70 Oil Man

they left us alone and this suited me fine. You know, an cilfield
isn't like life. It's a special place and politics aren’t that im-
portant.”

After Qaidamu I came back to Peking, got reacquainted
with my wife, and lived a good life for about a year. Then they
sent me to Maoming, where they were working on oil-shale pro-
duction. I stayed there a few months, enjoying the warmth and
fresh fruit and vegetabies of the south. After that, I was sent to
Fujian where we had discovered oil. We knew there was lots of oil
offshore, in the Taiwan Straits, but we couldn’t begin any serious
exploration there because of the security problem. How could
- China hope to defend any oilwell located in the middle of the
Taiwan Straits? I worked there for nearly a year before being re-
called suddenly to Peking. My wife had applied to leave China.
She was an overseas Chinese who had come to China in the forties
and now wanted to be reunited with her family. I had to decide
whether to stay in China as an oil man or go with her to an un-
certain future outside my homeland. I finally decided to go with
her and, once the authorities learned of my intentions, my days as
an oil man were over. I stayed in Peking doing nothing for an-
other year before they finally gave me my exit visa. The day I left
was the most difficult in my life because I loved my work, my life,
and my country, and was suddenly giving it all up for an un-
known future,

[In 1975 the Otl Man was reunited in Hong Kong with his
wife and was living with her relatives. He had not found a job. He
was depressed because his background as an odl-driliing specialist
was not of much use to him in Hong Kong. He hoped to emaigrate
to a nearby Southeast Asian country to work tn the oil industry,

but he was experiencing difficulties securing a visa. |

Down with Stinking Intellectuals

INTELLECTUALS ARE A PROBLEM in any political system,
but in China the relationship between the authorities and the
intellectuals has been especially difficult. In the fifties, Chairman
Mao asked intellectuals for their criticisms in the Hundred
Flowers campaign. They responded with a vengeance, convincing
Mao and other leaders that letting loose the reins on intellectuals
had been a grievous error. During the Cultural Revolution, a
major thrust of the Maoist group was against intellectuals and the
policies associated with them. Jiang Qing, Chairman Mao’s wife,
personally presided over a massive purge of artists and writers.
China’s new “revolutionary culture” consisted of a few carefully
edited operas and plays that expressed the prevalent political
view of the Maoist group. The same principle was applied to
China’s communications media, which were purged of people
who opposed the policies of this group.

In education, a “revolution” also occurred. The universities
were shut down for three years while political battles raged over
the type of educational system that China ought to have in the
future. Students were encouraged to join the Red Guards and to
help Chairman Mao in his struggle to reform the educational
system. Professors and teachers were criticized and confronted by
students; some were beaten to death. There was fierce fighting
among the students themselves, and the central leaders were
deeply involved. By 1970, universities were reopening, with new
curricula and a changed student body and teachers. Education
was now heavily politicized and more polytechnic. Higher spe-
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ctalized education was deemphasized. Courses were shortened to
three years. The new student body initially was drawn from
workers, peasants, and soldiers. Examinations were abolished.
Some reeducated teachers returned, but others were not allowed
to resume teaching. By the mid-seventies the first classes of these
new Cultural Revolution students were being absorbed into
China’s work force.

This story takes place at Amoy University in Fujian province.
The confrontation between students and teachers was so violent
that one professor committed suicide by jumping into boiling
water. Later, the violence subsided and the process of institution-
alization of the new policies began. We see how the new changes
in curriculum occurred, and what happened to theory in prac-
tice. By 1975 the narrator’s own revolutionary commitment was
altered by events in a way that he would not have expected back
in 1966.

Today in China the elite component of education has been
restored. The emphasis again is on quality rather than on mass
education. Examinations have been reintroduced, and the
chances of workers, peasants, and soldters reaching university
have been significantly reduced. China has thus moved away
from the radical educational experimentation of the Cultural
Revolution to a system resembling the one that existed before
1966.

FHEN THE CULTURAL REVOLUTION BEGAN, I
| was twenty-three years old, a third-year chemistry stu-
¥ ¥ dent at Amoy University in the city of Amoy, my home-
town. I had a natural aptitude for my studies and was doing well.
My political record was clean and I was an active member of the
Youth League. I had fallen in love with a classmate, and we
planned to get married as soon as I graduated and the state as-
signed me a job. That was still a year off, however, so in the
meantime I was indulging myself in the pleasures and excitement
of youth spending time with my girlfriend and being fully caught
up in university life. When the first big character poster' ap-
peared in Peking, we didn’t really know what to do. Peking
seerned a long way off, and so we waited cautiously for the pro-
vincial Party leadership to respond. Who could have predicted
that a few months later we would be toppling these leaders and

Down with Stinking Intellectuals 73

‘dragging the powerful Ye Fei and his wife out to face mass
ublic criticism in the streets of Fuzhou??

All classes were stopped, and the university was in confusion.
What was going on in Peking? What were we supposed to do?
‘Who were the targets? Who would take the lead and strike the
first blow? The safest course was to ‘attack the most visible targets
_.the teachers, especially those who had a known bad class back-
ground. Party and Youth League members put up big character
»osters like those in Peking, using the same words and themes.
‘We attacked a few professors and lecturers who should have been
criticized long ago, either for their poor attitudes or their zealous
vorship of foreign things. Some posters merely observed that
“Professor Wang has more books published outside China on his
bookshelves than Chinese books,” and then asked the question
“Why?" Others referred to “Jiang, who has never mentioned
hairman Mao’s Thought in any of his lectures,” and added that
this poster was a “solemn warning to Jiang to change his ways at
once or face the wrath of the masses.” Another poster referred to
“the dozens of teachers who have been hiding their reactionary
- backgrounds from the masses who want to criticize them.”
Between June and November 1966, we locked up almost
every university department head, deputy department head,
professor, and lecturer. Every day we rounded them up and read
- them quotations from the works of Chairman Mao. We marched
- themn off to the student dining halls to eat the same food that the
- students had to eat. No more fancy meals for them in the special
- professors’ dining halls. No more getting fat on meat and fish
while students were eating grain and leftovers. Every day they
had to clean the lavatories and carry out the night soil. At night
we made them write confessions “asking Chairman Mao for
punishment.” If we didn’t like what they wrote, we made them do
it again and again until they clearly showed how they had de-
meaned the Party and Chairman Mao in their lectures, how they
had ignored socialism, and how they had deliberately spread the
bourgeois life style at the university. Once every three days we
had a small struggle meeting, maybe with a few hundred persons,
and once a week we mobilized a large struggle meeting with over
a thousand people in attendance. That’s when we really gave it
to them. By that time, covered with honest dirt and night soil,
fancy clothes and leather shoes looking no better than a peasant’s
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clothing, their once-proud voices stilled by the fierce criticism of
the assembled masses, they were a sorry spectacle indeed. *

Most of them deserved their fate. Chairman Mao was right
when he warned us always to be on guard against intellectuals,
You can't trust intellectuals. They resist the Party line, become
arrogant, develop a bourgeois way of thinking, and worship
foreign things. Take old Wang, for example. When the Red
Guards went to his place and took it apart, it was full of fancy
scrolls and feudal Chinese art. Must have been worth a fortune,
We dug out foreign coins and books, and you should have seen
the furniture! He had closets full of leather shoes, fancy clothes,
and junk like that. He even had a servant living in that apartment
doing the cooking and cleaning. How can a socialist society toler-
ate people like that teaching the young? True, he was a leading
specialist in physics and we needed his skills, but was it worth the
cost, to keep this stinking bourgeois remnant alive to infect stu-
dents with his rotten way of life? Students who took Wang’s
classes never liked him. He treated us with contempt and barely
noticed us. All he ever did was show up to lecture and then leave
abruptly. We could never talk with him, never ask questions.
There were many others who were arrogant like that. Old Jiang
taught mathematics as if feudalism had never left China. We had
to repeat theorems and equations endlessly; examinations were
thrust upon us without warning; we could never talk out in class.
It was just the way education used to be in the time of the Man-
chus. We tolerated Jiang because he was a good mathematician,
but was it worth perpetuating a feudal relationship in order to
learn mathematics?

The most pernicious of the teachers actually were the young-
er ones who lived a proletarian life style on the surface, but
underneath yearned to be even more bourgeois and feudal than
the “old” intellectuals they allegedly scorned. I could forgive most
of the old intellectuals for the way they lived and thought. After
all, can you discard the habits of a lifetime? Is it possible to hide
one’s class background? Can a tiger hide his stripes? But that

*Struggle meetings were an important aspect of the Cultural Revolution at all levels, in all
organizations and umnits. At these sessions individuals were singled out for mass criticism.
It was a way to fix blame, to focus attention, and to maintain revolutionary spirit. For
more details see “Kill the Chickens T'o Scare the Monkeys,” “Return to the Motheriand,”
and “My Neighborhood.”
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up was dying out and was being replaced by a new generation
£ scholars loyal to socialism and to Chairman Mao’s Thought. At
east that’s what I thought. In fact, a lot of the newer, younger
_teachers began to act just like their older bourgeois colleagues.
Deng, in the chemistry department, was one such example. Only
‘thirty-three years old, from a working-class background and a
‘Party member, you'd think he’d be a model for all to follow. So it
eemed on the outside, but his students noticed otherwise. You
could see the repressed arrogance in him, and it was clear he was
a Liuist* through and through. For him, being a Party member
‘and an intellectual was a double chance for personal gain. He
was a perfect example of what Chairman Mao calls “a fish swim-

‘ming with the current,” actually worse than that because he al-
ready had become an out-and-out bourgeois in his work style and
thought. Maybe it wasn’t always that way with him. Maybe at the
- beginning he had truly wanted to “serve the people” and had only
become corrupted along the way by the Liuist spirit of the times,

which bred complacency, material acquisitiveness, and spiritual

decay.

You see, I fully agree with Chairman Mao’s analysis of in-
tellectuals, that you have always to be on guard against them and
that you must strive to remold their outlook and build up “an
army of proletarian intellectuals which can serve the proletariat.”
At Amoy in 1966 none of this was happening. Not only were the
old bourgeois intellectuals still in command, but they were gain-
ing supporters from the so-called new army of proletarian intel-
lectuals. The whole educational system needed changing because
the way it was then reinforced the old feudal gap between teach-
ers and pupils, theory and practice, elite and masses. In fact,
education had become elitist all the way down the line. I had a
friend who attended the elitist Fuzhou Number One Middle
School, one of China’s Red Banner schools. Although probably
20 percent of China’s senior middle school graduates managed to
get to college, I'm told that over 70 percent of the graduates from
Fuzhou Number One School went to universities. That school
stressed academic performance over anything else, Politics were a

*Follower of Liu Shaogi, China's number-two leader in 1966, who was criticized and
purged by Mao. In the “struggle between two lines” during the Culrural Revolution, those
who oppesed Mao were defined as Liuists— following the bourgeois and revisionist policies
of Liu, who was branded “China’s Khrushchev.”
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low priority. If you failed to keep up, you were expelled. Every
day you had homework in five subjects and there were weekly and
monthly tests. When the time came to prepare for the university
entrance examinations, the school went to unbelievable lengths.
At the beginning of each new school year, in the fall, the director
of the Fujian Provincial Education Department (the wife of Ye
Fei, first Party secretary of Fujian) would give a report at the
school, to the senior grade-three students. She would say: “Fuz-
hou’s Number One Middle School has been a Red Banner school
for five successive years, and this year you must not let the Red
Banner fall down. You must make your finest effort at all costs
and I will offer my personal help.”

The university entrance exams started on June 20, but al-
ready after the New Year (January-February) the senior grade-
three students began to prepare for them. They moved right into
the school and lived there until the exams were over. The school
gave them a daily food subsidy. Homework was greatly increased

and the students were issued a variety of study cribs and outlines .

to supplement their regular materials. Three months prior to the
exams, the entire school launched a campaign of “performing
good deeds.” The lower-grade students were mobilized to do
something each day for those students who were preparing for the
entrance exams, such as washing their clothes and blankets or

going to the dining hall to get them their food so they wouldn’t.

have to take time from their studies. That was about the only
“collective” part of the whole enterprise. With such special treat-

ment, no wonder so many graduates wound up each year at such

famous universities as Qinghua or Peking. Jiang Nanxiang, the

Minister of Education at that time and a real Liuist, highly
praised the school and the Fujian Provincial Education Depart-
ment, especially for the way in which students prepared for the.

university entrance exam. I remember seeing Fuzhou Number

One Middle School written up in provincial and national papers.
and journals. The school’s deputy principal was even elected to:

the National People’s Congress. Representatives from other
schools came to visit Fuzhou, to “learn from its experience,” and:

Ye Fei himself wrote a special inscription for the school: “Al-
ready at the top of a pole a hundred feet high, but still striving

further ahead.”
With schools like that serving as models for the rest of China
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» wonder our universities were so badly in need of revolution
schools like Fuzhou Number One Middle School perpetuateci
an_d enhanced elitism, the worship of expertise, and careerism. If
you were an 'ordinary worker or peasant, you had little chance- of
getting admitted to such a school. The vast majority of students
_ .'Fuzh()l..l were the sons and daughters of urban cadres. Here was
one way in which the elite and its hangers-on could keep on top

tudents in such schools cared little about politics. To them thé
rrect political line was something you had to know an(li be
gware of, to make sure your career would not be harmed by an
olitical miscalculation. No one took Marxism-Leninism very
-_s:eriously at that school because, as my friend put it, “What mat)-(
. red on the university entrance exams was how ’Well you had
'prepared your subject and how you compared with other candi-
ates. Of course you needed to know what was going on politi-
« .ly, but that was easy enough to learn, in comparison with
trying to memorize a physics text.”

: At. Amoy one could see the results of such a system in the
Increasing number of elitist and careerist youth who cared little
for political work and did their utmost to avoid dirtying their
hands. Thes:e were the students who let the professors dominate
:them,.practlcally in a feudal relationship, and who didn’t object
to their arrogance or their blatant bourgeois practices. You see
these students hac.l been trained to put good grades and careerisn;
ahead o.f everything else. They would have sacrificed the ver

evolution itself, I'm sure, for a good job in Amoy or Fuzhouy
But the Cultural Revolution came just at the right time to ut'
a stop to these practices. Chairman Mao’s message to studtglts

' Of course it wasn't easy. There was plenty of opposition.
First of all, the entrenched elite didn’t want to give up any power
They were afraid that big changes would unhorse them, and the :
were right. At the outset they tried to deflect the criticism ontg

thers. This was a brief period when their interests and those of
the radicalized students coincided, because they made the bour-
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were necessary to make the system

educational changes that
litism from entrenching itself

“serve the masses” and prevent €
again?
The army moved into Amoy to take over. 1 was one of the
luckier Red Guards. Since 1 wasn't a member of the 516 group,
they didn’t get me for being an ultraleftist. 1 expected to be sent
down to the Fujian countryside along with most of my peers, but
to my surprise 1 was assigned to the city of Fuzhou not far away to
at Fuzhou University, to help them in their campaign of
nks.” This campaign was different from
the struggles that had taken place in the early stages of the
Cultural Revolution. This was no blind struggle, but a well-orga-
nized, well-planned, and systematic classification of the university
teachers, in all departments, according to their family back-
ground, personal history, and performance and attitude during
the Cultural Revolution. Such classification was done by the
Party branches of the various departments. S0, because 1 was a
chemistry graduate, I was assigned to the chemistry department
and spent the next year sorting out class backgrounds and expos-
ing and criticizing those who had landlord, rich-peasant, coun-
terrevolutionary, bad-element, and rightist backgrounds. While
we were busy with the clean-up, We also were discussing the fu-
ture form and content of China’s higher educational system. The
curriculum was going to be radically revised; more emphasis
would be placed on practical education; the examination system
would be abolished, and university entrance would now be biased
in favor of workers and peasants; the old professors might be al-
lowed to teach again but under the strictest supervision, after
they had first been reeducated through political seudy and hard

physical labor.
The year passed and, because of my good political record

hievements, I had high hopes of staying
{on to the new university sys-

work
“cleaning up the class ra

and strong academic ac
on at Fuzhou to help in the transit

temn. Instead I was sent down to teac
thousands of kilometers from home. It was a primary school

which also had two classes of junior middle school. 1 taught
mathematics there. This type of school was a
tural Revolution. Attaching junior middle school classes to
primary schools made it more convenient

attend school. They didn’t have to walk long distances to

hin a rural school in Shanxi,

product of the Cul- -
local

for peasant children to:.
get to -
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school anymore, and sg they were enc
schoo’ ‘ “ ouraged to stay in sch
alor fevef;elm?ﬁ o‘[_tié}e.; My stu.dents were comn?une choi;)(lirfor

1 villages within a radius of three kilometers. W. d
n{;azzz bte}::‘t;)m;kf since the old ones had been discardtil arfdhad
Eonal reior nz;a totexts compiled by the Shanxi provincial edu(l:z«
: e oo aﬁ; up. I gave no exams and my students were re-
‘students had no (;s}:;orils(;rzzggilli:i: Sig ehfm;n g clasies

‘ : 5. School discipli

| ;1}:1;3 iiflferle::;t .from wh;lit I had known in thefist?.P 'III'I;Z }Z;fd‘:as
e usefl tOtblrn_ﬁ the m'1dd'1e of classes to do agricultural wor‘;(n
e thern du?)g their little brothers and sisters along, bab
| ing lessons while the rest of thei suscho
suing | of their household
I didr’
sormally aﬁ tI gz\éettodprepare very much for such teaching, and
e Tt WhmcoI }(1) was t.o read from the draft textbooll and
‘understood. The level 2(1} 1:11;?::1 tim}‘fs 1until i adents
) Stoot . s TEA i
._f:lrrs;]b;{ge féiilgpolntment s’ince I had been cZu;;:t’ s;(inntl‘f: S(3111111y
o (;:Tl.wit ;/;rlair; (t) ‘:rh;; th]l; cc;(nditions were that bad in
! . oy w backward the rur
V:S:I;ltaige W:::-tl-t ci)'n‘zes to m‘i(?dle school educat?ix?.re;ilgri
was the % o 1 1veI iving c.:ondmons either, because 1 was used
foalld th{;m b::rtaiv hl;mc';esmk for my family and my girlfriend. I
o yea,rs Whe ad been separated several times over the
o year h v balt really .bothered me was the huge gap be-
peeen what we a been t‘alkmg‘ about in Amoy and Fuzhou and
rhacin fact w 1.:1 going on in Chfna’s villages. There I was, with a
pew curricy we, 11,1 a rle'volutlonary” educational settir;g and
e phudent Sub:;en t learning anything. I could hardly get ‘them
il nract, let alone do junior middle school mathe-
oa. 1 2{0 ) ev;r stand- a cl_lance of getting to senior rmiddle
o a};ridged I}:;eahi of university. The draft texts were shallow
:bloodshed_ai)at hty sa:(alts ;fd‘i):tc-ome of so much struggle and
-woul;l it be like at the top, in C(I::ilrtx}z;’satin;\lr};siltciﬁj?l fovel what

S ;
:Univers;(;,nh?;i f; (fhﬁnce to find out because in 1970 Fuzhou
pversity had ficially reopened, admitting its first large grou
s ents :;I;cc;z Itliuz Iﬁ;lll::rai Reviolution. There had beeng
; S as ear
dre_d were admitted to the departmmr)itsa Soigsg’ys‘i\;}sler::ltl:;ﬁlsl;ny’
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electrical engineering, mechanical engineering, and educatiog
These were special two-year experimental classes, and all thege
students had graduated by 1971. By then it had been decided ¢,
set the length of university courses at three years. The student
body numbered seven hundred, about 20 percent of the old en.
rollment, but it was to increase regularly in the following years
and now there are several thousand. The university had a staff of
six hundred, including four hundred teachers and over a hundreq
administrative cadres. They needed more teaching staff, and so |
was reassigned from Shanxi to Fuzhou to work in the chemistry de.
partment as one of the new revolutionary teachers. Actually I was
only a lab assistant who was supposed to be on lab duty six days a

week, eight hours a day, and was paid 40 yuan a month (com-

pared with the average professor’s salary of 150-200 yuan a
month). I never worried about the salary, since housing and food
together only cost me 20 yuan a month. I couldn’t spend it any-
way. It made me wonder how those professors managed to spend
all their money.

Leaving Shanxi wasn't easy. I had grown fond of the slower

pace of rural life and had made some good friends. Actually I’
had fallen in love with another sent-down youth, a girl from
Fujian province who was also teaching, and we were reluctant to

part from one another. (As it turned out, we never did see each
other again.) It had been good to be away from the political
struggles in the cities, to get down to basic rural life and under-
stand it better. I came away with a better appreciation of the
difficulties of peasant life, but I headed back to Fuzhou with
some misgivings about the kind of educational revolution we had
accomplished. In Shanxi, at the bottom, the fruits of the Cultural
Revolution had seemed meager. Would it be any different at the
top, in a big urban university?

Returning to Fuzhou was an odd experience. Professors
whom I had earlier struggled and criticized and called stinking
intellectuals were now my colleagues and greeted me affably
enough, almost as if nothing had ever happened. Others had
simply vanished into thin air, to be replaced by young staff like
myself, or not at all. There was a stiffness about the place, an air
of uncertainty as to what was going to happen. The euphoria of
three years past seemed to have been replaced by a kind of wari-
ness. What would the new system be like? Could the “reeducated”
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hers get along with those who had purged them and were now
their colleagues or in political command? What would the
curriculum be like, and what kinds of students would be
.itted? The answers to most of these questions came quickly
ough: the new system was a disappointment because it ulti-
qately failed to provide a better gducational system, and it
dn't eliminate the abuses and problems of the old system.
reeducated and struggled old professors did not get on well
their revolutionary colleagues. In their hearts they burned
or revenge, and our relationship with one another was only
_1n1maIly formal. Who could trust them to follow the Party’s
evolutionary line in the future?

- As for the new curriculum, I had mixed feelings about that.
fter my experience in Shanxi I wasn't surprised at what I found
t Fuzhou. The old texts had been repudiated, but the new study
terials had not yet been produced because the teachers in each
department were supposed to compile the new texts themselves.
Since most of these teachers had been struggled and criticized
during the Cultural Revolution, they weren’t about to make any
more mistakes in print. They didn’t intend to be accused of tak-
ing the old bourgeois road again. The political activists them-
elves couldn’t compile textbooks; after all, they weren’t chemists
ot physicists or mechanical engineers. Furthermore, they them-
sclves weren't exactly sure what should be in the new texts, except
to be safe) a lot of politics. The teachers played it safe by com-
ling materials of a very general and shallow nature to avoid any
controversy. In this they followed the lead of the middle schools,
 where the new teaching materials resembled political tracts. For
example, the old history texts had been abolished and replaced
by drafts that consisted almost entirely of the works of Chairman
‘Mao and Lu Xun's articles. All foreign names had been removed
rom texts in physics, chemistry, and mathematics, resulting in
-such absurdities as the renaming of Mendeleev's periodic system
of elements as simply “the periodic system of elements.” Newton’s
‘universal gravitation became “universal gravitation.” Such kinds
~of “revolutionary change” caused amusement and resentment,
and people didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. One of my col-
leagues, another lab assistant, broke his usual deliberate silence
about such matters by asking me one day, “Is this what we spilled
our blood for, to remove Mendeleev's name from a university text
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that has now been diluted to middle school level? What’s so revo-
Jutionary about that?” In truth, I could not answer him.

But we were excited about the new students who were se-
lected from among the workers, peasants, and soldiers, from the
progressive class elements that had been loyal to Chairman Mao.
The education section of the Fujian provincial revolutionary
committee had assigned quotas to all organs in Fujian. These
organs then recommended students to be sent to the designated
university (Amoy, Fuzhou, Fuzhou Normal, and so on). In select-
ing successful candidates, the local Party committee emphasized
personal class status, social relations, and political performance.
Age and educational level initially were not important factors. As
a result, the first groups of students were politically strong and
the most mass-based group that had ever attended Fuzhou. They
were willing to learn and many of us, especially the younger teach-

ers, really tried to teach them. But unfortunately it soon became

clear that enthusiasm and the right political line just weren't

enough to
chemists. Chairman Mao's Thought can move mountains,® but

you also need preparation and native intelligence to get special- -
ists. The worker-peasant-soldier group, by and large, had good "
intentions but lacked everything else. We tried to build them up
academically and to teach them as much as possible, but they
were only at the university for three years, and over half of that -
time was spent in political study and practical work, in factories
or the fields. The practical work was important and necessary—
it’s just that they needed about three more years after that in the y
classroom just to get up to a decent university level. We were re-
duced to giving university students remedial instruction, at a’
middle school level. Great for equality, but what were we accom-
ill-
equipped to go out and teach others; yet they were going to be:
sent to rural schools just like the one I had taught in, to become.

plishing? The new worker-peasant-soldier groups were

permanent teachers, thus only perpetuating the relative back
wardness of the rural areas.

At the same time, the old urban-bourgeois-elitist students
began to reappear at Fuzhou. How this happened is typical of the:

way in which the privileged groups manage to find a way to sta
on top. First, an increasing number of the worker-peasan

produce competent mathematicians, physicists, or :

t-soldie

students actually turned out to be the sons and daughters of ur

e
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in the city. This was, of course, carefully arranged by th
;zlx;o(l)\;ej. Sohscrat;h a “peasant student” and you mi;ht ;:ilizdtl:es
aughter of a Iocal city c
l3right students became exemi:t i‘f;;u;(ii;;n:ei? tos iﬁ‘md’ S
-slde and were admitted directly to Fuzhou, usuall stude s gificd
in matht?matics or the sciences. These exception}:;l stlztceints B
| could gain admittance to the university by special meanen';f'shtihus
after it became clear that the worker-peasant-soldiers. drd,
group was of too low an academic level, an unofficial u(s)t;:l o
;;;ma:lv;s; tftzs:iabhs;led, allowir.lg more children of otherqclasse; }::So
helpe 0 rase the scademic v of e gnens s IR
| . . vel ol the student body and at the
same time once again gave official access to the eli yf i
. and daughters to attend university, By 1975 at 1 et half of e
Fuzhou student body were the sc;ns Yand dalt boets of it
- cadres and intellectual isti augh'ters  ctuimes
that i;ss tha_n 20 perce;’t ew::?etgzlgfil:;:tg;iluz o was claimed
y massl-thl'la:‘l:;lshm ;reepmg ba}ck in, and with the apparent failure
o mass bas: 1%4 er education, my disappointment turned into
oSionn E;lt.d any .of my former Red Guard colleagues had
iyber b bourlg ; iSoill‘1 fglfi ::lshad thlc)rmselves become careerists.
they had only been waiting for v:zlt;ewiyn:lmt;n :}::::1 d:a;l s e
;::::; :Sﬁt atl:;;e} ;)f' tus whz h}zid wanted a new systezi of Z;:’.fa;t)sz
; 1ity, and the feebl i
attain had I%mited our power and c:e;?is)lilllitts;.o inwgittl:vei tlrlle(;i o
I}\);wer, despite my record of loyalty to the Party and to ’Chai?mno
- Mao. Others, far less revolutionary than I, had taken over the l::;

comman

 comn hd posts. I‘was suspected by some because I had been too
c ‘t e revolutionary when there wasn’t an

= more. “Be careful!”

y revolution an
one of my friends used to sa “ ;
: , y tome. “One d
_ Z}?: ‘i:ax;ezitienup as a 516 element, an ultraleftist for sure Thata’)sr
: gs are going in China now.” I ldn’t i !
appening b 80F - I couldn’t imagine that
: eemed ta be moving a f icali
the longer 1 taught at F isi sed with the etfen
. uzhou. Disillusioned with
Cultural Revolution polici oy e
policies, I turned inward
found a research j i ol it n
project that occupied almost all my ti

. . time and

energies. Ironically, I gradually became the intelIec{uaI 1 th
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once scorned, buried in my work and avoiding any commitment
to the political struggles of the mid-seventies. In early 1976, when
a poster appeared criticizing me for having become a stinking
intellectual, I knew it was time to go.

[In 1973 the narrator married an overseas Chinese woman,
the daughter of an engineer, despite strong objections from the
Party organization. He simply said that he loved this woman and
intended to marry her, regardless of the cost to his career. Maybe
ke had no ulterior motive and did not then realize that he was, in
effect, buying a one-way ticket out of China with this marriage;

tn 1975 his wife applied for an exit visa and he decided to leave
with her. Did he have any regrets about his deciston? “No, for me
it didn't matter any more. I had fought for an idea and seen it fall
to pieces. I had been naive, thinking I could change the world so
easily. Also, I found there was more to life than politics. I'm sorry
for all those who were killed, but you have to fight for what you
think is right at the time.” He doesn’t mind life in Hong Kong,
works for a drug supply firm, and has two children.]

Little Brother's Wedding

TRADITIONAL CUSTOMS AND PRACTICES play a major
role in peasant lives. In the Chinese countryside the majority of
peasants still follow the traditional lunar calendar with its large
roster of festivals. One such holiday is New Year’s, and then even
the poorest peasant will try to put his affairs in order, eat a bit of
meat, and think about his ancestors. Funerals are still conducted
in the old style, with coffins and burials in the hills nearby: the
Communists have persuaded few people in the countryside that
cremation is a better system for honoring the dead.

Despite the Cultural Revolution and the “Criticize Confuctus,
Criticize Lin Biao” campaign, many peasants still think in terms
of ancestors and household gods, ghosts and superstitions, and
even clan loyalties.

Still it appears that, just as with Stalin’s decision to let the
Russian family alone, the Chinese leaders have made a number of
compromises with tradition. Only the most blatantly feudal prac-
tices, ot those in direct conflict with official policy, are being dis-
couraged. A country wedding is an example of such compromise.
The Party in principle opposes the concept of wasting resources
on a large wedding but does little to stop it, knowing that the
families involved are determined to have one. Large sums of
money are spent (although if you have an equal number of sons
and daughters, the costs of the weddings are eventually canceled
out). Marriages are still arranged by matchmakers, but the bride
and groom can decide, after they have met, whether they wish to
proceed with the match. The woman is clearly inferior through-
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CLOSE CONTROL over communsty organization and neigh-
borhood life has been a characteristic of the Communists’ urban
policy. Building on a pre-1949 legacy of small-group control (the
bao jia system), the Chinese have tried simultaneously to monitor
the activities of residents while developing socialist urban com-
munities. The residents’ commiitee serves as an ideal expression
of these goals because at the grass roots it i&s an arm of higher-
level political control and yet @ means by which the community
can administer itself, solving small day-to-day problems on the
spot. In large cities such as Peking and Shanghai resident’s
committees have become fairly effective in the solution of selected
problems of daily life, and foreigners are frequently taken to
vistt urban neighborhoods to see how these committees function.
In this story we learn aboul the structure and functions of a
restdents’ committee in Shanghai, and the various problems it
encounters in its datly work. The narrator, a middle-aged
woman, typifies the average member of a residents’ committee:
female, unpaid, middle-aged, and no longer in the work force.
She is usually not a Party member, but she has a good record of
community work and relates well to her neighbors. As is evident
from this story, committee work is the equivalent of a full-time
job. She is always on the go, organizing people, checking on
them, solving their problems. She is a combination of building
superintendent, PTA leader, and off-duty policeman, a multi-
plicity of roles that can be exceptionally taxing at times. When
the unexpected occurs, such as Widow Wang's defiance of the
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housing authorities, the residents’ committee can exert little in-
wence and has to turn to higher authorities. Even the combined

pressure of the police, Party, and the district housing authorities

fails to move the determined widow, who successfully defies the
pureaucrats by “squatting” in an empty apartment. The resi-
dents’ committee mediates but cannot solve this problem, mainly
because it is such an unusual defiance of authority. The com-

‘mittee is better equipped to settle disputes among the residents,

“such as the quarrel between Country Bumphin and Two-Face,

although here too the committee ultimately fails in its goal, that
“of trying to bring the unhappy couple back together.

The story only briefly touches upon the economic activities

_of large city neighborhoods. These are organized by the neigh-
. borhood or street committees, the basic local level of govern-
" ment, of which the residents’ committees are a smaller part.

Unemployed youth, housewtves, and pensioners in the past have

- often been employed in small workshops located in the neighbor-
" hood and under neighborhood jurisdiction. The production of

' these workshops usually feeds larger economic enterprises in the
~ city. As China now pushes its industrialization campaign, newgh-
. borhoods may be encouraged to expand their economic func-

tions, along with the tasks of political control and of fostering
socialist community consctousness.

AM FIFTY-TWO YEARS OLD and have three children, all

of them married. My husband is 2 machine tool operator and

makes a good salary, 78 yuan a month. I used to work in a tex-
tile factory when I was younger, but I stopped in 1963 because of
my health. I suffer from high blood pressure and got dizzy while
working at the machines. Also the noise was affecting my hear-
ing. Luckily my two eldest children were already working, so the
loss of my income wasn’t a burden on the household. Only one of
them was still living with us. The others had their own families,
and my number-one son lived far away in Xian, where he was a
teacher. After I retired from work (I had been working since I
was twelve years old), the Party decided to recommend me for
membership in our local residents’ committee. I'm not a Party
member, but that doesn’t matter a bit. Actually most members of
the residents’ committee are just housewives like myself or pen-
sioners.
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I guess they chose me because I had lived in thag neigh
.hood, in the same building, since 1956. I knew most of the 5
in. our building by name and all about their Personal pg
grounds and problems. Not that I'm a snoop or £0ssip, mingd
but I'like to talk with people and find out about them. Whmy :
Party first asked me about becoming a member of the residet
committee, I was hesitant; I replied that I wanted to wait a wh;j
to see about my blood pressure and also to catch up on a fa,
household matters. 1 also expressed concern that I wag alm-e‘-?
illiterate —1I really could only read a few slogans that I knew c;:t
heart and could only draw a few simple characters. “Ne'.' -
mind,” the Party cadre said, “it’s not your fault that you can
read and write very well. You've worked hard for thirty years ang
when you were little, you didn’t have the chance. Now that you'
retired, the Party will help you, so don’t worry.” His words we
reassuring because I was embarrassed about my illiteracy. T}
Party cadre did ask me to make up my mind soon, because th
woman now responsible for our building was in bad health angd
couldn’t continue much longer. Well, after three months I de.
cided I wanted the job, and within a month it was mine,

For the next nine years I was a member of that residents
committee, and it was like a full-time job. There were eighteeﬂ
-members on the committee and I was responsible for my build
Ing, containing forty-seven households and totaling over two
hundred people. You can imagine that with this many people
there were always things to do and problems to settle - there were
many days where I was so busy that I didn’t have time to take care
of my own household. Fortunately my husband was a modern
man and was willing to help out. Many days after his shift ended
at 4:00, he did the afternoon shopping and helped prepare the
evening meal. My daughter-in-law (second son’s wife) also helped

occasionally, but she worked the evening shift at her factory and '

slept in the dormitory there. So she usually only stayed with us
one or two nights a week. It wasn’t so bad, really, and I loved my
new work. At the beginning I wasn’t sure whether my friends in
the building would change their feelings toward me, now that I
was a member of the residents’ committee. It was no secret that
the people didn’t always welcome our presence. We had called
my predecessor Old Snoop, Meddler, and other such nicknames
behind her back. Most residents felt that the committee spent
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more time poking its nose into personal business and prying into
cople’s lives than in acting on behalf of the residents. One of my
'-:_éighbors asked me bluntly before I took the job, *Do you really
ant to do this? Your relations with your friends won't be the
sme anymore. Theyll never speak their minds when you're
round. Theyll always think of you as someone who is going to
suse them trouble. You know how people feel about the resi-
ents’ committee: it's like a little policeman always checking up

Actually the job turned out better than I had expected.
rue, my neighbor was right: my relations with old friends had

‘hanged. Nothing I could point to with any certainty, mind you,

at they were more reserved in my presence now and we didn’t do
tuch gossiping together anymore. On the other hand, I was so
usy that I didn’t have much time to bring out my little wooden
tool and sit around gossiping. Now I was either at meetings,
yrganizing some sort of activity, or solving a problem. With over

‘two hundred people in one building, I just couldn’t keep an eye

n everything, and I had help from four activists who were each
esponsible for one of the entranceways into which the building
was subdivided. These activists weren't members of the residents’

' committee, but they were our eyes and ears in each of the en-

tranceways. You know that in Shanghai, as in other large cities,
the four-storey apartment building built in the fifties is really a
separate housing unit with four separate entrances and staircases.
People don't just have an address such as “No. 10 building, such
and such neighborhood,” but you must add, “No. 10 building,
No. 2 entranceway” as well as the neighborhood and street. Fach
entranceway has twelve apartments, divided into one, two, and
three bedrooms (the three-bedroom apartments are only on the
ground floor, and they are the most desirable). The activist in
each of these entranceways was an older woman, who was either
widowed or retired and who enjoyed organizing and checking on
residents. Three times a week I met with my activists at my place
to discuss problems and to assign them their duties. I got on well
with them, although I knew that the residents didn’t care for
them because one of their main duties was to check up on illegal
residents and to settle household arguments. The activists were
the ones who showed up at night with the local police, not me, so
the residents didn’t like them. I had some problems for a while
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with the residents of No. 3 entrancewa

y because the activist there
a retired worker, was too zealous in

her job. But eventually she -
was right: through her vigilance we caught two illegal residems,

one of them a bad element, and during the Cultural Revolutiog
she was one of the leaders in the neighborhood struggle againg; -

‘Revolution, we dispensed birth control pills fl:ee of charge to all
.fmarried women. First we held a mass meeting, usually of ';ll
women in a building, to explain about birth c.t)llltrol.a.nd t e

ossibilities involved. Then the entrance?\ray ac.t1v1sts VlS!tt;d 13-
: 1(;,ividual families to talk with them, especially with the husbands

revisionism and class enemies.

In fact most of the work of the residents’ committee had

little to do with snooping on other people’s affairs or with lookin

for class enemies. We devoted a large part of our time to public
health and sanitation. For example, we conducted campaigns tg -

get rid of flies, cockroaches, rats, and mice. In June and July we
gave everybody powder to burn in their apartments. [ think it wag
called 666. This smoked up the apartment and killed all the

pests. We made sure people did it properly and that they stayed
out of their apartments for six hours afterwards,

paigns to tell parents to get their children vacci
chicken pox, small pox, measles, and scarlet fever,
took a lot of persuasion —many parents were still
trust vaccinations and others simply had no time to spare. So we

knocked on doors and held special meetings and hung up posters
that told residents about vaccinations.

We ran cam-
nated against
Sometimes it

In the summer we warned
everybody about encephalitis, what its symptoms were and how

you could catch it from mosquitoes. We urged people to report
any serious sickness like that at once so it wouldn’t spread. Once
we had three cases of encephalitis in one entranceway. We
sprayed the place with disinfectant and got rid of all the mos-
quitoes. Then we inoculated all the children at the local clinie
with a special encephalitis vaccine.

In 1964 we began a major birth control program, holding
meetings in which we talked about the need to plan family
growth. Actually it wasn’t much of a problem in our neighbor-
hood, since families weren’t that large. Mine was one of the larg-
est, but then I had my children before Liberation. We were
mainly trying to get younger couples to postpone having children
for a while, so that the wife could work longer and there would be
fewer children per household. This wasn't difficult to do in
Shanghai because families weren't as large as in some other
cities, and certainly much smaller than in the countryside. We
talked to the women and gave information about contraception,
what devices to use and how to use them. During the Cultural

reluctant to .

'~ who, though fairly enlightened, didn’t pay much attention to our

efforts. We often brought along the doctor from the local clinic

idn’ t
' to cxplain birth control methods. We didn't talk much abou

vasectomies because the men didn't want to listen. Abortmll;l1 wai
available on demand, however. Also, for 5 yuan you cou ge
fitted with an TUD. We persuaded one woman to l'.1ave he; t; e;.
tied after she had her fourth child, despite preventive met :1) s}.1
think our efforts were successful because over the next decade the
aumber of children in our neighborhood fhd drop. .
The residents’ committee kept the neighborhood clean axlll
secure, and that was an important duty. I went aroun.d personally
from time to time on inspection trips or on specxa}d clean-:f:
campaigns. Each entranceway had to be swept up, alrll arg; gand
bage had to be put away daily. We checked for fire hazar and
in the winter made sure residents remer.nbered to keep a supply o
fresh air coming into their rooms whll.e the).{ had the s}tlovef i):é
Each year hundreds of careless people in China are asp Y«;ﬂat -
because of the fumes from their coal stoves. We tried ?url es °
make the neighborhood look nice and.clean; thlat-wasn' ta wa:srse -
easy, however, because the city Hm}gng Admm_li‘;l:atlon \»\;la e
sponsible for maintaining and repairing the bull | 1ngsS aneﬁmei
wouldn’t give us any money for painting or repairing. oI oes
we used extra supplies from political campaigns to do Zorille I;;ous_
ing or patching. When there was a real emergency fam tﬂ?n o
ing Administration refused to come (for example, if a ce egt 1o
fallen down), we put pressure on the street committee t,(z g ¢ the
Housing Administration to .dz something. We weren't alway:
ut at least we tried.
Succe\ssfiuilsl; kept a sharp eye out for ur}we’lcome stralnger’s;1 llil:lré(d
ing around our neighborhood. If you didn’t do .th.at, y;)u -
sooner or later that something important was missing. dreIt -
ber that in 1969 a bicycle was taken from the courtyar ;m t]hat
happened that the activi_st who normally kept an eygaun that
courtyard was at a meeting. Someone had seen a erbibly .
passing through from the street entrance. It was p
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“black youth” who stole the bike for cash so he could survive a bit
longer in the city.! That bike wouldn't stay for long in Shanghai.
it would quickly be sold to a gang of thieves, who would then re.
sell it in the countryside where second-hand bikes didn’t have to
be Licensed.

We locked our doors when we were away and at night
cleared the courtyard of personal belongings. The activist on
duty always called out around 10:00: “Come and take in your
bicycles. It's ten o'clock.” Only a fool would leave anything out
after that. When we were at home around the building, however,
we didn’t lock our doors and even left them wide open while we
were outside talking, doing the laundry, or eating on the stoop.
We wouldn’t steal from each other, but you had to be on guard
against “outsiders,” and I don’t mean class enemies either, but
just ordinary thieves and bad people (kuaz ren). During the Cul-
tural Revolution you had to be particularly vigilant because you
couldn’t be sure that a so-called revolutionary wasn’t simply a
thief in disguise. Between 1966 and 1971 we were especially care-
ful about people coming into the neighborhood from outside.
Once a group of Red Guards burst in looking for trouble, but we
managed to send them on their way since we didn’t have any class
enemies living in our building and most of us were factory work-
ers or pensioners. So after we read each other quotations from
Chairman Mao’s Thought, we sent them on their way to continue
“raising high the banner of revolution.”

During the Cultural Revolution I had plenty to do. The
residents’ committee was constantly relaying the latest instruc-
tions to the neighborhood, mobilizing people in support of new
policies, and organizing political study sessions, sometimes two or
three a day. So much political pressure soon took its toll: my
health deteriorated and I had to stay in the hospital for several
weeks. Luckily my daughter-in-law had given up her dormitory
room and was now living with us, so she helped out with the cook-
ing and shopping. I recovered quickly, however, and was soon
back at my job. What I especially remember about those days
were two events: the institution of the gingshs and the episode of
the “substitute class enemy.”

The qgingshi ceremony began in 1967 and lasted for several
months. We called it “qingshi” (asking for instructions), but its
full name was xiang Mao zhuxi qingshi (asking Chairman Mao
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for instructions). Each day at 9:00 a.m. and at 6:00 p.m. we as-
sembled the residents together in front of their respective en-
tranceways and we “confessed” our thoughts to Chairman Mao—
or, more precisely, to his color portrait, propped up on a window
sill outside the building. Each entranceway activist was responsible
for her picture of the Chairman which she kept in her apartment
for safckeeping. Some decorated the portrait with ribbons and
flowers. The activist from No. 2 entranceway always had three
red paper carnations pinned to the Chairman's portrait. Qingshi
was run by the activists, and it was their job to get people to read
quotations from the little Red Book and to confess their thoughts
about politics. In this way we could all memorize the contents of
the Red Book while purifying our own class standpoint. A few
took the thing seriously and earnestly searched their hearts each
morning to see if they had followed the Chairman’s teachings
since the day before. These people would confess such sins as: “I
didn’t sweep up the entranceway last night because I thought I
was too tired. Actually I was just too lazy”’; or “Yesterday I
shouted at my children and even hit them. I must learn to be more
patient and reasonable”; or “I was too busy to help Old Li with
his bundles. That is not the way to serve the people. I promise to
follow the Chairman’s teachings more closely in the future.” And
so on. Most of the assembled housewives and pensioners didn’t
volunteer any confession. They sang the revolutionary songs and
repeated the quotations, but that was all. The activists were
happy if three or four confessed each time, and if everybody at
least turned up for qingshi. It was a useful device at the time: it
gave housewives and pensioners, many of whom were not too po-
litically active, a sense of what was going on in the factories, bu-
reaus, and other units throughout China. Some residents com-
plained that they felt funny confessing to a picture, and the older
residents said it was too tiring to stand around for such a long
period (thirty to forty minutes). Sometimes there was so much
noise from children running arcund, or machines nearby, that
you couldn’t hear what was going on. Still the local Party unit was
pleased and so was the residents’ committee. Our building man-
aged to get almost full attendance every time, and we even won
an award as the most active in confessing to the Chairman.

In 1968 we had a bit of a problem. The authorities were
concerned that people weren't getting involved. in class struggle,
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especially at the neighborhood level. So they instructed us to hold
a public struggle session on a Sunday in front of all the local resi-
dents. The problem was that at the start of the Cultural Revoly.
tion we had a few genuine “landlord/KMT” types, but they had
either died, moved away, or were too sick. Efforts to find a genu-
ine class enemy in our midst were not too successful. We had one
fellow in mind —he wasn’t really a class enemy, and as a matter of
fact his father had been a worker and he himself had been a sail-
or. But he had become mentally unbalanced and used to go
around talking about all the foreign places he’d visited in his
younger days and how he’d like to go again. He used to sing “Sail-
ing the Seas Depends on the Great Helmsman” all day long, and
he'd change the verses around so that he and Chairman Mao were
sailing around the world together, making revolution in all the
foreign ports he'd once visited. At first the residents’ committee
decided to make him our choice to be struggled, but then we had
second thoughts because he was too old and silly for something
like that. What if he had a heart attack in the middle of the
event? Or if he started singing and wouldn’t stop? We decided to
find someone else but didn’t have a suitable candidate. Finally,
the chairman of our committee said, “Why not borrow a class
enemy from the adjoining neighborhood? It doesn’t really matter
if he lives here or not, just as long as he’s a genuine class enemy,
We can have a first-rate struggle session, everybody can partici-
pate, and the leadership will be pleased.”

So we “borrowed” a class enemy from next door and had our
struggle session. He was a veteran of such struggle sessions, about
fifty years old, a known collaborator with the KMT. We built a
platform, assembled the masses, denounced him for his crimes,
and shouted revolutionary slogans for most of a Sunday after-
noon. Then we returned our borrowed class enemy, none the
worse for wear (we had promised we would avoid any physical
violence and would return him unharmed), and everybody was
satisfied.

Life in our neighborhood settled down after the Cultural
Revolution. Less of my time was spent on political campaigns and
we all gratefully forgot about such ceremonies as gingshi. The
residents’ committee again was doing a lot of public hygiene and
sanitation work, as well as maintaining the security of the neigh-
borhood. We also spent a great deal of time in settling disputes
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among residents. As a matter of fact, it seemed as if our building
was always erupting into quarrels and arguments. I remember
two such incidents in which I was closely involved, since they both
took place in my entranceway, and I confess that I didn’t resolve
either of them very well.

One of the disputes concerned the illegal occupation of an
empty apartment in our entranceway by Widow Wang, who lived
on the second floor in a one-bedroom apartment, with her son,
daughter-in-law, and grandson. What happened was very em-
barrassing to the authorities. Widow Wang had applied for a
larger apartment to the Housing Administration two years pre-
viously, after her son had married and was living with his new
wife together with Widow Wang in her one-bedroom apartment.
Widow Wang had to give up her bedroom and she slept outside
on the balcony in summer and in the kitchen in the winter. She
didn’t seem to mind this until the grandchild was born, but then
she became impatient and kept after the housing authorities to
get her a larger apartment. Their reply was always the same:
“Sorry, comrade, we have no empty apartments and there is a
long line of people ahead of you; you’ll just have to wait your
turn.” She asked the residents’ committee to put in a good word
for her, but there was little we could do because we had no power
in this matter, and the Housing Administration heard all kinds of
pleas from countless residents’ committees all the time. Well, it
was just one of those situations where a deserving citizen had to
suffer until things could change. At least that’s what we thought,
but Widow Wang had other ideas. One day she went across the
hall to the empty two-bedroom apartment right opposite to hers,
ripped off the seals, broke open the door, and moved herself in,
with all her furniture and possessions. We didn’t even know it had
happened at first, but there she was and we couldn’t get her out.
She refused to leave, saying that her family would not budge until
she had been given a larger apartment. Her argument was that
the apartment had been empty for five months and why shouldn’t
it be occupied by someone who was in need of it? She said she’d
refuse to move unless the Housing Administration found her an-
other apartment. Otherwise she would squat in the apartment
forever.

As soon as I found out about it, T hurried back home to per-
suade Widow Wang to move back to her old apartment. But




234 My Neighborhood

when I tried to talk with her, she wouldn’t let me in. Her son had

already fixed the broken door and put in a new lock. The activigt
in my entranceway, Elder Sister Chao, was nearly in tears, wring‘

ing her hands in despair. She had tried to reason with Widow -

Wang through the door, but after an hour the Widow seemeq
even more determined to stay in the apartment. I tried to tel}
Widow Wang that it was wrong to occupy that empty apartment,
that she had viclated soctalist laws and established procedures,
What would happen if citizens did whatever they pleased all the
time? Life would be quite impossible. Where was the Widow’s
political consciousness? Didn’t she know that her action‘ was
against the interests of the collective and in viclation of socialist
principles? I told her that I would do my utmost to help her get
better housing—but first she had to move back into her old
apartment.

The Widow refused to leave. She said she didn’t care any
more about procedures and the interests of the collective. She
had her own family and herself to think about. “I'm a widow who
has served the revolution well. For many years I worked in a fac-
tory. Then after my husband died, I've been doing embroidery
and home sewing. No one can say that I haven’t done my share.
For two years I've been waiting patiently while others get more
space and I get nothing. I've been to the Housing Administration
countless times, They don’t bother about me because I'm not
important —just an old widow who complains. But when I sleep
in the kitchen, I can’t close the door and my feet stick out into the
hall, and in the summer when I sleep on the balcony there’s
hardly any room either. I know others suffer too, but when there’s
an empty apartment right across the hall, three meters away, a_nd_
it's been there empty for several months and the Housing Admin-
istration keeps saying they need to keep that apartment in reserve
for an emergency —well, after five months, where’s th.e emer-
gency? It’s just a bunch of people sitting in an office making rules
and shuffling papers without regard to the people’s needs. You
talk of being a good citizen and respecting the collective —well,
Chairman Mao also says we should fight against bureaucrats and
injustices, and that's what I'm deing. I won't bu.dge and neither
will my family until they agree to solve my housing problem. 50
leave me alonel”
1t was clear to me after listening to Widow Wang that no
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mere words could move her now. I told the entranceway activist
to keep a close eye on things and especially to settle down the
other residents while I went to report to the head of the residents’
committee. There wasn’t very much the residents’ committee
“could do. We decided to send the policeman over that night, to-
gether with the entranceway acti‘;'ist, to tell the Widow that her
occupation of the apartment was illegal. We also got the street

. comrnittee to contact the Housing Administration to see what

could be done. The head of the residents’ committee said he
would get the local Party organization to work on the problem.
Meanwhile, I was told not to use force or threats of any kind to
dislodge Widow Wang from her stronghold.

We had to be careful because the majority of residents were
in sympathy with the Widow’s case. Any harsh reprisal against
her would be sure to create ill will in the building and neighbor-
hood. Secretly (and even not so secretly) many residents applaud-
ed her courage in standing up to the local housing authorities and
the entire system of housing distribution. Many others had been
waiting years for better space and had seen others pass them by
or, as in Widow Wang’s case, watched as certain apartments
stayed empty for months without adequate explanation. To use
force against the Widow would be a serious error on the part of
the authorities, and the Widow knew this all too well. She had
even told me through the locked door that she could stay there -as
long as she liked, because no one would dare to use force to get
her out. The residents in our entranceway actually organized
themselves informally to help the Widow in her “fight against
bureaucracy.” They volunteered to keep an eye out for the police
and any strangers that 'might come around, and they helped her
daughter-in-law with the shopping and other chores so that the
Widow wouldn’t have to stay alone in the apartment too long.
One neighbor even took her place from time to time so she could
get outside to the local workshop to pick up and deliver her sew-
ing. They seemed to relish the idea of confronting the housing
authorities; everyone seemed to have a grievance and here was a
chance to sympathize,

I was put in an awkward position because it was my job to
organize residents to do what was correct. Furthermore here I
was, having a rebellion against authority in my very own en-
tranceway and I couldn’t do much to stop it. I tried to persuade
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residents that what the Widow had done was not outright de-
tiance but a theoretical violation of socialist laws and procedures;
most people just smiled and nodded at me. One woman told
me: “Never mind. I know you have to say the Widow is wrong
because of your position. But in your heart I know you sympa-
thize with her, only you can't reveal your true feelings to the
people.” Maybe I did, secretly, feel admiration for the Widow’s
actions, although I never admitted it to myself at the time. It was
somehow gratifying to see someone challenge the people in the
Housing Administration, which had always given us trouble,
never providing enough money to maintain our buildings and
always acting in an arrogant manner.

But we had to do something to get her out. First the police
arrived together with Elder Sister Chao and tried to persuade the
Widow, but she wouldn’t even let them in. For most of us, a visit
from the policeman was a threatening experience, since the local
police had control over our dossiers and when anybody got into
serious trouble it was the policeman who always came and took
you away. The Widow, however, just ignored them and the po-
liceman went away shaking his head. Then the Party sent activists
around to try to pry her out, but she just kept replying that Chair-
man Mao had said we had to fight against injustice and bureau-
cratic arrogance and that was what she was doing. The Party
activist reminded her that she hadn’t been that zealous in follow-
ing the Party’s line in the past —indeed, she used to fall asleep at
political meetings, never talked about politics, and never quoted
the Chairman’s words before. The Widow replied: “That was
before I became politically conscious. Now I understand what the
Party has been trying to teach me for years—as the Chairman
once said, ‘It’s time to stand up and fight for revolutionary prin-
ciples.” ”

‘The Party put pressure on her son through the Party organi-
zation where he worked, but he just replied, “Look, it’s my moth-
er’s apartment. There’s nothing I can do. It’s a problem of the
residents’ committee and not this factory committee, I can talk
with her but, as you can see, she's a stubborn woman and won’t
listen to your arguments anymore.” I received much the same
answer from her daughter-in-law, whom I took aside one day for
a heart-to-heart chat. She agreed that the situation was awkward
and that no one liked to live that way. They were getting tired of
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law decided, and that she had no influence over their d

Somcone over to persuade the Widow to leave. He w

will stop —people will just break down doors and take over state
property. The longer she stays there, the worse it will get.”
Finally, after an “occupation” of two months, the Housing
Administration gave in or, more precisely, the district Party or-
ganization put pressure on them to settle the matter in favor of
the Widow. One day at a residents’ committee meeting, I was
told that the matter had been settled, that the Widow and her
family would be allowed to stay in the occupied apartment,
which would become legally hexs. By this time the hubbub had
died down, and even the entranceway residents had turned to
other matters. Widow Wang had long ceased locking the door
to the occupied apartment. As a matter of fact, the apartment
often was empty and unlocked as members of her family went
about their normal daily affairs. The Widow had won and the
Housing Administration had lost much face, although they made
it clear that this did not constitute a precedent and that Widow
Wang was “responsible for properly fixing the broken door.” In
the future, it would be uniikely that the Housing Administration
would allow a flat to be unoccupied for long, and I noticed after
the Widow incident that a special large, thick wooden sheet was
being nailed over the doors of other empty apartments, making it
unlikely that another squatting episode could occur so quickly.
Not long after the Widow Wang matter had been settled, a
second problem arose that involved our entranceway. This was a
simmering quarrel between husband and wife that suddenly
erupted into days and nights of shouting, upsetting everyone
in the entranceway because it went on for hours at a time. The

the pressure and wanted this matter settled. She said, hm;,-:.
ever, she would support whatever her husband and mother-in-_."
ecision
€xcept to support them in their defiance, “because at least now
we can live like human beings, not all squashed together like
beans in a doufu pan.” The Housing Administration finally sent

. as a young
man, slightly bewildered by all the fuss. He Just refused to believe
that the Widow would continue to defy the authorities. We ex-
plained to him that she had no intention of leaving, and that her
case was a popular one. He told us that their office was getting
pressured from all sides to kick her out. “She’s setting a bad ex-
ample for the rest of Shanghai,” he said. “Who knows where it
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yelling, easily heard by everyone, became so intense that people
began to take sides with the quarreling parties—the men with
the husband and the women with the wife. Frankly, neither
was a prize citizen. The wife was fresh from the countryside
and had no idea of city life—we nicknamed her the Country
Bumpkin. The husband was one of those types who treated his
women as if they were still in feudal times. When the Country
Bumpkin no longer suited him, he simply found a girlfriend
nearby. He thought no one knew, but we all did and we called
him Two-Face. They were a mismatched couple, one that should
never have married in the first place. He had gone to the country-
side (to a suburban commune, actually) where he was temporar-
ily “implanted” in her village. At that time Two-Face was very
attentive to the Country Bumpkin and her family. He hauled
water for them and swept their courtyard, and her family decided
that since he was a citydweller he’d be a fine catch for their young
daughter. The Country Bumpkin was pretty and she liked him.
She knew that he liked her and it wasn’t long before they were
married. It was a cheap wedding for Two-Face. He didn’t give
any gifts to his wife’s parents because everyone knew that when a
peasant girl marries a city youth, it’s like getting ten bride prices
in return. So everyone was happy, including the young couple -
and every young couple is happy at the beginning.

Through her husband’s family, a way was found to switch
her suburban residence permit to Shanghai, and her husband got
a good job in an iron works factory. They were assigned an apart-
ment in my entranceway and moved in without fuss. All went
well, it seems, for two years and then the problems started. The
Country Bumpkin was slow to adjust to city ways and had kept
most of her country habits, such as talking too loudly or eating
her meals outside on the stoop while squatting. She had become
sloppy in her personal habits, regularly wore dirty clothes, and
their apartment was always a mess. With two babies to look after,
she was just not able to cope with her duties. Back home she had
a grandmother who could do many of these things, or at least
share in the burden. Here she had to do it herself, and her hus-
band no longer seemed as attracted to her as he was earlier. She
wanted to “get out of this concrete prison” in which she felt en-
tombed, if only for a few minutes each night. He wanted a pretty,
young wife who provided a meal every night and with whom

he could talk about “city affairs.” She was always surrounded by
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babies or duties so it was hard for her to do all these things. Some-
times she was so eager to get outside that she would go downstairs
to talk with the other housewives, leaving him alone in the dirty
apartment. She would come out into the courtyard, squat down,
and let her kids run around the courtyard. She didn't seem to
care that her two-year-old son was rolling around in the dirt and
was filthy, and if the baby started crying, she’d just open her
blouse and stuff her breast into its mouth, no matter who was
around. She did that because that’s how they did it back home.
We figured that our Country Bumpkin would eventually get
used to city ways, and we didn’t go out of our way to reeducate
her, although we did constantly try to improve her attitude con-
cerning public hygiene. But it was slow going. She never seemed
to have the time to listen, and no one knew how to get her to be
less sloppy at home and in her appearance. She never attended
political study meetings, saying that she was only an ignorant
country girl and wouldn’t understand what was going on. We
told her she should just come and listen but she was always busy,
it seemed, with her children. The only thing she took a special
interest in was in learning how to ride a bicycle. Whenever she
had time she would take her husband’s bike and wobble around
the courtyard trying to master the knack of riding. She was a slow
learner and kept falling down, even after many weeks. It was a
man’s bike, too high for her, and she was always off balance.
Anyway, the quarreling began to build up over one long
summer. The husband, self-righteous in his complaint that she
didn’t always have his food ready when he came home and that
the flat was a mess, began to shout at her more and more. She
replied that he didn’t care at all about her and was only interested
in food and sex. She wanted to get out of the place —see the city
and go to the parks, to a movie, or to visit people. He just wanted
to stay at home after a long day’s work. I guess it’s a familiar story
to most of us, but in this case the argument got out of hand. He
began to go out after supper without her, saying that he couldn’t
stand the nagging and complaining. She shricked and cried and
ran after him cursing, waving the baby nursing at her breast like
a stick with which to beat him. The more he complained the less
she did, and often he'd come home and find no supper at all. So
he took to staying away even more, and that’s when he found a
girliriend in another neighborhood not far from ours. She was a
worker in his factory and he began to have an affair with her.




240 My Neighborhood

This made him all the more irritated and angry when he. came
home, because he was guilty about havir.lg begun a secret 11;11?011_
So they quarreled all the time, and it began to create serious
problems in the entranceway. As I said, people had taken mdes. in
the quarrel —the men supporting Two-Face and the women S.ld-
ing with the Country Bumpkin. Then, too, the racket was getting
on our nerves. On those nights that Two-Face c%me home‘fOr
supper, all would be quiet for awhile. Then you'd hear voices
rising, doors slamming, and finally a few thuds and smacks.
There was no doubt that he hit her, although you never saw
marks and she denied it. But they'd spend hours yelling and curs.
ing at each other. The activist would run up and try to, get t_hem
to stop, but they always locked the door an.d you couldn’t get in to
quiet them down. Neighbors would come into the hall muttering
and cursing, and it used to end with ‘the- husba.md s'udd_en,ly Eu'rslz-
ing through the door and out the building, with his wife’s shrieks
s following behind. .
e (‘:«fl\}}::sfried every%hing to stop the quarrel‘igg. During t?le day
when her husband was away, I and other activists talked ‘,mth her
and tried to get her to change her ways, but she wouldl? th listen.
She just said she was tired of being locked up at home with never
a chance of getting out. She was ready to go horn'e to her parents,
but she didn’t want to take the chanc.e of losing }.161' precious
Shanghai legal residence. She’d make 'h1m pay for his treatment
of her, and she would make life for him as mlﬁerable as he was
making it for her. The Party tried to reason with both of thei,
especially with the husband. He was tﬁ)ld to stay away froml_ is
new girlfriend and to uphold the principles of s.o.clahst mora 1t)£i
He said he would try, but after a few days of vicious yellllng an
screaming, off he went to see his mistress. There was little we
could do, and other neighbors fared no better. One woman,ha
transport worker, lived next door and tried very hard to ht}zllp t E
Country Bumpkin. She told her that she needed to fretil ers.ed
from the past and try to become a modern woman. She said,
“Look at me. No one dares to yell and shout at me or to beat l'l’lle.
My husband helps with the household ar}d I hane an equal re a:
tionship with him. You can do the same if you w1'sh. The 301;11:1-
try Bumpkin, surrounded by her squalling children a:;her o
messy household, replied: “If you'll lend ‘me Xour o
look after my children as well as yours, and if you’ll lend me your
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husband too, then maybe I could becom
impossible for me to hold up half the sk
too much here that keeps me down.”
The outcome of the affair was no testament to the work of
the residents’ committee or to the ability of the people in the en-
tranceway to settle their own problems. Two-Face and the Coun-

try Bumpkin stopped quarreling, but only after he had given her
a real beating one day, which led us to

to warn him that he would be brought
next time it happened. After that the
that’s because he didn’t spend much ti
was always at his mistress’ place and sometimes even spent the
night there. It wasn’t long before it was clear that the only solu-
tion to our unhappy couple’s problems was a divorce, and that’s
where they were heading when I left the neighborhood in 1974,
So that’s one time where we failed to solve 2 problem that we
should have been able to settle. Maybe we should have worked
harder with her at the beginning. T don't know, but it Jjust shows
you that where people’s lives are concerned, you don’t always
know what to do even if you live so closely together.

In thinking about my work as a member of the residents’
committee, I would say that I enjoyed it a lot. What I lost because
my former friends no longer trusted me, 1 gained in understand-
ing how different people behave and how they respond to author-
ity. I left China feeling that we try too hard to control people’s
lives and we keep too tight a rein on what they do after work in
their homes. Here in Hong Kong, however, neighborhood life is
50 impersonal that I wonder if my Shanghai experience couldn't
somehow be applied here, Maybe we should try to organize sorne
type of Hong Kong residents’ committee —10t to snoop on people
Or to mobilize them politically, but just to help them keep the
place clean, to take pride in their surroundings, or simply to get

them to know one another. What's missing in Hong Kong is
people in the neighborhood feeling part of some group. In Hong
Kong almost everyone is a stranger. As a result there is dirt and
chaos, and people don’t care about each other. In China there’s
too much control and in Hong Kong there’s not enough; at least
that’s how I fee) right now after a year of living in Hong Kong.

e like you. Right now, it's
¥.? as you suggest. There’s

convene a special meeting
before the authorities the

quarreling stopped, but
me at home anymore. He




