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The consideration of Communist China presents to Americans a com
pound problem for which there seldom has been adaquate material either 
of descriptive or analytical variety. There is a tremendous literature upon 
the Ancient China, and a not inconsiderable literature upon the contem
porary China. What has been lacking, so far, is a comparative and interpre
tive literature, that strains out the common denominators and the ele
ments of true difference, and that suggests how the present Communist 
China can have emerged so abruply and so completely out of the ancient 
China.1 The present discussion is not what might be termed basic research, 
since it sets forth little that is new to the literature of the two Chinas. It is, 
rather, a review of the ideas, themes, and workings of the two phases of 
Chinese society, in an attempt to suggest that the very recent past can be 
considered to have continuity in the evolution of a single stream of develop
ment.2 These matters are geographically significant in that both the ancient 
and the Communist China occupy the same landscapes of the earth, deal 
with the same ethnic units, climatic regimes, natural resources, and agricul
tural problems. This discussion, then, reviews certain basic patterns of class
ical society in China, remarks on a variety of cultural processes, and notes 
the continuities and contrasts in the Communist China of today. 

BAsic CuL TUHE CoMPLEXES IN CLASSICAL CHINESE SoCIETY 
Analysts of past Chinese culture have placed their primary emphasis 

upon one or another of several different complexes, according to their con
cerns. It would appear that no single complex bears the whole weight of 
the structure of Chinese society or forms the single cement that holds it 
together. I prefer to think in terms of a number of complexes, each signifi
cant in its own way, each of vvhich forms a building block integrally sup
porting the whole structure. If too large a number of complexes are enumer
ated the duplicative interrelations between them become complicated; if too 

* This is the text of the address presented at the Annual Banquet of the 
California Council of Geography Teachers, Northridge, Calif., May 6, 1961. 

1 For historic China, see the bibliography in K. S.  Latourette, The Chinese, 
Their History and Culture, (New York, MacMillan, 3rd ed., 1959, and the exten
sive bibliographies in J. Needham, Science and Civilization in China, (Cambridge 
University Press, Vol. 1, 1954, Vol. 2, 1956, Vol. 3, 1959). For both historic and re
cent periods see bibliography in C. T. Hu, China, Its People, Its Society, Its Culture, 
(New Haven, HRAF Press, 1960), and for the most comprehensive bibliographies 
on recent China see the three biennial volumes edited by E. S. Kirby, Contemporary 
China, Hong Kong University Press, 1956, 1958, and 1960). The bibliography in 
G. B. Cressey, Land of the 500 Million, (New York, McGraw-Hill, 1955), covers 
the more distinctly geographic aspects up to the date of its publication. 

2 Where obviously useful, references will be supplied to sources of information 
upon particular subjects, but not every issue in an article of this sort can be docu
mented without the supporting material becoming unwieldy. 
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few are itemized, the derivative applications become numerous and abstruse. 
In an effort to reach a middle ground, it seems possible to establish six such 
complexes that became the foundation stones on which classical Chinese 
society was built. These are: 

l. The family (meaning, in this case, the larger family, often termed the 
extended family or the joint family), which includes more than one bio
logical family, the latter sometimes called the conjugal, natural, or nu
clear family, 

2. The compact village settlement, not precisely distinguishing between 
the village and the town, 

3 .  The walled city, as distinct from the village and the town in functional 
terms, 

4. General
· 

social organization, involving elements of structure, stratifica
tion, regionalism, and function, 

5. Egocentricity of the Chinese world view, sometimes labeled ethnocen
trism, involving the definition of Chinese and non-Chinese, and, 

6. The agrarian orientation of life, including the concept of the harmonics 
of nature and the relations of man to nature.3 

Many might choose to add items to this basic list, but I believe these suf
ficient for the purposes of this paper, for such other complexes can be deri
vative of one of the above. 

It is necessary to do more than list the building blocks: an examination 
follows as to the nature of each of the suggested complexes; although it 
makes no attempt to demonstrate all possible functional applications or de
rivatives. To considerable extent we cannot conceive of these complexes 
as fully operative in unchanged form from ancient time to the modern day, 
but we can conceive of them as the basic complexes around which, and 
upon which, the elaborate structure of eighteenth century Chinese society 
was built . Their relevance to Communist China will be reserved for a later 
section of this paper. 

1. The Family.4 We cannot even guess what kind of family group 
was considered optimum by Peking Man, and we can do little more than 
guess, so far, as to the family group normally operative in Old Stone Age 
time as indicated by the living sites that have been partially explored by 
the archaeologist. But it is clear that long before Confucius codified the 
concept of the family in the sixth century B. C., the Chinese extended 
family was a functioning unit in social, economic and political terms. 
Though the smaller biological family has always been present in China, 
the larger family has been numerous and has been effective. Essenti
ally, the family has been the basic economic unit of organization, whether 

3 Many authors deal with this issue in variable terms. One of the best short state
ments is to be found in E. 0. Reischauer and J. K. Fairbank, East Asia, the Great 
Tradition, (Boston, Houghton Mifflin, 1958) pp. 23-30. Material on all the culture 
complexes here listed can be found in Hu, op. cit. D. Bodde, China's Cultural Tra
dition, What and Whither? (New York, Rhinehart & Co., 1957), is the best brief 
source for notations on the Chinese view of nature. 

• In addition to Hu, op. cit., and Bodde, op. cit., see 0. Lang, Chinese Family 
and Society, (New Haven, Yale University Press, 1 946), M. J. Levy, Jr., The Family 
Revolution in Modern China, (Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 1949), C. K. 
Yang, The Chinese Family in the Commtmist Revolution, (distributed by Harvard 
University Press, Cambridge, 1959) .  
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it be thought of as a production unit, as among the mass of the people, or 
as a control and management unit, as among the smaller numbers of con
trolling families. In classical terms the larger the family, the more effective 
was the economic unit. Plural wives to ensure sons, ancestor worship to 
strengthen family ties, wide scattering of family members in times of 
geographical and societal mobility, multiple patterns of economic endeavor 
to stabilize the economic status: these and other aspects all were features 
of an expanding society in times of economic and population growth. In
fanticide, the disowning of family members, the giving away or selling 
away of children, the simple dying out of family lines, the forcible exter
mination of families, and the disruption of family life : all these and other 
aspects were features of a shrinking society in times of stress and trouble. 

Both types of phenomena were recurrent throughout most of Chinese 
social history, dependent upon the upward or downward spiral of Chinese 
society at the particular time. Inasmuch as the nineteenth and early twen
tieth centuries were periods of a downward spiral, the Occident is more 
familiar with such aspects as infanticide, the selling of children into 
"slavery," and the disruption of family structure. It is obvious that in times 
of stress the weakening of family strength was accompanied by features 
making for decimation of families, and the literature is full of the theme, 
for such things happened among the masses of Chinese families. It is less 
well known that among the ruling families, sometimes now termed the gen
try, the degree of continuity and the maintenance of family strength has been 
very marked, and that the features of decline so commonly remarked 
upon for all China were operative to a minimal degree only.5 It would 
appear that, in numerical terms, hundreds of families were able to main
tain themselves in secure positions for more than 2,000 years, if not much 
longer. The relative number of such gentry families decreased about 
900 A. D., and a new level of middle class gentry families came into exis
tence to broaden the basis of the ruling family sector. However, significant 
numbers of the earlier families maintained themselves until very recently, 
and large numbers of families measured their continuity in centuries. 

The family concept lay behind the concept of government as the 
political state evolved, in that a good father was a good ruler and a good son 
was a good citizen. In point of hard fact one can carry this concept too far 
in applying it to the operation of the classical Chinese state, but there pre
vailed the general idea that the Chinese state was a government of men, 
not of laws, and to the degree that the concept was operative it functioned 
regardless of the going form of the state. The concept operated in the 
tribal "state," functioned in the feudal state, continued operative in the 
national state, and the concept certainly can be seen operative in the Com
munist state in which Comrade Mao is visualized as the good father of his 
people, The traditional Chinese political state is normally described as 
authoritarian, a term as descriptive of earliest China as of Communist 
China. 

5 W. Eberhard, Conquerors and Rulers, Social Forces in Medieval China, (Lei
den, E. J. Brill, 1952), and "The Leading Families of Ancient Tun-huang," Sino
logica, Vol. 4, 1956, pp. 209-232. 
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lt
_ 
has been commonly asserted that the Chinese concept of the larger 

JperatiVe family has been both the basic buildino stone and the strongest 
bulwark of Chinese society that would withstand all forms of onslaught. 
There are other pertinent elements in the functioning of the family, and 
the author has condensed a major subject into simple terms, but the sig
nificance of the family in classical China was primary, no matter how the 
pattern was elaborated. The family became the key element in three other 
basic culture complexes in an interlocking series, namely, village settlement, 
general social organization, and the agrarian orientation of life. 

2. The Compact Vilkge.6 The compact village as the operational base 
of a group of families can be viewed as an organized extension of the family 
in that it is a larger economic grouping able to encompass a greater variety 
of economic production in greater volume, and in that it is a group large 
enough to stand alone in a regional landscape exposed to competing groups 
and patterns of culture. In the sense of a regional unit occupying a given 
sector of the landscape, it often functioned as did the family, with give 
and take of labor, produce, strength, resources, refuge, protection, and 
initiative. It often has been said that there was a high degree of cooperative 
democracy in Chinese village life. In that many villages in earlier times 
were composed of related families, there often was such democracy and co
operation, and where a village was composed of unrelated families there 
often was decision making in common by the elders of the families, but 
such democracy never approached the ideal referred to in the American 
town meeting of our earlier New England days. 

In most portions of China the compact village was the key settlement 
form; only in a few regions for specific situations were other settlement 
forms employed. But always the village was the center of the mass of the 
population, from neolithic sites to modern villages, whereas the active 
and essential control over the life of the village was situated outside the 
village and apart from it. The village never had legal status in the admin
istration of China, and political administration has been imposed from 
above and outside. The palace, the great house, the magistrate's yamen, 
sometimes even the headman's establishment sat apart from, and above, 
the compact village as a specific settlement form, and the occupants _there
of lived apart from the mass of the people and rarely were truly of them. 
The village seldom was the place wherein originated the ideas, the tech
nologies, the codified norms, or the ideal mores of Chinese cul�ure, but the 
villaoe was the place where these cultural norms came to rest m the stable 
patt:rns of Chinese society as we have known them historically. 

The earliest villages undoubtly held customary rights to the plant, 
animal, and mineral products of the land, and in time the village came to 
have vested customary rights to the use of land and to the local lands them
selves. This is a normal case of territoriality and its evolution, but to the 
ruler the people went with the land as paired resources even though the 

6 Bodde, op. cit., C. K. Yang, A Chinese Village in Early Communist Transi
tion, (distributed by Harvard University Press, Cambridge, 1 959), H. T. Fei, Pea
sant Life in China, (London, George Routledge and Sons, 1939), and see S. D. 
Chang, "Some aspects of the Urban Geography of the Chinese Hsien Capital," An
nals, Assoc. Amer. Geog. Vol. 5 1 ,  1961 ,  pp. 23-45, but particularly pages 39-43. 
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power to separate one from the other was implicit. The evolution of the 
national state brought with it the concept of private ownership patterns, 
applicable to plants-lands and to animals, and drew sharper lines than had 
older customary ownership concepts. To the village population these new 
concepts did not alter the local regionalism of the village as related to its 
surrounding lands. The concept of private ownership had lesser regional 
implications for the upper level family in that such a family was not re
stricted to a single village, and in time the gentry families associated them
selves to a region but were apart from any village within the region. It is 
here that the town and the city play their role in Chinese society. The 
city, pa.rticu�arly, w�s the .seat of the gentry e.xtended family� though. some 
of its bwlogical family umts normally were distnbuted both m the villages 
and in other towns and cities. Because the gentry extended family often 
had biological family units engaged in all kinds of economic and political 
activity, it ranged widely, dependent upon villagers but not of them. 

Chinese village life has often been extolled as the good life. In good 
times village life has been secure and adaquate in terms of food, shelter, 
and the provision of livelihood necessities. But village life in China has 
been dull, intellectually barren, and less rich and satisfying than most 
authorities suggest, since the generalizations about Chinese culture are 
drawn from cities and towns. Dull and barren in the best periods, village 
life has been exceedingly stagnant, torpid, and stupefying in those periods 
when economic privation has made even simple subsistence a hazardous 
problem. 

'fhe reputed self sufficiency of the village, its autonomy so long as 
things went well, its relations to the city, its relations to territory and re
gion, and its place in the scheme of Chinese society became stabilized in 
time and structure. The mass of the Chinese became villagers and China 
became a mass of villages, functioning cells in a steadily expanding society. 
In the general sense, with little exception, China spread where stable 
village life could spread. Even the exception is not real, for in Szechwan, 
Kwiechow, and Yunan villages were present, village life was operative 
within the same broad patterns, and the same general terms applied-it 
was only that a rural population lived scattered out on the landscape 
around their villages. In such areas as Tibet, the Mongolias, and Turkestan, 
the sedentary agrarian village-local regional lands complex was not possible, 
and here Chinese hegemony normally was dependent upon military con
trol of territory and was, therefore, impermanent. In southern and western 
China the very process of becoming Chinese involved local populations 
giving up their regional mobility, settling in permanent villages, and adopt
ing practices of sedentary agriculture on lands lying around the villages. 

The expansion of village life was a function of an expanding society 
and economy. The decline of village life and the accumulation of poor, 
landless, and unemployed villagers was a function of a declining economy 
and society. The inroads of occidental manufacturing upon Chinese village 
handicrafts, the rise in land tenancy, and the declining level of living of 
the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were periodic aspects of a 
declining spiral; their greater intensity in the last century brought the de
cline to a more critical state than had been the case in many earlier periods. 
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The sheer growth of Chinese population in recent centuries involved a 

greater degree of crisis than had a similar decline in earlier centuries for 
a lesser population. 

3. The Vlalled City.7 The only real word for city, as a distinct class 
of settlement in China, is the word Ch'eng, meaning wall. Walls were 
built across-country as boundaries, and around villages in old north China, 
but the appropriation of the word Ch'eng for city denotes the significance 
of fortification for key settlements at an early date. Wailed cities in North 
China, at least, pre-date the historic record, but the archaeologist has not 
yet unravelled much of the earlier story. In early historic time the city be
came synonymous with the following : seat of political and military power; 
palace-residence of the holder of power; seat of wealth and base of the re
gional tax collector; center for skilled handicraftsmen who depended upon 
the wealthy both for patronage and protection; residence seat of scholars, 
astrologers, priests, and administrators of the surrounding area; residence 
of a certain number of what may be termed "service personnel"; seat of 
merchant traders; the residence base of a certain population for whom no 
specific function can be applied at present; chief market for produce and 
trade goods of the surrounding countryside; center for the collection of tri
bute, and ultimate refuge of at least a portion of the loyal rural population 
of the countryside in time of invasion. Perhaps there were other functiOns 
also. As territorial expansion took place certain advance sites were built into 
cities, for the function of the city as the seat of political, military, adminis
trative, and taxing power seems the dominant function once the formal 
designation of places as cities began to occur. 

No full discussion of the city can be given here, since too little is really 
known about the full role of the Chinese city. We do not even know just 
who lived in Chinese cities in early time, how they got there, and what 
their status in society was. However, it is clear that once cities came into 
being in China they became not only the centers of political, military, and 
economic power, but the real functional heart of Chinese culture. It was 
the cities that generated the culture patterns, set the styles and the norms, 
prescribed the definitions, called the changes, and served as the agencies 
of control of the Chinese landscape, be it local county, general region, fron
tier zone, or nation as a whole. The significance of the city, for this paper, 
is in its function as originator of culture and controller of the countryside, 
and here it was that the ruling families had their residence and base of 
operations. In the decentralization of historic China, the regional city had 
a very real role as the center of a "little China." 

7 There is extremely little literature of real significance on the ongm, nature, 
and role of the historic Chinese city. G. T. Trewartha studied Chinese cities, but 
did not deal with the critical cultural issues in his two papers "Chinese Cities : Num
bers and Distribution," Anmals, Assoc. Amer. Geog., Vol. 41, 19 51, pp. 3 3 1 -347, and 
"Chinese Cities: Origins and Functions", Annals, Assoc. Amer. Geog., Vol. 42, 1 952, 
pp. 69-93. R. Murphey, "The City as a Center of Change; Western Europe and 
China," Anm:zls, Assoc. Amer. Geog., Vol. 44, 1954, pp. 349-362, suggests many 
of the problems. Chang, op. cit., gets close to the heart of the problem of the place of 
the city in Chinese society. W. Eberhard, "Data on the Structure of the Chinese City 
in the Pre-Industrial Period," Economic Development and Cultt�ral Change, Vol. 4. 
1956, pp. 23 5-268, in a penetrating study has some tentative conclusi9ns of real value, 
and asks many questions that need answers. 
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4. Social Organization.8 The theme that the poor boy can become 
president, that a Henry Ford can co�e f�om a humb�e home, that Abraham 
Lincoln could learn to read by firelight m a log cabm, that you and I may 
acquire Cadillacs, great homes, and status in our communities is a favorite 
in American life. Perhaps here it has more often come to pass than else
where in the world, which makes it such a significant attribute of Ameri
can life. Chinese culture possesses somewhat the same optimistic theme, 
and the leaders of China have always played upon the theme for what it 
has been worth. That it undoubtly operated over the long centuries of 
Chinese history gave reality to the theme, but the relative frequency of the 
individual rise has been far less than popularily b�lievecl and far less than 
in American life. It certainly is true that Chinese society never developed 
a highly stratified social organization with inherited status patterns such 
as became characteristic of Hindu Indian society, but the extended family, 
when secure in position, gave to its younger generations status and power 
that were almost as effective as inherited patterns. It is true also that in de
veloping the national political state, both formalized slavery and formalized 
nobility were clone away with. Both these elements of social structure had 
died out by the start of the Christian Era among the Chinese themselves, 
though such alien ruling groups as the Tobas, the Mongols, and the Man
elms brought to their controls of China a limited nobility structure. The 
abolition of slavery and nobility evolved slowly with the maturing of the 
legal institutions of private landownership and its patterns of transfer. Ten
ancy and landlordism, in a sense, in time replaced slavery and nobility as 
institutional elements around the land system. The gradual identification 
of the wielders of political power vvith government bureaucracy and with 
the landlords solidified the legal institutional framework; the opposite iden
tification of the small landowner, the artisan, and the tenant with the pea
santry was a parallel development in the slow growth of Chinese social 
structure. The preservation of personal "slavery" as a technique of self pres
ervation did continue until the twentieth century, In times of famine poor 
families often gave away a child to people able to maintain it and sometimes 
"sold" the child, the price received aiding the seller in maintaining his own 
life. This is something quite apart from formalized slavery. 

The Chinese patterns of social organization must commonly have rec
ognized four broad classes, those of scholar, farmer, artisan, and merchant. 
These are essentially functional in nature, and since they involved no for
mal hereditary controls, this simple structuring permitted the rise and fall, 
or simple shift, of individual families. However, this simple consideration 
disguises the very nature of Chinese social structuring. A farmer was an 
agrarian rural peasant while a scholar was an urban resident associated with 
political controls. Farmers and artisans were closely related in that the ex
tended peasant family normally contained both. In the same way merchants 
and scholars often were closely related in that the gentry families often in
cluded both kinds of members. The rise of merchant classes out of artis
anry, with conflict in social status-making, is an old theme in Chinese his
tory. 

8 Hu, op. cit., Lang, op. cit., Bodde, op. cit. 
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This coupling of agriculture and artisanrv, and of scholar-official and 
merchant developed a bi-polar status in the

' 
broad social framework of 

Chinese society, the rural-agrarian and the urban-intellectual-merchant-of
ficial. These two groups now are more commonly labeled the peasantry and 
the gentry. The fiction, and the reality, of individual and family movement 
from one to the other group occurred sufficiently often that the two broad 
groups never became totally separated. Periods of societal decline normally 
were marked by the sinking of some families from the upper level into ob
scurity, and by the rise of new families into the upper level, whereas per
iods of societal expansion nmmally were marked by the recruitment of new 
individuals and new families into the upper levels. Particularly after the 
civil service patterns matured and China went through periodic expansions 
of the state, this recruitment served to maintain the ranks of the upper levels 
of society. It also afforded an occasional peasant boy, who by good fortune 
secured an education, entry into the ranks of officialdom, and in such case 
his whole family shared his good fortune. This statement somewhat simpli
fies the long social history of China, but its basic features are significantly 
operative. As an old Chinese proverb has it :  "The ox plows the field, but 
the horse eats the grain." 

The Chinese have long spoken in terms of the hsiao jen, the little 
people of the rural agrarian scene, and the chun tzu, the gentleman who 
formed the urban upper classes. The whole Confucian pattern of life was 
framed in te1ms of the commoner and the aristocrat, the governed and the 
governing, the agrarian and the urban, the peasantry and the gentry. This 
bi-polarity sometimes became a dichotomy which penetrated and affected 
village life as well as the broad structure of society as a whole. 

Early Chinese social organization utilized the clan and has never en
tirely lost this element of social structure. Once the national state develop
ed, the role of the clan declined, in north China far mme than in south 
China. As an economic unit larger than the family, however, the clan re
mained an operative unit in life. As a social form amenable to political ac
tion, the clan organization was frequently revived during periods of dis
turbance, political decline, rebellion, and the reconstruction of patterns of 
stability. 

Less formal elements of organization, in the strict sense, were the 
guilds, the regional groupings, the provincial fraternity, the counting of dis
trict and county home status. Into the overall framework of social organiza
tion the scholar class eventually fitted the concept of the examinations and 
the civil service rankings. There were many other elements of social organ
ization that were developed for the stabilizing of life in general and life for 
the individual, down to such things as the beggars' guild. That the soldier 
was never given status in China perhaps was by common consent of all the 
established general classes-he could but prey upon the little people, tax 
the merchant, and deprive the scholar of power. 

Throughout Chinese social organization there runs a strong pragmatic 
thread of utilitarianism-class patterns were developed and maintained 
which were mutually helpful elements to large numbers of people. There 
was give and take, transfer of status, rise and fall of individuals and fami
lies. Alien groups brought in new elements when rising to power, non-
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Chinese became Chinese by the acceptance of general standards, Chinese 
initiative reduced threatening elements when it could. Chinese social struc
ture never became totally static or fixed in immutable patterns, but its 
generally accepted pattern� have been �ne of the very definitions of wl:o 
was a Chinese, and, to this degree, social structure was one of the basic 
building blocks of Chinese society. 

5. Chinese Egocentricity.9 A Chinese proverb, "Within the four seas 
all men are brothers," has often been quoted as a sort of peaceful ideal for 
world society. The proverb did not originate in an international context, 
and the four seas referred to cannot be equated, in reality, to oceans at the 
ends of the planet earth. The proverb contains an implicit egocentricity 
which is manifest throughout Chinese history, for its original meaning 
suggested that even Chinese scoundrels were Chinese. All peoples of the 
earth, as unit population based on some kind of grouping criteria, distin
guish between "we" and "they," and the criteria vary tremendously, often 
involving some element of physical human biology. Many peoples express 
some degree of superiority over other peoples-Americans are often dis
liked around the world for the superiority they exude. In Chinese terms 
the "we" is best equated historically with the concept "civilized," and the 
"they" with the concept "barbarian." These terms are thus not a reference 
to human biology in any sense, but a definition of Chineseness. Those 
people who think, act, feel, believe, revere, disdain, admire, dislike, and 
assume as Chinese do are Chinese; those who do not are barbarians. Not 
only is a type of reaction involved, but implicit in it is a quality reaction. 
To be Chinese is superior to being non-Chinese. The definition of what 
constitutes the accepted sum-criteria of Chineseness at any particular date 
in history changes, but there remains a group concept of type and quality. 
The earliest Chinese did not write, their ancestor worship was ill-prescribed, 
their agriculture was primitive, their food economy was very simple, and 
their domestic architecture was crude, but there was a begining concept 
present even then. In the alteration of the criteria themselves in more recent 
centuries the elements that went into the type definition altered, but the 
essential quality has not altered. 

Throughout Chinese history the leadership of the Chinese has striven 
to keep before the population an acceptable concept of what constitutes 
Chineseness. In that this has been accomplished, China has absorbed her 
conquerors-historically they all became Chinese, and few Chinese totally 
submerged themselves in other cultures. Within the four seas all men are 
brothers, are civilized, and are Chinese; outside the four seas all men are 
unrelated, are barbarian, and are not Chinese; this is a far more realistic 
interpretation of the Chinese proverb than that holding it a pacifist ideal 
for world society. China as the center of the civilized world has long been 
one of the ideas implicit in Chineseness. All non-Chinese should pay 
respect and homage to the Chinese; if they can be induced to admit their 
inferior status and pay tribute, so much the more proper. 

The above attitudes have not been very fully expressed in the last two 
centuries during which the European world has displayed its own criteria 

9 See Hu, op. cit., pp. 502-506. This complex has seldom been described explicit
ly, but is implicit in many kinds of remarks by Chinese; it often has been glossed over 
in occidental writing. 
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of egocentric superiority, but they have not disappeared. In the high periods 
of Chinese history they clearly have been expressed. There has been a 
tolerance in their expression, of course, and when other peoples peacefully 
adopted the Chinese way they peacefully became Chinese. This has been 
one element in the geographical expansion of China-the peaceful expan
sion of China by fihe barbarian adoption of the Chinese way. But when the 
adoption of the Chinese way has· been resisted by the barbarians, then 
something akin to manifest destiny and military and political imperialism 
has come to the fore among the Chinese to the end, that, during the high 
periods, Chinese ]pOWer expressed itself in the whole of eastern Asia. 

China and Chineseness could not spread where the agrarian village 
could not go, that is the dry or cold interior heart of Asia; it could not 
spread to those peoples yet too simple in culture to accept the Chinese way, 
the simple tribal shifting cultivators of southeast Asia; it could not succeed 
among those who emigrated rather than accept, such as the Thai, the Lao, 
the Miao, the Burmans, and others of southeast Asia. The Chinese always 
have recognized that there are those outer realms of the world to which 
the Chinese way was not fully applicable, but these must remain to some 
degree barbarian. 

The egocentricity has been one of the things that has kept a living 
China operating for a longer period than any other single society on the 
face of our earth. It has been an intangible cement which has defined 
Chineseness, has altered the specifics of the definition during chang
ing times and changing technology, but has remained essentially a unified 
concept throughomt. 

6. Agrarian Orientation.1° Chinese society has been one rooted in the 
productive soil of local regions, one given to a permanent concern for the 
relation of man to a specific place. It shows itself in the way in which a 
Chinese village farmer stays with his land if he possibly can, and is shows 
itself in the way in which a Chinese, removed thousands of miles and born 
generations later, will still refer to his homeplace as a specific locality some
where in old China. In its most obvious phase this orientation has been 
that of the agricultural villager whose primary concern is the growing of 
crops on the good earth. 

Historically the earliest Chinese crop growers were shifting cultiva
tors who also engaged in hunting animals and birds and in fishing in local 
waters. The agrarian orientation became stronger, however, as sedentary 
village agriculture replaced shifting cultivation and mobile living, to the 
degree that the pastoral orientation of following animals about became 
an early synonym for barbarianism. This orientation grew stronger with the 
evolution of the legal institutions of private landownership, and it grew 
into an orientation that viewed agricultural land as the only economic good. 
The great debates at the start of the Christian Era sharpened the agrarian 
orientation, and relegated transportation, trade, mining, and manufacturing 
to a secondary position.11 During the whole of the Christian Era this orien-

1o This subject has been discussed by many different authors and most of the 
literature dealing with Chinese economy stresses it. Cressey op. cit. deals effectively 
with the specifics. 

11 See E. M. Gale, Disco�trses on Salt and Iron, (Leiden, Brill. 1 93 1 ) .  
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tation remained strong, so strong that the introduction of nineteenth cen
tury alien features such as railroads, foreign-style buildings, and factories 
were thought to be destructive of the agrarian harmonics of the Chinese 
landscape. 

So long as the Chinese were few in the midst of a great and extensive 
landscape this agararian orientation supplied all of them most adequately 
with a living. During the growing periods of Chinese society there was land 
enough for all who came into the Chinese world. The leadership elements 
of Chinese society helped maintain this orientation, for it made for rural 
stability and prosperity. The agrarian orientation fitted the family system, 
the rural village system, the broad patterns of social organization, and it 
formed the contrast with the lesser economies of the surrounding barbari
ans of all kinds. The leadership elements themselves maintained relations 
with local rural communities and landscapes, they kept their identifications 
with place and with the land, and they kept the major functioning cultural 
elements of Chinese society in tune with an agrarian orientation. The good 
emperor annually offered sacrifices on behalf of agriculture at the Temple 
of Agriculture and officiated at the ceremonial spring plowing which open
ed the agricultural year. This steadfast view of the land by 1 950, produced 
more than one hundred million families who still thought in terms of the 
land, the agTicultural life, and the good earth on which it was founded. 

Tr-IE CYCLIC PATTERNS oF CHINESE I-IrsTORY 

Though Chinese society has been continuously operative for some 
four thousand years, its vigor has not been sustained at the same high 
level during the whole period. There have been periods of decline and 
resurgence, of privation imcl prosperity, of weakness and strength, of tur
bulence and peace. To some the waxing and waning become inevitable and 
cyclic, to others they are but the repetition of events in a society long gover
ned by a single basic set of concepts. The Communist viewpoint sees 
different methods of the ruler exploiting the masses, either more or less 
brutally, from the ancient age of primitive communism, through clan 
society and feudalism, into the modern era of capitalism controlled by 
alien interests. The non-Communist economic historian recognizes those 
periods of upward spiralling economic growth during which political, social, 
and economic institutions, and their administration, were in balance, and 
those periods of downward spiralling, economic decline in which institu
tions and their administrations were out of balance. The ascribing of causes 
to the various directional currents of Chinese history takes one pattern under 
the Communist viewpoint, whereas non-Communist scholars have not fully 
studied the periodicity of Chinese history with an eye to ascribing causes.12 
The elating of cycles, the prescribing of descriptive terms for the periods, and 
the causes of periodicity are not the object of this section, but the recog
nition that there have been such periodic ups and downs is �mportant to 
the balance of this paper. 

From at least early Chou dynasty time, about the eleventh century 
B. C., down to the early nineteenth century one can suggest that the ba
sic tenets of Chinese culture were not really altered. Many institutions of 

12 Eberhard, op. cit. Conquerors and Rulers .. has reviewed Communist theories, 
pp. 45-5 1 .  
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society have changed, and the population has grown, but the fundamental 
concepts of China, and Chinese culture, have remained those of the pat
terns suggested above in the six basic complexes. During an ascending 
spiral .people lived well, the area occupied by Chinese expanded, and the 
population increased. During a descending spiral people lived less well, 
sometimes the area contracted, and population stabilized or even contracted. 
Replacement of a deteriorated, i nefficient, corrupt dynasty and its civil 
and military bureaucracy by a new dynasty with a reformed bureacracy 
normally was accompanied by a period of turbulence, indecisive leader
ship, and seeming short or long term chaos. Replacement by a new dynasty 
which initiated a new upward spiral brought in some new institutions and 
technologies, but is chiefly operated to restore the efficiencies and the stable 
patterns of the past. The new dynasty pruned back divergent currents, re
dressed the balance, maintained the basic institutions of the past, and re
turned to the agrarian orientation. 

Such continuity of family-operated, agrarian-orientated, village-based, 
city-controlled civilized Chinese society was possible so long as the agri
cultural landscape possessed reserves of land within the core area or upon 
its margins which could be utilized by the established order. It is now rec
ognized that in the early nineteenth century the Chinese were running 
out of agricultural landscapes amenable to their system. The late nine
teenth a nd early twentieth century expansion into Manchuria removed 
the pressure temporarily for the people of north China; the late eighteenth, 
nineteenth, and twentieth century migration of southern China into 
southeast Asia, to lesser degree, accomplished the same thing. But by the 
twentieth century the cyclic rise and fall of an agrarian society was deep in 
its last possible decline-no governmental restoration of a dynasty, a party, 
a bureaucracy, or a system could restore expanding economic growth and 
peaceful stability to a society whose population had simply outgrown its 
area of operation unless major changes were to be made in the whole func
tional structure of society. Such changes necessarily involved altering the 
fundamental nature of the basic building blocks upon which Chinese cul
ture was constructed and only a group with a truly revolutionary approach 
could hope to succeed in its prospective program. 

This is not the place in which to argue whether the Nationalist Gov
ernment, a Democratic League, or a new Emperor could have established 
a successful government in control of all China, for the people of China, 
as a sum of cultural attitudes, neither realized the need for, nor desired, 
a change in the basic patterns of Chinese culture. The Nationalist Gov
ernment tried to work chiefly within the framework of the ·past; groups 
and factions opposed to that government advocated lesser or greater degrees 
of basic change. The Communist Party formulated the successful program 
by which tli'e support of the masses was won for a program of reform with
in the patterns of the past. When support was achieved, the Communists 
proceeded to changes of such a drastic nature that they seemed to break 
totally with the past. The issue of Communists vs. Nationalists, to the 
Communists, has ended in terms of the old Chinese proverb : "Conquerors 
are Kings, the Beaten are Bandits." The burden of this paper is that the 
Communists have not broken totally with the past, but that they have in-
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traduced a series of new institutions which can be operated in ways prac
tically compatible with the patterns of the past-

TI-m CHINESE CoMMUNIST CoNCEPTUAL PROGRAM 
No attempt will here be made to state precisely what the Chinese 

Communist Party believed or to justify what they advocated or did on 
any precise date. Marxist philosophy as to strategy and tactics is such as 
to make this attempt both unprofitable and unnecessary. For all the pro
nouncements by the Marxian school on the nature of Chinese society and 
economy and the best way to revolutionize it, there are many variations 
and contradictions in the literature on the_ subject. However, it is clear 
that by 1 945 the Chinese Communist leadership was committed to the con
cept that China, in a world pernanently altered by the Industrial Revolu
tion, could not remain the family-controlled, village dwelling, decentral
ized, agrarian-oriented society it had been. An industrial revolution in 
China vvas an urgent and absolute must, and the mobilization of economic 
resources to underwrite that revolution primarily had to come from within 
China itself. This demanded an end to the economic system wherein family 
investment in land still was the primary pattern of domestic economic 
growth; it also demanded a degree of authoritarian centralization in the 
administration of economic resources such as China had never had. Two 
major obstacles stood in the way of the whole Chinese Communist pro
gram : ( 1 )  the very traditional, localized, agrarian cultural orientation of 
the Chinese peasantry, and (2) the restrictive influence of non-Chinese in 
Chinese economic and political affairs. The Chinese Communist program, 
therefore, set out to destroy those aspects of traditional Chinese cultural 
institutions that would hinder the evolution of centralized control of econo
mic growth along the lines of an industrial society and to destroy non-Chi
nese influence and power which could hinder carrying out such revolution
ary program as might eventuate in the long run. 

Whether or not the National Government of China could have, in the 
long run, produced the necessary revolution within a sufficiently short 
time to lift the level of Chinese living need not be argued, since they lost 
the support of the masses of Chinese requisite to carrying on any program. 
Though the Russian revolution had been born in the city and was carried 
to the countryside, the Chinese Communist Party eventually secured the 
support of the Chinese peasantry in rural areas, after which the Party 
could take over the cities. The Chinese Communist program, therefore, 
began with land reform and stayed with it, in the traditional sense, until 
it had achieved control of the country and the population; after this the 
revolution could take its originally intended course. To keep the support 
of the masses of the peasantry, or at least to keep them sufficiently quiet 
so that wholesale rebellion could not occur, the program repeatedly had to 
shift its orientation temporarily, even in directions that might appear to the 
outside world as un-Marxian.13 

13 See the various Chinese documents on agrarian policy reproduced in K. C. 
Chao, Agrarian Policies of Mainland China : A Doctlmentary Study 1946-1956 (Dis
tributed by Harvard University Press, Cambridge, 1 957), and see Y: L. Wu, An Eco
nomic Survey of Communist China, (New York, Bookman .Asso�Iates, 1956), and 
Hu, op. cit., for general statements, and Yang, reference cited m footnote 6, for 
specific data on one village. 
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The Chinese Communist Party also had to build new cultural, eco
nomic, and administrative institutions to replace those features of tradi
tional China that were to be destroyed. So for as possible, traditional i ncli
nations, tendencies, abilities, and habits needed to be utilized in order 
to make working programs appear familiar, acceptable, and Chinese. That 
these appeared to the outside world to involve un-Marxian trends, contra
dictions, reversal of direction, even idiotic activities, was of no conse
quence, so long as they kept the Chinese populace busy, fully occupied, 
and at least amenable to direction. A basic strategy, exploited tactically, 
was to utilize the energies and weight of "opinion" of the lower sectors 
of the peasantry to further the program of the Party, this weight in itself 
constituting the opposition to the literate, articulate, uncooperative middle 
and upper classes, for the lower classes could be counted upon to support 
demands against the groups above them as they repeatedly had done in 
past histori�: time. 

THE CoMMUNIST PROGRAM IN OPERATION 

It is not the purpose of this article to review the whole working pro
gram of the Chinese Communist Party. Rather, the purpose is to examine 
that prograrrn in terms of the basic and fundamental features of Chinese 
culture that have been utilized by the Chinese Communist Party in its 
program of revolution in China. A re-examination of the previously listed 
six basic culture complexes is therefore required. 

l .  The Family.H Modernization and reform of the traditional family 
structure began slowly around 1900 and moved forward during the first 
half of the present century totally unrelated to the Chinese Communist 
program, brut the movement had achieved little real progress in the rural 
countryside by 1 950. The Chinese Communist program has retained the 
biological family as a basic social institution but has worked to destroy 
the political, economic, and cultural patterns surrounding the traditional 
extended family and its subordinate kinship relations as institutions. This 
has 1 meant temporary excessive freedom of divorce, temporary separation 
of husbands, wives, children, and relatives, the encouragement of loyalty 
to the party and to the state in opposition to loyalty to family members. 
There is historic precedent for persons to inform against relatives and the 
Communist Party exploited this old "duty to the state." Sufficient cases of 
forceful disiciplinary punishment of violation of the Marriage Law of 1950 
have been carried out so  that the basic institutional patterns around the 
traditional family have been broken, though by 1961 not every vestige of 
traditional tendencies has been eradicated. The courts continue to handle 
large numbers of cases of domestic disharmony in which traditional prac
tices become the center of dispute, this being one of the major fields of civil 
litigation encouraged by the Communist Party. Catering to the position of 
women in society and giving them freedom equal to men has brought forth 
a strong degree of support from the women of China, and most of the litiga
tion around domestic disharmony has been initiated by women. 

H Hu, op. cit., Yang, reference cited in footnote 4, J. Y. Fan "Why We Have 
Abolished the Feudal Patriarchal Family System," Peking Review, Vol. 3, No. 1 0  
March 8 ,  1 960, pp. 9-1 2, and R .  S.  Kwan "The Commune, the Family, and the 
Emancipation of Women," in E. S. Kirby, Contemporary China, Vol. 3, 1 958-1959 
( 1 960), pp.  146- 1 5 1 .  
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The growing secularization of the Chinese family has had tremendous 
r�percussions. The increase in the labor force has been notable, along with 
enormously increased mobility of family members as persons. The dissolu
tion of family ties has rendered individuals and biological family units rel
atively easily amenable to state policy decisions since decreased loyalties 
and vanishing intra-family independence renders members of the family 
far more vulnerable than they were under older patterns. These are both 
religious and social residues of non-acceptance of the new patterns, and 
economic pressures hinder the full secularization of the family. Though 
the power and the strength of the traditional family has been broken, the 
complete disappearance of traditional elements of the complex is depen
dent upon the evolution of significantly new and sound ideological and 
social elements of family institutionalism. Here the Communist program 
has used such slogans as "democratic, harmonious, and united new family" 
involving "mutual affection and mutual respect," but the vagueness of 
social direction given by the Communist Party leaves the future evolution 
of new family institutions up to spontaneous processes and influences. By 
1 96 1  these had shown little real development in China, and the Commu
nist Party cannot count their victory totally complete until stable new pat
terns evolve. Despite what happens to China in the future, however, it 
is clear that the full institutionalism of the traditional Chinese family will 
never return and that traditional family economics is a thing of the past. 

2. The VillageY A populous society that continues to grow in num
bers but to reside within the same geographical area cannot abolish the 
compact grouping of residence patterns, and as dormitories or bedroom 
settlements, village-like and town-like settlement forms can only increase 
in number in China. The trend toward increased urbanization can turn 
old villages into towns, cities, and metropolitan areas, and this is happening 
at an increasing rate in China, but the village-like compact settlement form 
remains the most numerous feature of settlement geography in China. The 
introduction of the Commune is affecting the living habits of the Chinese 
population, in that community kitchens and dining rooms, points of pop
ulation concentration during the day, work sites, centers of recreation, and 
centers of incarceration of recalcitrants are bringing change to the physical 
movement and location of persons.16 The reported barracks of the Com
mune are missing, still, from most of the twenty-odd thousand rural Com
mune units, but they may well increase in number, whereas relaxation in 
the early tightness of person-regimentation within the Commune, as a tac
tical maneuver, may well counter the influence of the barracks. 

On the other hand, the functional operation of the traditional village 
has been destroyed by the Chinese Communist Party. The self-contained, 

15 See Yang, reference cited in footnote 6, T. J. Hughes and D. E. T Luard, 
The Economic Development of Communi-st China, 1 949- 1958, (New York, Oxford 
University Press, 1 959), G. Hudson, A. V. Sherman, and A. Zuberman, The 
Chinese Communes, (distributed by Institute of Pacific Relations, New York, 1 960) ,  
and K.  C.  Chao, "The Organization and Function of  the People's Communes," in 
E. S. Kirby, op. cit. Vol. 3, pp. 1 3 1-145. 

16 N. T. Chuan, "How Commune Dining Rooms Serve the Peasants," Peking 
Review, Vol. 3, No. 2, Jan. 12, 1960, pp. 1 6-17, is a sample of numerous short notes 
on the subject. 
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self-directed, independent cell-like autonomy of the village is gone in terms 
of its past operation. The centralization of administrative control, through 
membership in the Party, the steady transference of "cadres," the greater 
accessibility through transportation, and the immediacy of radio communi
cation have destroyed both distance and time relationships for the village. 
The publication of disciplinary or commendatory action throughout China 
by the press, radio, and the "bamboo telegraph" has obliterated the isola
tion and independence of compact settlement groups. The incorporation 
of villages into integrated administrative units such as the Commune, the 
Agricultural Cooperative Farm, the Handicraft Cooperative, and other 
units under collectivization has destroyed the autonomy of village com
munities. It would thus seem that the Chinese Communist Party has de
stroyed the functionalism of another of the basic cultural complexes of 
Chinese society. 

However, it is an old axiom that the Chinese prefer to be members of 
a group, and that they shun solitary living. The whole Communist program 
of collectivization has played hard upon this theme and upon the themes 
of cooperative action, democratic decision-making, and group activity. The 
early creation of mutual aid teams preserved the cooperative activity of 
the traditional village, and in the further collectivization of agriculture, 
handicraft, industry, and transport, every effort has been made to stress 
the group aspects of each form of activity. The more recent stressing of 
community dining rooms has made for social contact, group recreation, and 
group performance. The creation of a whole battery of organizations aimed 
at maintaining group solidarity has tried to capitalize upon the traditional 
pattern of close social contact. This is actually a program to marshall the 
labor forces into more manageable units, but it also is an effort to retain 
the social values of group activity inherent in Chinese society. 

It would appear, therefore, that the Chinese Communist Party has 
tried to do two things with the traditional village communityY First has 
been the aim of destroying the cell-like autonomy of the community which 
enabled one Chinese village to carry on its own little-world life uncon
cerned about what took place in areas round about. Second has been the 
aim of reorganizing the economic functioning of the village community 
as a group of independent families into a highly integrated, centrally con
trolled production unit whose resources and output could be more easily 
utilized and tapped and whose consumption patterns could be more ef
ficiently controlled. To a very considerable extent the patterns of reorgan
ization are those which, at least in theory, make for efficiency in the ac
cumulation of capital resources and labor required in industrialization. 
The sheer problem of collecting production of commodities and taxes from 
more than 1 00,000,000 family units in the rural sector was too great, when 
the whole collecting system had been poorly developed, for centralized 
collection and when transportation was not effective to the same end. The 
similar problem of accun1ulating savings and other forms of capital re
sources to finance industrialization was equally insurmountable under the 

17 Hudson, Sherman, and Zauberman, op. cit., C. M. Li, Economic Develop
ment of Communist China, (Berkeley, University of California Press, 1959) Yang, 
reference cited in footnote 6, Chao, op. cit., and E. S. Kirby, "The Enigma of the 
Communes," in E. S .  Kirby, Contemporary China, Vol. 3, 1958-1959, pp. 152- 1 62 . 

16 



autonomous village system, in which the historic trends had made for well
developed techniques of avoiding centralized control. The progressive es
tablishment of cooperative farms, fully collectivized farms, state farms, 
Communes, and similar economic organizations for handicrafts, trans
portation, and marketing, have reduced the numbers of units to be tapped 
from well over 1 00,000,000 to fewer than 1 00,000, of which some 24,000 
were agricultural Communes. Though operating inefficiencies, apathy, 
passive resistance, even "capitalistic deviation" are present, the increased 
economic efficiency of capital accumulation and labor utilization has more 
than offset the deficiencies. This judgment is a net judgment of the total 
result and is not in contradiction to the judgment that agricultural produc
tion, �s such and alone, has not tremendously increased. 

Whatever may happen to the physical form, number, and size of the 
residence settlements of China, the economic functioning of the traditional 
village has been destroyed, but the group operation has been retained. 
In place of the village has come a changing assortment of centralized 
groupings whose economic functioning can be directed and controlled 
from above, and whose output potential can be tapped for utilization in 
any direction decided upon. The need to maintain the sense of group ac
tivity, cooperation, local initiative, and at least tolerance, if not good will, 
means that there will be waxing and waning in the degree of centraliza
tion, there will be tactical variation in the project patterns to which energy 
is applied, and there will be further change in organizational structure. If 
this whole effort succeeds at all it will be a tremendous step in the reorgani
zation of a traditional economy. An individualistic collection of small auto
nomous villages will have been more highly centralized than in any other 
country. It may be some decades before mature organizational structure 
appears to stabilize its patterns, and there may be even large scale rever
sions to a less centralized pattern of operation . 

3. The City. The Chinese city began undergoing cultural change 
in the late eighteenth century, when Europeans, with their own culture 
complexes, began to accumulate in numbers in a few coastal Chinese cities. 
The nineteenth century saw the process increase, and cultural change i n  
the cities o f  China has been marked in the twentienth century. This, sur
ficially, took the form of breaching or removing walls, widening and paving 
streets, installing light, power, water, sewage, and transportation systems, 
adopting European architectural traits, and developing modern warehouse 
and factory installations. Culturally, the city often became a curious com
page of both traditional Orient and modern Occident. Functionally the 
city has changed hardly at all, for it still is the center of control and cul
ture for Chinese society. In that national control was, and is, centered in 
a political capital, the capital has always been unique. The Chinese Com
munists chose to return to Peking (both the site and the name) partly be
cause of its very aura of historic power and glory, the best known of all 
Chinese political capitals. 

The Chinese Communist programs of economic development in the 
first years centered on those existing cities that were already developed 
3S to industry, transport, and labor skills, but more recently they have be
gun to create new cities out of old villages, towns, or mineral resource 
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sites. These new centers are economically functional as regional foci, and 
as industry develops regional-divisional aspects some of the new cities will 
become very important. As cultural centers t,hey become expressions of 
"politics" and the distributaries of the "mass line." To the degree that the 
industrial orientation grows and assumes dominance in future Chinese so
ciety, the city will share that dominance. There is little evidence, so far, 
that the total role of the city is being changed from that of earlier time, 
so the city may remain the residence of the social, economic, and political 
elite and such other people as can somehow gain entry. Cities are growing 
both larger in population and in area. Peking by 1958 had been expanded 
to 6,552 square miles, including most of the mine sites and industrial plants 
around it. But the tendency to drive the peasantry back to the rural country 
side and to demote urban functionaries to periods of service in rural areas 
preserves the classical distinctions between rural and urban residence. 

4. Social Organization.18 Communist restructuring of the social or
ganization of China is still in process, and a final or stable pattern has yet 
to emerge. However, in broad terms the goal can be stated as the complete 
recasting of social structure upon economic-political lines compatible with 
the political goals of the Communist state. This has so far promoted tre
mendous social mobility, in respect to status and position within the frame
work, by liquidating or reducing to a low level the former upper classes 
and by elevating cooperative individuals, chiefly the former lower classes, 
to a higher status. In a sense the result has been similar to that of earlier 
traditional peliods of turbulence associated with dynastic shifts, in which 
the most objectionable members of the upper classes were stripped of their 
positions, wealth, power, and status, the debt pattern was rearranged, 
and some new additions were made to the upper classes. Many of the same 
historic techniques have been used which have won the support of the 
lower sectors of society, who see in the procedure an opportunity to wipe 
the old slate clean and to advance to a higher level and status. 

In the early years of the Communist regime official pronouncement 
arbitrarily divided the population into five classes : landlords and big mer
chants, national bourgeoisie ( traders, merchants, factory owners, town 
and city dwellers with investments in productive economic patterns), petty 
bourgeoisie (the rich and middle peasant landowners, master craftsmen, 
business and industrial clerical personnel, professional classes, lower gov
ernment fuctionaries, and the like), semi proletariat (tenants, poor pea
sants, handicraft workers, shop assistants, peddlers) ,  and proletariat (the 
landless rural peasantry, town and urban manual labor, the rank and file 
lower segment of the population low in wealth, skill, and status, but high 
in "political consciousness" and therefore willing to support any political 
program that would improve their status) .19 This classification of social 
structure is an obvious but very purposeful and arbitrary arrangement of 
groups of people for economic and political ends. It cut through the tra
ditional social structure of scholar, farmer, artisan, and merchant in terms 
of wealth, power, and status, placing in the landlord-big merchant and na-

1s Hu. op. cit., Wu, QP. cit., Hughes and Luard, op. cit. 
19 See Hu, op. cit., pp. 148-1 52, for specific identification of groups and Wu, op. 

cit., pages 126-140 for the interplaying of classified categories. 
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tional bourgeoisie groups all those persons whose vested interests would 
make them object to the Communist Revolution. By 1 960 the first two 
classes (landlord-merchant and national bourgeoisie) had been liquidated, 
eliminated, reoriented, brainwashed, driven out of China, or driven un
derground, and control of China lay in the hands of a new segment of the 
population, who have been busy erecting the elements of a new social 
structure around themselves. Social structuring under the new regime is 
taking political and economic directions, as could be expected, and upward 
mobility of formerly low-placed persons and biological family units is 
taking place. 

An interesting speculation, as an aside about the workings of the 
program, concerns the question of what has happened, and what will hap
pen, to many of the former great and leading families. Liquidation of many 
of these families took place, but was it so efficient as to wipe out all able 
members? The switching of loyalty, "getting on the bandwagon," and 
"joining the opposition" have been frequent, and it would be strange in
deed if numerous former high-ranking members of society had not been 
able to maintain themselves and their own biological family units under 
the new regime. However, the constant re-examination of loyalty to the 
Communist Party continues to turn out "traitors," "rightists," "imperialists," 
"deviationists," and others, some of whom may well be status opportunists 
who too quickly abused their new status, but others of whom may be mem
bers of old families. 

At the very top of the new structural hierarchy are the veteran lead
ers of the Chinese Communist Party, among whom there have been singu
lar! y few liquidations. 20 Grouped below the top echelon are several ranks 
of party members, their status dependent upon their years of service, out
right ability, and patterns of unswerving loyalty. The Party membership 
of some thirteen million constitutes the elite social group, a group consider
ably larger than the elite of the classical China. Ranked below them are the 
new industrial workers, members of the trade unions, and the more skilled 
of the handicraftsmen. Fringe benefits and status symbolization are bring
ing position in the social hierarchy to this group which, in 1960, num
bered in the vicinity of twelve to fifteen millions. The "cadre" member
ship, the group of activists who carry out party policy at all levels, slowly 
is achieving a third-ranking status level. Some of these are new or low
placed party members, but others are village opportunists who are willing 
to carry out party chores in return for status and fringe benefits of a simple 
type. 

The professional, scholarly, and scientific groups in Communist China 
currently are not faring well, and often find themselves somewhat shoved 
aside in the new structuring of social patterns. During 1959-1960 the 
strong emphasis upon "people's research," as opposed to scientific research 
by a scholarly class, indicated that the scholarly and professional classes 
were not making a significant place for themselves. Many such indivi-

2o See Hu, op. cit., pp. 1 50-1 56, for specific comment. Since the whole matter of 
class emergence and reconstruction of social organization is so volatile and current, 
there is little firm data on the subject, and these paragraphs obviously are tentatively 
written. 
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duals have given but lip service to the Party as such, and it is clear that 
social status is to be earned more by Party loyalty, following the "Mass 
Line," and practical accomplishment than by purely scholarly achievement. 

The army also stands in a position somewhat aside from the main 
structural patterns of social organization. In classical tradition good men 
seldom belonged to the army, except in times of crisis, and to a considerable 
extent this remains true in Communist China. The special position of the 
early_ revolutionary army and the political status of i ts leaders gives the 
army stronger position and higher status than in earlier China, but it  
would appear that status is derived from political loyalty rather than mili
tary existence, as such. 

In general "the people" remain the "little people" as in earlier time, 
and leadership is confined to the aristocratic elite, though of a new type. 
The frequent use of linguistic terms for peasantry by highly placed party 
members implies a distinction between the new elite and the commoner. 
The destruction of the old class patterns primarily had economic and po
litical objectives. The development of new class patterns is not yet mature, 
and Communist Party membership does not carry those privately owned, 
hereditary and vested interest elements characteristic of the scholar-land
lord Confucianist class. However, the replacement of Confucian dogma 
by Marxian and Mao dogma finds the same cultural processes at work, and 
slowly the Communist Party membership is aquiring the status and pre
requisities of the former time. It is notable that the early pictures of Mao 
Tse-tung, Chou En-lai, Chu J:eh, and others of the ranking leaders showed 
them wearing wadded cotton clothing of a common sort, living in poor 
housing like that of the "people," and eating in poor surroundings. Recent 
pictures of ranking leaders show entirely different conditions. The too ra
pid acquisition of prerequisites by middle-ranked leaders lays them open 
to attack by opportunistic lower-ranked persons seeking their own patterns 
of increasing status. 

Though traditional Chinese social organization was not extremely 
highly developed in class terms, there was clear distinction between the 
"little people" and the "aristocrats"; power and wealth lay in the hands 
of the latter group, who recruited enough new members to keep their ranks 
full. The accumulation of a landless tenancy was economic rather than 
social, but is provided the sheer weight of pressure which the Communists 
could utilize to destroy the control of the former aristocratic sector. The 
modern development of international trade and industry in the coastal 
cities of China gave rise to a banking, business, industrial, trading group 
which economically was closely related to the old aristocratic sector, and 
often inter-related to them by family ties. The destruction of these two 
groups wiped out the economic control of Chinese society, and socially 
left the Chinese population in a relatively cohesive and socially unstrati
fied state which made relatively easy the introduction of the new social 
patterns based upon the Party, industrial union labor, and affiliated or
ganizational elements. Thus the Communist program has remained fairly 
close to the traditional pattern of loose social organization without sharp 
stratification, containing sufficient fluidity that dissident persons can be 
dropped down-scale and solidly loyal ones can be moved up-scale. 
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5 . Chinese Egocentricity. 21 It is clear that Chinese ego is being more 
strongly expressed in recent years and that the psychological and cultural 
attitude of the Chinese has not changed at all. The feeling that "the East 
Wind is prevailing over the West Wind," that all imperialists are paper 
tigers (fierce-looking but empty inside) ,  and that Maoism is constructively 
reorienting Marxism philosophy, runs throughout the policy line of the 
Chinese Communist Party, and is the attitude reflected by the people of 
China. The active and aggressive position taken by the Chinese with re
gard to the Asian-African spread of Communism is ample indication that 
merely a new version of "we, the civilized," is on the rise. The "peaceful 
acceptance" of Chinese Communist culture cannot be expected among 
the barbarians today because of the "evil machination of the imperialists," 
and the sense of manifest destiny and political imperialism is returning 
to the Chinese in an emphatic way. The tactical patterns of operation have 
been sharpened by Communist strategy, national minorities within China 
are being made into Chinese at an increasing rate, and the extension of the 
attitude abroad is precisely the attitude that brought earlier Chinese em
perors tribute from surrounding peoples in earlier time. Here Chinese ref
erence does turn to history and reminds Chinese that, though former em
perors were "feudalists and imperialists," the former high status of China 
was well deserved and proper. 

6. Agrarian Orientation. There is no question but that Chinese Com
munist policy has tried to destroy the full completeness of the earlier agrari
an orientation of the people of China. Here the effort has been not to des
troy totally such an orientation but to reshape it in such a way that a major 
industrial orientation may be erected within Chinese economy. An agrarian 
orientation that viewed too much mining of minerals or too many railroads 
and factories as disturbing to the harmonics of the landscape, an orienta
tion that declined to utilize natural resources other than soil, an orienta
tion that declined to use machines when human labor could accomplish 
the task, had completely stifled the growth of Chinese economy. The Free 
World has sought the same ends in preaching industrialization to the un
derdeveloped peoples of the earth. 

There is indication that, in the effort to break the agrarian orienta
tion of the Chinese populace, the program went too far, put too little into 
agrarian investment, and neglected the agricultural sector of the economy 
in favor of the industrial sector. The 1 960 corrections of agricultural pro
duction figures brought home the realization that the agrarian orientation 
could not be neglected.22 However, the steady drive to improve agricul
ture, the industrial output designed for agriculture, the driving of popula
tions back to the farms� and the emphasis given to "people's research" on 
agricultural problems demonstrates clearly that total destruction of an 
agricultural orientation was at no point a primary aim. The utilization of 

21 There is little literature dealing with the specific issue. The point is implicit 
in much political manevuering of recent years, reflected in newspaper and magazine 
reporting. It also is implicit throughout such a study as H. A. Steiner, "Communist 
China in the World Community," International Conciliation, No. 5 3 3, May, 1 96 1 ,  
pp. 389-454. 

22 W. K., "Communist China's Agricultural Calamities," The China �uarterly, 
No. 6, April-June, 1 96 1 ,  pp. 64-75 .  
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all known historic techniques in matters of agricultural endeavor has been 
notable, and the attempt to improve agriculture is very real. 23 

RECAPITULATION 

If the above interpretive analysis has merit, the following points stand 
out in regard to the six suggested basic culture complexes of Chinese so
ciety. Communist strategy has been to destroy the old patterns that kept 
C�ina stably organized as : 

· 

l. A collection of large and somewhat intra-dependent families, a few of 
whom held the reins of control for Chinese society; 

2. A collection of almost autonomous village communities, in the economic 
sense, with decentralized but authoritarian national controls; 

3. A loosely structured society in which an aristocratic element prepetuated 
its controls by taking in sufficient recruits to maintain power; 

4. A society kept so oriented to agriculture life that an industrial revolution 
could hardly take place. 

The strategy has been to : 
l. To bring to dominance the always present biologic family unit but to 

strip it of its power resources; 

2. To centralize authoritarian controls of persons and groups in such a way 
as to secure total control but to foster the traditional urge to group activ
ity among the mass of the population; 

3. To retain the city as the regional center of power in a more direct line 
in the chain of command from the national capital; 

4. To retain the loose social structuring of the past but to replace the ele
ments of societal control by a new group of persons conceiving of con
trol in new terms; 

5. To restore to vitality the egocentricity of the populace in order to en
hance internal development as well as the position of China in world 
society; 

6. To retain the agrarian orientation and its traditional practices to the de
gree necessary to feed the total populace while reformin? it along modern 
productive lines, but with land control totally removed from the hands 
of families or persons; 

23 C. Chung, "Agricultural Science in New China," Peking Review, Vol. 3, No. 
47, Nov. 22, 1960, pp. 2 1-24, spells out a program labelled The Eight Point Charter. 
These eight points are : deep plowing and soil working, water conservancy, seed se
lection, closer planting, plant protection (insect and pest control), field management, 
and tool reform. In addition to listing the new charter, Chung says on page 22 : "The 
considerable achievements gained in agricultural research have demonstrated the im
portance of the following basic experience. First and foremost is the placing of poli
tics in command, the following of the mass line and the vigorous development of 
mass movements . . .  An excellent feature of the way the mass line has been applied 
in agricultural research is the close cooperation developed between cadres, scientific 
and technical personnel, and the masses . . .  Secondly this basic experience tells us 
that research must serve agricultural production and that the theoretical level of re
search must be raised by summing up mass experience in getting high yields. Thirdly, 
the policy of 'walking on two legs' has proved to be an important guarantee for the 
rapid growth of agricultural science . . .  a major application of this policy is the integra
tion of specialized research with the scientific activities of the masses. Fourthly, this 
basic experience tells us that greater numbers of research bases must be set up and 
varied methods employed simultaneously to attack urgent or complex problems." 
Walking on two legs' is a current slogan referring to the combining of modern 
5cience and indigenous-traditional practices. 
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7. To graft into the basic set of complexes a new industrial culture com
plex which would produce an industrial revolution; 

This latter culture-complex has not been discussed so far, and it needs 
some descriptive elaboration, for it represents, in some respects, a major re
shaping of traditional Chinese culture. 

7. Industrial Orientation. 24 Though handicraft manufacturing is as 

old as Chinese culture itself, cultural policy has been to maintain it as 
handicraft manufacturing, pruning back those developmental features by 
which it could have evolved into an industrial manufacturing culture 
complex which could threaten the agrarian orientation of Chinese society. 
Changing attitudes in these matters were taking place in China between 
1 890 and 1950, but at such a slow rate of movement and so hampered by 
traditional restrictions that they could hardly be termed revolutionary.25 
Under Chinese Communist control the industrial orientation has evolved 
a multi-pronged program, set in motion and stimulated by governmental 
control over the whole resources of Chinese society. Its primary program
matic phases have been : 

1 .  Ultimate confiscation of all foreign-owned industrial properties, conces
sions, and activities; 

2. Initiation of a totally new attitude toward natural resources, their sur
vey, location, and exploitation involving a new concept of the harmonics 
of the landscape; 

3. Development of a totally new orientation toward mechanics, mechanical 
inventiveness, the use of tools and machines, and their role in economy; 

4. Development of a new orientation toward physical labor and labor with 
machines among all levels of society, in which physical labor is not look
ed down upon as it was in traditional China; 

5. Development of a new educational framework concentrating on techni
cal, practical, trade, and mechanical schools which can turn out persons 
willing to do skilled and mechanical labor; and 

6. The formal initiation of all forms of industrial activity, including trans
portation development, on a geographically regionalized basis, involving 
the investment of most of the nations economic resources in the program. 

Industrialization programs began with an accent on urbanized heavy 
industry fairly well divorced from rural, economic, and cultural realities. 
Bottlenecks quickly developed, such as the disinclination to engage in phys
ical labor, producing such interesting phenomena as widely distributed pop
ular educational propaganda photos of Mao Tse-tung and Chou En-lai 
working on roads, in factories, and on new buildings. Such bottlenecks led 
to programmatic patterns four and five above. The sheer need for greater 
volumes of natural resources led to pattern two, in which low-grade training 
in geology and mineralogy has set thousands of people to combing the hills 
of greater China for mineral deposits. This was something thaJt never could 
have taken place in Confucian, agrarian China. The curious pattern of en
couraging back-yard blast furnaces for the production of pig iron, and the 
following spree of building "local railroads" during 1959-60 may be eco-

24 For general data see Wu, op. cit., Li, op. cit., Hughes and Luard, op. cit., T. 
Shabad, China's Changing map, A Political and Economic Geography ,of the Chinese 
People's Republic, (New York, Praeger, 1956).  

25 A. Feuerwerker, China's Early Industrialization, (Cambridge, Harvard Uni
versity Press, 1958),  particularly the first two chapters. 
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nomic idiocy in the strict production sense, but they derived from produc
tion and distribution bottlenecks and they also are related to phases two and 
three of the program. Such beginning and amateurish efforts as back-yard 
blast furnaces and local railroads may be scoffed at, as production engineer
ing, but they must be viewed also as matters of culture-process development 
-the initiation of cultural attitudes and willingnesses toward industrializa
tion among a people heretofore committed to an agrarian society. That mil
lions of people are put to work at hand labor at vast programs, which can
not yet be tackled with big machines, is wasteful, but until that population 
is willing and able to make and use the machines, Communist policy has 
ordained that they are best kept busy, exhausted, and quiet. 

The new culture complex, industrial orientation, is still young and 
far from maturity in Chinese society. There is considerable grumbling 
among the rural populace about deprivation because of the new monster, 
and there undoubtedly is lingering preference for the quiet rural, agrarian 
orientation which will die slowly. The industrial orientation will continue 
to grow, however, for its programmatic features are now sufficiently com
prehensive as to promote the whole of an industrial revolution. There are 
a few signs, even, that a sector of the population is beginning to appreciate 
the possibilities, though their actual participation in the results still lies 
chiefly in the future. So long as the Chinese Communist Party remains in 
power the industrial orientation will grow, for the simple reason that the 
Chinese Communist Party is more fully committed to industrialization than 
is the Free World committed to the improvement of underdeveloped lands. 
It seems almost certain that if the Communist Party should lose control of 
China in the near future, a happening for which there is no realistic ex
pectation whatever, the industrial orientation of Chinese society would con
tinue to mature into full-fledged industrial revolution under any pattern 
of control. It would appear that a totally new culture complex has been 
grafted into Chinese society, however brutally this has been accomplished. 

CoNCLUSION 

Whether those of us in the Free World like it or not, it appears that 
the Chinese Communist program in China has permanently altered the 
basic culture of Chinese society in wholesale fashion. Though Chinese so
ciety has been a steadily changing society during the 4,000 years of its con
tinumis existence there have been only a very few cases of wholesale change 
which compare with what is in process today in China. It might be possible 
to argue that the coming of the Chou into China, about 1 100 B.C., initiated 
such a period of change, though we know too little of the details to be cer
tain about the amount and nature of such change. There is fairly ample 
evidence that the Ch'in, in the thrid century B .C.,  set in motion a whole
sale pattern of change that matured in the succeeding two centuries. The 
cultural experience of the last four centuries prepared the ground for an
other pattern of wholesale change, and the last century has been a period 
of cultural, as well as economic and political, turbulence which brought to 
crisis state the issue of change. The Chinese have outgrown their land
scape and their basic culture complexes. U nfortunately for the Chinese 
themselves, and for much of the rest of the world, the Communist seized 
the initiative and the controls at a time when such wholesale change could 
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be made. The Chinese Communist Party has retained certain basic cultural 
tendencies, modes, and complexes traditionally Chinese, but have destroy
ed the former functions of many other culture complexes in order to en
laroe the total culture of China and reorient it in such a way as to more 
fully utilize the resources of the geographical territory that has been the 
traditional home of the Chinese. Communist control of China appears to 
be firm, but cultural change will continue at a rapid rate, remaining essen
tially Chinese in nature for all of the alien inspiration is has received. In 
this last characteristic the present era resembles the two other eras of pro
found cultural change in China. 

L.S 
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