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While discussions continue about the details of the periodisation
of post-1949 history in China, there is a general consensus to
accept a divide between roughly two periods of 30 years: one

spanning the events from the foundation of the People’s Republic of China
(PRC) to Mao’s death and subsequent arrest of the “Gang of Four,” and the
second running from the Third Plenum of the 11th Central Committee in De-
cember 1978, during which Deng Xiaoping consolidated his power, until the
present day. While the second period is commonly referred to as the time
of “Reform and Opening,” the first may be designated as the “Mao era,”
given the central role of the PRC’s first leader and the personality cult sur-
rounding him from 1949 until his death and even beyond.

Closing off the “Mao era” as a distinct historical period and coming to a
consensus on an official judgment was one of Deng Xiaoping’s first tasks
on assuming power. In this area, as in many others, Chinese society, although
just emerging from totalitarian atomisation, was well ahead of its political
leaders. The citizens of Beijing had already voiced their silent opposition to
the Cultural Revolution during the April 5th protest at Tiananmen Square in
1976. In spring 1978, a 24-year-old first-year student at Fudan University
in Shanghai, Lu Xinhua, wrote a short story entitled “The Scar” (Shanghen).
Although it went unnoticed at first, it attracted great attention when it was
posted on a “wall newspaper” inside the university, and on 11 August 1978,
it was published on a full page of Wenhuibao, which reportedly printed an
additional 1.5 million copies that day. It gave rise to an outpouring of “scar
literature,” highlighting the important role of literary expression as a space
for critical voices that could not be heard in politics. Other forms of popular
critique of the Mao era flourished in the late 1970s, in particular during the
Democracy Wall movement in Beijing. 

The Party’s 1981 “Resolution on certain questions in the history of our
Party” was therefore as much designed to contain popular expression as to
officially break with the political organisation of the Mao era. (1) This reso-
lution set out the boundaries that still guide scholarly inquiry, literary and
artistic creation, and critical reflection about the Mao era up to the present.
It reflects the basic consensus that marked the 1980s and the sympathy
that existed during this decade between critical intellectuals and reformers
inside the system (despite continued resistance from “Leftists” that broke
out in sporadic political campaigns). This consensus was based on a com-
mon embrace of “Enlightenment” and “modernisation,” which entailed a
framing of the Mao era in terms of “backwardness” (luohou) and “benight-
edness” (yumei), and accused the forces of “peasant tradition” or “feudalism”
of having gained the upper hand and given rise to economic irrationality,
political repression, and cult of personality. (2) Within this framework, Mao-
ism could not be envisaged as a distinctly modern form of totalitarian pol-
itics. Under the leadership of a Party that remained the highest historical
authority, victims of various movements received “rehabilitation” (pingfan),
“redress” (gaizheng), and sometimes financial compensation. This consensus
singled out the Cultural Revolution as the most legitimate target for critique
but largely spared the “17 years” (1949-1966) of “construction of socialism.”
Historical and ideological blind spots therefore remained embedded in the
very framework in which the first partial wave of “de-Maoisation” took

place. In particular, the link between the nature and institutions of the PRC
polity and the mass violence that took place under Mao was never officially
probed.

After the repression of the 1989 student movement, popular memory be-
came an even more important topic. In a seminal article published in 1990,
Fang Lizhi coined the concept of duandai or “generational break,” according
to which each generation of democracy activists in China is deprived of the
memory of contributions by former generations because of the Communist
Party’s “techniques of amnesia.” (3) In the 1990s, a number of factors came
together to bring the “memory” of the Mao era back to the foreground. In
response to the CCP’s control over history (which the 1989 massacre had
once again highlighted), many intellectuals and ordinary citizens began to
collect and discuss personal memories. Three factors may have played a
particularly important role in this evolution. Firstly, the age of the historical
actors of the Mao era: as the participants in mass movements or victims of
the Mao era reached old age, many of them wrote and sometimes published
memoirs, talked to younger family members, built informal networks, and
generally brought the events of the 1950s and 1960s back into the lime-
light. The economic liberalisation and technological changes of the 1990s
(in particular the Internet) also provided new fora to bring such discussions
into the public sphere. Finally, the trivial commercialisation of the Mao era
(“Mao nostalgia”) studied by Geremie Barmé, (4) despite its obvious short-
comings in terms of critical thinking, also contributed to renewed discussion
of the “17 years” and the Cultural Revolution. 

Since the 1990s, a series of forms expressing the popular memory of the
Mao era has thus appeared in China against a background of amnesia and
explicit restrictions in the official media, academia, and public commemo-
ration. They provide spaces for unearthing or revisiting historical documents,
producing unofficial testimonies or investigative studies. Important former
participants have published memoirs, either within China or more often in
Hong Kong (Zhao Ziyang on Tiananmen, Wu Faxian on the Lin Biao incident).
Memory groups have appeared, structured around a chronological event,
and usually composed of former “participants” or “veterans.” Some are
made up of former “educated youth” who were sent down to the country-
side during the Cultural Revolution, (5) while others (whose participants are
even older) go back to the political movements of the 1950s, such as the
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Anti-Rightist Campaign and the Great Leap Forward. These social groups
may meet regularly or irregularly, conduct collective activities, or facilitate
publications. Unofficial journals like Jiyi (Memory, edited by Wu Di) or Hei
wulei (The Five black categories, edited by Jiao Guobiao) are disseminated
via the Internet. Yanhuang Chunqiu (Annals of the Yellow Emperor) and Lao
Zhaopian (Old Photographs, edited by Ding Dong) continue to publish a
paper version, while Kan Lishi (Looking at History, edited by Yang Xiaodong)
closed down in 2013.(6) This movement seems to have accelerated since the
early 2000s with the publication of works of family history such as Zhang
Yihe’s The Last Aristocrats (Zuihou de guizu, 2004) on the Anti-Rightist
Campaign and works of “citizen journalism” such as Tombstone (Mubei) by
Yang Jisheng in 2008. Although published in Hong Kong, the latter repre-
sented the first full-fledged analysis and indictment of the Great Famine of
1959-1961 to circulate widely inside China, and continues to spark violent
controversies within and beyond academia. (7) The last 15 years have also
seen an outpouring of independent documentary films recording family his-
tories and personal memories. The latest development, since 2013, has been
a wave of spontaneous, individual “apologies” by former participants in po-
litical violence during the Cultural Revolution, calling for analysis and inter-
pretation. (8) These apologies came just as Xi Jinping was launching a
re-evaluation of the Mao era via his theory of the “two irrefutables,” ac-
cording to which the 30 years of Mao’s rule and the 30 years of Reform and
Opening have equal value. (9)

The vast majority of previous scholarship on the Mao era has focused on
elite politics. In the area of historiography, Michel Bonnin’s study of the ed-
ucated youth movement and Frank Dikötter’s study of the Great Famine
are among the first works to turn towards the lives of ordinary people under
Mao, (10) applying to China some of the methodological questions that over
the last decades have determined the understanding of daily life under
Nazism or in the Soviet Union. (11) Nonetheless, history is only beginning to
integrate the memories of ordinary people into its narratives. Manifestations
of popular memory have been covered by journalists (usually focusing on
nostalgic commodification) and began to receive some scholarly attention
in the early 2000s, (12) but it is only recently that an edited volume has been
published bringing together multidisciplinary approaches to studying the
history and memory of the Mao era, viewed through a diversity of lenses:
trauma entailed by mass violence as well as revolutionary nostalgia. (13) This
recent shift of attention in academia suggests that popular memory may
also eventually inflect historiography. 

Although distinct from one another, most of these popular memory ini-
tiatives pertain to the “space of the people” (the minjian or unofficial realm
of Chinese society) and therefore share a number of common points. They
are often autonomous endeavours carried out by individuals or groups who
choose to focus on the everyday and “ordinary people” instead of grand
narratives. To a large extent, their exploration of history is based on memory,
personal accounts, most recently apologies, and subjectivity, something that
calls for a historiographical appraisal as much as for an examination of their
means of expression. Drawing on testimonies and archival materials, these
works and initiatives may take the form of literary texts, interviews, mem-
oirs, performances, films, or visual art works. How do they question estab-
lished views of history, and can they translate into a broader new historical
narrative? How are they perceived by the public and society at large? 

The following papers seek to answer these questions by focusing on the
modes of expression and organisation that these initiatives rely on, as much
as on the historical discourses they produce, in order to examine the ways

they challenge the official narrative on the history of the Mao era. The wide
range of media under scrutiny here – painting, literature, the Internet, and
film – reveals the diversity and extent of these investigations on the sub-
jective memories of the Mao era. If an autobiographical framework is preva-
lent in many projects, some are presented as works of fiction (literary fiction
or film), (14) while others constitute an appropriation of former generations’
experiences, expressed through a personal and artistic perspective. (15)

If subjective memories are by definition intimate and thus pertain to the
private sphere, they acquire a form of publicity whenever they are discussed
or mediated in arts and literature. Circulating these personal accounts in
the “space of the people” amounts not only to crossing the line between
the private and the public sphere, but also to breaking down the border be-
tween the official and the unofficial. If the majority of the early alternative
accounts of the Mao era originated on the margins or outside of the system
(tizhiwai), the situation has become more complex. Nowadays, unofficial
memories manage to enter the mainstream through online discussions,
publications, films, and piracy practices. This aspect of the circulation of
memories from the private to the public – and therefore their reception and
transmission – lies at the heart of this special issue. 

Four Books, a novel by Yan Lianke taking place during the Great famine, is
discussed in the first article by Sebastian Veg. Departing from the docu-
mentary style often used in comparable works, Yan Lianke uses fiction to
question the complicity of intellectuals and depict Maoism as an irrational
cult. Although published only in Hong Kong and Taiwan, Four Books circu-
lates among the mainland readership as well, fostering discussions on the
period within the Chinese-speaking public sphere. 
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The next article by Judith Pernin looks at an independent and multidisci-
plinary memory project combining oral history, documentary filmmaking,
and performances. A participative initiative launched in 2010 at Caochangdi
Workstation in Beijing, the Folk Memory Project encourages filmmakers to
return to their home villages to record the historical memories of older in-
habitants. Their documentary films consist not only of interviews with the
witnesses of history but are also laced with performative elements convey-
ing the filmmakers’ subjective experience during the field trip, and acting
as educational and transmission devices. 

The subjective memories of witnesses of the Cultural Revolution are di-
rectly addressed in the last article of this issue on Wuming – one of the first

Chinese unofficial painting groups, to which the article’s author belonged.
Wang Aihe offers a close reading of her peers’ and her own works. Acting as
the visual diaries of repressed artists, these landscapes, still-lives, and scenes
of the everyday display a subjective record of their feelings, and constitute,
for those who can decipher them, a poignant collection of documents on
the resistance of subjectivity during the Cultural Revolution. 

Finally, a translation of an article by independent documentary filmmaker
Wu Wenguang on the aforementioned Folk Memory Project is included as
an additional document. Both an introduction to the project and an assess-
ment of its first four years, it provides an account of the work method and
goals of a specific unofficial memory project, written by its founder. 
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