the	family	and	to	pass	the	estate	
along	to	the	next	generation.	The	most	common	family	strategy	was	
to	diversify	the	family's	economic	activities.	Such	strategies	
lay	behind	the	large	number	of	small-scale	enterprises	that	
characterized	Chinese	society	before	1950.	Farming	and	landowning	
were	secure	but	not	very	profitable.	Commerce	and	money-lending	
brought	in	greater	returns	but	also	carried	greater	risks.	A	
successful	farm	family	might	invest	in	a	shop	or	a	
food-processing	business,	while	a	successful	restaurant	owner	
might	buy	farmland,	worked	by	a	sharecropping	peasant	family,	as	
a	secure	investment.	All	well-to-do	families	invested	in	the	
education	of	sons,	with	the	hope	of	getting	at	least	one	son	into	
a	government	job.	The	consequence	was	that	it	was	difficult	to	
draw	a	class	line	dividing	landlords,	merchants,	and	government	
workers	or	officials.	
	
Social	Mobility	
	
	Formal	education	provided	the	best	and	most	respected	avenue	of	
upward	mobility,	and	by	the	nineteenth	century	literacy	rates	in	
China	were	high	for	a	traditional	peasant	society.	Chances	of	
receiving	a	good	education	were	highest	for	the	upper	classes	in	
and	around	coastal	cities	and	lowest	for	the	farmers	of	the	
interior.	If	schooling	was	not	available,	there	were	other	
avenues	of	mobility.	Rural	people	could	move	to	cities	to	seek	
their	fortunes	(and	in	some	cases	the	cities	were	in	Southeast	
Asia	or	the	Americas).	People	could	go	into	business,	gamble	on	
the	market	for	perishable	cash	crops,	try	money-lending	on	a	
small	scale	or,	as	a	long	shot,	join	the	army	or	a	bandit	group.	
Late	traditional	society	offered	alternate	routes	to	worldly	
success	and	a	number	of	ways	to	change	one's	position	in	society;	
but	in	all	routes	except	education	the	chances	of	failure	
outweighed	those	of	success.	
	
	In	many	cases,	whether	in	business	or	banditry,	success	or	
failure	depended	to	a	great	degree	on	luck.	The	combination	of	
population	pressure,	the	low	rate	of	economic	growth,	natural	
disasters,	and	endemic	war	that	afflicted	the	Chinese	population	
in	the	first	half	of	the	twentieth	century	meant	that	many	
families	lost	their	property,	some	starved,	and	almost	all	faced	
the	probability	of	misfortune	(see	Republican	China,	ch.	1).	From	
the	perspective	of	individuals	and	individual	families,	it	is	
likely	that	from	1850	to	1950	the	chances	of	downward	mobility	
increased	and	the	ability	to	plan	ahead	with	confidence	
decreased.	
	
	
--------------------------------------------------------------------------
This	file	extracted	from	Dept.	of	Commerce,	Economics	&	Statistic's	Division's
May	1994	NATIONAL	TRADE	DATA	BANK	(NDTB)	CD-ROM,	SuDoc	C1.88:994/5/V.2
Processed	6/10/1994	by	RCM	(UM-St.	Louis	Libraries)/	AAH90019
.
ARMY	AREA	HANDBOOK	access	is	provided	courtesy	of	UM-St.	Louis	Libraries
	
	Match	21			DB	Rec#	-	614		Dataset-ARMAN
	
Source								:U.S.	DEPARTMENT	OF	THE	ARMY	
Source	key				:AR	
Program							:ARMY	AREA	HANDBOOKS	
Program	key			:AR	ARMAN		
Update	sched.	:Occasionally					
ID	number					:AR	ARMAN		CHINACH3.04						
Title									:CHAPTER	3.04:	SOCIAL	CHANGE	
	
	
Data	type					:TEXT	
End	year						:1994
Date	of	record:04/19/1994
Keywords	3				:	
|	China	
Text										:	
	
SOCIAL	CHANGE	
	
	After	the	establishment	of	the	People's	Republic	in	1949,	the	
uncertainty	and	risks	facing	small-scale	socioeconomic	units	were	
replaced	by	an	increase	in	the	scale	of	organization	and	
bureaucratization,	with	a	consequent	increase	in	predictability	
and	personal	security.	The	tens	of	millions	of	small	enterprises	
were	replaced	by	a	much	smaller	number	of	larger	enterprises,	
which	were	organized	in	a	bureaucratic	and	hierarchical	manner.	
Collectivization	of	land	and	nationalization	of	most	private	
businesses	meant	that	families	no	longer	had	estates	to	pass	



along.	Long-term	interests	for	families	resided	primarily	with	
the	work	unit	(collective	farm,	office,	or	factory)	to	which	they	
belonged.	
	
	Mobility	in	most	cases	consisted	of	gaining	administrative	
promotions	within	such	work	units.	Many	of	the	alternate	routes	
to	social	mobility	were	closed	off,	and	formal	education	
continued	to	be	the	primary	avenue	of	upward	mobility.	In	
villages	the	army	offered	the	only	reasonable	alternative	to	a	
lifetime	spent	in	the	fields,	and	demobilized	soldiers	staffed	
much	of	the	local	administrative	structure	in	rural	areas.	For	
the	first	time	in	Chinese	history,	the	peasant	masses	were	
brought	into	direct	contact	with	the	national	government	and	the	
ruling	party,	and	national-level	politics	came	to	have	a	direct	
impact	on	the	lives	of	ordinary	people.	The	formerly	local,	
small-scale,	and	fragmented	power	structure	was	replaced	by	a	
national	and	well-integrated	structure,	operating	by	bureaucratic	
norms.	The	unpredictable	consequences	of	market	forces	were	
replaced	by	administrative	allocation	and	changing	economic	
policies	enforced	by	the	government	bureaucracy.	
	
	The	principal	transformation	of	society	took	place	during	the	
1950s	in	a	series	of	major	campaigns	carried	out	by	the	party.	In	
the	countryside,	an	initial	land	reform	redistributed	some	land	
from	those	families	with	an	excess	to	those	with	none.	This	was	
quickly	followed	by	a	series	of	reforms	that	increased	the	scale	
of	organization,	from	seasonal	mutual	aid	teams	(groups	of	
joint-support	laborers	from	individual	farming	households),	to	
permanent	mutual	aid	teams,	to	voluntary	agricultural	
cooperatives,	to	compulsory	agricultural	cooperatives,	and	
finally	to	large	people's	communes	(see	Glossary).	In	each	step,	
which	came	at	roughly	two-year	intervals,	the	size	of	the	unit	
was	increased,	and	the	role	of	inherited	land	or	private	
ownership	was	decreased.	By	the	early	1960s,	an	estimated	90	
million	family	farms	had	been	replaced	by	about	74,000	communes.	
During	the	same	period,	local	governments	took	over	commerce,	and	
private	traders,	shops,	and	markets	were	replaced	by	supply	and	
marketing	cooperatives	and	the	commercial	bureaus	of	local	
government.	In	the	cities,	large	industries	were	nationalized	and	
craft	enterprises	were	organized	into	large-scale	cooperatives	
that	became	branches	of	local	government.	Many	small	shops	and	
restaurants	were	closed	down,	and	those	that	remained	were	under	
	
	
municipal	management.	
	
	In	both	city	and	countryside,	the	1950s	saw	a	major	expansion	of	
the	party	and	state	bureaucracies,	and	many	young	people	with	
relatively	scarce	secondary	or	college	educations	found	secure	
white-collar	jobs	in	the	new	organizations.	The	old	society's	set	
of	formal	
	
associations--everything	from	lineages	(clans),	to	irrigation	
cooperatives,	to	urban	guilds	and	associations	of	persons	from	
the	same	place	of	origin,	all	of	which	were	private,	small-scale,	
and	usually	devoted	to	a	single	purpose--were	closed	down.	They	
were	replaced	by	government	bureaus	or	state-sponsored	mass	
associations,	and	their	parochial	leaders	were	replaced	by	party	
members.	The	new	institutions	were	run	by	party	members	and	
served	as	channels	of	information,	communication,	and	political	
influence.	
	
	The	basic	pattern	of	contemporary	society	was	established	by	
1960,	and	all	changes	since	then,	including	the	reforms	of	the	
early	and	mid-1980s,	have	represented	only	modifications	and	
adjustments	to	the	pattern.	The	pattern	is	cellular;	most	people	
belong	to	one	large,	all-embracing	unit,	such	as	a	factory,	
government	office,	or	village.	The	unit	is	run	by	party	branch,	
operates	(or	should	operate)	under	common	administrative	rules	
and	procedures,	and	reflects	the	current	policies	of	the	party.	
The	consequence	has	been	that	most	aspects	of	social	
differentiation,	stratification,	mobility,	and	tensions	are	now	
played	out	within	an	institutional	framework.	Most	of	the	
questions	about	any	individual's	life	and	prospects	can	be	
answered	by	specifying	the	unit--the	social	cell--with	which	that	
individual	is	associated.	
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DIFFERENTIATION	
	
	Although	much	of	the	social	structure	of	modern	China	can	be	
interpreted	as	reflecting	basic	drives	for	security	and	equality,	
qualities	in	short	supply	before	1950,	not	all	organizations	and	
units	are	alike	or	equal.	There	are	four	major	axes	of	social	
differentiation	in	modern	China.	To	some	extent	they	overlap	and	
reinforce	each	other,	but	each	rests	on	distinct	and	separate	
grounds.	
	
	
	
The	Work	Place	
	
	Work	units	(danwei)	belong	to	the	state	or	to	collectives.	
State-owned	units,	typically	administrative	offices,	research	
institutes,	and	large	factories,	offer	lifetime	security,	stable	
salaries,	and	benefits	that	include	pensions	and	free	health	
care.	Collectives	include	the	entire	agricultural	sector	and	many	
small-scale	factories,	repair	shops,	and	village-	or	township-run	
factories,	workshops,	or	service	enterprises.	Employees	on	the	
state	payroll	enjoy	the	best	benefits	modern	China	has	to	offer.	
The	incomes	of	those	in	the	collective	sector	are	usually	lower	
and	depend	on	the	performance	of	the	enterprise.	They	generally	
lack	health	benefits	or	pensions,	and	the	collective	units	
usually	do	not	provide	housing	or	child-care	facilities.	In	1981	
collective	enterprises	employed	about	40	percent	of	the	
nonagricultural	labor	force,	and	most	of	the	growth	of	employment	
since	1980	has	come	in	this	sector.	Even	though	the	growth	since	
1980	of	individual	businesses	and	small	private	enterprises,	such	
as	restaurants	and	repair	services,	has	provided	some	individuals	
with	substantial	cash	incomes,	employment	in	the	state	sector	
remains	most	people's	first	choice.	This	reflects	the	public's	
recognition	of	that	sector's	superior	material	benefits	as	well	
as	the	traditional	high	prestige	of	government	service.	
	
	"Security	and	equality"	have	been	high	priorities	in	modern	
China	and	have	usually	been	offered	within	single	work	units.	
Because	there	is	no	nationwide	insurance	or	social	security	
system	and	because	the	income	of	work	units	varies,	the	actual	
level	of	benefits	and	the	degree	of	equality	(of	incomes,	
housing,	or	opportunities	for	advancement)	depend	on	the	
particular	work	unit	with	which	individuals	are	affiliated.	Work	
units	are	responsible	for	chronic	invalids	or	old	people	without	
families,	as	well	as	for	families	confronted	with	the	severe	
illness	or	injury	of	the	breadwinner.	Equality	has	always	been	
sought	within	work	units	(so	that	all	factory	workers,	for	
example,	received	the	same	basic	wage,	or	members	of	a	collective	
farm	the	same	share	of	the	harvest),	and	distinctions	among	units	
have	not	been	publicly	acknowledged.	During	the	Cultural	
Revolution,	however,	great	stress	was	placed	on	equality	in	an	
abstract	or	general	sense	and	on	its	symbolic	acting	out.	
Administrators	and	intellectuals	were	compelled	to	do	manual	
labor,	and	the	uneducated	and	unskilled	were	held	up	as	examples	
of	revolutionary	virtue.	
	
	In	the	mid-1980s	many	people	on	the	lower	fringes	of	
administration	were	not	on	the	state	payroll,	and	it	was	at	this	
broad,	lower	level	that	the	distinction	between	government	
employees	and	nongovernment	workers	assumed	the	greatest	
importance.	In	the	countryside,	village	heads	were	
collective-sector	workers,	as	were	the	teachers	in	village	
primary	schools,	while	workers	for	township	governments	(and	for	
all	levels	above	them)	and	teachers	in	middle	schools	and	
universities	were	state	employees.	In	the	armed	forces,	the	rank	
and	file	who	served	a	three-	to	five-year	enlistment	at	very	low	
pay	were	considered	citizens	serving	their	military	obligation	
rather	than	state	employees.	Officers,	however,	were	state	
employees,	and	that	distinction	was	far	more	significant	than	
their	rank.	The	distinction	between	state	and	collective-sector	
employment	was	one	of	the	first	things	considered	when	people	
	
	
tried	to	find	jobs	for	their	children	or	a	suitable	marriage	
partner.	
	
Communist	Party	Membership	
	
	Every	unit	in	China,	from	the	villages	through	the	armed	forces,	
is	run	by	the	party,	which	has	a	monopoly	on	political	power	(see	
Membership,	ch.	10).	Party	members	are	in	a	sense	the	heirs	of	



the	traditional	gentry.	They	are	a	power-holding	elite,	dispersed	
over	the	whole	country,	and	serve	as	intermediaries	between	their	
own	communities	or	units	and	the	nation.	They	are	recruited	from	
the	population	at	large	on	universalistic	grounds	of	"merit,"	and	
they	claim	authority	by	their	mastery	of	an	ideology	that	focuses	
on	government	and	public	order.	The	ideology	is	contained	in	
books,	and	party	members	are	expected	to	be	familiar	with	the	
basic	texts,	to	continue	studying	them	throughout	their	careers,	
and	to	apply	them	in	concrete	situations.	
	
	The	differences	between	the	traditional	elite	and	the	party	are	
obvious.	Party	members	are	supposed	to	be	revolutionaries,	be	
devoted	to	changing	society	rather	than	restoring	it,	come	from	
and	represent	the	peasants	and	workers,	and	be	willing	to	submit	
themselves	totally	and	unreservedly	to	the	party.	On	the	whole,	
party	members	are	distinctly	less	bookish	and	more	
military-oriented	and	outwardly	egalitarian	than	traditional	
elites.	Party	members	have	been	preferentially	recruited	from	the	
poor	peasantry	of	the	interior,	from	the	army,	and	from	the	ranks	
of	industrial	workers;	intellectuals	have	usually	found	it	
difficult	to	enter	the	party.	The	party	is	represented	in	every	
village	and	every	large	or	medium-sized	enterprise	in	the	
country.	The	scope	of	its	actions	and	concerns	is	much	greater	
than	that	of	its	traditional	predecessors.	
	
	Relatively	speaking,	there	are	more	party	members	than	there	
were	traditional	gentry.	In	1986	the	Chinese	Communist	Party	had	
44	million	members	in	2.6	million	local	party	branches.	This	
meant	that	about	8	percent	of	China's	adult	population	belonged	
to	the	party.	Not	all	party	members	hold	state	jobs:	some	hold	
village	and	township-level	positions,	and	many	armed	forces	
enlisted	personnel	join	the	party	during	their	service.	(Indeed,	
a	chance	to	join	the	party	has	been	one	of	the	major	attractions	
of	military	service	for	peasant	youth.)	
	
	Party	members	direct	all	enterprises	and	institutions	and	
dominate	public	life	and	discussion.	Anyone	with	ambitions	to	do	
more	than	his	or	her	daily	job	or	work	in	a	narrow	professional	
specialty	must	join	the	party.	Membership	is	selective,	and	
candidates	must	demonstrate	their	zeal,	devotion	to	party	
principles,	and	willingness	to	make	a	total	commitment	to	the	
party.	Ideally,	membership	is	a	complete	way	of	life,	not	a	job,	
and	selection	for	membership	depends	more	on	assessment	of	an	
individual's	total	personality	and	"moral"	character	than	on	
specific	qualifications	or	technical	skills.	While	this	could	
probably	be	said	of	all	communist	parties,	Chinese	Communist	
Party	members	certainly	mirror	China's	traditional	mandarins,	who	
were	political	generalists	rather	than	technical	specialists.	
Party	members	are	the	intermediaries	who	link	enterprises	and	
communities	with	high-level	structures,	and	they	can	belong	to	
more	than	one	organization,	such	as	a	factory	and	a	municipal	
party	body.	Party	membership	is	virtually	a	requirement	for	
	
	
upward	mobility	or	for	opportunities	to	leave	one's	original	work	
unit.	
	
Urban-Rural	Distinctions	
	
	In	modern	China,	legal	distinction	is	made	between	urban	and	
rural	dwellers,	and	movement	from	rural	to	urban	status	is	
difficult.	Urban	life	is	felt	to	be	far	preferable,	and	living	
standards	and	opportunities	for	such	advantages	as	education	are	
much	better	in	the	cities.	This	firm	and	absolute	distinction,	
which	had	no	precedent	in	traditional	society,	is	the	result	of	a	
set	of	administrative	decisions	and	policies	that	have	had	major,	
if	unintended,	consequences	for	social	organization.	Modern	
Chinese	society	has	been	marked	by	an	extraordinary	degree	of	
residential	immobility,	and	internal	migration	and	population	
movement	have	been	limited	by	state	control.	For	most	of	the	
period	since	1958,	there	has	been	no	legal	way	to	move	out	of	
villages	or	from	small	cities	to	large	cities.	Although	people	
have	not	inherited	estates	and	private	property,	they	have	
inherited	rural	or	urban	status,	which	has	been	a	major	
determinant	of	living	standards	and	life	chances.	
	
	China's	cities	grew	rapidly	in	the	early	and	mid-1950s	as	rural	
people	moved	in	to	take	advantage	of	the	employment	opportunities	
generated	by	economic	growth	and	the	expansion	of	heavy	industry.	
The	authorities	became	alarmed	at	this	influx,	both	because	of	
the	cost	of	providing	urban	services	(food	supply,	waste	
disposal)	and	because	of	the	potential	problems	of	unemployed	or	
semi-employed	migrants	creating	squatter	settlements.	
Additionally,	Chinese	leaders	held	a	certain	anti-urban	bias	and	
tended	to	regard	China's	cities	as	unproductive.	They	accused	
city	residents	of	living	off	the	countryside	and	indulging	in	
luxury	consumption.	Extolling	large,	smoking	factories,	they	
sought	to	engage	the	population	in	the	manufacture	of	utilitarian	
commodities,	like	steel	or	trucks.	The	authorities	demonstrated	
their	bias	against	commerce	and	service	trades	by	closing	down	
many	shops	and	markets.	Since	1958	they	have	employed	household	



registration	and	food	rationing	systems	to	control	urban	growth	
and	general	migration	(see	Migration,	ch.	2).	
	
	In	the	1980s	the	distinction	between	urban	and	rural	status	grew	
mainly	out	of	the	food	distribution	and	rationing	system.	Rural	
registrants	were	assumed	to	be	growing	their	own	staple	foods,	
and	there	was	no	provision	for	state	allocation	of	grain	to	them.	
The	state	monopolized	the	trade	in	grain;	it	collected	grain	in	
the	countryside	as	a	tax	or	as	compulsory	purchase	and	used	it	to	
supply	its	functionaries	and	the	urban	population	(see	Internal	
Trade	and	Distribution,	ch.	8).	Urban	status	entitled	one	to	
purchase	an	allotment	of	grain,	oil,	and	various	other	staple	
items.	These	were	rationed,	and	a	ration	coupon	as	well	as	money	
was	necessary	to	obtain	grain	legally.	Ration	coupons	were	good	
only	in	their	own	localities.	The	rationing	system	served	several	
purposes.	They	included	the	fair	distribution	of	scarce	goods,	
prevention	of	private	speculation	in	staple	foods,	and	residence	
control.	In	addition,	the	police	in	cities	kept	household	
registration	records	and	could	make	unannounced	inspections,	
usually	at	night,	looking	for	people	who	did	not	have	legal	
permission	to	reside	in	a	city.	The	controls	have	not	been	
foolproof	and	have	worked	more	effectively	in	times	of	shortages	
and	strict	political	control.	
	
	
	
	In	the	1980s	the	reasons	for	the	administrative	barriers	around	
cities	were	fairly	straightforward.	Incomes	and	living	standards	
in	China's	cities	are	two	to	three	times	higher	than	in	the	
countryside.	In	addition,	more	urban	dwellers	have	secure	state	
jobs	with	their	associated	benefits.	State	investment	has	been	
concentrated	in	heavy	industry,	mostly	urban,	and	agriculture	and	
the	rural	sector	have	been	left	to	their	own	devices,	after	
meeting	their	tax	obligations.	The	ironic	consequence	of	a	rural	
and	peasant-based	revolution	has	been	a	system	that	has	acted,	
intentionally	or	not,	to	increase	the	social	and	economic	gap	
between	country	and	city.	
	
Regional	Distinctions	
	
	Regional	distinctions	in	ways	of	life	and	standards	of	living	
were	marked	in	traditional	China	and	continue	to	have	a	strong	
influence	on	contemporary	Chinese	society.	China's	size,	poorly	
developed	transportation	system,	and	state	controls	on	migration	
mean	that	regional	differences	in	income	and	in	life	chances	
remain	large.	Contemporary	Chinese	commentary,	while	certainly	
explicit	on	the	role	of	class,	has	tended	to	ignore	regional	
variation.	This	may	reflect	the	characteristic	emphasis	on	
Chinese	unity	and	uniformity,	as	well	as	the	difficulty	of	
fitting	regional	analysis	into	a	Marxist	framework.	Nevertheless,	
both	geographical	position	and	a	community's	position	in	
administrative	and	regional	hierarchies	act	to	limit	income	from	
sideline	occupations,	cash	crops,	village	industries,	and	even	
such	matters	as	marriage	choices.	
	
	Incomes	and	educational	standards	in	the	1980s	were	highest	in	
the	productive	lower	Chang	Jiang	(Yangtze	River)	Valley	and	
central	Guangdong	Province	regions	and	lowest	in	the	semi-arid	
highlands	of	the	northwest	and	the	Yunnan-Guizhou	Plateau,	as	
they	had	been	since	the	late	nineteenth	century.	The	lowest	
incomes	and	living	standards	were	in	the	peripheral	areas	
inhabited	by	minority	nationalities.	Within	all	regions,	there	
were	distinctions	between	urban	cores,	intermediate	areas,	and	
peripheries.	Villages	on	the	outskirts	of	major	cities	had	more	
opportunities	for	production	of	cash	crops	such	as	vegetables,	
more	opportunities	in	sideline	occupations	or	subcontracting	for	
urban	factories,	and	easier	access	to	urban	services	and	
amenities.	Higher	village	incomes	were	reflected	in	better	
housing,	higher	school	attendance,	well-appointed	village	meeting	
halls,	and	a	high	level	of	farm	and	domestic	mechanization.	For	
settlements	on	the	periphery,	however,	even	if	only	a	short	
distance	from	urban	centers,	transportation	was	difficult.	Such	
settlements	had	changed	little	in	appearance	since	the	1950s	and	
devoted	most	of	their	land	and	work	force	to	growing	staple	
grains.	Many	children	in	these	villages	dropped	out	of	school	
before	completing	primary	education,	as	physical	strength	and	
endurance	were	more	highly	regarded	than	book	learning.	
	
	There	is	clearly	a	degree	of	overlap	in	the	four	fields	of	
social	differentiation	(work	units,	party	membership,	urban-rural	
distinctions,	and	regional	distinctions).	The	top	of	the	
hierarchy	is	occupied	by	those	who	work	in	state	organizations,	
belong	to	the	party,	live	in	a	major	city,	and	inhabit	a	
prosperous	region.	Correspondingly,	the	least	favored	inhabitants	
are	peasants	whose	villages	are	located	in	the	remote	parts	of	
	
	
poor	regions.	What	is	most	impressive	about	social	
differentiation	in	modern	China	is	the	extent	to	which	key	
variables	such	as	region	and	rural	or	urban	status	are	ascribed,	
and	not	easily	changed	by	individual	effort.	This	is	the	negative	



side	of	the	security	and	stability	that	attracted	China's	
populace	to	the	party	and	its	programs.	
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COMMON	PATTERNS	
	
	The	cellular	structure	of	contemporary	Chinese	society	and	the	
Chinese	Communist	Party's	single-party	rule	mean	that	almost	all	
social	organizations	share	common	characteristics	(see	Social	
Change,	this	ch.).	The	same	general	description	(an	all-embracing	
social	unit,	whose	members	are	assigned	to	it	for	life	and	which	
is	organized	on	bureaucratic	principles,	subordinate	to	higher	
administrative	levels,	and	managed	by	a	branch	of	the	party)	
applies	to	villages,	schools,	administrative	offices,	factories,	
or	army	units.	All	of	these	are	work	units.	
	
Work	Units	
	
	In	some	ways,	Chinese	work	units	(danwei)	resemble	the	
large-scale	bureaucratic	organizations	that	employ	most	people	in	
economically	developed	societies.	The	unit	is	functionally	
specialized,	producing	a	single	product	or	service,	and	is	
internally	organized	into	functional	departments,	with	employees	
classified	and	rewarded	according	to	their	work	skills.	
Professional	managers	run	the	organization,	enforce	internal	
regulations	and	work	rules,	and	negotiate	with	other	work	units	
and	administrative	superiors.	
	
	Chinese	work	units,	however,	have	many	distinctive	qualities.	
Workers	usually	belong	to	the	same	unit	for	their	entire	working	
life.	The	degree	of	commitment	to	the	unit	and	the	extent	to	
which	the	unit	affects	many	aspects	of	the	individual	worker's	
life	have	no	parallel	in	other	societies.	Chinese	work	units	are	
highly	corporate,	closed,	permanent,	and	all-embracing	groups.	In	
most	cases,	people	are	either	born	into	their	units	(villages	
count	as	units)	or	are	assigned	to	them	when	they	enter	the	work	
force.	
	
	Units	supply	their	members	with	much	more	than	a	wage.	Housing	
	
	
in	the	cities	is	usually	controlled	and	assigned	by	work	units.	
Consequently,	one's	neighbors	are	often	one's	workmates.	If	
child-care	facilities	are	available,	they	will	most	often	be	
provided	by	the	work	unit.	Recreation	facilities	will	be	provided	
by	the	work	unit.	Political	study	is	carried	out	with	one's	
workmates.	In	the	cities	many	people	meet	prospective	spouses	
either	at	work	or	through	the	introduction	of	fellow	workers.	For	
most	people,	social	mobility	takes	the	form	of	working	their	way	
up	within	the	organization.	
	
	If	goods	are	in	short	supply,	they	will	be	rationed	through	work	
units.	This	was	the	case	with	bicycles	and	sewing	machines	in	the	
1970s.	The	same	can	apply	to	babies.	As	part	of	China's	planned	
birth	policy,	unit	supervisors	monitor	the	fertility	of	married	
women	and	may	decide	whose	turn	it	is	to	have	a	baby	(see	
Population	Control	Programs,	ch.	2).	At	the	other	end	of	the	life	
cycle,	pensions	and	funeral	expenses	are	provided	by	work	units.	
Travel	to	another	city	usually	requires	the	written	permission	of	
one's	work	unit	before	a	ticket	can	be	purchased	or	food	coupons	
for	one's	destination	issued.	Every	unit	is	managed	by	party	
members,	who	are	responsible	for	personnel	matters.	Outside	the	
farm	sector,	a	written	dossier	is	kept	for	every	member	of	a	
unit.	Units	are	often	physically	distinct,	occupying	walled	
compounds	whose	exits	are	monitored	by	gatekeepers.	The	unit	is	
thus	a	total	community,	if	not	a	total	institution,	and	unit	
membership	is	the	single	most	significant	aspect	of	individual	
identity	in	contemporary	China.	



	
	Since	the	1950s	the	individual's	political	life	too	has	been	
centered	in	the	work	unit.	Political	campaigns	have	meant	endless	
meetings	and	rallies	within	the	unit,	and	when	individuals	were	
to	be	criticized	or	condemned	for	political	deviation	or	bad	
class	origins,	it	was	done	within	the	work	unit,	by	fellow	
workers.	In	the	post-Mao	Zedong	era,	many	people	were	working	
side	by	side	with	others	whom	they	had	publicly	condemned,	
humiliated,	or	physically	beaten	fifteen	or	twenty	years	before.	
Much	of	the	quality	of	life	within	a	unit	derives	from	the	
long-term	nature	of	membership	and	human	relations	and	from	the	
impossibility	of	leaving.	Members	seem	most	often	to	aim	for	
affable	but	somewhat	distant	ties	of	"comradeship"	with	each	
other,	reserving	intimate	friendships	for	a	few	whom	they	have	
known	since	childhood	or	schooldays.	
	
	The	work-unit	system,	with	its	lifetime	membership--sometimes	
referred	to	as	the	"iron	rice	bowl"	(see	Glossary)--and	lack	of	
job	mobility,	is	unique	to	contemporary	China.	It	was	developed	
during	the	1950s	and	early	1960s	with	little	discussion	or	
publicity.	Its	origins	are	obscure;	it	most	likely	arose	through	
the	efforts	of	party	cadres	whose	background	was	rural	and	whose	
experience	was	largely	in	the	army	and	in	the	disciplined	and	
all-embracing	life	of	party	branches.	
	
	The	special	characteristics	of	the	Chinese	work	unit--such	as	
its	control	over	the	work	and	lives	of	its	members	and	its	strict	
subordination	to	administrative	superiors	who	control	the	
resources	necessary	to	its	operation--make	the	unit	an	insular,	
closed	entity.	Units	are	subject	to	various	administrative	
hierarchies;	reports	go	up	and	orders	come	down.	The	Chinese	
Communist	Party,	as	a	nationwide	body,	links	all	units	and,	in	
theory,	monopolizes	channels	of	communication	and	command	(see	
	
	
Chinese	Communist	Party,	ch.	10).	Vertical,	command	relations	
seem	to	work	quite	effectively,	and	the	degree	of	local	
compliance	with	the	orders	of	superior	bodies	is	impressive.	
Conversely,	horizontal	relations	with	other	units	are	often	weak	
and	tenuous,	presenting	a	problem	especially	for	the	economy.	
	
Wages	and	Benefits	
	
	Much	of	any	worker's	total	compensation	(wages,	benefits,	and	
official	and	unofficial	perquisites)	is	determined	by	membership	
in	a	particular	work	unit.	There	is	considerable	variation	in	the	
benefits	associated	with	different	work	units.	Although	the	wage	
structure	is	quite	egalitarian	when	compared	with	those	of	other	
countries,	wages	are	only	part	of	the	picture	(see	Income	
Distribution,	ch.	5).	Many	of	the	limited	goods	available	in	
China	cannot	be	bought	for	money	(see	Retail	Sales,	ch.	8).	
Rather,	they	are	available	only	to	certain	favored	work	units.	
Housing	is	an	obvious	example.	Many	collective	enterprises	may	
have	no	housing	at	all	or	offer	only	rudimentary	dormitories	for	
young,	unmarried	workers.	
	
	High-level	administrative	cadres	and	military	officers	may	earn	
three	or	four	times	more	than	ordinary	workers;	in	addition,	the	
government	often	grants	them	superior	housing,	the	unlimited	use	
of	official	automobiles	and	drivers,	access	to	the	best	medical	
care	in	the	country,	opportunities	for	travel	and	vacations,	and	
the	right	to	purchase	rare	consumer	goods	either	at	elite	shops	
or	through	special	channels.	Although	China	is	a	socialist	state,	
it	is	not	exactly	a	welfare	state.	Pensions,	medical	benefits,	
and	survivors'	benefits	are	provided	through	work	units	and	come	
out	of	the	unit's	budget.	The	amount	and	nature	of	benefits	may	
vary	from	unit	to	unit.	The	state,	through	local	government	
bodies,	does	provide	some	minimal	welfare	benefits,	but	only	to	
those	with	no	unit	benefits	or	family	members	able	to	support	
them.	
	
	Retirees	who	have	put	in	twenty-five	or	thirty	years	in	a	
state-run	factory	or	a	central	government	office	can	expect	a	
steady	pension,	most	often	at	about	70	percent	of	their	salary,	
and	often	continue	to	live	in	unit	housing,	especially	if	they	
have	no	grown	children	with	whom	they	can	live.	In	many	cases,	
workers	have	been	able	to	retire	and	have	their	children	replace	
them.	In	other	cases,	some	large	state	enterprises	have	started	
smaller	sideline	or	subcontracting	enterprises	specifically	to	
provide	employment	for	the	grown	children	of	their	workers.	In	
contrast,	peasants	and	those	employed	in	collective	enterprises	
generally	receive	no	pensions	and	must	depend	on	family	members	
for	support.	
	
Informal	Mechanisms	of	Exchange	
	
	In	China	formal	exchanges	of	everything	from	goods	and	services	
to	information	are	expected	to	go	through	official	channels,	
under	the	supervision	of	bureaucrats.	Administrative	channels,	
however,	are	widely	acknowledged	to	be	inadequate	and	subject	to	
inordinate	delays.	People	respond	by	using	and	developing	



informal	mechanisms	of	exchange	and	coordination.	The	most	
general	term	for	such	informal	relations	is	guanxi	(personal	
connections).	Such	ties	are	the	affair	of	individuals	rather	than	
institutions	and	depend	on	the	mutually	beneficial	exchange	of	
	
	
favors,	services,	introductions,	and	so	on.	In	China	such	ties	
are	created	or	cultivated	through	invitations	to	meals	and	
presentation	of	gifts.	
	
	Personal	relations	are	morally	and	legally	ambiguous,	existing	
in	a	gray	and	ill-defined	zone.	In	some	cases,	personal	
connections	involve	corruption	and	favoritism,	as	when	powerful	
cadres	"go	through	the	back	door"	to	win	admission	to	college	or	
university	for	their	children	or	to	place	their	relatives	or	
clients	in	secure,	state-sector	jobs.	In	other	cases,	though,	the	
use	of	such	contacts	is	absolutely	necessary	for	the	survival	of	
enterprises.	Most	Chinese	factories,	for	example,	employ	
full-time	"purchasing	agents,"	whose	task	is	to	procure	essential	
supplies	that	are	not	available	through	the	cumbersome	state	
allocation	system.	As	the	economic	reforms	of	the	early	1980s	
have	expanded	the	scope	of	market	exchanges	and	the	ability	of	
enterprises	to	make	their	own	decisions	on	what	to	produce,	the	
role	of	brokers	and	agents	of	all	sorts	has	expanded.	In	the	
countryside,	village	and	township	cadres	often	act	as	brokers,	
finding	markets	for	the	commodities	produced	by	specialized	
farming	households	and	tracking	down	scarce	inputs,	such	as	
fertilizer	or	fuel	or	spare	parts	for	agricultural	machinery.	
	
	Although	the	form	and	operation	of	guanxi	networks	clearly	has	
traditional	roots,	as	well	as	parallels	in	overseas	Chinese	(see	
Glossary)	societies	and	in	Hong	Kong	and	Taiwan,	they	are	not	
simply	inheritances	or	holdovers	from	the	traditional	past.	
Personal	connections	and	informal	exchanges	are	a	basic	part	of	
modern	Chinese	society,	are	essential	to	its	regular	functioning,	
and	are	in	many	ways	a	response	to	the	specific	political	and	
economic	structures	of	that	society.	They	thrive	in	the	absence	
of	formal,	public,	and	overt	means	of	exchange	and	may	be	
considered	a	response	to	scarcity	and	to	blocked	official	
channels	of	communication.	In	modern	China,	those	with	the	most	
extensive	networks	of	personal	connections	are	cadres	and	party	
members,	who	have	both	the	opportunity	to	meet	people	outside	
their	work	units	and	the	power	to	do	favors.	
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RURAL	SOCIETY	
	
Collectivization	and	Class	Status	
	
	
	
	The	first	major	action	to	alter	village	society	was	the	land	
reform	of	the	late	1940s	and	early	1950s,	in	which	the	party	sent	
work	teams	to	every	village	to	carry	out	its	land	reform	policy.	
This	in	itself	was	an	unprecedented	display	of	administrative	and	
political	power.	The	land	reform	had	several	related	goals.	The	
work	teams	were	to	redistribute	some	(though	not	all)	land	from	
the	wealthier	families	or	land-owning	trusts	to	the	poorest	
segments	of	the	population	and	so	to	effect	a	more	equitable	
distribution	of	the	basic	means	of	production;	to	overthrow	the	
village	elites,	who	might	be	expected	to	oppose	the	party	and	its	
programs;	to	recruit	new	village	leaders	from	among	those	who	
demonstrated	the	most	commitment	to	the	party's	goals;	and	to	
teach	everyone	to	think	in	terms	of	class	status	rather	than	
kinship	group	or	patron-client	ties.	In	pursuit	of	the	last	goal,	
the	party	work	teams	convened	extensive	series	of	meetings,	and	
they	classified	all	the	village	families	either	as	landlords,	
rich	peasants,	middle	peasants,	or	poor	peasants.	These	labels,	



based	on	family	landholdings	and	overall	economic	position	
roughly	between	1945	and	1950,	became	a	permanent	and	hereditary	
part	of	every	family's	identity	and,	as	late	as	1980,	still	
affected,	for	example,	such	things	as	chances	for	admission	to	
the	armed	forces,	colleges,	universities,	and	local	
administrative	posts	and	even	marriage	prospects.	
	
	The	collectivization	of	agriculture	was	essentially	completed	
with	the	establishment	of	the	people's	communes	in	1958.	Communes	
were	large,	embracing	scores	of	villages.	They	were	intended	to	
be	multipurpose	organizations,	combining	economic	and	local	
administrative	functions	(see	Agricultural	Policies,	ch.	6).	
Under	the	commune	system	the	household	remained	the	basic	unit	of	
consumption,	and	some	differences	in	standards	of	living	
remained,	although	they	were	not	as	marked	as	they	had	been	
before	land	reform.	Under	such	a	system,	however,	upward	mobility	
required	becoming	a	team	or	commune	cadre	or	obtaining	a	scarce	
technical	position	such	as	a	truck	driver's.	
	
Decollectivization	
	
	Under	the	collectivized	system,	grain	production	kept	up	with	
population	growth	(China's	population	nearly	doubled	from	1950	to	
1980),	and	the	rural	population	was	guaranteed	a	secure	but	low	
level	of	subsistence	(see	Population,	ch.	2).	But	the	
collectivized	system	seemed	to	offer	few	possibilities	for	rapid	
economic	growth.	There	was	some	discontent	with	a	system	that	
relied	so	heavily	on	orders	from	above	and	made	so	little	
allowance	for	local	conditions	or	local	initiative.	In	the	late	
1970s,	administrators	in	provincial-level	units	with	extensive	
regions	of	low	yields	and	consequent	low	standards	of	living	
began	experimenting	with	new	forms	of	tenure	and	production.	In	
most	cases,	these	took	the	form	of	breaking	up	the	collective	
production	team	(see	Glossary),	contracting	with	individual	
households	to	work	assigned	portions	of	collective	land,	and	
expanding	the	variety	of	crops	or	livestock	that	could	be	
produced.	The	experiments	were	deemed	successful	and	popular,	and	
they	soon	spread	to	all	districts.	By	the	winter	of	1982-83,	the	
people's	communes	were	abolished;	they	were	replaced	by	
administrative	townships	and	a	number	of	specialized	teams	or	
businesses	that	often	leased	such	collective	assets	as	tractors	
and	provided	services	for	money.	
	
	
	
	The	agricultural	reforms	of	the	early	1980s	led	to	a	confusingly	
large	number	of	new	production	arrangements	and	contracts.	
Underlying	the	variability	of	administrative	and	contractual	
forms	were	several	basic	principles	and	trends.	In	the	first	
place,	land,	the	fundamental	means	of	production,	remained	
collective	property.	It	was	leased,	allocated,	or	contracted	to	
individual	households,	but	the	households	did	not	own	the	land	
and	could	not	transfer	it	to	other	households.	The	household	
became,	in	most	cases,	the	basic	economic	unit	and	was	
responsible	for	its	own	production	and	losses.	Most	economic	
activity	was	arranged	through	contracts,	which	typically	secured	
promises	to	provide	a	certain	amount	of	a	commodity	or	sum	of	
money	to	the	township	government	in	return	for	the	use	of	land,	
or	workshops,	or	tractors.	
	
	The	goal	of	the	contracting	system	was	to	increase	efficiency	in	
the	use	of	resources	and	to	tap	peasant	initiative.	The	rigid	
requirement	that	all	villages	produce	grain	was	replaced	by	
recognition	of	the	advantages	of	specialization	and	exchange,	as	
well	as	a	much	greater	role	for	markets.	Some	"specialized	
households"	devoted	themselves	entirely	to	production	of	cash	
crops	or	provision	of	services	and	reaped	large	rewards.	The	
overall	picture	was	one	of	increasing	specialization,	
differentiation,	and	exchange	in	the	rural	economy	and	in	society	
in	general.	Rural	incomes	increased	rapidly,	in	part	because	the	
state	substantially	increased	the	prices	it	paid	for	staple	crops	
and	in	part	because	of	economic	growth	stimulated	by	the	
expansion	of	markets	and	the	rediscovery	of	comparative	
advantage.	
	
The	Role	of	the	Household	
	
	Decollectivization	increased	the	options	available	to	individual	
households	and	made	household	heads	increasingly	responsible	for	
the	economic	success	of	their	households.	In	1987,	for	example,	
it	was	legally	possible	to	leave	the	village	and	move	into	a	
nearby	town	to	work	in	a	small	factory,	open	a	noodle	stand,	or	
set	up	a	machine	repair	business.	Farmers,	however,	still	could	
not	legally	move	into	medium-sized	or	large	cities.	The	Chinese	
press	reported	an	increased	appreciation	in	the	countryside	for	
education	and	an	increased	desire	for	agriculturally	oriented	
newspapers	and	journals,	as	well	as	clearly	written	manuals	on	
such	profitable	trades	as	rabbit-raising	and	beekeeping.	As	
specialization	and	division	of	labor	increased,	along	with	
increasingly	visible	differences	in	income	and	living	standards,	
it	became	more	difficult	to	encompass	most	of	the	rural	



population	in	a	few	large	categories.	During	the	early	1980s,	the	
pace	of	economic	and	social	change	in	rural	China	was	rapid,	and	
the	people	caught	up	in	the	change	had	difficulty	making	sense	of	
the	process.	
	
Consequences	of	Rural	Reform	
	
	The	state	retained	both	its	powers	and	its	role	in	the	rural	
economy	in	the	1980s.	Decollectivization,	like	the	
collectivization	of	the	1950s,	was	directed	from	the	top	down.	
Sometimes,	apparently,	it	was	imposed	on	communities	that	had	
been	content	with	their	collective	methods.	But	in	permitting	
households	and	communities	greater	leeway	to	decide	what	to	
produce	and	in	allowing	the	growth	of	rural	markets	and	
	
	
small-scale	industries,	the	state	stepped	back	from	the	close	
supervision	and	mandatory	quotas	of	the	1960s	and	1970s.	
	
	Decollectivization	obviated	the	supervisory	functions	of	
low-level	cadres,	who	no	longer	needed	to	oversee	work	on	the	
collective	fields.	Some	cadres	became	full-time	administrators	in	
township	offices,	and	others	took	advantage	of	the	reforms	by	
establishing	specialized	production	households	or	by	leasing	
collective	property	at	favorable	rates.	Former	cadres,	with	their	
networks	of	connections	and	familiarity	with	administrative	
procedures,	were	in	a	better	position	than	ordinary	farmers	to	
take	advantage	of	the	opportunities	offered	by	the	growth	of	
markets	and	commercial	activity.	Even	those	cadres	not	wholly	
devoted	to	increasing	their	own	families'	income	found	that	to	
serve	their	fellow	villagers	as	expected	it	was	necessary	to	act	
as	entrepreneurs.	Village-level	cadres	in	the	mid-1980s	were	
functioning	less	as	overseers	and	more	as	extension	agents	and	
marketing	consultants	(see	Post-Mao	Policies,	ch.	6).	
	
	By	1987	rural	society	was	more	open	and	diverse	than	in	the	
1960s	and	1970s,	and	the	rigid	collective	units	of	that	period,	
which	had	reflected	the	state's	overwhelming	concern	for	
security,	had	been	replaced	by	networks	and	clusters	of	smaller	
units.	The	new,	looser	structure	demonstrated	the	priority	placed	
on	efficiency	and	economic	growth.	Basic	security,	in	the	sense	
of	an	adequate	supply	of	food	and	guarantees	of	support	for	the	
disabled,	orphaned,	or	aged,	was	taken	for	granted.	Less	than	
half	of	China's	population	remembered	the	insecurity	and	risks	of	
pre-1950	society,	but	the	costs	and	inefficiencies	of	the	
collective	system	were	fresh	in	their	minds.	Increased	
specialization	and	division	of	labor	were	trends	not	likely	to	be	
reversed.	In	the	rural	areas	the	significance	of	the	work	unit	
appeared	to	have	diminished,	although	people	still	lived	in	
villages,	and	the	actions	of	low-level	administrative	cadres	
still	affected	ordinary	farmers	or	petty	traders	in	immediate	
ways.	
	
	The	state	and	its	officials	still	dominated	the	economy,	
controlled	supplies	of	essential	goods,	taxed	and	regulated	
businesses	and	markets,	and	awarded	contracts.	The	stratification	
system	of	the	Maoist	period	had	been	based	on	a	hierarchy	of	
functionally	unspecialized	cadres	directing	the	labors	of	a	
fairly	uniform	mass	of	peasants.	It	was	replaced	in	the	1980s	by	
a	new	elite	of	economically	specialized	households	and	
entrepreneurs	who	had	managed	to	come	to	terms	with	the	
administrative	cadres	who	controlled	access	to	many	of	the	
resources	necessary	for	economic	success.	Local	cadres	still	had	
the	power	to	impose	fees,	taxes,	and	all	manner	of	exactions.	The	
norms	of	the	new	system	were	not	clear,	and	the	economic	and	
social	system	continued	to	change	in	response	to	the	rapid	growth	
of	rural	commerce	and	industry	and	to	national	economic	policies	
and	reforms.	
	
Regulations	and	Favors	
	
	Increased	commercial	activity	produced	a	high	degree	of	
normative	ambiguity,	especially	in	areas	like	central	Guangdong	
and	Jiangsu	provinces,	where	rural	economic	growth	was	fastest.	
Neither	the	proper	role	of	local	officials	nor	the	rights	and	
obligations	of	new	entrepreneurs	or	traders	were	clear.	The	line	
	
	
between	the	normal	use	of	personal	contacts	and	hospitality	and	
extraordinary	and	criminal	favoritism	and	corruption	was	
ambiguous.	There	were	hints	of	the	development	of	a	system	of	
patron-client	ties,	in	which	administrative	cadres	granted	favors	
to	ordinary	farmers	in	return	for	support,	esteem,	and	an	
occasional	gift.	The	increased	number	of	corruption	cases	
reported	in	the	Chinese	press	and	the	widespread	assumption	that	
the	decollectivization	and	rural	economic	reforms	had	led	to	
growing	corruption	probably	reflected	both	the	increased	
opportunities	for	deals	and	favors	of	all	sorts	and	the	ambiguous	
nature	of	many	of	the	transactions	and	relationships.	The	party's	
repeated	calls	for	improved	"socialist	spiritual	civilization"	
and	the	attempts	of	the	central	authorities	both	to	create	a	



system	of	civil	law	and	to	foster	respect	for	it	can	be	
interpreted	as	responses	to	the	problem	(see	The	First	Wave	of	
Reform,	1979-84,	ch.	11;	Return	to	Socialist	Legality,	ch.	13).	
On	the	local	level,	where	cadres	and	entrepreneurs	were	engaged	
in	constant	negotiation	on	the	rules	of	their	game,	the	problem	
was	presumably	being	addressed	in	a	more	straightforward	fashion.	
	
Family	and	Household	
	
	In	past	Chinese	society,	the	family	provided	every	individual's	
support,	livelihood,	and	long-term	security.	Today	the	state	
guarantees	such	security	to	those	with	no	families	to	provide	for	
them,	and	families	and	work	units	share	long-term	responsibility	
for	the	individual.	The	role	of	families	has	changed,	but	they	
remain	important,	especially	in	the	countryside.	Family	members	
are	bound,	in	law	and	custom,	to	support	their	aged	or	disabled	
members.	The	state,	acting	through	work	units,	provides	support	
and	benefits	only	when	families	cannot.	Households	routinely	pool	
income,	and	any	individual's	standard	of	living	depends	on	the	
number	of	household	wage	earners	and	the	number	of	dependents.	In	
both	cities	and	villages,	the	highest	incomes	usually	are	earned	
by	households	with	several	wage	earners,	such	as	unmarried	adult	
sons	or	daughters.	
	
	In	late	traditional	society,	family	size	and	structural	
complexity	varied	directly	with	class.	Rural	landlords	and	
government	officials	had	the	largest	families,	poor	peasants	the	
smallest.	The	poorest	segment	of	the	population,	landless	
laborers,	could	not	afford	to	marry	and	start	families.	The	need	
to	provide	for	old	age	and	the	general	association	between	the	
numbers	of	sons	surviving	to	adulthood	and	long-term	family	
success	motivated	individuals	to	create	various	nonstandard	
family	forms.	Couples	who	produced	no	sons,	or	no	children	at	
all,	adopted	or	purchased	infants	outright.	Families	with	
daughters	but	no	sons	tried	to	find	men	willing	to	marry	their	
daughters	and	move	into	their	families,	abandoning	their	original	
families	and	sometimes	even	their	original	surnames.	Families	
with	daughters	but	no	property	to	attract	a	son-in-law	were	
sometimes	forced	to	sell	their	daughters	as	concubines	or	
prostitutes.	The	variation	in	family	size	and	complexity	was	the	
result	of	variation	in	class	position	and	of	the	dual	role	of	the	
household	as	both	family	and	economic	enterprise.	
	
	In	contemporary	society,	rural	families	no	longer	own	land	or	
pass	it	down	to	the	next	generation.	They	may,	however,	own	and	
transmit	houses.	Rural	families	pay	medical	expenses	and	school	
fees	for	their	children.	Under	the	people's	commune	system	in	
	
	
force	from	1958	to	1982,	the	income	of	a	peasant	family	depended	
directly	on	the	number	of	laborers	it	contributed	to	the	
collective	fields.	This,	combined	with	concern	over	the	level	of	
support	for	the	aged	or	disabled	provided	by	the	collective	unit,	
encouraged	peasants	to	have	many	sons.	Under	the	agricultural	
reforms	that	began	in	the	late	1970s,	households	took	on	an	
increased	and	more	responsible	economic	role.	The	labor	of	family	
members	is	still	the	primary	determinant	of	income.	But	rural	
economic	growth	and	commercialization	increasingly	have	rewarded	
managerial	and	technical	skills	and	have	made	unskilled	farm	
labor	less	desirable.	As	long	as	this	economic	trend	continues	in	
the	countryside	in	the	late	1980s,	peasant	families	are	likely	to	
opt	for	fewer	but	better	educated	children.	
	
	The	consequence	of	the	general	changes	in	China's	economy	and	
the	greater	separation	of	families	and	economic	enterprises	has	
been	a	greater	standardization	of	family	forms	since	1950.	In	
1987	most	families	approximated	the	middle	peasant	(a	peasant	
owning	some	land)	norm	of	the	past.	Such	a	family	consisted	of	
five	or	six	people	and	was	based	on	marriage	between	an	adult	son	
and	an	adult	woman	who	moved	into	her	husband's	family.	The	
variant	family	forms--either	the	very	large	and	complex	or	those	
based	on	minor,	nonstandard	forms	of	marriage--were	much	less	
common.	The	state	had	outlawed	concubinage,	child	betrothal,	and	
the	sale	of	infants	or	females,	all	of	which	were	formerly	
practiced,	though	not	common.	Increased	life	expectancy	meant	
that	a	greater	proportion	of	infants	survived	to	adulthood	and	
that	more	adults	lived	into	their	sixties	or	seventies.	More	
rural	families	were	able	to	achieve	the	traditional	goal	of	a	
three-generation	family	in	the	1980s.	There	were	fewer	orphans	
and	young	or	middle-aged	widows	or	widowers.	Far	fewer	men	were	
forced	to	retain	lifelong	single	status.	Divorce,	although	
possible,	was	rare,	and	families	were	stable,	on-going	units.	
	
	A	number	of	traditional	attitudes	toward	the	family	have	
survived	without	being	questioned.	It	is	taken	for	granted	that	
everyone	should	marry,	and	marriage	remains	part	of	the	
definition	of	normal	adult	status.	Marriage	is	expected	to	be	
permanent.	That	marriage	requires	a	woman	to	move	into	her	
husband's	family	and	to	become	a	daughter-in-law	as	well	as	a	
wife	is	still	largely	accepted.	The	norm	of	patrilineal	descent	
and	the	assumption	that	it	is	sons	who	bear	the	primary	



responsibility	for	their	aged	parents	remain.	The	party	and	
government	have	devoted	great	effort	to	controlling	the	number	of	
births	and	have	attempted	to	limit	the	number	of	children	per	
couple	(see	Population	Control	Programs,	ch.	2).	But	the	
authorities	have	not	attempted	to	control	population	growth	by	
suggesting	that	some	people	should	not	marry	at	all.	
	
	In	the	past,	kinship	principles	were	extended	beyond	the	
domestic	group	and	were	used	to	form	large-scale	groups,	such	as	
lineages.	Lineages	were	quite	distinct	from	families;	they	were	
essentially	corporate	economic-political	groups.	They	controlled	
land	and,	in	some	areas	of	China,	dominated	whole	villages	and	
sets	of	villages	and	held	title	to	most	of	the	farmland.	Like	
most	other	late	traditional	associations,	lineages	were	dominated	
by	wealthy	and	educated	elites.	Ordinary	peasants	paid	as	much	of	
their	crop	to	their	lineage	group	as	they	might	have	to	a	
landlord.	The	Communists	denounced	these	organizations	as	feudal	
systems	by	means	of	which	landlords	exploited	others.	The	
	
	
lineages	were	suppressed	in	the	early	1950s	and	their	land	
confiscated	and	redistributed	in	the	land	reform.	Communal	
worship	of	distant	lineage	ancestors	lost	much	of	its	
justification	with	the	dissolution	of	the	lineage	estate	and	was	
easily	suppressed	over	the	next	several	years.	Domestic	ancestor	
worship,	in	which	members	of	a	single	family	worshiped	and	
memorialized	their	immediate	ancestors,	continued	at	least	until	
1966	and	1967,	in	the	early	stages	of	the	Cultural	Revolution,	
when	Red	Guards	destroyed	altars	and	ancestral	tablets.	In	1987	
the	party	was	still	condemning	ancestor	worship	as	superstitious	
but	had	made	little	effort	to	end	it.	
	
Marriage	
	
	The	Marriage	Law	of	1950	guarantees	everyone	the	freedom	to	
choose	his	or	her	marriage	partner.	Nevertheless,	especially	in	
the	countryside,	there	are	few	opportunities	to	meet	potential	
mates.	Rural	China	offers	little	privacy	for	courtship,	and	in	
villages	there	is	little	public	tolerance	for	flirting	or	even	
extended	conversation	between	unmarried	men	and	women.	
Introductions	and	go-betweens	continue	to	play	a	major	role	in	
the	arrangement	of	marriages.	In	most	cases	each	of	the	young	
people,	and	their	parents,	has	an	effective	veto	over	any	
proposed	match.	
	
	In	the	past,	marriage	was	seen	as	the	concern	of	families	as	
well	as	of	the	two	parties	to	the	match.	Families	united	by	
marriage	were	expected	to	be	of	equivalent	status,	or	the	groom's	
family	to	be	of	somewhat	higher	status.	This	aspect	of	marriage	
patterns	has	continued	while	the	definitions	of	status	have	
changed.	Because	inherited	wealth	has	been	eliminated	as	a	
significant	factor,	evaluation	has	shifted	to	estimates	of	
earning	power	and	future	prosperity.	The	most	desirable	husbands	
have	been	administrative	cadres,	party	members,	and	employees	of	
large	state	enterprises.	Conversely,	men	from	poor	villages	have	
had	difficulty	finding	wives.	From	the	early	1950s	to	the	late	
1970s,	when	hereditary	class	labels	were	very	significant,	anyone	
with	a	"counterrevolutionary"	background,	that	is,	anyone	
previously	identified	with	the	landlord	or	even	rich	peasant	
class,	was	a	bad	prospect	for	marriage.	Such	pariahs	often	had	no	
choice	but	to	marry	the	offspring	of	other	families	with	"bad"	
class	backgrounds.	At	the	other	end	of	the	social	scale,	there	
appears	to	be	a	high	level	of	intermarriage	among	the	children	of	
high-level	cadres.	
	
Community	Structure	
	
	Most	rural	Chinese	live	in	one	of	some	900,000	villages,	which	
have	an	average	population	of	from	1,000	to	2,000	people.	
Villages	have	never	been	self-contained,	self-sufficient	units,	
and	the	social	world	of	Chinese	peasants	has	extended	beyond	
their	home	villages.	Almost	all	new	wives	come	into	a	village	
from	other	settlements,	and	daughters	marry	out.	All	villagers	
have	close	kinship	ties	with	families	in	other	villages,	and	
marriage	go-betweens	shuttle	from	village	to	village.	
	
	Before	1950	clusters	of	villages	centered	on	small	market	towns	
that	linked	them	to	the	wider	economy	and	society.	Most	peasants	
were	only	a	few	hours'	walk	or	less	from	a	market	town,	which	
provided	not	only	opportunities	to	buy	and	sell	but	also	
	
	
opportunities	for	entertainment,	information,	social	life,	and	a	
host	of	specialized	services.	The	villages	around	a	market	formed	
a	social	unit	that,	although	less	immediately	visible	than	the	
villages,	was	equally	significant.	
	
	From	the	early	1950s	on,	China's	revolutionary	government	made	
great	efforts	to	put	the	state	and	its	ideology	into	direct	
contact	with	the	villages	and	to	sweep	aside	the	intermediaries	
and	brokers	who	had	traditionally	interpreted	central	policies	



and	national	values	for	villagers.	The	state	and	the	party	were	
generally	successful,	establishing	unprecedented	degrees	of	
political	and	ideological	integration	of	villages	into	the	state	
and	of	village-level	awareness	of	state	policies	and	political	
goals.	
	
	The	unintended	consequence	of	the	economic	and	political	
policies	of	the	1950s	and	1960s	was	to	increase	the	closed,	
corporate	quality	of	China's	villages	and	to	narrow	the	social	
horizons	of	villagers.	Land	reform	and	the	reorganization	of	
villages	as	subunits	of	people's	communes	meant	that	villages	
became	collective	landholding	units	and	had	clear	boundaries	
between	their	lands	and	those	of	adjacent	villages.	Central	
direction	of	labor	on	collective	fields	made	the	former	practices	
of	swapping	labor	between	villages	impossible.	The	household	
registration	and	rationing	systems	confined	villagers	to	their	
home	settlements	and	made	it	impossible	for	them	to	seek	their	
fortune	elsewhere.	Cooperation	with	fellow	villagers	and	good	
relations	with	village	leaders	became	even	more	important	than	
they	had	been	in	the	past.	The	suppression	of	rural	markets,	
which	accompanied	the	drive	for	self-sufficiency	in	grain	
production	and	other	economic	activities,	had	severe	social	as	
well	as	economic	consequences.	Most	peasants	had	neither	reason	
nor	opportunity	for	regular	trips	to	town,	and	their	
opportunities	for	exchange	and	cooperation	with	residents	of	
other	villages	were	diminished.	Villages	became	work	units,	with	
all	that	that	implied.	
	
	Decollectivization	in	the	early	1980s	resulted	in	the	revival	of	
rural	marketing,	and	a	limited	relaxation	of	controls	on	
outmigration	opened	villages	and	diminished	the	social	boundaries	
around	them.	The	social	world	of	peasants	expanded,	and	the	
larger	marketing	community	took	on	more	significance	as	that	of	
the	village	proper	was	diminished.	Village	membership,	once	the	
single	most	important	determinant	of	an	individual's	
circumstances,	became	only	one	of	a	number	of	significant	
factors,	which	also	included	occupation,	personal	connections,	
and	managerial	talent.	
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URBAN	SOCIETY	
	
	There	is	considerable	confusion	in	both	Chinese	and	foreign	
sources	over	definitions	of	urban	places	and	hence	considerable	
variation	in	estimates	of	China's	urban	population	(see	
Migration,	ch.	2).	The	problem	of	determining	the	size	of	the	
urban	population	reflects	inconsistent	and	changing	
administrative	categories;	the	distinction	between	rural	and	
urban	household	registry	and	between	categories	of	settlements;	
the	practice	of	placing	suburban	or	rural	districts	under	the	
administration	of	municipal	governments;	and	the	differences	in	
the	status	accorded	to	small	towns.	In	sociological	terms,	urban	
refers	to	an	area	characterized	by	a	relatively	high	degree	of	
specialization	in	occupational	roles,	many	special-purpose	
institutions,	and	uniform	treatment	of	people	in	impersonal	
settings.	In	this	sense,	a	Chinese	market	town	is	more	urban	than	
a	village,	and	settlements	become	more	urban	as	they	grow	in	size	
and	economic	complexity.	Special	municipalities	like	Beijing	and	
Shanghai	have	the	highest	degree	of	division	of	labor	and	the	
most	specialized	institutions.	
	
Distinctive	Features	
	
	Legal	status	as	an	urban	dweller	in	China	is	prized	(see	
Differentiation,	this	ch.).	As	a	result	of	various	state	policies	
and	practices,	contemporary	Chinese	urban	society	has	a	



distinctive	character,	and	life	in	Chinese	cities	differs	in	many	
ways	from	that	in	cities	in	otherwise	comparable	developing	
societies.	The	most	consequential	policies	have	been	the	
household	registration	system,	the	legal	barriers	to	migration,	
the	fostering	of	the	all-embracing	work	unit,	and	the	restriction	
of	commerce	and	markets,	including	the	housing	market.	In	many	
ways,	the	weight	of	official	control	and	supervision	is	felt	more	
in	the	cities,	whose	administrators	are	concerned	with	
controlling	the	population	and	do	so	through	a	dual	
administrative	hierarchy.	The	two	principles	on	which	these	
control	structures	are	based	are	locality	and	occupation.	
Household	registers	are	maintained	by	the	police,	whose	presence	
is	much	stronger	in	the	cities	than	in	the	countryside	(see	
Public	Security	Forces,	ch.	13).	Cities	are	subdivided	into	
districts,	wards,	and	finally	into	small	units	of	some	fifteen	to	
thirty	households,	such	as	all	those	in	one	apartment	building	or	
on	a	small	lane.	For	those	employed	in	large	organizations,	the	
work	unit	either	is	coterminous	with	the	residential	unit	or	
takes	precedence	over	it;	for	those	employed	in	small	collective	
enterprises	or	neighborhood	shops,	the	residential	committee	is	
their	unit	of	registration	and	provides	a	range	of	services.	
	
	The	control	of	housing	by	work	units	and	local	governments	and	
the	absence	of	a	housing	market	have	led	to	a	high	degree	of	
residential	stability	(see	The	Work	Place,	this	ch.).	Most	urban	
residents	have	spent	decades	in	the	same	house	or	apartment.	For	
this	reason,	urban	neighborhoods	are	closely	knit,	which	in	turn	
contributes	to	the	generally	low	level	of	crime	in	Chinese	
	
	
cities.	
	
	Since	the	early	1950s,	the	party	leadership	has	consistently	
made	rapid	industrialization	a	primary	goal	and,	to	this	end,	has	
generally	favored	investment	in	heavy	industry	over	consumption.	
For	cities,	these	policies	have	meant	an	expansion	of	factories	
and	industrial	employment,	along	with	a	very	low	level	of	
spending	in	such	"nonproductive"	areas	as	housing	or	urban	
transit	systems	(see	Economic	Policies,	1949-80,	ch.	5).	The	
emphasis	on	production,	and	heavy	industry	and	the	discouragement	
of	consumption	and	exchange,	along	with	state	takeovers	of	
commerce	and	the	service	sector,	led	to	cities	having	many	
factories	but	no	peddlers,	snack	stalls,	or	entertainment	
districts.	In	the	1950s	and	early	1960s,	major	efforts	were	made	
to	bring	women	into	the	paid	labor	force.	This	served	the	goals	
of	increasing	production	and	achieving	sexual	equality	through	
equal	participation	in	productive	labor,	a	classic	Marxist	remedy	
for	sexual	inequality.	By	1987	almost	all	young	and	middle-aged	
women	in	the	cities	worked	outside	the	home.	
	
	Chinese	cities,	in	contrast	to	those	in	many	developing	
countries,	contain	a	high	proportion	of	workers	in	factories	and	
offices	and	a	low	proportion	of	workers	in	the	service	sector.	
Workers	enjoy	a	high	level	of	job	security	but	receive	low	wages.	
Between	1963	and	1977	most	wages	were	frozen,	and	promotions	and	
raises	were	very	rare.	Even	with	the	restoration	of	material	
incentives	in	the	late	1970s,	two	general	wage	raises	in	the	
1980s,	and	increased	opportunities	for	bonuses	and	promotions,	
wages	remained	low	and	increased	primarily	with	seniority.	As	in	
most	parts	of	the	world,	one	reason	that	so	many	Chinese	urban	
women	are	in	the	work	force	is	that	one	income	is	not	enough	to	
support	a	family.	
	
	In	the	1980s	it	was	possible	to	purchase	such	consumer	durables	
as	television	sets	and	bicycles	on	the	market,	but	housing	
remained	scarce	and	subject	to	allocation	by	work	units	or	
municipal	housing	bureaus.	Although	housing	was	poor	and	crowded,	
Chinese	neighborhoods	had	improved	greatly	over	the	slum	
conditions	that	existed	before	1950.	Most	people	were	gainfully	
employed	at	secure	if	low-paying	jobs;	the	municipal	government	
provided	a	minimal	level	of	services	and	utilities	(water	and	
sanitation);	the	streets	were	fairly	clean	and	orderly;	and	the	
crime	rate	was	low	(see	Wages	and	Benefits,	this	ch.;	Living	
Standards,	ch.	5).	
	
Housing	
	
	Chinese	urban	dwellers,	as	a	category,	receive	subsidies	on	
food,	housing,	and	transportation	services.	In	the	1980s	such	
subsidies	came	to	occupy	an	increasingly	large	share	of	the	state	
budget.	Even	with	subsidies,	food	purchases	took	the	largest	
share	of	household	budgets.	Rents,	in	contrast,	were	very	low,	
seldom	taking	more	than	5	percent	of	household	income	even	with	
water	and	electricity	charges	included.	Little	new	housing	was	
built	between	1950	and	1980,	and	although	more	urban	housing	was	
erected	between	1980	and	1985	than	in	the	previous	thirty	years,	
housing	remained	in	short	supply.	Entire	families	often	lived	in	
one	room	and	shared	cooking	and	toilet	facilities	with	other	
families.	Marriages	were	sometimes	delayed	until	housing	became	
available	from	the	municipal	office	or	the	work	unit.	Young	
	



	
people	were	expected	to	live	with	their	parents	at	least	until	
marriage.	This	was	consonant	with	traditional	family	patterns	but	
was	also	reinforced	by	the	shortage	of	housing.	The	pattern	of	
long-term	residential	stability	and	great	pressure	on	the	stock	
of	available	housing	meant	that	city	neighborhoods	were	less	
stratified	by	occupation	or	income	than	those	of	many	other	
countries.	Not	only	were	incomes	more	egalitarian	to	begin	with,	
but	more	money	could	not	buy	a	bigger	or	better	equipped	
apartment.	Managers	and	technical	specialists	lived	under	much	
the	same	conditions	as	manual	workers,	often	in	the	same	
buildings.	While	many	urban	families	enjoyed	higher	real	incomes	
in	the	1980s,	they	usually	could	not	translate	those	incomes	into	
better	housing,	as	peasants	could.	
	
	The	combination	of	full	adult	employment	with	a	minimal	service	
sector	put	heavy	burdens	on	urban	households.	By	the	1980s	both	
the	public	and	the	government	recognized	the	burdens	on	urban	
households	and	the	associated	drain	on	the	energies	of	workers,	
managers,	and	professionals.	After	1985	more	money	was	budgeted	
for	housing	and	such	municipal	services	as	piped-in	cooking	gas.	
But	state	encouragement	of	the	private	or	collective	service	
sector	had	greater	effect.	Unemployed	urban	youth	were	permitted	
and	sometimes	advised	to	set	up	small	restaurants	or	service	
establishments.	Peasants	were	permitted	to	come	into	cities	to	
sell	produce	or	local	products.	Municipal	authorities	seemed	to	
ignore	the	movement	of	substantial	numbers	of	rural	people	into	
the	urban	service	sector	as	peddlers,	carpenters,	and	other	
skilled	workers	or,	occasionally,	as	domestic	workers.	In	the	
mid-1980s	the	Chinese	press	reported	an	influx	of	teenage	girls	
from	the	country	seeking	short-term	work	as	housekeepers	or	
nannies.	Like	other	rural	migrants,	they	usually	used	ties	with	
relatives	or	fellow	villagers	resident	in	the	city	to	find	
positions.	
	
Families	and	Marriage	
	
	Urban	families	differ	from	their	rural	counterparts	primarily	in	
being	composed	largely	of	wage	earners	who	look	to	their	work	
units	for	the	housing,	old-age	security,	and	opportunities	for	a	
better	life	that	in	the	countryside	are	still	the	responsibility	
of	the	family.	With	the	exception	of	those	employed	in	the	
recently	revived	urban	service	sector	(restaurants,	tailoring,	or	
repair	shops)	who	sometimes	operate	family	businesses,	urban	
families	do	not	combine	family	and	enterprise	in	the	manner	of	
peasant	families.	Urban	families	usually	have	multiple	wage	
earners,	but	children	do	not	bring	in	extra	income	or	wages	as	
readily	as	in	the	countryside.	Urban	families	are	generally	
smaller	than	their	rural	counterparts,	and,	in	a	reversal	of	
traditional	patterns,	it	is	the	highest	level	managers	and	cadres	
who	have	the	smallest	families.	Late	marriages	and	one	or	two	
children	are	characteristic	of	urban	managerial	and	professional	
groups.	As	in	the	past,	elite	family	forms	are	being	promoted	as	
the	model	for	everyone.	
	
	Three-generation	families	are	not	uncommon	in	cities,	and	a	
healthy	grandparent	is	probably	the	ideal	solution	to	the	
child-care	and	housework	problems	of	most	families.	About	as	many	
young	children	are	cared	for	by	a	grandparent	as	are	enrolled	in	
a	work-unit	nursery	or	kindergarten,	institutions	that	are	far	
from	universal.	Decisions	on	where	a	newly	married	couple	is	to	
	
	
live	often	depend	on	the	availability	of	housing.	Couples	most	
often	establish	their	own	household,	frequently	move	in	with	the	
husband's	parents,	or,	much	less	often,	may	move	in	with	the	
wife's	parents.	Both	the	state	and	the	society	expect	children	to	
look	after	their	aged	parents.	In	addition,	a	retired	worker	from	
a	state	enterprise	will	have	a	pension	and	often	a	relatively	
desirable	apartment	as	well.	Under	these	circumstances	elderly	
people	are	assets	to	a	family.	Those	urban	families	employing	
unregistered	maids	from	the	countryside	are	most	likely	those	
without	healthy	grandparents.	
	
	Families	play	less	of	a	role	in	marriage	choices	in	cities	than	
in	the	countryside,	at	least	in	part	because	the	family	itself	is	
not	the	unit	promising	long-term	security	and	benefits	to	its	
members.	By	the	late	1970s,	perhaps	half	of	all	urban	marriages	
were	the	result	of	introductions	by	workmates,	relatives,	or	
parents.	The	marriage	age	in	cities	has	been	later	than	that	in	
the	countryside,	which	reflects	greater	compliance	with	state	
rules	and	guidelines	as	well	as	social	and	economic	factors	
common	to	many	other	countries.	People	in	cities	and	those	with	
secondary	and	postsecondary	education	or	professional	jobs	tend	
to	marry	later	than	farmers.	In	China	it	is	felt	that	marriage	is	
appropriate	only	for	those	who	have	jobs	and	thus	are	in	a	
position	to	be	full	members	of	society.	Peasant	youth,	who	have	
an	automatic	claim	on	a	share	of	the	collective	fields	and	the	
family	house,	qualify,	but	college	students	or	urban	youths	who	
are	"waiting	for	assignment"	to	a	lifetime	job	do	not.	In	any	
case,	work-unit	approval	is	necessary	for	marriage.	



	
	Urban	weddings	are	usually	smaller	and	more	subdued	than	their	
rural	counterparts,	which	reflects	the	diminished	role	of	the	
families	in	the	process.	More	guests	will	be	workmates	or	friends	
of	the	bride	and	groom	than	distant	kin	or	associates	of	the	
parents.	The	wedding	ceremony	focuses	on	the	bride	and	groom	as	a	
couple	rather	than	on	their	status	as	members	of	families.	
Similarly,	a	brief	honeymoon	trip	rather	than	a	three-day	
celebration	in	which	the	entire	village	plays	a	part	is	an	
increasingly	common	practice.	Long	engagements	are	common	in	
cities,	sometimes	because	the	couple	is	waiting	for	housing	to	
become	available.	
	
Providing	for	the	Next	Generation	
	
	Although	Chinese	families	continue	to	be	marked	by	respect	for	
parents	and	a	substantial	degree	of	filial	subordination,	parents	
have	weighty	obligations	toward	their	children	as	well.	Children	
are	obliged	to	support	parents	in	their	old	age,	and	parents	are	
obliged	to	give	their	children	as	favorable	a	place	in	the	world	
as	they	can.	In	the	past	this	meant	leaving	them	property	and	
providing	the	best	education	or	training	possible.	For	most	rural	
parents	today	the	choice	of	a	career	for	their	children	is	not	a	
major	issue.	Most	children	of	peasants	will	be	peasants	like	
their	parents,	and	the	highest	realistic	ambition	is	a	position	
as	a	low-level	cadre	or	teacher	or	perhaps	a	technician.	The	
primary	determinant	of	a	rural	child's	status	and	well-being	
remains	his	or	her	family,	which	is	one	reason	for	the	intense	
concern	with	the	marriage	choices	of	sons	and	daughters	and	for	
the	greater	degree	of	parental	involvement	in	those	decisions.	
	
	Urban	parents	are	less	concerned	with	whom	their	children	marry	
	
	
but	are	more	concerned	with	their	education	and	eventual	careers.	
Urban	parents	can	expect	to	leave	their	children	very	little	in	
the	way	of	property,	but	they	do	their	best	to	prepare	them	for	
secure	and	desirable	jobs	in	the	state	sector.	The	difficulty	is	
that	such	jobs	are	limited,	competition	is	intense,	and	the	
criteria	for	entry	have	changed	radically	several	times	since	the	
early	1950s.	Many	of	the	dynamics	of	urban	society	revolve	around	
the	issue	of	job	allocation	and	the	attempts	of	parents	in	the	
better-off	segments	of	society	to	transmit	their	favored	position	
to	their	children.	The	allocation	of	scarce	and	desirable	goods,	
in	this	case	jobs,	is	a	political	issue	and	one	that	has	been	
endemic	since	the	late	1950s.	These	questions	lie	behind	the	
changes	in	educational	policy,	the	attempts	in	the	1960s	and	
1970s	to	settle	urban	youth	in	the	countryside,	the	upheaval	of	
the	Cultural	Revolution,	and	the	post-1980	encouragement	of	
small-scale	private	and	collective	commerce	and	service	
occupations	in	the	cities.	All	are	attempts	to	solve	the	problem,	
and	each	attempt	has	its	own	costs	and	drawbacks.	
	
Opportunities	and	Competition	
	
	Cities,	by	definition,	are	places	with	a	high	degree	of	
occupational	specialization	and	division	of	labor.	They	are	
places	offering	their	inhabitants	a	range	of	occupational	choice	
and	also,	to	the	degree	that	some	occupations	are	seen	as	better	
than	others,	competition	for	the	better	occupations.	Cities	also	
provide	the	training	for	specialized	occupations,	either	in	
schools	or	on	the	job.	
	
	In	China	there	is	a	cultural	pattern	stressing	individual	
achievement	and	upward	mobility.	These	are	best	attained	through	
formal	education	and	are	bound	up	with	the	mutual	expectations	
and	obligations	of	parents	and	children.	There	is	also	a	social	
structure	in	which	a	single,	bureaucratic	framework	defines	
desirable	positions,	that	is,	managerial	or	professional	jobs	in	
the	state	sector	or	secure	jobs	in	state	factories.	Banned	
migration,	lifetime	employment,	egalitarian	wage	structures,	and	
the	insular	nature	of	work	units	were	intended	by	the	state,	at	
least	in	part,	to	curtail	individual	competition.	Nevertheless,	
some	jobs	are	still	seen	as	preferable	to	others,	and	it	is	
urbanites	and	their	children	who	have	the	greatest	opportunities	
to	compete	for	scarce	jobs.	The	question	for	most	families	is	how	
individuals	are	selected	and	allocated	to	those	positions.	The	
lifetime	tenure	of	most	jobs	and	the	firm	control	of	job	
allocation	by	the	party	make	these	central	issues	for	parents	in	
the	favored	groups	and	for	local	authorities	and	party	
organizations.	
	
	Between	the	early	1950s	and	mid-1980s,	policies	on	recruitment	
of	personnel	and	their	allocation	to	desirable	jobs	changed	
several	times.	As	the	costs	and	drawbacks	of	each	method	became	
apparent,	pressure	mounted	to	change	the	policy.	In	the	early	and	
mid-1950s,	the	problem	was	not	acute.	State	offices	were	
expanding	rapidly,	and	there	were	more	positions	than	people	
qualified	to	fill	them.	Peasants	moved	into	cities	and	found	
employment	in	the	expanding	industrial	sector.	Most	of	those	who	
staffed	the	new	bureaucratic	sectors	were	young	and	would	not	



begin	to	retire	until	the	1980s	and	1990s.	Those	who	graduated	
from	secondary	schools	or	universities,	however,	or	were	
discharged	from	the	armed	forces	in	the	late	1950s	and	early	
	
	
1960s	found	few	jobs	of	the	sort	they	were	qualified	for	or	had	
expected	to	hold.	
	
	Attempts	to	manage	the	competition	for	secure	jobs	were	among	
the	many	causes	of	the	radical,	utopian	policies	of	the	period	
from	1962	to	1976.	Among	these,	the	administrative	barriers	
erected	between	cities	and	countryside	and	the	confinement	of	
peasants	and	their	children	to	their	villages	served	to	diminish	
competition	and	perhaps	to	lower	unrealistic	expectations.	Wage	
freezes	and	the	rationing	of	both	staples	and	scarce	consumer	
goods	in	cities	attempted	to	diminish	stratification	and	hence	
competition.	The	focusing	of	attention	on	the	sufferings	and	
egalitarian	communal	traditions	of	the	past,	which	was	so	
prominent	in	Maoist	rhetoric	and	replaced	the	future	orientation	
of	the	1950s,	in	part	diverted	attention	from	frustrations	with	
the	present.	Tensions	were	most	acute	within	the	education	
system,	which	served,	as	it	does	in	most	societies,	to	sort	
children	and	select	those	who	would	go	on	to	managerial	and	
professional	jobs.	It	was	for	this	reason	that	the	Cultural	
Revolution	focused	so	negatively	on	the	education	system.	Because	
of	the	rising	competition	in	the	schools	and	for	the	jobs	to	
which	schooling	could	lead,	it	became	increasingly	evident	that	
those	who	did	best	in	school	were	the	children	of	the	
"bourgeoisie"	and	urban	professional	groups	rather	than	the	
children	of	workers	and	peasants	(see	Education	Policy,	ch.	4).	
	
	Cultural	Revolution-era	policies	responded	with	public	
deprecation	of	schooling	and	expertise,	including	closing	of	all	
schools	for	a	year	or	more	and	of	universities	for	nearly	a	
decade,	exaltation	of	on-the-job	training	and	of	political	
motivation	over	expertise,	and	preferential	treatment	for	workers	
and	peasant	youth.	Educated	urban	youth,	most	of	whom	came	from	
"bourgeois"	families,	were	persuaded	or	coerced	to	settle	in	the	
countryside,	often	in	remote	frontier	districts.	Because	there	
were	no	jobs	in	the	cities,	the	party	expected	urban	youth	to	
apply	their	education	in	the	countryside	as	primary	school	
teachers,	production	team	accountants,	or	barefoot	doctors	(see	
Glossary);	many	did	manual	labor.	The	policy	was	intensely	
unpopular,	not	only	with	urban	parents	and	youth	but	also	with	
peasants	and	was	dropped	soon	after	the	fall	of	the	Gang	of	Four	
(see	Glossary)	in	late	1976.	During	the	late	1970s	and	early	
1980s,	many	of	the	youth	who	had	been	sent	down	to	the	
countryside	managed	to	make	their	way	back	to	the	cities,	where	
they	had	neither	jobs	nor	ration	books.	By	the	mid-1980s	most	of	
them	had	found	jobs	in	the	newly	expanded	service	sector	(see	
Internal	Trade	and	Distribution,	ch.	8).	
	
	In	terms	of	creating	jobs	and	mollifying	urban	parents,	the	
1980s	policies	on	urban	employment	have	been	quite	successful.	
The	jobs	in	many	cases	are	not	the	sort	that	educated	young	
people	or	their	parents	would	choose,	but	they	are	considerably	
better	than	a	lifelong	assignment	to	remote	frontier	areas.	
	
	The	Maoist	policies	on	education	and	job	assignment	were	
successful	in	preventing	a	great	many	urban	"bourgeois"	parents	
from	passing	their	favored	social	status	on	to	their	children.	
This	reform,	however,	came	at	great	cost	to	the	economy	and	to	
the	prestige	and	authority	of	the	party	itself.	
	
Examinations,	Hereditary	Transmission	of	Jobs,	and	Connections	
	
	
	
	Beginning	in	the	late	1970s,	China's	leaders	stressed	expertise	
and	education	over	motivation	and	ideology	and	consequently	
placed	emphasis	again	on	examinations.	Competition	in	the	schools	
was	explicit,	and	examinations	were	frequent.	A	major	step	in	the	
competition	for	desirable	jobs	was	the	passage	from	senior	middle	
school	to	college	and	university,	and	success	was	determined	by	
performance	on	a	nationwide	college	and	university	entrance	
examination	(see	Education	Policy,	ch.	4).	Examinations	also	were	
used	to	select	applicants	for	jobs	in	factories,	and	even	factory	
managers	had	to	pass	examinations	to	keep	their	positions.	The	
content	of	these	examinations	has	not	been	made	public,	but	their	
use	represents	a	logical	response	to	the	problem	of	unfair	
competition,	favoritism,	and	corruption.	
	
	One	extreme	form	of	selection	by	favoritism	in	the	1980s	was	
simple	hereditary	transmission,	and	this	principle,	which	
operated	on	a	de	facto	basis	in	rural	work	units,	seems	to	have	
been	fairly	widely	used	in	China's	industrial	sector.	From	the	
1960s	to	the	1980s,	factories	and	mines	in	many	cases	permitted	
children	to	replace	their	parents	in	jobs,	which	simplified	
recruitment	and	was	an	effective	way	of	encouraging	aging	workers	
to	retire.	The	government	forbade	this	practice	in	the	1980s,	but	
in	some	instances	state-run	factories	and	mines,	especially	those	



located	in	rural	or	remote	areas,	used	their	resources	to	set	up	
subsidiaries	or	sideline	enterprises	to	provide	employment	for	
their	workers'	children.	The	leaders	of	these	work	units	
evidently	felt	responsible	for	providing	employment	to	the	
children	of	unit	members.	
	
	The	party	and	its	role	in	personnel	matters,	including	job	
assignments,	can	be	an	obstacle	to	the	consistent	application	of	
hiring	standards.	At	the	grass-roots	level,	the	party	branch's	
control	of	job	assignments	and	promotions	is	one	of	the	
foundations	of	its	power,	and	some	local	party	cadres	in	the	
mid-1980s	apparently	viewed	the	expanded	use	of	examinations	and	
educational	qualifications	as	a	threat	to	their	power.	The	party,	
acting	through	local	employment	commissions,	controlled	all	job	
assignments.	Party	members	occupied	the	most	powerful	and	
desirable	positions;	the	way	party	members	were	evaluated	and	
selected	for	positions	remained	obscure.	Local	party	cadres	were	
frequently	suspected	by	the	authorities	of	using	their	
connections	to	secure	jobs	for	their	relatives	or	clients	(see	
Informal	Mechanisms	of	Exchange,	this	ch.).	
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WOMEN	
	
	Traditional	Chinese	society	was	male-centered.	Sons	were	
preferred	to	daughters,	and	women	were	expected	to	be	subordinate	
to	fathers,	husbands,	and	sons.	A	young	woman	had	little	voice	in	
the	decision	on	her	marriage	partner	(neither	did	a	young	man).	
When	married,	it	was	she	who	left	her	natal	family	and	community	
and	went	to	live	in	a	family	and	community	of	strangers	where	she	
was	subordinate	to	her	mother-in-law.	Far	fewer	women	were	
educated	than	men,	and	sketchy	but	consistent	demographic	
evidence	would	seem	to	show	that	female	infants	and	children	had	
higher	death	rates	and	less	chance	of	surviving	to	adulthood	than	
males.	In	extreme	cases,	female	infants	were	the	victims	of	
infanticide,	and	daughters	were	sold,	as	chattels,	to	brothels	or	
to	wealthy	families.	Bound	feet,	which	were	customary	even	for	
peasant	women,	symbolized	the	painful	constraints	of	the	female	
role.	
	
	Protests	and	concerted	efforts	to	alter	women's	place	in	society	
began	in	China's	coastal	cities	in	the	early	years	of	the	
twentieth	century.	By	the	1920s	formal	acceptance	of	female	
equality	was	common	among	urban	intellectuals.	Increasing	numbers	
of	girls	attended	schools,	and	young	secondary	school	and	college	
students	approved	of	marriages	based	on	free	choice.	Footbinding	
declined	rapidly	in	the	second	decade	of	the	century,	the	object	
of	a	nationwide	campaign	led	by	intellectuals	who	associated	it	
with	national	backwardness.	
	
	Nevertheless,	while	party	leaders	condemned	the	oppression	and	
subordination	of	women	as	one	more	aspect	of	the	traditional	
society	they	were	intent	on	changing,	they	did	not	accord	
feminist	issues	very	high	priority.	In	the	villages,	party	
members	were	interested	in	winning	the	loyalty	and	cooperation	of	
poor	and	lower-middle-class	male	peasants,	who	could	be	expected	
to	resist	public	criticism	of	their	treatment	of	their	wives	and	
daughters.	Many	party	members	were	poor	and	lower-middle-class	
peasants	from	the	interior,	and	their	attitudes	toward	women	
reflected	their	background.	The	party	saw	the	liberation	of	women	
as	depending,	in	a	standard	Marxist	way,	on	their	participation	
in	the	labor	force	outside	the	household.	
	
	The	position	of	women	in	contemporary	society	has	changed	from	
the	past,	and	public	verbal	assent	to	propositions	about	the	
equality	of	the	sexes	and	of	sons	and	daughters	seems	universal.	



Women	attend	schools	and	universities,	serve	in	the	People's	
Liberation	Army,	and	join	the	party.	Almost	all	urban	women	and	
the	majority	of	rural	women	work	outside	the	home.	But	women	
remain	disadvantaged	in	many	ways,	economic	and	social,	and	there	
seems	no	prospect	for	substantive	change.	
	
	The	greatest	change	in	women's	status	has	been	their	movement	
into	the	paid	labor	force.	The	jobs	they	held	in	the	1980s,	
though,	were	generally	lower	paying	and	less	desirable	than	those	
of	men.	Industries	staffed	largely	by	women,	such	as	the	textiles	
industry,	paid	lower	wages	than	those	staffed	by	men,	such	as	the	
steel	or	mining	industries.	Women	were	disproportionately	
represented	in	collective	enterprises,	which	paid	lower	wages	and	
	
	
offered	fewer	benefits	than	state-owned	industries.	In	the	
countryside,	the	work	of	males	was	consistently	better	rewarded	
than	that	of	women,	and	most	skilled	and	desirable	jobs,	such	as	
driving	trucks	or	repairing	machines,	were	held	by	men.	In	
addition,	Chinese	women	suffered	the	familiar	double	burden	of	
full-time	wage	work	and	most	of	the	household	chores	as	well.	
	
	As	there	come	to	be	both	more	opportunities	and	more	explicit	
competition	for	them	in	both	city	and	countryside,	there	are	some	
hints	of	women's	being	excluded	from	the	competition.	In	the	
countryside,	a	disproportionate	number	of	girls	drop	out	of	
primary	school	because	parents	do	not	see	the	point	of	educating	
a	daughter	who	will	marry	and	leave	the	family	and	because	they	
need	her	labor	in	the	home.	There	are	fewer	female	students	in	
key	rural	and	urban	secondary	schools	and	universities.	As	
economic	growth	in	rural	areas	generates	new	and	potentially	
lucrative	jobs,	there	is	a	tendency	in	at	least	some	areas	for	
women	to	be	relegated	to	agricultural	labor,	which	is	poorly	
rewarded.	There	have	been	reports	in	the	Chinese	press	of	
outright	discrimination	against	women	in	hiring	for	urban	jobs	
and	of	enterprises	requiring	female	applicants	to	score	higher	
than	males	on	examinations	for	hiring.	
	
	On	the	whole,	in	the	1980s	women	were	better	off	than	their	
counterparts	50	or	a	100	years	before,	and	they	had	full	legal	
equality	with	men.	In	practice,	their	opportunities	and	rewards	
were	not	entirely	equal,	and	they	tended	to	get	less	desirable	
jobs	and	to	retain	the	burden	of	domestic	chores	in	addition	to	
full-time	jobs.	
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RELIGION	
	
	Traditionally,	China's	Confucian	elite	disparaged	religion	and	
religious	practitioners,	and	the	state	suppressed	or	controlled	
organized	religious	groups.	The	social	status	of	Buddhist	monks	
and	Taoist	priests	was	low,	and	ordinary	people	did	not	generally	
look	up	to	them	as	models.	In	the	past,	religion	was	diffused	
throughout	the	society,	a	matter	as	much	of	practice	as	of	
belief,	and	had	a	weak	institutional	structure.	Essentially	the	
same	pattern	continues	in	contemporary	society,	except	that	the	
ruling	elite	is	even	less	religious	and	there	are	even	fewer	
religious	practitioners.	
	
	
	
	The	attitude	of	the	party	has	been	that	religion	is	a	relic	of	
the	past,	evidence	of	prescientific	thinking,	and	something	that	
will	fade	away	as	people	become	educated	and	acquire	a	scientific	
view	of	the	world.	On	the	whole,	religion	has	not	been	a	major	
issue.	Cadres	and	party	members,	in	ways	very	similar	to	those	of	
Confucian	elites,	tend	to	regard	many	religious	practitioners	as	
charlatans	out	to	take	advantage	of	credulous	people,	who	need	



protection.	In	the	1950s	many	Buddhist	monks	were	returned	to	
secular	life,	and	monasteries	and	temples	lost	their	lands	in	the	
land	reform.	Foreign	missionaries	were	expelled,	often	after	
being	accused	of	spying,	and	Chinese	Christians,	who	made	up	only	
a	very	small	proportion	of	the	population,	were	the	objects	of	
suspicion	because	of	their	foreign	contacts.	Chinese	Christian	
organizations	were	established,	one	for	Protestants	and	one	for	
Roman	Catholics,	which	stressed	that	their	members	were	loyal	to	
the	state	and	party.	Seminaries	were	established	to	train	
"patriotic"	Chinese	clergy,	and	the	Chinese	Catholic	Church	
rejected	the	authority	of	the	Vatican,	ordaining	its	own	priests	
and	installing	its	own	bishops.	The	issue	in	all	cases,	whether	
involving	Christians,	Buddhists,	or	members	of	underground	
Chinese	sects,	was	not	so	much	doctrine	or	theology	as	
recognition	of	the	primacy	of	loyalty	to	the	state	and	party.	
Folk	religion	was	dismissed	as	superstition.	Temples	were	for	the	
most	part	converted	to	other	uses,	and	public	celebration	of	
communal	festivals	stopped,	but	the	state	did	not	put	much	energy	
into	suppressing	folk	religion.	
	
	During	the	early	stages	of	the	Cultural	Revolution,	in	1966	and	
1967,	Red	Guards	destroyed	temples,	statues,	and	domestic	
ancestral	tablets	as	part	of	their	violent	assault	on	the	"four	
olds"	(old	ideas,	culture,	customs,	and	habits).	Public	
observances	of	ritual	essentially	halted	during	the	Cultural	
Revolution	decade.	After	1978,	the	year	marking	the	return	to	
power	of	the	Deng	Xiaoping	reformers,	the	party	and	state	were	
more	tolerant	of	the	public	expression	of	religion	as	long	as	it	
remained	within	carefully	defined	limits	(see	Political	
Realignments	at	the	Party	Center,	ch.	11).	Some	showcase	temples	
were	restored	and	opened	as	historical	sites,	and	some	Buddhist	
and	even	Taoist	practitioners	were	permitted	to	wear	their	robes,	
train	a	few	successors,	and	perform	rituals	in	the	reopened	
temples.	These	actions	on	the	part	of	the	state	can	be	
interpreted	as	a	confident	regime's	recognition	of	China's	
traditional	past,	in	the	same	way	that	the	shrine	at	the	home	of	
Confucius	in	Shandong	Province	has	been	refurbished	and	opened	to	
the	public.	Confucian	and	Buddhist	doctrines	are	not	seen	as	a	
threat,	and	the	motive	is	primarily	one	of	nationalistic	
identification	with	China's	past	civilization.	
	
	Similar	tolerance	and	even	mild	encouragement	is	accorded	to	
Chinese	Christians,	whose	churches	were	reopened	starting	in	the	
late	1970s.	As	of	1987	missionaries	were	not	permitted	in	China,	
and	some	Chinese	Catholic	clergy	were	imprisoned	for	refusing	to	
recognize	the	authority	of	China's	"patriotic"	Catholic	Church	
and	its	bishops.	
	
	The	most	important	result	of	state	toleration	of	religion	has	
been	improved	relations	with	China's	Islamic	and	Tibetan	Buddhist	
minority	populations.	State	patronage	of	Islam	and	Buddhism	also	
plays	a	part	in	China's	foreign	relations	(see	Relations	with	the	
	
	
Third	World,	ch.	12).		Much	of	traditional	ritual	and	religion	
survives	or	has	been	revived,	especially	in	the	countryside.	In	
the	mid-1980s	the	official	press	condemned	such	activities	as	
wasteful	and	reminded	rural	party	members	that	they	should	
neither	participate	in	nor	lead	such	events,	but	it	did	not	make	
the	subject	a	major	issue.	Families	could	worship	their	ancestors	
or	traditional	gods	in	the	privacy	of	their	homes	but	had	to	make	
all	ritual	paraphernalia	(incense	sticks,	ancestral	tablets,	and	
so	forth)	themselves,	as	it	was	no	longer	sold	in	shops.	The	
scale	of	public	celebrations	was	muted,	and	full-time	
professional	clergy	played	no	role.	Folk	religious	festivals	were	
revived	in	some	localities,	and	there	was	occasional	rebuilding	
of	temples	and	ancestral	halls.	In	rural	areas,	funerals	were	the	
ritual	having	the	least	change,	although	observances	were	carried	
out	only	by	family	members	and	kin,	with	no	professional	clergy	
in	attendance.	Such	modest,	mostly	household-based	folk	religious	
activity	was	largely	irrelevant	to	the	concerns	of	the	
authorities,	who	ignored	or	tolerated	it.	
	
	
--------------------------------------------------------------------------
This	file	extracted	from	Dept.	of	Commerce,	Economics	&	Statistic's	Division's
May	1994	NATIONAL	TRADE	DATA	BANK	(NDTB)	CD-ROM,	SuDoc	C1.88:994/5/V.2
Processed	6/10/1994	by	RCM	(UM-St.	Louis	Libraries)/	AAH90026
.
ARMY	AREA	HANDBOOK	access	is	provided	courtesy	of	UM-St.	Louis	Libraries
	
	Match	28			DB	Rec#	-	621		Dataset-ARMAN
	
Source								:U.S.	DEPARTMENT	OF	THE	ARMY	
Source	key				:AR	
Program							:ARMY	AREA	HANDBOOKS	
Program	key			:AR	ARMAN		
Update	sched.	:Occasionally					
ID	number					:AR	ARMAN		CHINACH3.11						
Title									:CHAPTER	3.11:	TRENDS	AND	TENSIONS	
Data	type					:TEXT	



End	year						:1994
Date	of	record:04/19/1994
Keywords	3				:	
|	China	
Text										:	
	
TRENDS	AND	TENSIONS	
	
	By	the	mid-1980s	the	pace	of	social	change	in	China	was	
increasing,	and,	more	than	in	any	decade	since	the	1950s,	
fundamental	changes	in	the	structure	of	society	seemed	possible.	
The	ultimate	direction	of	social	changes	remained	unclear,	but	
social	trends	and	tensions	that	could	generate	social	change	were	
evident.	These	trends	were	toward	greater	specialization	and	
division	of	labor	and	toward	new,	more	open	and	loosely	
structured	forms	of	association	(see	Rural	Society;	Urban	
Society,	this	ch.).	The	uniform	pattern	of	organization	of	work	
units	in	agriculture,	industry,	public	administration,	and	the	
military	was	beginning	to	shift	to	an	organization	structured	to	
reflect	its	purpose.	Education	and	technical	qualification	were	
becoming	more	significant	for	attaining	high	status	in	villages,	
industries,	the	government,	or	the	armed	forces.	Opportunities	
for	desirable	jobs	remained	limited,	however,	and	competition	for	
those	jobs	or	for	housing,	urban	residence,	or	college	admission	
was	keen.	
	
	The	primary	tension	in	Chinese	society	resulted	from	the	value	
political	leaders	and	ordinary	citizens	placed	on	both	the	social	
values	of	security	and	equality	and	the	goals	of	economic	growth	
	
	
and	modernization.	China	remained	a	society	in	which	all	desired	
goods	were	in	short	supply,	from	arable	land	to	secure	nonmanual	
jobs,	to	a	seat	on	a	city	bus.	Crowding	was	normal	and	pervasive.	
Competition	and	open	social	strife	were	restrained	by	the	public	
belief	that	scarce	goods	were	being	distributed	as	equitably	as	
possible	and	that	no	individual	or	group	was	being	deprived	of	
livelihood	or	a	fair	share.	In	the	mid-1980s	Chinese	authorities	
feared	that	social	disorder	might	result	from	popular	discontent	
over	price	increases	or	the	conspicuous	wealth	of	small	segments	
of	the	population,	such	as	free-market	traders.	The	press	
frequently	condemned	the	expressions	of	jealousy	and	envy	that	
some	people	directed	at	those	who	were	prospering	by	taking	
advantage	of	the	opportunities	the	reformed	economy	offered.	The	
rise	in	living	standards	in	the	1980s	may	have	contributed	to	
rising	expectations	that	could	not	be	met	without	considerably	
more	economic	growth.	
	
	The	tension	between	security	and	economic	growth	was	reflected	
in	the	people's	attitudes	toward	the	work	unit	and	the	degree	of	
control	it	exercised	over	their	lives.	There	was	no	apparent	
reason	why	even	a	socialist,	planned	economy	had	to	organize	its	
work	force	into	closed,	insular,	and	sometimes	nearly	hereditary	
units.	People	generally	liked	the	security	and	benefits	provided	
by	their	units	but	disliked	many	other	aspects	of	"unit	life,"	
such	as	the	prohibition	on	changing	jobs.	Limited	surveys	in	
cities	indicated	that	most	people	were	assigned	to	work	units	
arbitrarily,	without	regard	to	their	wishes	or	skills,	and	felt	
little	loyalty	toward	or	identification	with	their	work	units.	
People	adapted	to	unit	life	but	reserved	loyalties	for	their	
families	at	the	one	extreme	and	for	the	nation	and	"the	people"	
at	the	other.	
	
	Rural	reforms	had	essentially	abolished	the	work	unit	in	the	
countryside,	along	with	its	close	control	over	people's	
activities.	State	and	party	control	over	the	rural	economy	and	
society	persisted,	but	individuals	were	accorded	more	autonomy,	
and	most	rural	people	seemed	to	welcome	the	end	of	production	
teams	and	production	brigades	(see	Glossary).	The	success	of	
these	rural	reforms	made	modification	or	even	abolition	of	work	
units	in	the	urban	and	state	sectors	a	possibility.	
	
	By	the	mid-1980s	the	Chinese	press	and	academic	journals	were	
discussing	recruitment	and	movement	of	employees	among	work	
units.	Although	the	discussion	initially	focused	on	scientists	
and	technicians,	whose	talents	were	often	wasted	in	units	where	
they	could	not	make	full	use	of	them,	the	questions	raised	were	
of	general	import.	Such	blocked	mobility	was	recognized	by	
China's	leadership	as	an	impediment	to	economic	growth,	and	a	
"rational"	flow	of	labor	was	listed	as	a	goal	for	reform	of	the	
economy	and	the	science	and	technology	system	(see	The	Reform	
Program,	ch.	9).	But	few	concrete	steps	had	been	taken	to	promote	
labor	mobility,	although	government	resolutions	granted	
scientists	and	technicians	the	right	to	transfer	to	another	unit,	
subject	to	the	approval	of	their	original	work	unit.	The	issue	
was	politically	sensitive,	as	it	touched	on	the	powers	and	
perquisites	of	the	party	and	of	managers.	Managers	often	refused	
permission	to	leave	the	unit,	even	to	those	scientists	and	
engineers	who	had	the	formal	right	to	apply	for	a	transfer.	
	
	Similarly,	foreign-funded	joint	ventures,	on	which	China's	



	
	
government	placed	its	hopes	for	technology	transfer,	found	it	
impossible	to	hire	the	engineers	and	technicians	they	needed	for	
high-technology	work.	There	may	have	been	personnel	at	other	
enterprises	in	the	same	city	eager	to	work	for	the	new	firm,	but	
there	was	no	way	to	transfer	them.	In	1986	the	State	Council,	in	
a	move	that	had	little	immediate	effect	but	considerable	
potential,	decreed	that	henceforth	state	enterprises	would	hire	
people	on	contracts	good	for	only	a	few	years	and	that	these	
contract	employees	would	be	free	to	seek	other	jobs	when	their	
contracts	expired	(see	The	State	Council,	ch.	10).	The	contract	
system	did	not	apply,	as	of	late	1986,	to	workers	already	
employed	in	state	enterprises,	but	it	did	indicate	the	direction	
in	which	at	least	some	leaders	wished	to	go.	
	
	The	fundamental	issues	of	scarcity,	equity,	and	opportunity	lay	
behind	problems	of	balance	and	exchange	among	work	units,	among	
the	larger	systems	of	units	such	as	those	under	one	industry	
ministry,	or	between	city	and	country	(see	Differentiation,	this	
ch.;	Urban	Society,	this	ch.;	Reform	of	the	Economic	System	
Beginning	in	1979,	ch.	5;	Lateral	Economic	Cooperation,	ch.	8).	
One	of	the	major	goals	of	the	economic	reform	program	in	the	
mid-1980s	was	to	break	down	barriers	to	the	exchange	of	
information,	personnel,	and	goods	and	services	that	separated	
units,	industrial	systems,	and	geographic	regions.	National-level	
leaders	decried	the	waste	of	scarce	resources	inherent	in	the	
attempts	of	industries	or	administrative	divisions	to	be	
self-sufficient	in	as	many	areas	as	possible,	in	their	
duplication	of	research	and	production,	and	in	their	tendencies	
to	hoard	raw	materials	and	skilled	workers.	Attempts	to	break	
down	administrative	barriers	(such	as	bans	on	the	sale	of	
industrial	products	from	other	administrative	divisions	or	the	
refusal	of	municipal	authorities	to	permit	factories	subordinate	
to	national	ministries	to	collaborate	with	those	subordinate	to	
the	municipality)	were	often	frustrated	by	the	efforts	of	those	
organizations	that	perceived	themselves	as	advantageously	placed	
to	maintain	the	barriers	and	their	unduly	large	share	of	the	
limited	goods.	Economic	growth	and	development,	which	accelerated	
in	the	1980s,	was	giving	rise	to	an	increasingly	differentiated	
economic	and	occupational	structure,	within	which	some	
individuals	and	enterprises	succeeded	quite	well.	
	
	Economic	reforms	in	rural	areas	generated	a	great	income	spread	
among	households,	and	some	geographically	favored	areas,	such	as	
central	Guangdong	and	southern	Jiangsu	provinces,	experienced	
more	rapid	economic	growth	than	the	interior	or	mountainous	
areas.	The	official	position	was	that	while	some	households	were	
getting	rich	first,	no	one	was	worse	off	and	that	the	economy	as	
a	whole	was	growing.	Press	commentary,	however,	indicated	a	
fairly	high	level	of	official	concern	over	public	perceptions	of	
growing	inequality.	The	problem	confronting	China's	leaders	was	
to	promote	economic	growth	while	retaining	public	confidence	in	
society's	fundamental	equity	and	fair	allocation	of	burdens	and	
rewards.	
	
	The	major	question	was	whether	the	basic	pattern	of	Chinese	
society,	a	cellular	structure	of	equivalent	units	coordinated	by	
the	ruling	party,	would	continue	with	modifications,	or	whether	
its	costs	were	such	that	it	would	be	replaced	by	a	different	and	
less	uniform	system.	In	the	late	1980s,	either	alternative	seemed	
possible.	The	outcome	would	depend	on	both	political	forces	and	
	
	
economic	pressures.	In	either	case,	balancing	individual	security	
with	opportunity	would	remain	the	fundamental	task	of	those	who	
direct	Chinese	society.	
	
	
	
																						*										*										*	
	
	
	
	Among	the	best	works	on	China's	traditional	society	and	culture	
are	Derk	Bodde's	brief	overview,	China's	Traditional	Culture:	
What	and	Whither?,	and	the	American	missionary	Arthur	H.	Smith's	
Village	Life	in	China	and	Chinese	Characteristics,	both	written	
after	many	years	in	Shandong	Province	and	north	China	at	the	end	
of	the	nineteenth	century.	Late	traditional	society	is	detailed	
in	G.	William	Skinner's	The	City	in	Late	Imperial	China.	Chinese	
society	during	World	War	II	is	presented	in	Graham	Peck's	Two	
Kinds	of	Time.	Sociologist	C.K.	Yang's	A	Chinese	Village	in	Early	
Communist	Transition	supplies	a	field	study	of	a	village	just	
outside	Guangzhou	and	an	account	of	the	initial	stages	of	the	
transformation	of	rural	society	in	1949.	Ida	Pruitt's	A	Daughter	
of	the	Han	is	a	well-done	life	history	of	a	servant	woman	from	
Shandong	Province.	The	changes	of	the	1950s	are	summarized	in	
Franz	Schurmann's	authoritative	Ideology	and	Organization	in	
Communist	China.	Ezra	F.	Vogel's	Canton	under	Communism	and	Lynn	
T.	White's	Careers	in	Shanghai	cover	the	transformation	of	urban	



society.	The	Cultural	Revolution	is	covered	in	William	Hinton's	
Hundred	Day	War	and	Stanley	Rosen's	Red	Guard	Factionalism	and	
the	Cultural	Revolution	in	Guangzhou.	Susan	Shirk's	Competitive	
Comrades	illuminates	competition	within	urban	schools	and	its	
consequences.	Son	of	the	Revolution	by	Liang	Heng	and	Judith	
Shapiro	and	To	the	Storm	by	Yue	Daiyu	and	Carolyn	Wakeman	provide	
autobiographical	accounts	of	the	Cultural	Revolution	and	its	
aftermath.	
	
	Two	primary	texts	on	modern	Chinese	society,	based	on	interviews	
in	Hong	Kong	in	the	mid-1970s,	are	Village	and	Family	in	
Contemporary	China	and	Urban	Life	in	Contemporary	China	written	
by	sociologists	Martin	King	Whyte	and	William	L.	Parish.	Also	
based	on	interviews	in	Hong	Kong	are	Chen	Village	by	Anita	Chan,	
Richard	Madsen,	and	Jonathan	Unger;	Chan's	Children	of	Mao;	and	
Madsen's	Morality	and	Power	in	a	Chinese	Village.	
	
	The	most	important	English-language	journal	covering	modern	
Chinese	society	is	the	China	Quarterly	published	in	London.	
Social	trends	and	official	policies	are	described	in	a	range	of	
English-language	journals	published	in	China;	the	primary	ones	
are	Beijing	Review	and	China	Daily.	(For	further	information	and	
complete	citations,	see	
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