



































Reassessing the Cultural Revolution

Cultural Revolution, by adapting to obligations of hierarchy and by
seeking self-improvement, have in effect reverted to historical
patterns of Chinese cultural behaviour, even as they have followed
Deng’s demand that China must in the realms of technology and
economics learn from the west.

The late Chairman’s vision of making a “new Chinese man,”
paradoxically, ended by reinforcing traditional Chinese tendencies to
seek security by rediscovering the advantages of inequality. The
reversion to traditional practices went further than just readopting the
discipline of institutional roles, for it included re-emphasizing
particularistic personal relationships. Thomas Gold has perceptively
noted that the Cultural Revolution strengthened the traditional
Chinese practices of guanxi and shattered the communist ideals of
comradeship.?* Gold argues that the economic disarray and the
breakdown of the social order caused by the Cultural Revolution,
when combined with the arbitrary authority of “leftist” cadres who
sought to dominate all spheres of life, forced the Chinese to revert
more than ever to guanxi practices. “Through practice, young people
learned that guanxi was supreme law.”?

Gold’s observations help to resolve the contradiction between
Thurston’s hypothesis about post-trauma syndrome and the speed
with which Chinese institutions regained a high degree of normalcy.
What seems to have happened is that Chinese behaviour has been
modified through personal stress, but the outcome, beyond reliance
upon denial, has been the energizing of personal ties. Consequently
the post-Cultural Revolution institutions may be stronger than before
because personal relationships within them are now strongly invigo-
rated by the power of guanxi considerations that have a new
dimension and intensity because they have been reinforced by the
trauma of the Cultural Revolution experience. The Chinese seemingly
are returning to their practices of guanxi, but they are making those
relationships more emotionally charged than ever before. Scepticism
about the words used by political leaders is a part of this pattern of
privatizing their concerns and maximizing personal considerations.

In the peculiar blend of institutional reality which Deng Xiaoping
has created, that is neither disciplined communism nor a genuine free
market system, the psychic effect of the Cultural Revolution has been
to legitimize self concern, whether it be peasants rejoicing over the
liberalization of the responsibility system or sons and daughters of
high cadres, the gaoganzidi, exploiting the pay-offs of traditional
Chinese respect for hierarchy.?

24. Thomas B. Gold, “After comradeship: personal relations in China since the
Cultural Revolution,” CQ, No. 104 (December 1985) pp. 657-75.

25. Ibid. p. 669.

26. The irony of the post-Cultural Revolution mood in China is that the very
responses which have energized the “reforms” have also made it possible for children of
high officials to exploit, for material benefit, their situation. Similarly, a-political but
ambitious college graduates now routinely join the Party in order to get ahead. On the
frustrating ambivalences of go-getting Chinese towards the shameless ways of
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The Final Reassessment

If we combine the results of our three levels of observation about
the effects of the Cultural Revolution, the summation would seem to
be a formula for a political system that is the antithesis of the one Mao
set out to create. The pledge of “never again” has opened an escape
valve for dramatic systemic change. The results can be masked by the
term ‘“‘socialism with Chinese characteristics” — especially when the
meaning of “Chinese” is left as vague as that for “socialism.”

The personal shock of the Cultural Revolution for leaders and
potential leaders has had two fundamental effects. First, it has opened
Chinese eyes to the reality of their failures, not only during the
Cultural Revolution but also during most of the earlier years of the
regime. Secondly, the shock has jarred their traditional sense of
cultural and racial superiority which once made it hard for earlier
Chinese leaders fully to understand foreign ways and effectively take
advantage of them. Those who suffered most, such as Deng Xiaoping,
are the most aware that even the “early Mao’s” policies were flawed;
while those who got off more lightly, such as Chen Yun, can still see
some virtues in elements of the pre-Cultural Revolution version of
“socialism.” There are, of course, significant variations among
individual Chinese in the degree to which they have been able to learn
from the “open door policy.” Many, especially those now studying
abroad, are enthusiastically seeking to immerse themselves in the
thoughts and ways of the modern world. Most people within China,
however, are probably still caught up in the dilemma of Chinese
patriotism: does love of country require blind adherence to the
political currents of the day, or can the imperative of patriotism be
met by achieving personal excellence as judged by international
standards?

As for our task, of reassessing the Cultural Revolution, the
inescapable fact is that without the horrendous events of that period it
is inconceivable that post-Mao China could have deviated as much as
it has not only from the Soviet model of communism but also from
any known concept of communism. If China had not been scarred by
the violent turmoil of the late 1960s and early 1970s, the most likely
alternative to Mao’s revolutionary utopianism would have been little
more than the dreary prospect of an orderly, bureaucratic form of
communism. It seems unthinkable that China would or could have
adopted the bold modernizing policies of the post-Mao era if the
society had not experienced the shock of the Cultural Revolution.

Yet, paradoxically, the haunting memories of that chaotic period
may also intimidate the current Chinese leaders and prevent them
from allowing the degree of liberalization and decentralization
essential for the success of the reforms in the economic realm. Chinese

gaoganzidi in lording it over the common herd, see: Liang Heng and Judith Shapiro,
After the Nightmare, pp. 130-48.
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officials remain hypersensitive to perceived dangers in genuinely
relaxing administrative controls. Memories of the disaster that
followed when the government lost control during the Cultural
Revolution explain in part official timidity in adjusting the price
structure, in allowing the yuan to find its worth in currency markets,
in abandoning numerous subsidies, or in permitting foreign exchange
reserves to decline. The great danger for China is that the current
attempt to rely upon the “market” for guidance could be a disaster if
the prices are too irrational and too grossly distorted by subsidies.?’

This legacy of timidity clouds more than just economic policies. As
Goldman has pointed out, China’s leaders today are also haunted by
the memory of how the Cultural Revolution taught people to distrust
authority. The knowledge that a whole generation of young Chinese
rose up and attacked all institutions of authority, including the
presumably sacred Communist Party, has left the current leaders
sensitive to the dangers of allowing too much political or cultural free
thinking. Deng and his appointed successors want to modernize
China, turn China away from the path that Mao set the country on,
but they are possibly even more concerned than Mao was about the
danger that political liberalization might produce anarchy and
uncontrolled change. Having seen the near reality of anarchy, they are
not prepared to take chances. The extraordinary lengths they have
gone to in designating the particular individuals who they want to
succeed them as assigned members of the ‘“second” and ‘“third
echelons” is telling proof of the current leaders’ distrust of any
spontaneous flow of politics. This need to try to control the selection
of talent for future generations is a manifestation of anxieties about
the future that surely reflects fears inspired by the “nightmare” that
was the Cultural Revolution.

Thus, there is in the last analysis a contradictory legacy of the
Cultural Revolution. On the one hand the current reforms and
the open-door policies could never have come about except for the
trauma of that event; yet, at the same time anxieties instilled by
the experience of near anarchy may make it impossible to realize fully
the potential of those reforms. The result is a peculiar blend of
desiring to execute the bold move but being timid about any
uncertainties. The survivors of the trauma of the Cultural Revolution,
having overcome their guilt for not having had it worse, and inspired
by the added confidence that they are somehow a pre-destined people,
are now prepared to take bold gambles and deviate more from the
orthodox communist model than Mao was ever prepared to do. The
so-called “reforms” of Deng have indeed gone beyond any reasonable
definition of reform. They constitute substantial innovation. Yet the
Chinese leaders generally feel the need to cling to the structure of
controls they inherited from Mao’s version of bureaucratic ‘“‘commu-

27. For a summary of the problems inherent in a modified market economy which
protects inefficiencies, see: Yeung Wai Hong, “China’s troubling mercantilist bent,”
The Asian Wall Street Journal, 12 May 1986, p. 12.
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nism.” Their fear of uncertainty makes them want to put in place right
now the next two generations of leaders, leaving nothing to chance or
to the normal flow of dynamic political processes. In designating who
belongs to the second and third “echelons” of successors, Deng seems
to have forgotten the first rule of patronage politics which is that for
every job promised 10 disappointed enemies are created -and
therefore postpone as long as possible publicizing appointments.
Given these two conflicting legacies, it is, thus, still premature to
assume that we can foresee all the lasting consequences of the Cultural
Revolution, for we cannot make out any better than the Chinese can
the outlines of what ““socialism with Chinese characteristics” will
ultimately be. What we can be certain of as we reassess the Cultural
Revolution 20 years later is that the psycho-cultural dynamics of
Chinese politics, then as now, rest tenuously upon layers of latent and
contradictory sentiments that are far more decisive in the flow of
events than public rationalizations of political economy policies.





