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Preface

Preface 
Han Suyin

It makes me very happy to write a preface for this 
book, which I consider to be an excellent, thought-
ful, and necessary work in order to clear up the very 
confused thinking of many women, all over the 
western world, as regards themselves.

The Chinese experience, or rather the massive 
revolutionary experiment, in the continuing revo-
lution of China, has indubitably and from the very 
beginning been linked with woman’s true liberation, 
in every sense of the word. In fact it is impossible 
to conceive of a socialist revolution in China which 
would have taken in only “half the population,” and 
left the other half in the condition of servitude and 
exploitation which is still massively the lot of women 
all over the world. But the Chinese in this, as in so 
many other spheres of action, do not proceed with 
a priori ideas, with opportunism, or with any idea 
that woman’s liberation goes through the gestures 
of merely “giving them” legal equality, economic 
equality, and then not doing any more. It is the pro-
found transformation of woman herself, in her own 
evaluation of self and the group, the revalorization 
of every so-called “value” ascribed to woman’s rela-
tions with society, with the family, with men, with 
their own function as mothers and wives as well as 
workers, which is described in detail, and which will 
be a revelation to many women who want their con-
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dition to change, but often get hold of the wrong 
way of doing it.

Far be it from me to look down on or to den-
igrate the women’s liberation movements now 
occurring in many countries in the West; as Pre-
mier Zhou Enlai said of the young, there are all 
manners of seeking a way, for the truth, and all 
genuine movements begin with these gropings. But 
it is also necessary for all women who truly want 
liberation to study this book, because here, the 
struggle of women in China on the ideological and 
material planes, not only to transform society and 
“make the revolution” but also to transform them-
selves, is expressed with great clarity. Everywhere 
there are anecdotes, vivid life stories, to illustrate 
the points made. And the great leap forward of 
Chinese women is best seen in the fact that they 
are not liberating themselves only in order to attain 
equality with men and economic benefits, but in 
order to “make the revolution,” to contribute to the 
consolidation of socialism, for only in this consol-
idation can they also consolidate their own libera-
tion and truly become “half of the sky.” 

I confess that in reading this book I found that 
I myself was deficient in a good many ways in my 
understanding of women, that I too still harbored 
some “feudal” and “retrograde” ideas on women’s 
condition. This is due to the fact that I am limited 
by my own experience. Mine has been an individual 
experience of struggle to attain the right to expres-
sion, and because of this very experience, I have 
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tended to ignore many details of woman’s servitude, 
having escaped them myself, and even forgotten 
how very eroding they are. This book has therefore 
taught me a good many things, and I congratulate 
the author with all my heart on having produced 
this work, which relates practice to theory, which 
gets away from paternalism, the self-satisfaction of 
thinking that “the fight was won” and that once 
women were enjoying improved status there was 
nothing more to ask for.

Very often in my speeches in many western coun-
tries, I encounter men and women who seem con-
vinced that “sexual relations” and “liberation of sex,” 
which means sex for women and young girls with-
out the bond of marriage, is the absolute liberation. 
At any rate, this is the impression they give, because 
they seem to rest all their hopes on this one aspect, 
thinking that once this is attained, everything else 
is of secondary interest. I have fought against this 
notion, for relations with men are a function of 
the social aspect. But I see now that I did not have 
enough understanding of how truly pernicious this 
“sex theory” is. The chapter “A Contribution to the 
Debate on Sexuality in China” is a piece of work 
that I found of great importance to illuminate this 
subject.

I hope that all women, and many men too, will 
read this book. Perhaps in some cases (with reference 
to domestic work, for instance, where the authors 
seem to feel that men as well as women must par-
ticipate fully) the point made may shock some 
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men. But it is good to remind them to what extent 
women’s energy goes into the daily chores of house-
work, which even the best of men consider to be the 
province of women. It is good to rethink this prob-
lem too, although the tendency to think in terms 
of “family” (and inevitably, once one thinks of the 
“aptitude” of women to be housewives and moth-
ers, the tendency to divide housework arbitrarily so 
that finally the whole burden of it falls on them) is 
very strong and will probably make this point very 
difficult to absorb. There will certainly always be a 
difference: for instance, men cannot go through the 
sufferings of childbirth. But surely the thing to do, as 
the author suggests, is to revalorize the importance 
and preciousness of woman’s production—includ-
ing the all-important one of giving birth—by plac-
ing it on the plane of socialist and proletarian values; 
and the same goes for housework. I am very grateful 
to the authors for their courage and the penetrating 
clarity with which they have dissected all these prob-
lems. Their excellent work will, I hope, make many 
more ideas germinate in all those women who are 
truly concerned with changing themselves and their 
social condition, and thereby the world.
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Translators’ Note

There is one thing which no translator can do 
without. That is the sympathy, knowledge and 
help of others more expert in particular areas. Our 
thanks must be given here to Noelle Gray, librarian 
at the Society for Anglo-Chinese Understanding, 
and Elisabeth Croll, of the School of Oriental and 
African Studies. Finally, our thanks go to our editor, 
to our longsuffering friends and, of course, to Clau-
die Broyelle.

Michele Cohen and Gary Herman,
London 1975
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Introduction

We visited China in November 1971. When I 
say we, I refer to twelve women from Paris and the 
French provinces. We were students and office work-
ers, one farmer, and a working-class grandmother. 
We included single women and mothers with any-
thing from one to six children. But one thing we 
all had in common was that we were activists in the 
struggle for women’s liberation.

However, this book should not be considered to 
be the unified view of our group; nor is it the prod-
uct of a collective effort. I alone bear the responsi-
bility for the opinions expressed herein, which may 
differ from those of my comrades.

I should like to thank Françoise Chomienne for 
her help in writing the book. 

Claudie Broyelle
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Foreword to the English Edition

I wrote this book following a journey made in 
November 1971. Today I should like to draw the 
attention of readers to two very important points. 
Firstly, the book is not by any means a final account, 
still less an estimate of the average degree of women’s 
emancipation in China. I have tried to outline ori-
entations and trends. It is, if you like, a book about 
the “Chinese road” toward the emancipation of 
women. The road itself is a winding one and often 
seems uncertain of its direction—but the route can 
be clearly seen and the overall direction discovered.

Secondly, the book is also, and perhaps just as 
much, about the problems we women in the West 
face in today’s struggle for our own emancipation. I 
have always thought, and still do, that a study of the 
Chinese experience in this area is an absolutely vital 
prerequisite for any clarification of the arguments 
about “women’s liberation and social liberation.” 
Just as vital, in fact, as learning from the failure of 
the Russian Revolution, which I consider to be the 
greatest tragedy of the workers’ (and therefore of 
the women’s) movement. I am more than ever con-
vinced that despite the undeniable and timely gains 
of the new women’s movement, the most important 
thing is still to “dismantle,” as a watchmaker would 
a watch, the complex and precise mechanism of 
women’s oppression—both the machinery support-
ing the specific situation of women and the organic 
network of its connections with the exploitative 
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society. We can no longer be content with platitudes 
about women’s condition or with received ideas 
(even if they do happen to be fashionable) about 
“phallocracy.” The directions we must take on the 
journey towards our liberation are written in their 
entirety in the material base of our oppression—and 
I think that everything, or almost everything, is yet 
to be done.

I should like to add one more point. I often read 
(and hear) that socialism, “even in China,” doesn’t 
liberate women. Where is the evidence for this obser-
vation? There are still fewer women than men in 
administrative positions, women still do more work 
than men in the home and more looking after chil-
dren, and so on. But what these arguments ignore 
is that there is a sense in which socialism doesn’t 
liberate the proletariat either, “even in China.” The 
wage system still exists; there are still important 
divisions between manual workers and intellectuals 
and between urban and rural areas; there is still the 
State. There is still class and the class struggle. There 
is a constant danger of capitalism being restored. 
You have to be blind not to see this possibility. To 
me the real issues are altogether different. We must 
look at the existence of workers’ power in a socialist 
society—that is, a society whose twin characteristics 
are the destruction of social relations of production 
based on exploitation (in China, both capitalist and 
feudal relations) and the embryonic emergence of 
new communist social relations—and we must ask 
if that is the sole condition to be fulfilled before the 
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long march of women’s liberation can get fully under 
way. And we must also ask whether or not workers’ 
power is viable without the developing struggle of 
millions of women to break their age-old chains.

I should like the English edition to make some 
contribution towards the discussion of these issues.

As for the rest, the book contains some debatable 
arguments and a number of major or minor errors. 
I am aware of a few of these but not of others, and 
in any case I think it would be dishonest to correct 
them now. I originally wanted to submit raw mate-
rial, warts and all, to be refined in discussion and 
debate about our cause. I still do. It is clear to me 
that this discussion and debate emphatically result 
in a demand that we should return to Marxism.

Claudie Broyelle
Beijing, July 1974



Women Carry Half of the Sky on Their Shoulders and 
They Must Conquer It1

Mao Zedong

1 The original quote ascribed to Mao Zedong is: “Women 
Hold Up Half the Sky.”—Ed.



17

A Fivefold Reality

A Fivefold Reality

The very existence of the new women’s move-
ment poses a number of questions. The first one is: 
why is there a women’s movement at all today? After 
all, women have the right to vote in all countries 
where the movement exists; so that wasn’t the reason 
why they formed women’s groups. We have the right 
to divorce, to a limited degree. A limited right to 
contraception has recently been achieved in France. 
Nowadays almost all women have experience, at 
some time in their lives, of social labor. The prin-
ciple of “equal pay for equal work” has even been 
written into the bourgeois code of work.

Recent reforms in the marriage laws have atten-
uated some of the more glaring instances of sex-
ual discrimination. Today, universities are open to 
women. And, last of all, a large number of house-
hold appliances are widely available these days to 
lighten the burden of housework.

Then why have a women’s movement? Histori-
cally, women have accomplished a great deal, and 
yet they find themselves virtually back at square one, 
still oppressed. We know that the right to work, to 
vote, to get divorced, to study, to use contracep-
tives and an electric coffee grinder haven’t really 
freed us from domestic slavery, from compulsory 
motherhood or from economic dependence on our 
husbands, any more than our political rights have 
enabled us to change society in any way. This means 
that our oppression isn’t rooted in the absence of 
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these rights. In fact not only have these reforms not 
liberated us; they have made us feel our oppression 
even more cruelly.

“What do women want?” cries the panic-struck 
bourgeois legislator. “After all, we’ve given them 
everything!” Quite right! They have given us every-
thing (or almost everything)—everything allowed 
under capitalism, that is.

And it’s not much!
We can expect nothing from this society. The 

cycle had to be completed and all the illusory hopes 
for legal solutions to our problems, which character-
ized the earlier women’s movements, had to be thor-
oughly shattered before a new women’s movement 
could appear. Even though the new movement isn’t 
always aware of it, its existence and nature are deter-
mined by the experience and limitations of the ear-
lier movement. Yet with this starting point, every-
thing remains to be done.

But if our lack of legal rights had nothing to do 
with our real oppression, what does it stem from? 
It is clearly important for anyone concerned for 
the future of women to discover the causes and to 
investigate the forms and consequences of women’s 
oppression in order to develop a theory which can 
be used in attacking it. But this doesn’t interest the 
French women’s liberation movement very much. 
For them women’s oppression is “lived experience,” 
to be “felt” rather than explained. They believe that 
we live under the tyranny of non-communication. 
That no man can rise above himself sufficiently to 
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understand the female condition. And that women 
who live their oppression have no need to analyze 
it, and even less need to build a theory about their 
liberation. In any case, they say, theories are made 
for men by men—that’s male territory.

But many of us think we must go beyond this 
“feminism.” It doesn’t take much time to survey the 
true stories of women’s oppression—the women’s 
liberation movement has heaps of them. They con-
tribute about as much to our cause as stories of fac-
tory life enlighten the proletariat about their tasks. 
We want to go further. In its infancy, the oppressed 
working class turned its anger against machines; 
later it built the Paris Commune. The distance 
between these two stages is the distance still to be 
covered between the revolt against “the male” and 
the liberation of women.

Everything we saw in China confirms this, and 
what we learned helped us to clear up a misunder-
standing: the emancipation of women cannot be a 
separate task, an “extra bit of soul” that gives social-
ism a human face. Take sexuality for example: any 
attempt to free women from the myths of passivity 
and of woman as sex object is no more than wishful 
thinking if we don’t apply ourselves equally to the 
task of destroying that economic dependence that 
is precisely what forces women to be passive and to 
play the role of object; that is, unless we also attack 
the economic and political functions of the bour-
geois nuclear family in which women are trapped. 
The patriarchal family has its raison d’être in the cap-
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italist system. Schools aren’t the diabolical inven-
tions of teachers any more than the family is the 
fruit of men’s wickedness. Those who act in a play 
don’t set the scenes. These institutions are machines, 
indispensable devices, enabling workers to go to 
work each day, and their children to learn day after 
day the role that society assigns to them.

This is the reason why capitalism, although 
always eager for novelty and transformation, pre-
serves one of the most ancient cottage industries: 
the domestic workshop where “honest workers” 
and their docile wives are trained and become con-
scious of their duties and respectful of other people’s 
property. Capitalism must ensure that women, the 
skilled workers who provide this noble service, are 
not diverted from such profitable work, even when 
it has to use them as a pool of reserve labor. In either 
case, it is vital that they should continue to fulfill 
their domestic role.

You can’t break a machine unless you know how 
it works. To be sure, domestic slavery and the moth-
er’s, role are strengthened and morally sanctified by 
myths and illusions, but they are the very chains 
which bind a woman to the restricted network of 
her daily activities; it is precisely because women 
prepare vegetables and do the washing up that they 
see these chores as a talent, a vocation, a destiny. It is 
the material base that gives birth to the illusions and 
myths of femininity, and not vice versa.

Beyond all the talk about the “essence” of wom-
anhood the reality is that to be a woman under cap-
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italism means to be involved in five main kinds of 
social relations, to have a particular relationship to:

social labor
housework
children
the family
sexuality.

But these five aspects of oppression are not all 
equivalent and interchangeable. Thus, it is no acci-
dent that the first chapter of this book deals with 
social production and is immediately followed by 
a chapter on housework; women are oppressed 
because of the division of labor in our society, which 
excludes them from social production and limits 
them to doing housework. That is why the first step 
towards the emancipation of women is to ensure 
that they are fully able to participate in social labor. 
Without that all the discussion about women’s lib-
eration is just empty words. And it is no accident 
either that sexuality comes last in this book; we 
must describe the framework within which it exists 
before trying to analyze how the question of sexu-
ality is objectively raised in China today. Again, it’s 
no accident that the chapter on children’s liberation 
occupies the center of the book, after the chapter 
on housework and its socialization and before that 
on the family. Motherhood can operate in capital-
ist society only if women are excluded from social 
labor, for that’s where its original function lies. To 
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understand the changes that have come about in 
China, from the point of view of women’s liberation 
and the revolution in childrearing and education, 
we first had to outline the new role that women are 
playing in different social activities. Conversely, any 
approach to the family in China would have been 
useless without a previous study not only of the new 
ties that bind women who belong to these families 
to society as a whole, but also of the new role that 
children are playing in society, and the way in which 
society takes upon itself the task of looking after 
them. Because we are revolutionary women, people 
see us as torn between our different aims; we are 
expected to say that as women we wish to struggle 
against men, while as revolutionaries we are strug-
gling against capitalism. But we’re not “torn” and 
we don’t want to reconcile women and revolution 
like two hostile sisters. Our project is altogether dif-
ferent: we want to see and understand exactly how 
a revolutionary society, socialism, liberates women. 
We ask both what socialism will do for women, 
which is of obvious interest, and also, most emphat-
ically, how the very existence and development of 
that socialist society necessitate the liberation of 
women. In other words, we want to know what the 
internal, dialectical connections are between women 
and revolution, the part and the whole.

“Women are one half of the sky,” says Mao, and 
if that part of heaven remains unmoved, the revo-
lutionary storms which should sweep away the old 
world will turn out to be only passing showers.
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With all this in mind, we organized a trip to 
China to study the condition of women in Chi-
nese society. More precisely, we wanted to chart the 
course of the Chinese revolution from the point of 
view of women’s liberation in order to try to iden-
tify the effects of one on the other. However, I must 
warn readers against too hasty an interpretation of 
this book. They will not find a “stock taking” of the 
Chinese situation. We ourselves are too far away 
from such a comprehensive view to even think of 
sketching it. Each of the revolutionary positions we 
have tried to bring out, study and comment on is 
counterbalanced by a reactionary bourgeois posi-
tion that tries to smother it. The revolution doesn’t 
advance in a straight line. It can’t be programmed, 
but follows an uneven course. So you mustn’t take 
all the progressive experiments as indicative of the 
norm for the whole of China. We came across par-
ticularly exciting ones in some places, but found 
that they were almost unknown in others.

In Shaoshan, Mao Zedong’s birthplace, the 
political commissar of the People’s Liberation Army 
(PLA) in that region gave us an interview in which 
he told us: 

It is absolutely necessary to realize that China 
is not all red. For instance there are a handful 
of reactionary supporters of American impe-
rialism, in China today. If we lose sight of 
that reality, we will fail in all our plans. You, 
too, absolutely must not believe that all is 
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well in China. You can’t say that all is well in 
China, since there are still reactionaries, reac-
tionary ideas, and reactionary practices. Two 
things are fighting it out: on the one hand, 
the revolution, on the other, the counterrev-
olution. Of course it is through this struggle 
that socialism develops; but if we fail in this 
struggle, socialism will die. In other words, 
the question as to who—bourgeoisie or pro-
letariat—will prevail in China still remains 
unanswered today.





Part One
Work Is Changing Women;
Women Are Changing Work
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Introduction

Immediately after its liberation in 1949, China 
was faced with the problem of how to involve in 
social production the many millions of women con-
fined until then in narrow domesticity. China was 
in a good position to bring about this upheaval. 
In particular, the victory of the revolution, crown-
ing twenty years of national and civil wars, had 
profoundly transformed the old society and had 
destroyed many of the old ideas about women’s 
inferiority. Millions of women had played an active 
part in the war against the Japanese; they had exer-
cised power directly, often playing a leading part in 
the liberated areas. In many districts they had fre-
quently taken charge of agricultural production. 
This wealth of experience was the context in which 
the question of achieving emancipation was seen. 
It was a very important established fact which the 
women’s movement could look to for support when 
tackling the next stage.

Work Isn’t Always Liberating

While China is almost the only country in the 
world today where the vast majority of women par-
ticipate in social production, this didn’t come about 
smoothly. Some figures are worth thinking about. 
For example in Shanghai in 1966, on the eve of the 
Cultural Revolution, more than half the women 
had given up their jobs and had returned to their 
domestic lives. This can be explained partly by the 
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policy of the Chinese Communist Party, under the 
influence of Liu Shaoqi, ex-president of the People’s 
Republic of China, which involved waging an inten-
sive propaganda campaign for a return to the home. 
This took many and varied forms. Here a mother’s 
“unique” ability to raise children was praised; there it 
was stated outright that women were good for noth-
ing, too limited intellectually to learn a trade. The 
scarcity of daycare centers and canteens was often 
used as an argument against women working. As for 
those who already had a job, their work was inter-
preted in a particular way: a second wage for that 
little bit extra (“work to feed and clothe your fam-
ily better”)!2 This reactionary chorus was no doubt 
loud enough to discourage many whose intentions 
were good. But by itself it cannot explain the fairly 
widespread return to the home. We must look for 
the underlying reasons in the work itself, in its orga-
nization. Otherwise it’s hard to understand how 
women holding down a job as part of their effort to 
liberate themselves could have allowed themselves 
to be convinced by such backward-looking theories. 
It’s really because not all the working women were 
actually gaining any freedom. Wherever there were 
genuinely liberating jobs, women didn’t leave the 
factories in such great numbers. In the Zhaoyan fac-
tory, which we visited, only about ten women “went 
back behind their front doors,” as the Chinese say.

2 “Chinese Women Reject the Revisionist Line in the Wom-
en’s Movement,”Chine nouvelle, LXI (March 1968), 8.
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Nobody can still think that the Soviet way of 
explaining things is satisfactory: “Here is a state-
owned factory, and since the State is the Party and 
the Party is the masses, the factory belongs to the 
workers—this has been demonstrated.” That’s no 
longer acceptable. If I’m told, “This factory belongs 
to you and the people,” while I blindly obey bosses’ 
orders, understanding nothing about my machine 
and even less about the rest of the factory; if I don’t 
know what happens to my product when it’s fin-
ished, or why it was produced in the first place; if I 
have to work faster to get a bonus; if I’m bored to 
death in the factory waiting all week for Sunday, all 
day for clocking-out time; if I’m even more ignorant 
after years of working than when I began—then it’s 
because the factory is neither mine nor the people’s! 
When production is still organized on capitalistic 
lines, that is maintaining and deepening the sepa-
ration between intellectual and manual work and 
sticking to the rule of profitability; when production 
relies on a bourgeois rule-book, blind discipline, 
and material incentives and maintains a division 
between those who think on one side and those who 
do on the other—then the least educated, especially 
the women, are also the most oppressed.

A significant number of women were convinced 
of the advantages of returning to domesticity, 
because, in the first place, the class struggle had not 
yet defeated the bourgeoisie in the factories. Because 
of this, work remained subject to bourgeois crite-
ria. And capitalist production can no more “liber-
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ate” women than it has ever actually liberated men. 
We, who had all worked in factories, remembered 
the endless conversations with other women on the 
subject: “If my husband earned enough, I’d stay at 
home,” “When I get married, I won’t work any-
more.” Such talk came up again and again, even 
though, the very next day, these same women would 
swear: “I wouldn’t stay at home for anything in the 
world, I’d get too bored.” Such wavering opinions 
only reveal the particularly ambiguous position of 
women workers in a capitalist country: they have 
enough experience of social labor to appreciate the 
triviality of housework, but this social labor itself 
is so devoid of meaning as to make the prospect of 
staying at home seem like a temporarily inaccessi-
ble luxury. A solderer in a television factory once 
told me: “On Monday morning, the prospect of the 
whole week ahead of me makes me envy those who 
can stay at home; on Sunday evening, after a day of 
cleaning-up, I pity them.”

Yet while the participation of women in social 
labor has not liberated them, it has nevertheless 
been a decisive factor in arousing an awareness of 
their oppression and in the socialization of their 
rebellion. It has led to an enormous increase in their 
consciousness of oppression: “woman’s condition” 
or the misfortune of being a woman.
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1. The Chinese Road to Industrializa-
tion and Women’s Liberation

No Work, No Pay. They Stayed in the Factory!

The Zhaoyan Medical Apparatus Factory in Bei-
jing isn’t much to look at—a few brick buildings 
opening out on to a yard reminiscent of a school 
playground. Yet things are happening there, with lit-
tle fuss being made, which are critical for the future 
of women. We were received there two or three days 
after our arrival, seated round a long table, in a little 
white room, our cold fingers hugging scalding cups. 
A woman worker in her fifties, Mao Youyin, told us 
the history of the factory:

Until 1958 most women in this neighbor-
hood used to stay at home and work for their 
family, doing housework, looking after chil-
dren. . . . It was then that the whole country 
rose up to make the “great leap forward,” and 
everyone’s energies were mobilized for the 
next step in the transformation of society. In 
the countryside, the peasants were reorganiz-
ing the more advanced cooperatives into peo-
ple’s communes; industry was being widely 
decentralized; and even in the most remote 
areas small industries were springing up. Were 
we, the women, to stay at home, out of the 
storm? Chairman Mao appealed to us “to rely 
on our own strength, to break away from our 
housework and participate in productive and 
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social activities.” We wanted to answer this 
call, to make the great leap forward too. But 
how could we go about it? It was then that 
about twenty women in this neighborhood 
decided to “cross the threshold of the home” 
and set up a local factory. The street commit-
tee let us have two empty warehouses for this. 
From one point of view everything seemed to 
be working against us: there weren’t many of 
us, we had no equipment, no daycare, no can-
teen, no experience of production (we were 
all housewives). We didn’t even know what to 
make. But on the other hand we held import-
ant trump cards. We hadn’t decided to work 
just to make life a bit more comfortable for 
our families: we wanted to change society, to 
transform the condition of women. If only 
women would throw open the doors of their 
houses that block their view! We no longer 
wanted to serve our families, we wanted to 
serve the people.
Finally, after asking round the district, we 
decided to make essential goods such as ket-
tles, stovepipes, saucepans, that sort of thing. 
We brought our own tools from home: ham-
mers, pliers, a few screwdrivers, nails, and so 
on. We had nothing else. We went to facto-
ries to salvage sheets of scrap metal and iron 
tubes, and we set to work. Sometimes some 
workers would come in after work to show 
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us what to do. A serious problem of another 
kind was looking after the children.
For example this comrade here had five chil-
dren. We managed as best we could. The older 
children looked after the younger ones. Some 
women could leave their children in the care 
of their mothers or mothers-in-law. There 
were neighbors, too, who approved of what 
we were doing and gave us a hand. You could 
say that the problem was solved during that 
period by mutual aid. During the whole time 
we didn’t get any wages. We would often stay 
at the factory even until late into the night to 
finish some task we had set ourselves.

Broaden Production, Deepen Knowledge

Finally, by a process of trial and error, we 
succeeded in making kettles and stovepipes 
by hand. These products were accepted by 
the State. That was our first victory. A few 
ordinary, unskilled housewives helping one 
another had actually managed, by dint of 
sheer energy and obstinacy, to manufacture 
household appliances of a high enough quality 
for the State to buy. We redoubled our efforts. 
We next decided to diversify according to the 
needs of the people. We asked round to find 
out what the new local needs were, and then 
we began to manufacture medical apparatus: 
protective sheets for use with X-ray machines, 
isolating cabinets. We used old discarded 
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machines; we took them apart, repaired them 
and converted them ourselves because it was 
more productive and easier that way. This 
work was more complicated and required 
more knowledge than kettle-making.
We had posted up in the workshop Chair-
man Mao’s saying: “Times have changed, and 
today whatever men comrades can accom-
plish, women comrades can too.” There was 
no fundamental reason why women couldn’t 
build this apparatus. Sometimes some of us 
would become discouraged in the face of the 
difficulties. They used to say: “What’s the use 
of all these efforts, we’ll never succeed. We’re 
not educated, medical apparatus is too diffi-
cult to make, we’d better stick to kettles.” We 
would discuss it among ourselves. “We aren’t 
here to make money for ourselves and even less 
are we here to enrich some boss. The people 
need this apparatus. Should we women hang 
our heads when faced with the risk of failure? 
For centuries and centuries Chinese women 
have been treated like animals. We are part of 
the working class. How can it lead the coun-
try if half of it is kept ignorant and unable 
to learn new techniques? We don’t know any-
thing! Okay then, let’s learn! The most beau-
tiful stories are written on blank pages!” And 
we would return to the task, our confidence 
restored. With the help of other factories who 
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sent skilled people to advise us we managed to 
produce not only protective sheets and isolat-
ing cabinets, but also large high-temperature 
sterilizers and infrared lamps. After an inspec-
tion, the State gave us the job of producing 
those things and our factory took the name 
it has now: the Zhaoyan Medical Apparatus 
Factory. By then our ranks had swelled and 
there were just over three hundred of us, 
including about twenty men. In 1960 we 
built four more workshops in the yard with-
out asking the State for a single penny, simply 
by salvaging bricks from old buildings. That 
same year we built a restaurant and a daycare 
in the factory enclosure. All this with our own 
hands; we can built socialism with our hands.

An Example of Successful Feminine Resistance

Inside the factory there was a feeling of solidar-
ity, dynamism, and dedication. It was quite com-
mon to see women workers staying on after their 
day’s work to finish a job or to practice a difficult 
technique. Of course we weren’t forced to do that 
and we weren’t paid for the overtime. Must we get 
bonuses for making the revolution? And that was 
what it was about. Besides, our experiment didn’t 
please everybody by any means. In 1961 some of 
the factory’s managers, completely blinded by orders 
from the Beijing town council, decided to “rational-
ize” production. They decreed that there were too 
many of us working there and that we would have 
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to stop making kettles since we were now a medi-
cal-apparatus factory. How contemptuous they were 
about our kettles! The “reorganization” would have 
meant a good number of us returning home. They 
thought they’d convince us by saying that the men 
would get a wage rise so that we could stay at home 
and look after our families. Wouldn’t everything be 
simpler that way? But these plans encountered spir-
ited resistance from the women, and they declared: 
“We won’t go back to our cooking, we won’t give 
up our jobs!” Life in the factory became very tense. 
There was a desperate struggle between that faction 
of the management who wanted the factory to be 
run for immediate profit and who, above all, didn’t 
want the women workers to liberate themselves, and 
the large majority of women workers who wanted to 
continue on their chosen path.

This struggle was fought in full awareness of 
what it was all about. We understood what 
was at stake. In most cases our husbands and 
the other men supported us. That can easily 
be explained. What happened in Zhaoyan 
wasn’t an isolated incident. In all the facto-
ries a reactionary offensive arranged by Liu 
Shaoqi aimed either to reestablish capitalist 
norms of production or to prevent their over-
throw by the masses. This explains why the 
men, who were also having to confront the 
bourgeois offensive, understood and generally 
backed up the women’s resistance. Since many 
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of us were out of work; we got no pay. But 
it didn’t matter. If we didn’t have any work, 
we would make some for ourselves! If we got 
no wages, we would hang on by helping one 
another! We asked other factories to give us 
work that we would then do in “our factory.” 
Some women workers would bring scrap to 
the factory (bricks, sheet metal, and so on) 
and we salvaged and cleaned it for recycling. 
The women’s work was useful, even if it wasn’t 
“profitable,” and we proved it. A few women, 
only about fifteen of us, were unable to go 
through with it. They either went to work in 
large factories or returned home. During the 
Cultural Revolution we came to understand 
even more clearly the real nature of this reac-
tionary policy. We led campaigns to denounce 
the method of so-called “‘rationalization.” 
Most of those who had supported Liu Shao-
qi’s line discovered the interests they had really 
been serving. They are now working side by 
side with us. Almost all the women who had 
left the factory have come back to work here. 
Recently the women workers at this factory 
have perfected a process for the manufacture 
of silicon. Previously the workers here were 
all former housewives and generally quite old, 
between forty and fifty. Now we also have 
some young school graduates, who share their 
knowledge with the older workers, at the same 
time learning from them the qualities of rev-
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olutionary persistence and proletarian resil-
ience. In this neighborhood virtually none of 
the women stays home, only the women who 
are too old or who are in bad health—but 
even for them life has changed. They help one 
another and take on a few domestic chores 
to relieve the ones who have jobs away from 
home; they organize the political and cultural 
life of the district; they aren’t as isolated as 
before. This transformation is the result of 
the move by thousands of women into pro-
ductive and social activities. As for us, we are 
wage-earners, and it’s important that we have 
won our economic independence. But it must 
be understood that it is still more important 
for us to stand four-square in the world, to 
be concerned about communal affairs rather 
than to care only about family problems. We 
have used production as a weapon to liber-
ate ourselves, to serve the Chinese people and 
world revolution better.

More About Small Street Factories

There are thousands of small district factories like 
Zhaoyan in China. The first wave of factory build-
ing came at the time of the “great leap forward.” 
These factories came under relentless fire from Liu 
Shaoqi and many were shut down. During the 
Cultural Revolution new ones mushroomed every-
where. They now form a dense, widespread network 
of industrial production, across the whole of China, 
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by which China works, breathes, and lives. As the 
small Zhaoyan Factory proves beyond doubt, little 
or no investment is needed to start them because 
they depend entirely on living labor and on the 
workers’ political determination and creativity. 
They also have the advantage of close ties with the 
local community, understanding its specific difficul-
ties as well as the immediate needs of the people. 
The women of the Zhaoyan district in Beijing both 
wanted to work collectively at useful jobs and had 
the will to transform the living reality of the neigh-
borhood. If the housewives, in their determination 
to “get out of the family,” had simply gone to work 
in big factories outside the district, the main result 
would have been to turn their neighborhood into a 
dormitory suburb. What actually happened, as Mao 
Youyin pointed out, was that when small factories 
were built in the heart of the district new relation-
ships and new activities developed in the neighbor-
hood. The factories gave the neighborhoods new 
life and their influence really spread throughout the 
whole district.

We saw these small factories in the countryside 
and in the cities. A factory stands with all its doors 
wide open just off the main road among the houses, 
helping to set the rhythm of the days and the nights 
for the people who live there, whether or not they 
work in it. Those who have retired help to run the 
small factories by organizing collective child-mind-
ing after school.
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The struggle to build and develop these small 
factories has led women to face the problem of 
housework and often to open communal restau-
rants and daycares. Men become more committed 
to sharing household duties when the factories 
are at stake. Sanitation systems are built round 
the factories, benefiting the factory workers and 
the whole communities. Adults, and especially 
women, who go back to school, most often go to 
learn about the problems they have encountered in 
factory production.

In destroying the artisan class, capitalism also 
destroyed the symbiotic relationship it had with 
consumers. Traditionally, craft production was nec-
essarily closely bound up with local needs. While 
the Chinese neighborhood factories have put an end 
to small-scale individual production, they have on 
the other hand retained and possibly strengthened 
their links with the consumers. This holds good not 
only for factories producing household appliances 
such as saucepans and chairs, but also for the man-
ufacture of machinery and farm tools. This kind of 
industrial development is particularly conducive to 
the participation of women in social production. It 
doesn’t demand any prior technical qualifications 
that the women happen not to have, but only their 
initiative and their knowledge of the actual needs 
of the people. Who are better suited to transform 
the daily life of a neighborhood than those women 
who have assured it for so long? And who is better 
able to bring to the fore the use-value of an object 
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instead of treating it simply as a commodity, those 
who worked for centuries to maintain, clean, pre-
pare and make something that would be useful for 
their families rather than something that would pay? 
Despite the intolerable oppressiveness of this work 
from which their revolt stemmed, women have 
developed an acute sense of useful work, which can-
not be measured in profits, surplus value, and labor 
time. When women come together to reexamine the 
meaning of work designed to serve privatized units, 
when society as a whole engages in a relentless strug-
gle against private interest, then the time is ripe for 
those “feminine qualities” so long repressed to shine 
brilliantly.

Forging the dialectical links between the imme-
diate needs of the people and the growth of a mod-
ern industry is no mean task. We are all aware how 
the Soviet Union waged great ideological cam-
paigns; the sacrifice of a generation would guarantee 
a happy future. But for the mass of the Soviet people 
the music of the future turned out to be pure lam-
entation. The crushing priority accorded to heavy 
industry left, without a solution, the problem of 
what the masses were to consume. It was women 
who suffered most in the interminable queuing for 
scarce consumer goods and from the need to fall 
back on their own resources in order to maintain, 
somehow or other, a minimum standard of living. 
Had China followed that road to industrialization 
we can bet that Chinese women, and most of the 
men as well, would be no better off than unskilled 
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workers in a reserve pool of labor. They wouldn’t 
have become what they are today—informed work-
ers who are changing the world in the process of 
changing themselves.

Technological developments should never be 
underestimated, even when they’re not directed at 
the immediate creation of productive capacity. The 
great merit of Chinese industrialization has been 
that it has allowed all workers to be active in the 
growth of the productive forces. Zhaoyan is a good 
example of the way in which the acquisition of the 
most advanced technology has been solidly founded 
on the progress of the workers. Former housewives 
with hardly any education progressed within eight 
years from making kettles to making sterilizers and, 
finally, to producing electronic equipment.

Mao Youyin told us: “We have managed to mas-
ter complex manufacturing processes with the help 
of large factories.” This is how it happens: to train 
its own technicians, the small neighborhood factory 
sends a few women workers to the larger factories, 
where they work on recently developed machines 
with technicians and experienced workers. There 
they acquire useful new knowledge. When they 
return to the factory they set up “technological 
innovation teams” with other women workers, who 
work together to surmount the obstacles resulting 
from their lack of facilities and training.

Compared to the very recent past, productive 
forces in China are bounding ahead, and yet they 
can be, and are, more and more closely controlled 
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by the people. How could the working class exercise 
power if it had only a narrow, fragmented knowl-
edge of production and was “under the domination 
of technology”? Through the revolution in social 
production, women in China have gained a thor-
oughgoing knowledge of society that was denied 
them as long as they stayed by their own firesides. 
Their participation in power is effective and not 
merely formal—and it is precisely on that that their 
liberation is based.

Suzhou: On “Feminine Qualities”

Although there are women in all sectors of the 
economy in China, many can still be found doing 
“woman’s work,” in the health, education, and tex-
tile sectors, for example. This is generally considered 
to be a temporary state of affairs, bound to be pro-
gressively phased out. I say “generally” because this 
is by no means a unanimous opinion. We met sev-
eral people who didn’t seem to have considered the 
question very much, and were quite happy with the 
current situation. A male official in one factory told 
us with some pride that there were women doing all 
different kinds of jobs in the factory, and he con-
cluded by quoting Mao Zedong’s famous dictum: 
“Whatever men comrades can accomplish, women 
comrades can too.” Chantal replied: “That’s all very 
well, but we’ve just come from the factory’s daycare, 
and we didn’t see any men looking after the children. 
Why not?” A fairly heated argument started among 
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the Chinese comrades. He then replied; “You see, 
it’s because women have wonderful qualities when it 
comes to childrearing.”

“Then you believe in the idea of innate and 
unchangeable human nature?” Chantal asked 
ironically.

“No, of course not!” he said abruptly, visibly 
offended. “That’s not what I meant.” He hesitated 
a moment, while laughter broke out all round him, 
then he replied: 

Comrade Chantal’s remarks are quite cor-
rect, and I thank her for criticizing my inad-
equacies. The class struggle doesn’t stop with 
socialism; if you come back to see us in a few 
years, you’ll certainly find that great changes 
have taken place, and in particular there’ll be 
men in the daycare.

He added: “We shouldn’t just say, ‘Whatever a 
man comrade can accomplish a woman comrade 
can too,’ but also ‘What a woman comrade can 
accomplish, a man comrade can and must accom-
plish too.’”

The “feminine” virtues, not those supposedly 
given us by nature but those which stem from wom-
en’s oppression, our heritage from the past, can in 
some cases be transformed and provide the impetus 
for a change in the condition of women. We were 
to witness a particularly clear example of this at the 
embroidery factory in Suzhou.
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Embroidering for the Revolution

A long time ago Suzhou was renowned for its 
embroidery. But the embroideress used to work at 
home, and she was invariably very poor. After the 
liberation, in Suzhou, as all over China, the Chi-
nese Communist Party (CCP) recommended that 
women should participate in social production. 
A few factories could have been built in the town 
and women encouraged to work in them, but the 
local revolutionary leadership decided on a different 
policy. There were hundreds of embroideresses in 
Suzhou who had become very good at their work. 
For generations they had been ruining their eyesight 
embroidering flowers and butterflies on the clothes 
of wealthy landlords. Should an art that the proper-
tied class had appropriated be destroyed, or should 
it be transformed and restored to the people? The 
decision was probably not reached without a strug-
gle. The idea of “socializing” embroidery was cer-
tainly not an article of faith for the workers’ move-
ment in the 1950s. A mechanistic interpretation of 
Marx might imply that a production process could 
not be socialized unless it had previously been mech-
anized. But this “heresy” didn’t worry the commu-
nist women of Suzhou. As plants need water, so the 
Chinese people needed an art for themselves. The 
embroideresses were useful to the people. Let no one 
tell them that this country—with some hundreds of 
millions of inhabitants and with an economy still 
underdeveloped, which had scarcely begun the task 
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of overcoming the ancient and manmade curses of 
famine and war—needed machines more than art. 
Without art, there can be no revolution!

In Suzhou, just as in Zhaoyan, it was the deter-
mination of a small group of women (eight in all) 
that eventually brought about the cooperation of 
the majority. They had to resist a great deal of hos-
tility from the home embroideresses. 

In the first place, techniques had been handed 
down from generation to generation and each 
embroideress jealously guarded some family secret. 
Cooperation meant sharing the tricks of the trade 
and therefore devaluing her individuality. In the 
same way, designs had in the past to be original to 
be of value; what would happen if anyone could 
reproduce a design? And then working at home has 
its advantages. You could, for example, embroider 
and mind the children at the same time. The eight 
“feminists” weren’t seduced by these arguments. 
They picked up their silk, scissors, needles, and chil-
dren and began to embroider together. They pooled 
everything, their experience, their initiative, and 
their enthusiasm.

Far from becoming boring and unoriginal, their 
designs achieved a new variety through their work, 
and this change could be seen after only a few 
months. They would sketch together, discuss, crit-
icize, and improve their designs. The eight women 
embroidered more varied and more beautiful 
designs than a hundred embroideresses each locked 
up in her own home. They made similarly spec-
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tacular technical progress. Until then people had 
embroidered only one side of the silk; these women 
perfected a way of embroidering both sides, giving a 
lot of depth to the design and increasing the possi-
bilities for relief work. Within a year the cooperative 
had grown from eight to a hundred members.

At that time there were still some capitalists in 
China (small capitalist enterprises continued to 
exist under strict state control until 1956) and the 
silk merchants in Suzhou didn’t look kindly on this 
battalion of angry women. They tried to smash the 
movement by increasing the price they offered for 
the embroideries. For example, the silk merchants 
would pay 24 fen for an embroidered pillow that the 
State bought from the cooperative for 20 fen, but on 
condition that the pillows should be made at home. 
This method was not as successful as expected. In 
fact it opened the eyes of many women. “Had any-
one ever seen a capitalist increase workers’ wages 
without their asking for it? Clearly something pecu-
liar was afoot.” The cooperative’s ranks closed. While 
single, isolated embroideresses had always been at 
the mercy of the demands of the silk merchants and 
of their own mutual competition, the cooperative 
was soon able to guarantee its members a regular 
income from the sale of embroidery, with some state 
aid. They earned the right that all Chinese workers 
had to free medical care, and they organized a day-
care and kindergarten in the gardens surrounding 
the workshops. Funds they built up enabled them to 
expand production. They bought large silk stretch-
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ers (wooden frames, hinged on their supports, on 
which the silk is stretched for embroidering) and 
were able to embroider large designs on which sev-
eral women could work together.

The fact that women aspired to become involved 
with art was politically significant. After all, it had 
been a long-established fact that women didn’t 
understand the first thing about art, since art is 
creation and in matters of creation the weaker sex 
cannot raise itself above the level of procreation! 
What a cheek to assert that workers, and what’s 
more women workers, could begin to understand 
these matters! Who were to be served, the people or 
their enemies? Should ancient tradition be upheld 
or should they introduce innovations? Should they 
depict kings and emperors or workers on the march? 
The controversy raged. On the pretext of preserv-
ing rich traditions, some women, still in the grip of 
bourgeois ideology, said that you couldn’t portray 
the rough hands of peasants with fine thread. Their 
view was that trying to improve technique was more 
important than revolutionizing content. That’s why 
until the Cultural Revolution most embroidery still 
depicted the heroes of the past, so dear to the Pari-
sian antique dealers.

But it soon became clear that the position these 
women were defending was wrong even in relation 
to matters of technique. For example they would 
allow most of the embroideresses to work only on 
backgrounds, leaving the faces for the select few who 
knew how to embroider them and who would do 
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it secretly, to maintain their prerogative. The other 
embroideresses, who had no hope of doing anything 
but backgrounds and headless bodies, were dis-
gusted. The women had lost control of the factory 
and managerial decisions were actually being made 
by a team of “experts” without any regard for the 
women’s wishes and aspirations. A young embroi-
deress tells the story:

Since childhood I had had a burning desire 
to embroider on silk the faces of the revolu-
tionary heroes who liberated China. But peo-
ple made fun of me: “You’re too young, you 
don’t even know how to embroider the sky 
and the landscape properly, let alone eyes and 
noses! You’re too ambitious!” I tried anyhow, 
on my own, and failed. Full of bitterness, I 
went back to doing skies and landscapes. 
During the Cultural Revolution we decided 
that doing faces would no longer be a special 
prerogative, a privilege. We would all be able 
to do them. So all the embroideresses had to 
be taught how. We made a lot of attempts, 
not always very successfully. Once I had 
embroidered a sentry squatting in the dark 
and watching out for the enemy. I wanted to 
convey the atmosphere of heavy silence and 
stillness that you feel when you hear descrip-
tions of these scenes. But my friends burst 
out laughing when they saw my embroidery: 
“Your sentry must have been running hard. 
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He’s all out of breath, he’s purple in the face, 
he must be puffing and blowing like an ox. 
The enemy must be deaf if they can’t hear 
him!” That made me sad, but then my friends 
told me seriously, “It doesn’t matter; if we 
don’t try, we’ll never win. Let’s start again 
together, and this time make sure we don’t use 
too much red. We’ll get there in the end.” In 
fact, although it’s pretty difficult, we can all 
do faces well now, because we try to help one 
another and we no longer hide our work from 
one another.

There are now 1600 embroideresses in this fac-
tory. We saw young men sitting at their frames 
embroidering with women advising them. Edith 
asked one of them: “Don’t you mind doing woman’s 
work?”

“Not at all, I like it. And it isn’t woman’s work. 
That’s the old society’s way of seeing it: man’s work, 
woman’s work. Times have changed.”

“But don’t the other men make fun of you?”
“No, embroidery is useful for the revolution. 

Of course there are still some people who think it’s 
woman’s work,” and he added, smiling, “The class 
struggle isn’t over yet, we must keep fighting.”

The Struggle Against the Separation of Manual Work 
from Intellectual Work and Women’s Liberation

It was while visiting a large textile factory in 
Changsha, where more than seven thousand workers 
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(80 percent of them women) are employed, that we 
suddenly understood what had until then seemed 
very confusing: just how changing the relationship 
between intellectuals and workers in the heart of the 
factories can contribute so enormously to women’s 
liberation.

Our visit to the factory had to be short that 
day because we had a heavy schedule. We raced 
through the workshops filled with the noisy rattle 
of the shuttles. Afterwards, in the meeting-room, 
we weren’t paying much attention. Then we heard: 
“Before the Cultural Revolution there were more 
than 2500 rules and regulations aimed at oppressing 
the women workers in our factory.” Danielle asked 
the serious-looking young woman worker who had 
just spoken: “Can you tell us how these rules acted 
against the women workers?” She answered without 
a moment’s hesitation: 

Because of these absurd rules, women work-
ers just couldn’t make any technical innova-
tions. If they wanted to improve production, 
their project had to pass through a compli-
cated and intimidating hierarchy. When it 
finally reached a technician’s desk, he usually 
wouldn’t see any point in it and would throw 
it in the waste-paper basket. The system was 
discouraging and slowed down the develop-
ment of production.

I can still see the looks of disappointment and 
surprise we exchanged when we heard this. The first 
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illustration of the repression of women workers that 
came to her—the fact that they weren’t given enough 
opportunity to develop production—seemed to us 
to be stereotyped and unconvincing, to say the least.

Danielle changed the subject: “Are women work-
ers allowed to move to different jobs often enough 
to learn what the work is like everywhere?” “We try 
to make it easy for women to work at different jobs 
with different people,” was the reply. 

But it’s fairly difficult. Some jobs demand a 
lot of experience, so the older women can 
change round more easily than the younger 
ones. Even though we always try to make 
these changes possible, we don’t consider 
them crucial. To get an overall knowledge 
of what goes on, it is essential to participate 
more and more in the work of development 
and design. In each workshop there is a tech-
nical innovation team made up of women 
workers, technicians, and revolutionary cad-
res. As well as doing their shop-floor work, 
the team members plan projects and produce 
blueprints, scale models, and drawings. The 
team takes up workers’ daily suggestions, crit-
icisms, and advice. In this way knowledge and 
manual work, theory, and practice, intellectu-
als and workers are gradually united. And the 
two sides of the old gap—which still exists, 
of course, but which is decreasing—are qual-
itatively transformed. The goal is to make a 
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new man who will be unlike either the intel-
lectuals or the workers of the past, who will 
neither be cut off from practice, the work, 
and its concrete problems nor lack theoretical 
understanding.
Change is needed on both sides, but that 
is possible only if the workers themselves 
assume political and ideological leadership. 
They instruct one another, but it’s really the 
workers who reeducate the intellectuals. It 
seems paradoxical, doesn’t it? A long time ago 
we thought it was the duty of intellectuals 
to give “knowledge” to the workers. That’s a 
one-sided point of view. While it’s true that a 
worker’s knowledge is fragmented, at least it’s 
knowledge tested by practice and based on a 
revolutionary class position.

That’s why the workers must lead in bringing 
about this change. If they are to free themselves from 
the limitations of their own knowledge, they must 
also liberate the intellectuals. Once again a specific 
case has illustrated Marx’s thesis: “Only by eman-
cipating all mankind can the proletariat achieve 
its own final emancipation.” Each different job is 
like a cog in a big machine, and by jumping from 
one to the other, workers can widen the range of 
their practical experience. But they can never cross 
the boundary between the conception of an overall 
project and its practical realization. This explanation 
by the woman at Changsha really clarified what she 
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had told us earlier: women workers really had suf-
fered because they couldn’t make technical innova-
tions and give their initiative free reign.

We understand all that, you might say, but what 
does it have to do with women specifically?

Actually it’s very simple, and you will under-
stand, as we did. When we distinguish between 
manual and intellectual labor, the vast majority of 
women are traditionally manual workers. Not only 
because, like male workers, they haven’t got enough 
information, but also because they are shut in by 
the family and thus even further removed than any-
one else from any overall view of the world. Their 
world is their kitchen, the children’s room, and the 
conjugal bed. They are the semi-skilled workers of 
the home.

When they leave their homes to work in conven-
tional factories, they are therefore, even more than 
their male colleagues, reduced to the role of carrying 
out “mysterious orders.” But for the same reasons, 
they are the first to benefit from the revolutionary 
change in the relations between intellectuals and 
workers.

When the oppression of women stems, as it does, 
from their being cut off from social activities and 
therefore deprived of a social vision, there can be no 
solution but to give them immediate access to the 
widest and most comprehensive range of scientific 
information. This should not be handed down from 
teacher to pupil, but instead free reign should be 
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given to the cooperative effort of intellectuals and 
women workers.

The acquisition of new skills and the diversifi-
cation of practical experience are other important 
ways in which workers can develop that broad 
knowledge of things that was previously forbidden 
them. It’s well known that some Chinese workers 
become doctors by being given practical and the-
oretical training by qualified doctors in the field, 
and not by going to university, but there are many 
other similar cases. For example workers will often 
go into the countryside for a few months to help 
set up small local industries, or to train peasants 
to become the skilled workers a commune needs. 
There are also groups of workers selected by fellow 
workers to go—usually for a year to direct political 
and ideological work in all sorts of places besides 
factories: theaters, hospitals, schools, administrative 
offices, department stores.

They can also take up or continue studying 
and may, for instance, be chosen by other work-
ers in their factory to go to university, to evening 
classes, or to one of the part-time study centers set 
up in some factories, such as the one in a Shanghai 
machine-tool factory, where workers spend half the 
day on the shop floor and the other half studying.

The aim of technical-innovation teams, as with 
job diversification, is to close the gap between man-
ual and intellectual work. Because the oppression of 
women is closely linked to this gap, their participa-
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tion in the revolutionary social movement aimed at 
its abolition opens the way to their own liberation.

“Equal Work, Equal Pay”: Simple in Principle 
But Complicated in Practice

Comrade Bai, secretary of the revolutionary 
committee of the Sino-Albanian Friendship People’s 
Commune, explained to us how ideas of “absolute 
egalitarianism” ended up oppressing women yet 
again. Some men opposed the idea of women get-
ting equal wages in the name of equality and the 
equal pay principle, saying: “They don’t do equal 
work, they don’t carry loads as heavy as ours.” Bai 
told us that such ideas, held by only a minority but 
not uncommon, expressed the new society’s struggle 
between the capitalist and the socialist roads. 

They must be criticized and vigorously 
opposed, because they are the tenets of a feu-
dal approach towards women and work. In 
spite of countless real and historically import-
ant facts, the minority still, wrongly believe 
that women are inferior beings whose con-
tribution to society is minimal. As for work, 
only slave-traders and exploiters judge human 
and animal labor by the same standards and 
with the same values—in terms of sheer phys-
ical force. Tibetan landowners, for instance, 
found that they could trade one healthy and 
physically strong slave for two less sturdy ones. 
In the new society, following the example of 
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Dazhai,3 we must first of all look at a person’s 
political attitudes to society and to his or her 
work, regardless of sex, before we can deter-
mine the contribution his or her work makes.

The controversy concerning the value of the work 
that women do has been the subject of an ongoing 
debate all over the country, as is shown by a Red 
Flag4 article of February 1972:

People have differing capacities for physical 
work. Farm labor which demands great phys-
ical strength should be left to men who have 
this strength. It is natural to take account of 
the physiological differences between men 
and women in allocating jobs.  .  .  . [As for 
differences among women themselves, we 
were often told that work demanding great 
physical strength is not given to weak men 
or women in poor health.—Author’s note] 
But in no case whatsoever must the degree of 
physical strength be used to justify wage dif-
ferentials between men and women. Follow-
ing the principle to each according to his or 
her abilities and to his or her work the norms 
that determine wages take into account the 
actual quantity and quality of each worker’s 

3 Dazhai, a famous Chinese people’s commune, was cited by 
Mao Zedong as an example of the way to build socialism in 
the Chinese countryside.
4 Red Flag (Hongqi) is the official organ of the Central Com-
mittee of the Chinese Communist Party.
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labor, as well as his or her greater or lesser 
contribution to socialist production.5

A concern with the specific physiological char-
acteristics of women is also revealed in rest-day and 
holiday arrangements. Everyone has at least one 
day off a week, but women, whether in the town 
or country, get four extra days a month when they 
have their period. Women also retire at fifty or fif-
ty-five, depending on the type of work they’ve been 
doing, while men retire at about sixty. The distinc-
tion between absolute egalitarianism and equal-
ity between the sexes may seem a little too fine or 
dangerously fuzzy round the edges, threatening to 
introduce a notion of equality based on “nature,” 
propped up by physiology. Indeed how do we know 
which sex differences are purely physiological and 
which are acquired, and at least partly determined 
by the role women play in society? The dividing line 
isn’t easy to draw, but it has to be drawn somewhere.

The same controversy about “male and female 
work” crops up in connection with the question of 
whether women have the ability to master certain 
agricultural jobs. Some people (apparently opposing 
the “egalitarians”) go so far as to assert that men and 
women must share the work according to their sex. 
The same article in Red Flag comments:

The division of agricultural labor into male 
and female jobs is a left-over of the old soci-
ety which still survives in some regions. For 

5 Cited in La Nouvelle Chine, VIII (1972).
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example jobs requiring more complex tech-
nological skills like the sowing of wheat and 
rice or soil fertilization have in the past been 
considered man’s work. Some people still 
refuse to allow women to learn these jobs or 
to participate in them. Some simply mock 
the women who do take up these jobs, say-
ing that it’s “topsy-turvy” or “the world is 
back-to-front.”

The article points out that men have become bet-
ter equipped to do this work only because they’ve 
been practicing it for so long, while women in the 
old society were confined to domestic tasks, and 
were generally not allowed to do work in the fields 
and on the farm.

Red Flag comments further: 

Why couldn’t women, with practice, also 
master the technique of transplanting seed-
lings? Where does technique come from if not 
from practical experience? Such attitudes are 
part of a feudal mentality. They are a manifes-
tation of the contempt in which the exploit-
ing classes hold women. It is this notion of 
women’s nature, a pernicious and reaction-
ary notion, to which Liu Shaoqi and others 
referred.

The effects these attitudes would have on wages for 
both men and women are then discussed:
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There is another kind of mistaken idea which 
must be fought. Some comrades admit that 
in fact it is wrong for women to get eight 
points6 for doing the same work as brings 
ten points for men. And yet they do nothing 
to eliminate this wrong, reasoning that, “If 
you look at wages from the point of view of 
a household rather than from an individual 
point of view, you see that nobody actually 
suffers financially because each family is made 
up of men and women.” This sort of thinking 
leads its exponents to give the wrong empha-
sis to the application of the equal pay princi-
ple. . . . It is incorrect reasoning because the 
problem cannot be seen from the standpoint 
of household profit or loss. The implemen-
tation of the principle of equal pay for equal 
work is first of all a very important political 
problem and a problem of ideology. Eco-
nomic equality of the sexes is closely linked 
to political equality. The fact that the old 
ideology of male superiority and female infe-
riority still survives in some pockets of the 

6 The distribution of revenue is done annually after the 
autumn harvest, taking the production team (unit of farm 
production) as the basis for calculation. Every month each 
team member gives himself or herself the points he (or she) 
thinks he has earned for his own work; this is done in col-
lective discussion, during which comrades intervene if they 
disagree with his self-evaluation, whether they consider it too 
low or too high. The allocation of work points for women 
was the immediate cause of the controversy.
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country is nothing but the political image of 
the economic inequality between men and 
women. In fact the struggle of the mass of 
women against inequality is carried out on 
the political level. Some women put it very 
well when they say, “We are not struggling 
for a few extra work points, we are struggling 
for dignity.” To consider that unequal pay for 
men and women is not a fundamental prob-
lem is tantamount to considering that the 
status of women is of only secondary impor-
tance—an attitude which is part of the feudal 
ideology of contempt for women!
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2. The Socialization of the Chinese 
Countryside and Women’s Liberation

Peasant Women Tell Their Story

In the meeting room of the Shawan people’s 
commune a peasant woman in her forties told us 
how the commune’s land had become collectivized, 
a process which was marked at each stage by the role 
played by women.

At the time of the liberation the agrarian 
reform politically emancipated the poor and 
middle peasants—and women, like men, 
were given land. But the family was still the 
unit of production and had to manage on its 
own when there were difficulties. One year 
there was a big drought, and if we were going 
to harvest anything at all we had to carry our 
water to the fields. Those families who were 
shorthanded were at a great disadvantage. A 
widow I know had received five mou [1 mou is 
1/15 hectare] during the agrarian reform but 
as she had no help her income was very low. 
She thought about the nature and root of her 
difficulties and took an active part in setting 
up the first mutual aid groups between fam-
ilies. But these groups didn’t resolve every-
thing. We helped one another, but as long as 
production was based on family property, it 
was the family who bore the final responsi-
bility for their own successes or failures. One 
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year a neighboring family was seriously hit 
by illness; they couldn’t work and eventually 
had to sell their land [the right to sell land 
lasted until 1952] to buy medicine. This was 
an important political lesson for all the poor 
peasants in the village. We thought: “Class 
distinctions will just get more pronounced 
unless we work harder at collectivization.” So 
we set up the first cooperatives. Several fam-
ilies worked together and divided the profits 
according to the amount of land and livestock 
contributed. Women were doubly attracted 
to this Cooperation. Firstly, as peasants they 
knew that it was the only way to keep the 
countryside from becoming a hell for the 
exploited poor once again. And secondly they 
knew that as long as production centered on 
the family unit, they would be stuck at home. 
Who else could take care of the children, 
do the housework, and cook the meals? But 
with teams, everyone, men and women alike, 
worked on the land, and problems with chil-
dren and housework had to be solved on a 
collective basis.
If we help one another on the land, we must 
also help one another in the home—this was 
the position of the women. I myself told my 
husband: “We must join this cooperative.” 
But he only replied: “You’re nothing but a 
mare [a term for a woman dating from the old 
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society]. You don’t understand anything about 
these things and you won’t go out to work!” I 
used to get really angry: “Women have liber-
ated themselves, you have absolutely no right 
to treat me like this. Everything we have, we 
have won through struggle and I won’t give 
it up!” And I joined the cooperative without 
him. He had been a poor peasant, he owned 
a small plot, sometimes he couldn’t do all the 
work on it himself, and he would grumble 
about his difficulties. I would explain to him, 
giving him the facts, the advantages of the 
cooperative. Gradually, he realized that his 
stubbornness stemmed from the feudal ideas 
he still had about private property and the 
role of women, and when he accepted that, he 
felt able to join the cooperative. I know many 
families in the village where things happened 
just like that.
Later on we took another step towards col-
lectivization. More forces had to be brought 
together so that we could take on the large-
scale projects that were necessary if we were 
to control the forces of nature, like building 
irrigation works, for example. But instead of 
pushing for more collectivization, the Liuists 
[Liu Shaoqi’s supporters] took advantage of 
every natural disaster to promote the non-
sense of “the family as unit of production.” 
They would launch into defeatist speeches or 
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would say insolently that our commune was 
too small, with a workforce of two thousand, 
to carry out big projects like these. To arrive 
at a figure of two thousand, they counted two 
women as one man.
The hills surrounding our brigade7 were so 
arid and dry that they looked bald. The poorer 
peasants who wanted more collectivization 
would say: “Man must control nature and not 
the other way round. The bald hills will wear 
luxurious manes before long.” And we began 
the struggle. Day after day we carried full bas-
kets of earth to the hills on our backs. We dug 
terraces in the soil. One by one the four hills 
surrounding the commune came into our 
hands. Now we gather the largest tea harvest 
in the region from these hills. Could we ever 
have achieved results like that on separate lit-
tle allotments? Our victories arm us with facts 
to fight the Liuists. And in this struggle the 
women are in the vanguard—and that’s com-
mon knowledge.

The secretary of the revolutionary committee, who 
was sitting next to her, spoke up. 

I should like to give you some other examples 
of how women often taught us revolution-

7 Brigades are the agricultural production units. Several bri-
gades make up a people’s commune. Most brigades were 
formed by the reorganization of an already existing village 
community.
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ary lessons in clear-sightedness and tenacity. 
Some time ago, before the irrigation works 
were built, there was a terrible drought. The 
entire harvest was at risk. We couldn’t even 
contemplate transporting water because all 
the surrounding rivers had dried up. A few 
of the old people in the commune said they 
remembered that when they were kids there 
had been a spring in a large field near the 
village, but no one could remember exactly 
where it was. A team of girls decided to look 
for it. They set out at once for the field above 
the village. For five days and five nights they 
dug the earth to find it again. A lot of peo-
ple thought their effort was useless and made 
fun of it. Springs in Shawan! Never! But on 
the morning of the sixth day, the girls rushed 
into the village, shouting, “We’ve found the 
spring, we’ve found the spring!” Everyone 
ran to the spot and saw a little stream trick-
ling over the ground. They had found it by 
feeling the earth with their hands until they 
came across lumps of earth that were slightly 
less dry. They went on digging at that spot, 
until they got to the spring. It wasn’t easy. 
The whole village now started working; we 
spent all day digging a large reservoir, then we 
dug some canals. Within a week we had got 
enough water to irrigate the fields. Our crops 
were watered with their bare hands because 
they were determined to prove that collectiv-
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ism was better than private family ownership, 
when someone says otherwise, another man 
will always remind them, “What about the 
spring? Who was right, the women or us? We 
must never forget the lesson of the spring!”

After this meeting we were led up a narrow path 
to the spring. On the site they had dug a deep res-
ervoir to hold 6000 liters and had lined the walls 
with stones. Edith imagined the six girls on all fours, 
going over every single centimeter of the field as if 
they were feeling someone’s vast belly, so confident 
that they would succeed that they weren’t even 
aware of the herculean dimensions of the task. Why 
didn’t the men do this work? After all, women don’t 
have any special talent for water divination! And 
why were the poorest peasants the first to cooper-
ate? Obviously their own economic situation meant 
that they were in the best position to appreciate the 
advantages of collectivism. The women spent five 
days looking for water with their bare hands because 
they were determined to prove that collectivism was 
better than private family ownership, which they 
also experienced as a concrete form of women’s 
oppression.

There is too great a tendency to think that the 
specific nature of women is important only in 
relation to the contradictions between men and 
women. Actually the long experience of oppression 
with which women are familiar is more extensive 
than that. Let’s assume that feminine specificity 
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takes two forms, or more exactly, that it has a dual 
nature. On the one hand women are seen as social 
inferiors (in a society based on private property). 
On the other hand, women are traditionally inferior 
in their day-to-day relationships with men—and 
this subjugation is a product of their social inferi-
ority. Then, because women’s view of the family is 
informed by this dual oppression, they have a much 
clearer idea of the limitations of the family unit, 
and they are more likely than men to reject the illu-
sion that “the ideal is to be the master in one’s own 
home.” Women have been the vanguard at certain 
moments in history because some of them, more 
than any other groups of people, have nothing to 
lose but their chains. The challenge of the Shawan 
waterfinders can and must be understood only in 
this way. For women, who have always been most 
dominated by nature, to be in the front line in the 
struggle to control nature—what a marvelous rever-
sal of history, what a defeat for the sceptics! 

The New Women’s Committees in Shawan

In the course of the same conversation the peo-
ple of Shawan confirmed that during the Cultural 
Revolution the old women’s organization had been 
“suspended.” This old revolutionary group, born in 
the flames of the war against Japan, had become a 
sort of welfare organization pushing the reaction-
ary women-in-the-home ideology, interested only 
in the tiny world of domestic bliss and sorrow, 
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in the idea of the little woman we’re so familiar 
with in the pages of capitalist women’s magazines. 
Comrade Duan Anming, a peasant in her thirties, 
told us that several revolutionary committees had 
been organized in Shawan, that about 5500 of the 
women from the people’s commune—more than 
80 percent—belonged, and that she herself was 
one of the women in charge. During our visit we 
were often told that women’s organizations had 
reached the stage of “struggle/criticism/reform.” 
These groups were still taking stock of past activities 
and, moreover, new directions had not been clearly 
mapped out yet. Clearly the people as a whole were 
still debating the topic—a nationwide organization 
would not be created by a decision from above, but 
on the basis of a host of observations and investiga-
tions by the masses themselves. We were particularly 
interested, therefore, in finding out what aims (even 
if, as seemed probable, they were short-term ones) 
the Shawan women’s revolutionary committees had 
decided on. Duan Anming answered our query: 

At the moment we have agreed on five main 
tasks. First, study of Marxism, of Leninism, 
and of Mao Zedong’s thought. I’d like to tell 
you how we’ve gone about this. To start with 
we had mixed study groups. So couples would 
bring their small children with them and this 
interfered with our studying. The women 
then suggested that instead of helping one 
another to babysit on a neighborly basis, it 
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would be better if the men stayed at home to 
look after the kids while the women studied. 
That way we are free to study, and besides the 
men will have a clearer idea of what looking 
after children is all about. It’s arranged so that 
the women and the men study separately, 
each for six sessions every month. The women 
are very well satisfied with this system. “We’ve 
found this to be an efficient way of studying 
politics,” they say. . .

Just then an old peasant women interrupted Duan 
Anming to say: 

One evening I had to go out to study and it 
started to pour with rain. It was pitch black. 
My husband said I shouldn’t go out in such 
weather and in total darkness. I answered him 
that in the old days, in spite of the daylight, I 
had been as good as blind because, like almost 
all women, I couldn’t read or write. Now that 
I was more than sixty and going to school 
again to share revolutionary experiences with 
other women, to reeducate myself and to raise 
the level of my political consciousness, did he 
want me to stay at home? I told him, “You 
don’t know what we women would pay in 
order to study.”

“I tell you this story because it shows that women 
really are set on studying politics,” the old peasant 
woman ended, without having paused for breath. 
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Although she was visibly embarrassed by speaking 
in public and in front of foreigners, she had decided 
to do it to make sure we would realize how vitally 
important this point was to her: women have a burn-
ing desire to study.

Duan Anming carried on talking about the 
second task, which she said was to do everything 
to facilitate the most far-reaching revolutionary 
critique. 

We women must wage an all-embracing strug-
gle against every manifestation of revisionism. 
In particular, we must follow through to its 
conclusion the mass criticism of the old aims 
of the women’s organization. The third task, 
[she continued,] is to do everything to enable 
women to participate fully in all the various 
political activities, so that they fulfill their role 
as “half of the sky.” There are women in every 
area and at all levels of leadership, but there 
are still too many who don’t dare to voice 
their opinions at a public meeting, and there 
are too many men who won’t listen when such 
opinions are voiced. Our job is to investigate 
this problem, to mobilize the masses, and to 
find a solution to it.

I was reminded of some words spoken by the 
political instructor of a May 7 school8 near Beijing: 

8 May 7 cadre schools were set up during the Cultural Revo-
lution. Their purpose is to reeducate cadres in industry, com-
merce, and administration.
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“Whenever a man and a woman are equally quali-
fied to fill a responsible post, the policy of the party 
is to choose a woman comrade. This is a matter of 
revolutionary principle.”

The fourth task is to overcome reactionary ideas 
in women and men alike, particularly those 
connected with the alleged superiority of men 
in certain technical areas. We see to it that 
women participate in all social activities with-
out exception. We are ruthlessly struggling 
against superstitions which have been espe-
cially directed against women.

This isn’t just an empty phrase for comrade Duan, 
but a matter of hard reality. The miners of Shawan 
had told us that in the past women were thought 
to bring bad luck, and if a woman was seen walk-
ing near a pit the workers would refuse to go down, 
believing that there was a curse on the pit. Another 
ancient precept forbade women to take wine offer-
ings in religious temples. A woman who drank holy 
wine would die instantly, a victim of divine wrath. 
Rebellious women, struggling against obscurantism, 
drank some of this wine, watched by the frightened 
villagers, whose superstitious beliefs were deeply 
shaken when they were not promptly struck down.

Duan Anming told us another story: 

A few years ago there was torrential rain; huge 
areas of crops were destroyed and cloudbursts 
washed away any sloping fields. A 500-kilo-
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gram rock was moved more than a kilome-
ter in the storm. Hen, a class enemy, tried 
to dissuade the masses from acting. He went 
round saying, “When you see the torrent on 
the mountain slope, it always means that the 
god of the plague is descending on the earth. 
We must leave him alone, otherwise every-
thing will be laid waste.” These feudal words 
confused some of the peasants. What’s more, 
a few older ones almost believed that this 
was a punishment from heaven for the social 
changes they had made. So comrade Bin came 
forward and addressed the villagers: “The tor-
rent is merely water. It’s just the result of the 
heavy rain. What can it devastate? Houses 
and fields perhaps, but not, as Hen would 
have you believe, everything. It can’t destroy 
our will to carry the revolution through to 
its conclusion. No force in the world can do 
that. Not only must we overcome this fear 
of punishment, we must also struggle with 
all our might to conquer natural disasters. If 
we redirect the torrent we can avoid further 
destruction of crops and houses. Let’s get to 
work!” She organized the women to take on 
a good share of this work. After several days 
of strenuous activity we had moved more 
than 30,000 cubic meters of earth and had 
managed to control the torrent completely! 
And that year, in spite of the floods caused 
by the rains, we harvested 25,000 kilograms 
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more than the previous year. The Shawan 
commune’s poor and middle peasants have 
struggled against heaven, earth, and class 
enemies and have won. Women have played 
a crucial part in every struggle, bearing out 
Mao Zedong’s point that women are a deci-
sive force for the victory of the revolution.
Our fifth task is to redouble our efforts to 
revolutionize ideas about the family. Women 
have an important contribution to make to 
society in this area too. We’ve already had 
quite a lot of experience of it here. Maybe 
comrade Li Maxian can tell you about her 
own case.

Li Maxian, about forty years old with a suntanned 
face began to speak: 

Once the brigade needed a table for the col-
lective. When I found out about it I told the 
comrades I had a suitable one at home, and 
that they could take it. When my husband 
realized I had loaned the table, he got angry 
and said, “Some women go to work to bring 
more things home for the family, but my wife 
does the opposite and gives our things away.” 
After he’d said all this, I organized a meeting 
to study Mao Zedong’s thought in our fam-
ily. I particularly criticized Liu Shaoqi’s revi-
sionist line, according to which there is no 
contradiction between collective and private 
interest. This is a hypocritical idea and one 
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that encourages selfishness. We poor peasants 
must serve the people totally. In spite of our 
personal interest, we must struggle against 
selfishness and try to develop for ourselves a 
proletarian conception of the world. We must 
learn to act first and foremost in the interests 
of the people. During the meeting my moth-
er-in-law talked about past suffering and pres-
ent happiness. She said: “Must we take plea-
sure selfishly and think only about our own 
family, forgetting the past, and forgetting 
the seven hundred million Chinese and the 
three thousand million human beings who 
people the earth? Must we look to our own 
welfare and forget that two-thirds of human-
ity still live under the yoke of oppression and 
exploitation?” The whole thing moved my 
husband deeply. Now he puts collective prop-
erty first and foremost and thinks of his own 
possessions only afterwards. When the com-
rades brought back the table some time later, 
my husband applied a little self-criticism and 
said, “Whenever the brigade needs anything, 
our house is always open.”

The revolutionary transformation of the family 
is an enormous task. It involves changing the social 
function of the family and destroying private inter-
est, as well as progressively creating new relations 
between men and women, and radically changing 
relations between parents and children. That’s why 
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it’s interesting to note that Chinese revolutionaries 
do not consider the evolution of the family to be a 
simple consequence of social upheaval, but a neces-
sary precondition of the revolution. They feel that 
women are naturally responsible for “leading” the 
revolution in the family and that this is one of the 
fundamental tasks that women must undertake for 
humanity. Duan Anming concluded; “We can sum-
marize the revolutionary committee’s goals as fol-
lows: under the leadership of the party and of Chair-
man Mao, we must do everything possible to enable 
women to carry out fully their historical role.” Make 
no mistake! The Chinese don’t need to win women 
over to the revolution, still less to neutralize them. 
They simply need to let women play out their his-
torical role, for without them the revolution will be 
abortive.

What will the new Chinese women’s movement 
be like? Judging by the example of Shawan’s com-
mittees and Mao Zedong’s attitudes towards the 
subject, it will be rooted in the recognition of the 
remarkable contribution that women have made to 
the revolution. We are as far away from Liu Shaoqi’s 
paternalism as we are from that dominant tendency 
in the Third International to see women as a back-
ward and manipulable mass, who have to be pushed 
into action.
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Introduction

One problem must be solved if we are to achieve 
equality between the sexes: housework must be 
transformed. I have been concerned, first of all, to 
trace how the fact that women began to participate 
in production played a decisive role in their eman-
cipation, because I believe that this was the route 
actually taken by Chinese women towards their lib-
eration. Women who have been confined to house-
hold tasks which keep them outside the mainstream 
of society will liberate themselves only by plunging 
straight into social production, as Mao Youyin said. 
But as long as it is the women who do the house-
work, this participation is in reality impossible. 
It’s the same old vicious circle we know so well in 
Europe. Almost a century ago, Engels analyzed it in 
very clear terms:

Not until the coming of modern largescale 
industry was the road to social production 
opened to her again—and then only to the 
proletarian wife. But it was opened in such 
a manner that, if she carries out her duties in 
the private service of her family, she remains 
excluded from public production and unable 
to earn; and if she wants to take part in public 
industry and earn independently, she cannot 
carry out family duties.  .  .  . The first condi-
tion for the liberation of women is to bring 
the whole female sex back into public indus-
try, and that this in turn demands the aboli-
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tion of the monogamous family’s attribute of 
being the economic unit of society.9

One aspect of the contradiction that affects 
the vast majority of women is necessarily of prime 
importance—the root of the whole contradiction, 
if you like—and this is the aspect of women’s social 
role that must be attacked first.

The women workers of Zhaoyan and Suzhou 
didn’t wait for the problem of childcare to be solved 
for example, before becoming involved in social 
production. Yet if this problem hadn’t been ade-
quately solved in time, these women would have 
found themselves in the only too familiar position 
of European women—doing two jobs every day.

Comrade Su Yin, who accompanied us through-
out our trip, was in her fifties and had been a mem-
ber of the Chinese Communist Party for about 
thirty years. She had been one of the original mem-
bers responsible for organizing women. She told us 
that she was with us to help us study and under-
stand the role of women in the Chinese revolution. 
“The socialization of housework is a key to women’s 
liberation,” she told us. 

Unless we achieve this socialization, equality 
between the sexes will remain formal—exist-
ing in law but not in reality—the antago-
nism between men and women will not be 
resolved and, in the last analysis, socialism 

9 F. Engels, The Origin of the Family, Private Property and the 
State (Paris: Foreign Languages Press, 2020), 60–61.—Ed.
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will fail. So it really is going to become a 
major issue for us.

How the Washing Machine Has Failed to Eman-
cipate Women

I’ve always found it very instructive to listen to 
the official statements handed out by a truly naive 
bourgeois establishment announcing that nowadays, 
the urban housewife spends the same average num-
ber of hours doing housework as the housewife of a 
hundred years ago. It’s easy to believe it when you 
realize that a working-class woman with three chil-
dren and “not working” (as they say with magnifi-
cent hypocrisy) still spends about fourteen hours a 
day on housework. Regrettably, a hundred years ago 
the days contained only twenty-four hours, as they 
still do in our time, and our great-grandmothers 
would have been hard put to spend more than four-
teen hours on their housework and come out alive 
at the end of each week. And yet industrialization of 
the vast majority of production on a massive scale 
has had an undeniable and truly remarkable impact 
on housework.

Let’s take the obvious example of the almost 
exclusively family-produced goods of four or five 
generations ago: clothes, preserved food, bread, and 
even woven material in some places. All these have 
simply vanished as the products of a housewife’s 
domestic duties. And what you don’t make, you buy 
these days, courtesy of industrial capitalism. More 
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recently, with mass production of household appli-
ances, like automatic washing machines, we have 
been freed from many of the other routine aspects of 
housework. But if capitalism has really abolished all 
this drudgery, what do housewives find to do all day 
long? How many times have you heard some man 
ask that question? The truth is that we don’t do less, 
we just do different things differently and, when all’s 
said and done, in worse conditions. It may be true 
that we don’t have to go to the washhouse anymore 
to scrub and beat our washing by hand. But on the 
other hand our great-grandmothers weren’t con-
fronted by the impossible task of organizing their 
day round a husband’s shift work, the children’s 
school day, and the opening hours of shops and 
post offices. They didn’t have to spend several hours 
each day traveling to and from supermarkets which, 
although admittedly less expensive, also happen to 
be miles away. They didn’t spend whole afternoons 
being tossed, like a ping-pong ball, from one office 
to the next, from one specialist to the next, from one 
desk to the next, to fill in forms enabling their eldest 
child to go to summer camp, to enroll their youngest 
child at a school to get an inadequate rent rebate, to 
renew an identity card or to sort out national insur-
ance, to find a place to live, to be refused accommo-
dation, to visit another address and be told, “sorry, 
too late, it’s already taken,” to take a young child to 
the welfare clinic, to queue all day just to be told, 
“Come back tomorrow.” Our great-grandmothers 
may not have had daycares, but then the ones we 
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have are so few and so pathetic they aren’t worthy of 
the name. In the old days our great-grandmothers 
had their grandmothers nearby, if not in the same 
house. They had old friends in the neighborhood to 
help out—theirs was a completely different lifestyle. 
The sociologists describe our lives in terms of “the 
increasing mobility of the work force” and we really 
do live in a state of perpetual motion—changing 
cities and friends like we change shoes. We stay in 
one particular neighborhood barely long enough to 
know it, let alone the people in it. Our parents live 
far away, too far to look after our children.

Years ago there may have been no running water, 
but when women went to the village washhouse 
at least they met other women and had a chance 
to discuss all manner of things important to them 
and to the village as a whole. Running water may 
have disposed of the chore, but at the same time a 
social link between women has been severed. Ever 
since, the labor of washday, done behind closed 
walls, has become “invisible” and, socially speak-
ing, non-existent.

Vacuum cleaners, refrigerators, and washing 
machines—so what?! You have to get into debt to 
buy them, and you’d need to be a technician to 
maintain and service them. So we take them to the 
“expert.” “Unfortunately,” the expert tells us, “they 
don’t make this model anymore and there aren’t any 
spare parts available.” The machine can’t be mended, 
anyway. It’s useless. Paul is good with machines, but 
he hasn’t got time to fix it. But it seems we’re in 
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luck. The salesman graciously agrees to take it back. 
A worthless machine is suddenly revalued. We will 
get 50 francs for this scrap-metal vacuum cleaner, 
on the sole condition that we buy a new one for 250 
francs. Mechanization on these lines is a two-edged 
weapon: on the one hand some jobs are made easier; 
but on the other hand it creates new ones. To be truly 
efficient, all kinds of labor-saving devices should be 
used collectively; no single family, and therefore no 
single woman, should bear the full responsibility for 
the new jobs of maintenance, repair, and so on.

One successful and respectable Frenchwoman10 
made a startling discovery some years ago. House-
work, she revealed, is like factory work. To do it 
properly you must have effective organization, 
sound financial support, job rationalization—in 
other words, everything required in the manage-
ment of a small business. With skill and care, you 
might even show a profit! And the women who run 
this “small business” are no longer servants to their 
household, but chairwomen! They will, of course, 
have worries, the author admits. After all, it’s a well-
known fact that no chairman is without worries. 
But think of the enormous satisfaction of getting 
all the work done in six hours while the poor nar-
row-minded creatures who haven’t yet grasped the 
historical scope of their role still toil for six and a 
half hours, or even seven. And what does she do, 
the housewife-manager of our friend’s imagination, 
with all the time she’s saved? She goes to the hair-
10 Christiane Collange, Madame et le management, 72.
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dresser to have her hair set so that she can please 
a husband who most probably won’t even notice. 
What a thrill! 

In the quite distant past women spent long, bor-
ing days doing their family’s washing. They would 
set aside a day for the window cleaning, and one for 
scrubbing the floors. They’d have a day for jam mak-
ing and another for ironing. These days a woman is 
more likely to spend her time making beds, shop-
ping, preparing a meal, washing up, ironing, doing 
the washing, shopping again, cooking another meal, 
washing up again—a rotation of household tasks, 
repeated daily. The pace of our lives has quickened. 
There are pauses, of course, the occasional idle 
moment. But that’s only because housework can’t 
be stockpiled. Socks can’t be darned before they’ve 
got holes in them, dishes can’t be washed before 
they’re dirty. But even if we do have an hour or 
two of actual free time between the midday round 
of shops-lunch-dishes, and the afternoon round 
of kids-tea-fights-supper-bedtime, what can we 
do with that time? It’s not long enough or definite 
enough for us to think of taking a job. It’s too short 
a time even to go out, since home is probably miles 
from anywhere. As a result this hard-earned respite 
becomes a time of dreadful boredom, solitude, and 
despair. It’s then that you stand back and look at 
yourself—like a puppet, gesticulating in all direc-
tions but not actually moving in any of them. Do 
you live to work yourself to death, to bleed yourself 
white day after day, just to give support and suste-
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nance to your husband so that he can sell his labor 
to pay for the food, clothes, and home that you pre-
pare, repair, and maintain? You are given moments 
of rest and holidays with the family for no other rea-
son than to keep you working next day, next month, 
and next year. Your children are with you, in reality, 
so that they can become a new generation of work-
ers. There are times when women would willingly 
turn their hands, in myth so tender and loving, into 
clenched fists.

No, Electrolux doesn’t liberate women! Nor does 
the soap powder that washes whiter. And we, daugh-
ters of the Kenwood Chefette and Madame Soleil11 
of the agony column, know what we’re talking 
about. Women won’t be liberated until the func-
tion of the family in our society is itself destroyed. 
Among the oppressed classes the family exists to 
produce the workers of the future and to care for 
today’s workers and keep them in good shape. Our 
children and our husbands are supposed to turn out 
as the bourgeoisie want them to. Under capitalism, 
the bourgeoisie in a sense “consume” our children 
and husbands—at least they consume their labor 
power. So they require our husbands and children 
to be physically, intellectually, morally, and politi-
cally oppressed.

If capitalism could, without jeopardizing its own 
existence, concentrate workers in large barracks, giv-
ing them the bare minimum for survival, and put all 
11 Kenwood Chefette and Madame Soleil are kitchen appli-
ances.—Ed.
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their children into orphanages, then maybe the con-
dition of women would be modified. It might begin 
to look a bit more like the condition of men—but 
would that be liberation? Of course this is an absurd 
hypothesis, because the fluidity of and the com-
petition in the work force implies that they must 
reproduce themselves privately, everyone having his 
own independent responsibility to meet the require-
ments of capitalist society as fully as possible and 
on all levels. Otherwise they face the threat of being 
rejected by the production process—and perishing.

No wonder the princes who govern us aren’t very 
keen on discarding this family—from their point of 
view, it’s a necessary machine that has more than 
proved itself over the years.
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3. Collectivization First, then Mecha-
nization

The socialization of housework necessarily implies 
the denial of the economic role of the family, and 
therefore of its traditional political role. This in turn 
makes the creation of new institutions to take over 
family functions like feeding, clothing, educating, 
and relaxation an absolute priority. Destroying the 
family as an economic and political unit is a chal-
lenge to all revolutionaries, but ensuring that the 
useful functions of the family are still carried out 
is another matter altogether. Kollontai, a leading 
Bolshevik in the twenties, advocated (among other 
measures) the creation of a corps of workers who 
would take over the household chores that enslaved 
women. But who would then free these liberators 
from the drudgery? Kollontai has nothing to say 
about that. To abolish oppressive division of labor 
by the introduction of a new division of labor solves 
nothing. 

The individual household has passed its 
zenith. It is being replaced more and more by 
collective housekeeping. The working woman 
will sooner or later need to take care of her 
own dwelling no longer; in the communist 
society of tomorrow this work will be carried 
on by a special category of working women 
who will do nothing else.12

12 A. M. Kollontai, Communism and the Family (London: 
Pluto Press, 1972), 12–13. 
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Do women protest at their household confine-
ment? Don’t they want to be the semi-skilled work-
ers of the home anymore? No matter! We’ll create a 
specialized corps of workers (Kollontai says women 
workers!) who will do not only their own house-
work, but everyone else’s as well. What a victory!

Socialism doesn’t consist of higher pay for boring 
jobs or of handing over the boring jobs to a small 
section of the workforce. Socialism is about the 
complete elimination of the repetitive and absurd 
aspect of work. And if it hasn’t yet been eliminated 
in a certain kind of work, the answer isn’t to hand 
over that work to a single battalion. The work 
should instead be distributed as widely as possible, 
so that with everyone doing his or her bit, no one 
is enslaved.

Images and Discussions on the Chinese Road

It was a cool Thursday in December when we 
filmed the big weekly cleanup at the Shanghai work-
ers’ housing estate.13 Children of all ages, kitted out 
with brooms and dustpans, are sweeping paths, 
picking up leaves and litter (though there is very 
little litter because the Chinese are now a “socially 
responsible” people). Two teams of retired workers 
are washing down staircases, other people are clean-
ing windows, while little groups putter about here 
13 What the author terms housing estates are actually apart-
ment blocks built around work sites like factories, which 
together with its medical clinics, daycares, cafeterias, and 
other services constitute a “work unit.”—Ed.
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and there, mending a damaged door or a leaking 
fountain. The whole scene is extraordinarily lively 
and busy. Some people are taking advantage of the 
situation to continue a discussion with their neigh-
bors or to teach one another new songs. This is 
unpaid work; it’s voluntary and collective. No one 
is taken to court for refusing to participate. And yet 
if someone systematically avoids doing the work, or 
does it “just to get it over with,” he or she will always 
be confronted by a group of youngsters who will 
argue and criticize until they convince him or her of 
the importance of collective, voluntary work.

A Discussion in Xiao Wang

The Chinese way gives priority to the struggle 
against the traditional division of labor, without 
waiting for any preliminary technological progress. 
The narrow village lanes in the Xiao Wang people’s 
commune zigzag towards a square where new build-
ings have been constructed—small, low buildings 
with whitewashed brick walls and slightly upturned 
roofs, vaguely reminiscent of pagodas. Each door 
leads to a flat. Each flat has a mud floor and a 
wooden staircase leading from the kitchen to the 
bedrooms on the next level. The communal rooms 
open directly onto the square. On the day we were 
there people were eating their meals on their door-
steps and chatting to one another. A wide-brimmed 
straw hat was hanging on one white wall, a dark 
wooden flour sifter on another. The atmosphere was 
simple and warm.
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There was hardly any evidence that work here 
was mechanized. As in most villages, there was elec-
tricity in all the houses, but no running water and 
no watermain drainage. A smiling young woman 
offered us tea in her house. Neighbors dropped in, 
greeted us with a nod, and joined the conversation. 
Our questions were all concerned with the central 
difficulty of solving the problem of housework in 
conditions of such rudimentary comfort. The girl 
told us:  “We must try to develop mechanization in 
the area of domestic work. The peasants in this dis-
trict are working on it, but we mustn’t wait until this 
mechanization has been achieved to release women 
from their traditional duties.” Up to fifteen years 
ago, there was no electricity, no mechanical aids 
to housework, and no daycares. In order to create 
farming cooperatives, the peasants found ways of 
compensating for their lack of means. Small chil-
dren were taken to the fields, where the older chil-
dren looked after them while copying characters to 
help them to learn to write. The old people would 
take charge of collective services for the village, run-
ning the clothing repair workshops, and the laun-
dry, for example. At harvest time they would pre-
pare the communal meals. This custom has survived 
and to this day, when there is a big job to be done, 
communal meals are still prepared. 

Housework is shared equally among all mem-
bers of the family, so that everyone—husband, wife, 
grandparents, and children—participates in running 
the house. When a man not only does the washing 
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up but prepares meals, scrubs the floor, sews on but-
tons, dresses the youngest child’s cuts and bruises, 
and does all that regularly throughout the week, not 
just on Sundays, he is no longer a husband in the 
accepted sense of the word.

The dramatic change in the status of the village 
women has its roots in the struggle for the social-
ization of the land. It was during this struggle, as 
we have seen, that the women gained recognition 
as a political force. It’s an easy matter to demand 
servility from a submissive, silent wife who has no 
experience of the world beyond her limited family 
horizons. Try refusing to scrub the floor if your wife 
has spoken up before the entire village, if she has 
had the courage to stand up to wealthy peasants, if 
she has struggled to close the ranks of the peasants, 
if she has organized teams of women who tomorrow 
will join the men in irrigating the fields! Refusing to 
scrub the floors if your wife has enjoyed the support 
and applause of a whole village is another matter 
altogether!

The emergence of women as a political force 
brought with it a change in their household status. 
And the Xiao Wang women have ways of convinc-
ing a recalcitrant man that this change has come. As 
a first step, his wife will try to persuade him by dis-
cussing the issues. If that fails she will readily call on 
the whole family for support. If that has no effect, 
the women’s committee of the village will visit him 
en masse and insist, politely but firmly, that he must 
remember the difference between socialism and feu-
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dalism. In the unlikely event of the man still clinging 
stubbornly to his attitudes after all this, the whole 
village may support the woman with a campaign of 
mass criticism—and, as a last resort, she can always 
divorce him.

The young woman concluded: “It was mainly 
taking part in the class struggle that made us under-
stand the origins of our enslavement and enabled us 
to change our situation as women.”

We had met many women veterans of the revolu-
tion before this visit and had listened to their stories. 
These women all seemed to suggest the truth that 
this peasant woman had now spelled out. Because 
Chinese women rose against feudalism and against 
the class enemy, they became more aware of their 
specific oppression. Those peasant women who had 
taken part in the struggle against the Japanese inva-
sion saw the necessity of destroying the old family 
structure before victory could be achieved. Feudal 
traditions had barred women from working in the 
fields and denied them any possibility of economic 
independence in the social system as it then was. 
During the war against Japan, many of the able-bod-
ied men left the fields to enroll in the People’s Army. 
If women had not taken over agricultural produc-
tion in the liberated areas, the people in those areas 
could not have survived and become self-sufficient. 
But that takeover was itself a massive blow against 
feudalism, and without it the revolution would have 
failed. It’s often in the struggle for the recognition of 
their right to make the revolution that women will 



94

Half the Sky

gauge the extent of their specific oppression. In the 
same way, the mass of peasant women who fought 
for the socialization of agriculture gained essential 
social experience in this struggle, and therefore wid-
ened their horizons. They are bound to see tradi-
tional housework even more clearly as a tight and 
restricting yoke standing in total opposition to the 
revolutionary role that they want to play and actu-
ally are playing. We were often told of working-class 
or peasant women who would be criticized by hus-
band or family for wanting to go out to work. “It’s 
ludicrous, there’s plenty of money coming in, why 
on earth do you want to go out to work?” “To make 
the revolution!”

The first necessary step towards the develop-
ment of a clear idea of our particular oppression 
is not always obvious. Why was it that in capital-
ist countries a large minority of women had to go 
into industry, or other areas of social involvement, 
before women’s movements could begin? It was 
doubtless because the experience of social labor 
suddenly enlarged the female perspective, which 
had until then been confined to the insoluble prob-
lem of the family. For the first time ever, a woman’s 
situation did not appear to be the inescapable will 
of God, but the inevitable consequence of an inhu-
man social structure, transforming men into pro-
duction machines, and women into a maintenance 
crew for these machines. As a result of their entry 
into social production, women learned who was 
responsible and whose interests were really served 
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by their domestic slavery. It was a lesson they could 
never forget.

A Revealing Parallel Between the Socialization of 
Housework and the Socialization of Agriculture

We found again and again that socialization—in 
the sense of a transformation of relations between 
people—is not conceived by the Chinese as a stage 
that follows the development of mechanization.

The two are undertaken together and progress 
together. We saw how this is happening with the 
women workers in small neighborhood factories 
like Zhaoyan. The same approach applies equally 
to housework. “We mustn’t wait until mechaniza-
tion has developed before starting on socialization,” 
a young woman explained to us. This brought to 
mind what Trotsky had said while he was still one of 
the leaders of the Soviet Union: “We need socialist 
accumulation; only under this condition will we be 
able to liberate the family [and therefore women] 
from all the functions and cares which now oppress 
and destroy it.”14 This idea came to be used as the 
standard justification for not finding the necessary 
solution to the problem of housework. Meanwhile 
women continued to do their two jobs a day and 
to suffer more or less overt contempt from society, 
precisely because they were still “housewives.” In 
fact this amounted to making the emancipation of 

14 Cited in H. K. Geiger, The Family in Soviet Russia (Cam-
bridge: Harvard University Press, 1968), 79.
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women dependent on the technical progress of an 
industry in which they played particularly minor 
roles, and not at all on their own labor. Basically 
it fell to technicians to liberate or not to liberate 
women from domestic oppression. 

Trotsky’s position on this was hardly unique. At 
that time such sanctification of economic develop-
ment through technology was common all over the 
Soviet Union and in all spheres. Stalin viewed the 
problem of agriculture, for example, in much the 
same way. The argument goes like this: the social-
ization of agriculture depends on mechanization, 
which depends on the building of tractors, which 
depends on the development of heavy industry. 
Meanwhile the peasantry, the mass of small land-
owners who aspire only to become kulaks, must be 
regarded with the greatest suspicion. Peasant crops 
can be requisitioned, and peasant labor diverted to 
keep industry going. And when the day of the long-
awaited leap forward in productive forces finally 
arrives, tractors are simply brought to the fields 
chosen by decree to become state property or Kolk-
hoz (collective farm) property, without further ado. 
Peasants become farm laborers overnight and collec-
tivization is achieved.

China’s first step towards collectivization was to 
set up simple agricultural cooperatives. This pre-
ceded mechanization. A cart, often hand-drawn, 
was a highly valued production tool. Before all else, 
the human workforce, its energy and enthusiasm, 
was socialized. Mechanization has developed from 
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this basis and its progress is evident. We saw a little 
remote-controlled cultivator ploughing the side of 
a very steep hill, narrowly terraced like a staircase. 
When the cultivator reached the end of one terrace, 
it would rear up almost vertically, go down one step 
and plough the lower level in the opposite direc-
tion. A few dozen meters above it, a peasant leaning 
against a tree operated the machine from a simple 
control box.

When the ideological aspect of the revolution, 
the transformation of work relationships, and polit-
ical consciousness are given their proper priority, 
technological progress is sure to correspond to the 
needs of the masses, and to help to put socialism 
into practice.

Chen Yonggui, the peasant leader of the Dazhai 
commune and a well-known figure in China, writes 
about the experience of his brigade:

Only by following Chairman Mao’s teaching 
of using the ideological revolutionization to 
lead agricultural mechanization forward can 
we guarantee that mechanization will advance 
along the socialist road. . . . Some people think 
it [mechanization] is aimed only at reducing 
labor intensity and providing more leisure, 
and they do not understand that mechaniza-
tion is the Party’s fundamental line in the rural 
areas for adhering to socialism and defeating 
capitalism. Others regard agricultural mecha-
nization as an ordinary measure to save labor 
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and increase production. They fail to see it 
from a higher level and regard it as a mea-
sure that consolidates the worker-peasant alli-
ance, promotes socialist industrialization, and 
reduces the differences between workers and 
peasants. They also do not understand that 
unless we implement Chairman Mao’s revo-
lutionary line, mechanization will not neces-
sarily bring about socialism and it may even 
lead to capitalism. . . . Therefore, to carry out 
farm mechanization it is necessary to firmly 
grasp ideological revolutionization and always 
carry out, as a matter of primary importance, 
the raising of the masses’ ideological level 
and their understanding between the two 
lines. Otherwise, farm mechanization will 
go astray. . . . Mechanization is by no means 
merely a technical problem.15

The marked similarity in attitudes towards agri-
cultural and housework work (both in China and 
in the Soviet Union, though in very different ways) 
can be readily explained. Both housework and agri-
culture work require the transformation into a social 
industry of a work process based on the family unit 
and strongly tied to small holdings of private prop-
erty—the peasant’s plot or the housewife’s house. It’s 
clear that, as Mao has said, this transformation can’t 
be achieved without those concerned freely express-

15 Peking Review (September 24, 1971), 11–14; empha-
sis added.
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ing their desire for it. But even given that desire, the 
transformation is bound to fail where archaic means 
of production are destroyed, only to be replaced by 
structures in which the masses are denied all power.

Many of the poor peasants who had willingly 
accepted the collectivization of the land and the cre-
ation of the kolkhoz in the Soviet Union joined the 
opposition to the Soviet regime when they realized 
that they would have no say in the running of their 
collective farm. Technicians and apparatchiks, deny-
ing the peasants any of their specialized knowledge, 
made all the important decisions about what was to 
be produced, how, when, and in what quantity—
with catastrophic results for agricultural production.

The close similarity between the problems pre-
sented by small agrarian property and those pre-
sented by domestic work enabled Chinese women 
to make the breakthrough that allowed them to crit-
icize vigorously the Liuist policy of restoring capital-
ism in rural areas. In my opinion this is one of the 
fundamental reasons why women could be in the 
vanguard in the sort of struggles we had been told 
of in Xiao Wang—where the connection between 
the struggles and the specific oppression of women 
might not have been immediately discernible.

Liu Shaoqi’s policy made explicit the following 
aims: setting up a free market where prices would 
be fixed according to capitalist laws of supply and 
demand; extending individual plots (which could of 
course be inherited); creating individual enterprises 
fully responsible for their own profits and losses; and 
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using the family to establish production norms. This 
policy was called sanzi yibao,16 an abbreviation for 
the various measures. (Along with this policy went 
a call for the “four freedoms—freedom to practice 
usury, freedom to hire farmers, freedom to buy and 
sell land and free enterprise.) Each of the measures 
can be seen at once in terms of the oppression of 
women, especially the one that was the sine qua non 
of all the others: the recognition of the family as a 
unit of production, a family with an urge to become 
wealthy, since it would reap the benefit of its own 
profits, but be threatened by ruin since it would 
equally bear the responsibility for its own losses.

Liu Shaoqi proposed exactly this sort of family 
life, with its burden of feminine “curses”: the duty 
of motherhood—to produce heirs who will increase 
the workforce; the slavery of housework—so that 
the husband can devote all his energy to farming; 
the prison of the home; the degradation of being an 
eternally submissive “minor”; the race to catch a hus-
band; the right to keep her opinions to herself. This 
was the “paradise” promised by the “four freedoms.” 
This is no doubt one of the root causes of women’s 
opposition to Liu. But in this case, too, opposition 
couldn’t crystallize and strengthen until the women 
had another solution or were able to envisage the 
possibility of another solution. Such knowledge or 
16 Literally three freedoms—freedom to have private plots 
and free markets and for enterprises to be their own account-
ing unit —and one guarantee—household contracts for out-
put quotas.—Ed. 
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vision allowed them to relegate the “blessings” of 
private property to the status of museum pieces.

The Revolution in Town Planning

The Soviet Experience

During the years following the revolution in the 
Soviet Union an intense debate took place among 
architects: October 1 was the foundation-stone of 
a new world in which everything still needed to be 
done. Soviet Russia was a town-planner’s dream. 
The problem, of course, was not how to build cozy 
semi-detached houses for the new world, but how 
to collectivize housing. There were bitter clashes 
between differing schools of thought. One of them, 
following Sabsovich,17 typified the search for new 
approaches. Their theory was simple: material struc-
tures, acting as “social condensers” would help to 
build up new relationships between people. It was, 
therefore, necessary to build to fit this function. The 
most extreme project of these town planners was to 
construct communal buildings designed for several 
thousand inhabitants, consisting of units divided 
into three parts. One part was to be reserved for 
children, another for men, and the third for women. 
Heated corridors would connect the different sec-
tions. Kuzmin had calculated to the minute detail 
how long each of the necessary actions of daily life 
should take—all of them at breakneck speed! Daily 

17 Leonid Sabsovich was a Soviet “Urbanist” city planner and 
economist in the 1920s and 30s.—Ed.
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life was organized as if the people were living in the 
archetypal capitalist factory: rationalized, standard-
ized, Taylorized,18 and stupefying. In reality, this 
18 Weekday schedule to be followed by adult workers, as seen 
by Kuzmin.

1. Lights out 22:00

2. Eight hours’ of sleep. Wake up. 6:00

3. Calisthenics 5 minutes 6:05

4. Toilet 10 minutes 6:15

5. Shower (optional) 5 minutes 6:20

6. Dress 5 minutes 6:25

7. To the dining room 3 minutes 6:28

8. Breakfast 15 minutes 6:43

9. To the cloakroom 2 minutes 6:45

10. Put on outdoor clothing 5 minutes 6:50

11. To the mine 10 minutes 7:00

12. Work in the mine 8 hours 15:00

13. To the commune 10 minutes 15:10

14. Take off outdoor clothing 7 minutes 15:17

15. Wash 8 minutes 15:25

16. Dinner 30 minutes 15:55

17. To rest room for free hour 3 minutes 15:58

18. Free hour. Those who wish may nap. 1 hour 16:58

19. Toilet and change clothes 10 minutes 17:08

20. To the dining room 2 minutes 17:10

21. Tea 15 minutes 17:25
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sort of thinking revealed a thorough understanding 
of the family’s traditional role in maintaining and 
reproducing the workforce, and the only advance it 
represented was that the State should take over this 
formerly individual function.

The main reason for abolishing women’s domes-
tic work was the need for profit. Sabsovich stated in 
one of his pamphlets that thirty-six million work-
hours were spent daily on preparing family meals. 
He commented: “It would take only six million 
hours to do the same work in kitchens-cum-facto-
ries, which would then deliver the hot meal in ther-
moses to the various canteens.”19 We have nothing 

Cited in A. Kopp, Town and Revolution (London: Thames 
& Hudson, 1970), 153.
19 The translators have been unable to find the source of this 
quotation. However, the position is expressed in this extract 
from a Sabsovich pamphlet:

The individual household must be replaced by com-
munal establishments catering for the primary needs of 
the workers. Vast factory-like kitchens, in numbers suf-
ficient to serve the entire population, must completely 
supersede home cooking. This will considerably improve 
the nation’s feeding while greatly cheapening it. A cor-
responding apparatus, sufficiently complex and mecha-
nized, must be created not only for preparing food, but 
to provide a more convenient way of feeding the popu-
lation: an organization of large communal dining-halls 
at centers of work and in rest centers, in the daycares, 
in social and educational institutions, etc.; a large-scale 
extension and perfection of the canning industries, etc.; 
in many cases the most convenient and expedient way 
of obtaining readymade food at home will be this mech-
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against collective kitchens or canteens. Welcome as 
they are, it is none the less particularly distressing 
when the pressure to abolish women’s domestic bur-
dens arises only from a concern with profitability. 
At least Soviet women could be thankful that tech-
nological means were available to do domestic work 
faster than they could. Otherwise plenty of feminists 
would doubtless have advised them to stay at home.

The “concentration camp” dreams of the town-plan-
ners were to have a strange fate. Kopp reports:

Supercollectivization was a utopia, even 
a dangerous utopia. It went against the 
instincts of the population, and, in fact, 
every communal house built during that 
period was rapidly converted (by means 
sometimes rough and ready) into something 
that more closely resembled a home, in the 
usual sense of the word.”20 

This wasn’t because the Soviet people opposed 
collective services in principle—indeed the local 
and national press of the time was full of demands 
from all over the place for more daycares, restau-
rants, and youth centers—but because of the ratio-
nale behind the homes they had been forced to live 
in. The buildings were an artificial and authoritar-
ian attempt to revolutionize social relations outside 

anized method. “The U.S.S.R. after another 15 years,” 
cited in R. Schlesinger, The Family in the U.S.S.R. (Lon-
don: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1949), 170.

20 Kopp, Town and Revolution, 155.
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any mass initiative, rather than frameworks for the 
expression of new social relations arising from the 
revolution in production and the struggle of the 
people. The social relations imagined by bureau-
cratic planners had nothing to do with the reality of 
revolutionary change and revealed great contempt 
for the masses, who were seen as malleable dough 
which had merely to be poured into a mold to take 
on the desired shape.

And what was the outcome of the great debate 
on housing which lasted several years? Vast dormi-
tory towns, Stalin-esque style, exactly like the huge 
municipal workers’ estates familiar to us in the West. 
And those who were able to live there were the lucky 
ones, because the housing crisis has never been 
solved and millions of people have continued to 
survive as best they can in wooden shacks, deserted 
warehouses or, as Yvon mentions,21 in the Moscow 
underground while it was still under construction. 
The bureaucratic housing projects had other short-
comings; they couldn’t be built without modern 
materials like concrete, glass and steel, and modern 
techniques, such as the systematic use of cranes. 
Many of the planned buildings simply couldn’t be 
built in prewar Russia. Some could be realized only 
as avant-garde experiments, reserved for a minority. 
The housing projects could in no way present a 
realistic solution to the problems of the millions of 
homeless and badly housed people.

21 Yvon, L’U.R.S.S. telle qu’elle est.
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China’s Choice

Anyone who expects to find a new architecture 
in China, a new world translated into stone, will 
probably be very disappointed at first. On the day 
we arrived we saw many recently built blocks of flats 
from the bus taking us the 30 kilometers from the 
airport to Beijing. These blocks were four or five sto-
ries high and made out of rough, uncovered bricks, 
which made them look strangely unfinished to us. It 
hadn’t rained in Beijing for a long time and in the 
midday sun the bare earth pavements and the walls 
of the houses looked as though they’d been painted 
a matching burned-sand color. Against this back-
ground the numerous trees appeared as large green 
patches and their cool shade shimmered in the light. 
There was no sign of new architectural forms.

The first priority after the liberation was to give 
everyone a roof over his head. And that was no 
easy matter in a country where millions of peasants 
owned nothing but the rags on their own backs 
(sometimes not even that since two peasants would 
often take turns wearing a single sackcloth coat—
as an elderly worker, whose face bore the marks of 
past hardships, was telling the pupils in a Nanjing 
primary school we visited) and it must be remem-
bered, too, that China had just emerged from thirty 
years of war which had left behind a trail of ruin and 
destruction.

At the time of the agrarian reforms all existing 
houses were divided into sections and distributed 
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as a matter of course to the homeless. William 
Hinton gives a very precise and detailed account 
of this.22 We saw some of the rural manor houses 
which had formerly belonged to wealthy landown-
ers and were now lived in by several households 
(quite often related). Such redistribution of prop-
erty also took place in the cities. Houses which had 
belonged to class enemies were naturally requisi-
tioned, and the remnants of the national bourgeoi-
sie were also forced to give up rooms to workers. 
Of course these were extreme measures designed 
to cope with an emergency. The real need was for 
more buildings. However this period did have 
some lasting and positive effects. Families who 
lived together had to share kitchens, lavatories, 
and water supplies, and this helped to collectivize 
household tasks, or at least to undermine the mys-
tification of them as private tasks.

The next problem was whether it was wiser to 
postpone the building of large blocks of flats until 
modern materials were available (which could mean 
a long wait, given the low level of industrial devel-
opment at the time of the liberation), or to start 
immediately on building a large number of small 
units by mobilizing the people. Considerable aid 
from the Soviet Union made it possible to rebuild 
quite a few large blocks, especially public build-
ings like assembly halls, hospitals, universities, 
and department stores. But the problem was really 
22 W. Hinton, Fanshen—A Documentary of Revolution in a 
Chinese Village (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1972).
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solved by adopting the second alternative. To build 
brick houses with trowels requires no great techno-
logical development, only a sufficient quantity of 
bricks and mortar. The brick kilns were working to 
full capacity, but even that wasn’t enough, so every-
one took to firing bricks in their spare time.

In the Ling district we saw children packing a 
kind of damp earth into iron molds which looked 
just like gadgets for making toasted sandwiches and 
placing the molds in rows by the roadside to dry in 
the sun. A little further on a peasant was putting 
them into an oven like buns. Countless blocks of 
houses have been built in this way, with next to no 
investment, and relying on the skill and ingenuity of 
the masses. These housing blocks usually have one 
shared kitchen to every two or three flats. There are 
mains supplies of electricity and water and town gas 
in the kitchens.

As construction costs are low, so are rents: a flat 
costs, on average, 5 yuan a month (the average work-
er’s wage is 70 yuan a month). Water, gas, electricity, 
basic furniture, maintenance, and repairs (such as 
painting and replacement of window panes) are all 
included in the rent.
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4. The Example of Daqing

The Politics of Construction in China

The Daqing oilfield, the largest in China, was 
pastureland only ten years ago. Today it is peopled 
by over forty thousand laborers, technicians and 
their families. First of all I must point out that we 
weren’t able to visit Daqing; I believe that, with the 
exception of Anna Louise Strong,23 no foreigner has 
ever visited it. But it’s important to mention it here 
because Daqing is the Dazhai of industry, i.e., an 
avant-garde production unit which serves as a model 
for the whole of China. If you really want to under-
stand the Chinese revolution you must know about 
not only the average level of development but also 
the advanced experiments which suggest the ways 
in which the society might progress. And although 
it is relatively well documented, many people inter-
ested in China still know too little about the Daqing 
experiment.

Construction policy in China is not only to 
mobilize the masses to compensate for the lack of 
technological development but also, and more fun-
damentally, to forge a close link between the prob-
lems of urban life and the problems of society as a 
whole. But this link could be forged only if workers 
and peasants were admitted to the field of architec-
ture, which was formerly the province of specialists. 
Only the mass of workers and peasants could be 
23 A. L. Strong, Letter from China, XLIV-XLV (December 
15, 1967).
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trusted to orient the building industry towards the 
needs of the people and of the revolution.

Daqing is a typical example. When the first 
workers and technicians arrived there in 1959 they 
found only shepherds’ mud huts to live in. Since 
there were no towns and very few villages almost 
everything had to be started from scratch. With the 
shepherds’ help, the Daqing pioneers used the tra-
ditional materials and techniques of the region to 
build new cobwork houses (their insulating proper-
ties are such that they are cool in summer and warm 
in winter). Some people thought that these houses 
should be only temporary dwellings, and that some 
grandiose scheme on a par with the oilfields them-
selves should eventually be put into effect. They 
argued that no one could seriously expect the cream 
of China’s laborers and technicians—some of the 
most advanced in the world—to live in mud huts 
like shepherds. Such a situation was so ridiculous as 
to be inconceivable. A group of specialists suggested 
that a vast oil city should be built, concentrating all 
the accommodation and services necessary for the 
workers and their families’ daily needs.

The great majority of the Daqing population 
strongly opposed the project on several grounds. 
The oilwells were scattered over a radius of about 20 
kilometers. One giant oil city would have introduced 
the problem of time wasted in traveling to and from 
work, when the point was to keep traveling time to 
a minimum. The project would have necessitated 
a vast investment while there were cheap materials 
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on the spot which had already proved their value. 
Finally, and above all, such a city would widen the 
gap between town and country instead of closing it. 
If the oil people lived in their own special city they 
would be cut off from the peasants and shepherds in 
the area. That would be tantamount to ignoring the 
revolutionary alliance between workers and peas-
ants. And then, what would the Daqing workers 
eat? Surely not oil? Settling the Daqing workers in 
a city would merely confirm their total dependence 
on food imports from the agricultural regions and 
actually create the economic imbalance typical of 
capitalism.

For all those reasons, the “grandiose scheme” was 
rejected. The workers elected an “architecture com-
mittee,” made up of architects, laborers, technicians, 
shepherds, housewives, and party cadres, who put 
forward other proposals. This committee embarked 
on a searching inquiry. All the people of Daqing 
were asked what they wanted and all the criticisms 
leveled against the cobwork houses were collected. 
The committee worked in close association with the 
peasants, trying to understand better the advantages 
and disadvantages of traditional houses. Eventually 
they suggested a new model house in improved cob-
work. This new project was then fully discussed by 
the people, altered again, and finally put into prac-
tice. Between 1962 and 1966 a million square meters 
of living area were built by this method, which was 
also used to build daycares, schools, welfare clin-
ics, offices, workshops, shops, cinemas, and public 
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buildings. Only the refinery, the central hospital, 
and the Oil Research Institute were built in con-
ventional materials (concrete and steel) because they 
were too large and too tall to be made from mud.

At the request of the women, the houses were 
planned to accommodate several families (between 
three and five each). Each house was designed to 
have communal areas (one large kitchen and a com-
mon living room) and private areas, so that each 
family would still have their own flat. The people 
insisted that the outside of the houses should look 
bright and attractive. The lower part of the walls 
was to be kept dark brown, the color of rough cob-
work, and the upper area was to be painted ochre. 
Doors and windows, as well as the wooden cornice 
supporting the thatched roof, would be painted in a 
bright, contrasting color, usually bright blue.

The houses were sited to facilitate decentral-
ization. The Daqing community was divided into 
several districts, often quite far apart, but in such a 
way that homes would be near work sites. Because 
the building techniques were simple, the necessary 
materials were available free. The workers built their 
own houses with the help of neighbors and conse-
quently the accommodation was rent free. The fuller 
exploitation of oil resources has made available the 
natural gas contained in the oil. The gas is sent all 
over China in tankers and is carried to all Daqing’s 
houses in special pipes, giving them free heating.

No matter how well they’ve been planned, 
houses are only houses, and can’t create life where 
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there hasn’t been any. The reason why today the 
districts make up living communities, and Daqing 
as a whole is a model for all China, is that there 
is, probably for the first time in history, a balance 
between industry, agriculture, cultural activities, 
and nature. Only mankind could have achieved 
this: in Daqing, however, mankind has been pre-
dominantly womankind.

Mother Shui, a New Kind of Mother Courage24

Daqing’s various oilwells, pipelines and refin-
eries take up only a very small proportion of the 
whole vast area. In 1962 the rest of Daqing con-
sisted mostly of extensive pasture land and a consid-
erable amount of fallow land. In the spring of that 
year, a series of unprecedented natural disasters had 
resulted in a bad harvest all over China. Grain had 
to be rationed. Many wives of workers newly settled 
in Daqing decided to take up spades and pickaxes to 
help to improve their diet. They started tilling the 
earth to plant vegetable gardens near their homes.

But Mother Shui, a fifty-year-old whose husband 
and three children worked in the oilwells, wasn’t sat-
24 Mother Courage is a character from Bertolt Brecht’s 1939 
play Mother Courage and Her Children, a powerful anti-war 
work rooted in Marxist thought. The play portrays a woman 
who tries to profit from war by following armies to sell food 
and supplies to soldiers, while believing she can stay detached 
from its consequences—ultimately losing all her children. 
Brecht uses her to critique capitalist opportunism and the 
tragic illusion of neutrality under conditions of imperialist 
violence.—Ed.
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isfied with that. She thought that oil workers’ wives 
shouldn’t be content simply to look after a few veg-
etable gardens, even if these gardens did belong to 
everybody; that was only a makeshift solution in 
view of the temporary difficulties China was going 
through. Her plan was altogether different. “The 
women should transform Daqing, an industrial 
area, into a vast industrial and agricultural complex, 
and to achieve this, we should set out to conquer 
the fallow lands.” She convinced four of her women 
neighbors that she was right.

After consulting the local peasants they chose 
a few fallow fields about 30 kilometers away from 
their homes. They had to overcome one immedi-
ate problem. At that time there were no daycares 
or child-minding facilities available and they had 
young children. “Never mind. We’ll take the chil-
dren along with us, and decide later how to organize 
the necessary services.” And so one morning they 
set out with their five spades, some tinned food, a 
tent, saucepans, the children, and a few kilograms of 
seed. They pitched their tent in a field half an hour’s 
walk from a village. The first evening a terrible wind 
got up and they spent the whole night hanging on 
to the tent. In spite of that, the following morning 
they started digging in the field. In three days they 
had dug five mou of land. On the fourth day, at day-
break, they saw about twenty women and thirteen 
children coming towards them. The newcomers said 
to Mother Shui, 
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We were worried about you the other night 
during that high wind. We thought, “Those 
women and children are defying the wind 
and the cold, all for the good of the com-
munity, while we’re tucked up in bed in the 
warm. They’re transforming the world, and 
what they’re doing we can do as well.” So 
here we are!

Mother Shui was so happy she was speechless. 
Very soon the community was organized. One 
woman looked after the kids while the others dug 
the earth. They cleared and sowed 16 more mou, 
which yielded a crop of 1925 kilograms of soya 
beans. And so Daqing’s first “farming brigade” 
was born.

The following year a village with two hundred 
houses was built on the brigade’s work site. Mother 
Shui set out to clear more new land, taking with 
her about a hundred women. This time the women 
took time to organize themselves. They built collec-
tive cobwork houses (like those described above) for 
themselves and the families who had followed. Their 
first job was to organize a daycare and a school. 
The problem of the daycare was easily solved. They 
collected playpens and cots in one of the cobwork 
houses, fixed up a lovely garden area, and placed the 
children in the care of volunteer grandfathers and 
grandmothers. A primary school teacher set up the 
school with the help of other women. Some classes, 
such as those on the history of the revolution, were 
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taught by men and women who had taken part in 
the great struggles of the past but were not quali-
fied teachers. The women also insisted that boys as 
well as girls should get some basic training in collec-
tive housework. They set up sewing and shoe repair 
classes. A larger workforce was available for farm 
labor and that year the first crop was harvested from 
an area of over 150 hectares.

The inventiveness of the Daqing women didn’t 
stop there. They organized a people’s canteen, col-
lective workshops for household tasks, and, with 
the newly arrived doctors, a decentralized health-
care network. (In Daqing every village, no matter 
how small, has a clinic where minor surgery can be 
performed.) Later on, small factories were built to 
make various useful objects, ranging from radios, 
shoes, saucepans, furniture, and spare parts to 
machines like grain threshers. Youngsters, old peo-
ple, and students at the Oil Institute were all drawn 
in by the extraordinary tide of activities the women 
had set in motion. Even though less than a third of 
them would have been considered capable of play-
ing an active part at first, all of them, except the sick, 
wanted to join in the collective work. This may be 
one of the most obvious indications of the women’s 
achievement—they managed to expand the scope of 
their activities from their start in food production 
to the point when men and women were integrated 
equally into all areas of the collective effort.
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A Little-Known Aspect of Feminine Specificity

Another feature of Daqing life deserves attention. 
Most collective services are free, such as haircut-
ting, meal preparation, cinemas, and transport. The 
clothes shops and shoe menders charge for the mate-
rials used (like cloth, thread, and buttons), but the 
labor is free. The women themselves are responsible 
for these things being free. As I pointed out when 
discussing the development of neighborhood facto-
ries, women didn’t go to work to increase their own 
incomes, but to play a powerful collective economic 
and political role that, in transforming their specific 
condition, would transform the lives of everyone 
else as well. Their aim was to take one more step 
towards the communist ideal of “from each accord-
ing to his ability, to each according to his needs.” 
When Mother Shui created the very first farm bri-
gade, the women who participated in it adopted the 
system of wage determination by work points. This 
system took into account each person’s capabilities. 
The women who earned the most points decided to 
give part of their own earnings to women who had 
material difficulties, such as children with delicate 
health, judging their need to be greater.

Was it pure chance that women were the first to 
put such egalitarianism into practice? Or could it 
be that women down the ages have evaluated their 
work not by the profit they derived from it, since 
they were never paid, but by the usefulness of their 
work to their families? Or could it be that women 
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have always had a communistic tendency to give 
priority to the social utility of their work? What-
ever the reason, Anna Louise Strong reached this 
same conclusion in her discussion of the women of 
Daqing, including Mother Shui, when she wrote:

This unpaid work in Daqing is not very dif-
ferent from what women’s work has always 
been. Women have always worked to sup-
plement the family income in occupations 
that couldn’t be cost-evaluated. Nor is it very 
different from the commune of the future, 
where tasks will be carried out according to 
each person’s abilities and each person will be 
remunerated according to his or her needs.25

We seem to be touching here on what is nowa-
days called “multi-faceted feminine specificity.” Mao 
Zedong issued the directive “Learn in the school of 
Daqing,” in which he specifies: “. . . conditions per-
mitting, the workers must take part in farm labor 
as is done Daqing’s oilfields.” This shows that, hav-
ing studied the Daqing women’s experiment, the 
Chinese Communist Party fully understood the 
importance it had for the future of the economy 
and for the progress of communism. Daqing is a 
model because the new form of social organization 
there integrates town and country by combining 
the advantages of both. This can be achieved only 
if all areas of production are collectivized, especially 

25 Strong, Letter from China.
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domestic production—that is to say the condition 
of women must be transformed.

The Organization of Domestic Services on a 
Shanghai Housing Estate

In urban neighborhoods as well as in the villages, 
the “people’s restaurant” is often the most import-
ant communal building, and usually the oldest one, 
because the provision of meals is generally the first 
domestic task to be collectivized. Taking away from 
women the sole responsibility for meals is an obvious 
and important step towards liberating them from 
housework. Equally significant factors in the setting 
up of communal restaurants are the clearly recogniz-
able public usefulness of such establishments, and 
the fact that all you need is a few large halls.

After visiting a textile factory in Beijing we were 
taken to the restaurant on a housing estate near 
the factory. (The factory also had its own canteen, 
which was open to the workers, their families and 
friends.) This restaurant was a large high-ceilinged 
room. When meals were over it became the district’s 
entertainment center, where people would give 
performances after their day’s work. It was midday 
and the chopsticks clinked on the crockery. The 
diners in the restaurant were commenting noisily 
on a radio news broadcast while they ate. Outside, 
the squeaky voice of a little girl mingled with the 
sounds of metalworking in a neighboring workshop, 
but once through the door, we were cut off from 
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these street noises. A couple who worked nearby 
were having a meal with their two daughters. A lit-
tle old lady was chatting with the young people at 
her table. A dozen children, between six and eight 
years old, were eating quietly by themselves. In one 
corner long serving hatches separated the dining 
area from the kitchen. People queued there to buy 
their meals, then went to eat them at one of the long 
tables in the hall. Some people would buy food to 
take home in metal containers and eat it with their 
families. Next to us two tiny children, whose chins 
barely reached the edge of the serving-hatch, asked 
for something to eat. The waitress spoke kindly to 
them and handed them plates, which they took to a 
table where a man had been eating alone. He smiled 
at them and pushed a bowl aside to make room for 
them. The children started talking to him. He lis-
tened attentively, nodding his head, and helped the 
youngest remove the skin from his fish. Their meal 
over, the children picked up the man’s dishes along 
with their own bowls and chopsticks and took them 
to another serving hatch. The man thanked them 
and they ran out to the yard, back to their games 
and the light. They weren’t his children, nor were 
they related to him. They hadn’t been deserted, they 
were simply eating by themselves. And naturally, 
anyone older than them would have felt a responsi-
bility to keep an eye on them as if they were his or 
her own children.

Restaurants, we were told, are open every day 
and for every meal. The restaurant also provides 
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full “mess tins” to take away, for anyone who has to 
travel, for his or her work, or for any other reason. 
The running of restaurants is generally coordinated 
under the triple direction of the cooks, the consum-
ers, and the administrators of the city’s other collec-
tive services. Restaurants have often been organized 
by the former housewives of the district and they still 
look after the day-to-day running of them. Because 
as there are collective kitchens all over the country 
the importance of private kitchens has been con-
siderably diminished. In any case, since household 
kitchens are usually shared by two or three families, 
they can no longer be described as private. In the 
houses on this estate there was one kitchen to each 
floor—one for every two flats. The cooking utensils 
were used communally and frequently the families 
had arranged to take turns cooking for everybody. 
On the day of our visit a grandfather and his grand-
daughter were preparing a meal for two families.

Other collective services like those set up in 
Daqing were open to us for lengthy visits, especially 
in Shanghai. Their main feature is that women have 
set them up themselves. This means that both their 
organization and their development are closely 
bound up with the women’s will to destroy the pri-
vatized, familial aspect of household tasks.

In the midst of groups of multi-story houses 
stood small newly built single-story buildings 
round which the daily life of the district revolved. 
Their doors were open on to the streets and you 
could hear the noise of machines and conversation. 
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People were going in and out carrying packages. In 
front of one such building a bicycle with a sidecar 
stopped for the driver to deliver quite a few rolls 
of fabric. Clothes were being cleaned and mended 
in this workshop. The workers would go round 
the flats in the morning and collect anything that 
needed mending—torn shirts, socks with holes, 
trousers that had come unstitched, anything with 
buttons missing or frayed collars, slippers to mend, 
clothes to take in or up. Back in the workshop they 
set to work. One man was sewing on a patch, then 
a button; a woman was stitching a hem; two sew-
ing machines placed face to face were working on 
something with a large floral pattern of what was 
probably a comforter. It often takes a day or less to 
mend and return all the clothes that come in in the 
morning. And it costs their owners hardly more 
than the price of the thread and material.

There are services of this kind for shoe-mending, 
laundry, ironing, respringing mattresses, and mak-
ing clothes to measure. They have two very import-
ant qualities: they are meant to be extensively used 
by the masses and are therefore in the heart of the 
housing estates (for maximum effectiveness), and 
they are also very cheap. There are also workshops 
which undertake small repairs on utensils and furni-
ture—mending holes in pans and saucepans, sharp-
ening scissors and knives, fixing a damaged door on 
a wardrobe, or a window that’s sticking. There are 
also cleaning services, which clean flats out regularly 
and at very low cost, even given a worker’s budget.
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The teams of workers who run these service 
workshops have, more often than not, been set 
up by women, but they don’t involve only former 
housewives. Most importantly, retired workers in 
good health can continue to perform socially use-
ful activities in these shops. This is one of the ways 
in which old people are integrated into society. 
Others, people who are still working, often spend 
some time in these shops as well. They can put in 
six hours a day, or sometimes as little as three or 
four hours. This enables people in poor health and 
also youngsters outside school hours to participate 
and gives all workers enough time for extra-mu-
ral activities. Sometimes these are “artistic” activi-
ties—such as setting up amateur theatrical groups 
or choirs. Sometimes people may continue their 
education or learn a new trade—for example a 
housewife might train to become a “barefoot doc-
tor” in her housing estate.

The introduction of more and better machines 
into the collective workshops already established 
is a constant preoccupation of workers and polit-
ical cadres. The workshops, like any other factory, 
have small innovation teams made up of workers 
and technicians who try to develop new mechanical 
processes and find ways of simplifying the work. In 
one place they were working to perfect a rapid and 
economical system for drying clothes. In another 
they were working on a new machine to comb out 
the stuffing for mattresses. Somewhere else the team 
is trying to make a small darning machine. All these 
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teams are linked to consumer goods factories to 
jointly study different ways of meeting the needs 
of the people. While mechanization is not a neces-
sary precondition for the socialization of productive 
work, it is a vital means of maintaining it.



125

Part Two — Socializing Housework

5. Domestic Production Demystified

While collective workshops are changing the 
character of the districts, they are also and more pro-
foundly altering the relationships among the people 
of the districts—first and foremost the relationships 
that women are involved in. Increasing collectiviza-
tion of housework has made it more and more obvi-
ous that the idea of housework as a family-based 
activity is only a product of a particular (and tem-
porary) social organization that requires individual 
families to bear the brunt of the responsibility for 
household work, which has always been just another 
kind of production. When you’ve shared the task of 
darning a whole community’s socks with a group 
of other men and women, you begin to understand 
why such work was previously servile and inglori-
ous. It was universally scorned and we women were 
enslaved by it because its useful and necessary char-
acter was not socially recognized. The attitudes of the 
old Chinese society to many jobs persist in the West. 
All manual work is held in contempt, and so, by 
association, are all those who do it. But such con-
temptuousness reaches its most extreme and pur-
est form when the work that is done is to maintain 
house and family.

In the West housework isn’t just scorned—it’s 
actually negated. Women, we are told, don’t work, 
they only “keep themselves occupied.” One of the 
essential qualities of the Chinese housework collec-
tives is the instructive role they play vis-a-vis young 
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people and men. Their very existence has made tan-
gible and inescapable what women in the West have 
rightly called “invisible work.” The fact that Chi-
nese men and young people can no longer ignore 
housework and, indeed, recognize its importance is 
evidenced by the level of their voluntary spare time 
participation in workshop activities and in the col-
lective building of new workshops.

Collectivization has reestablished housework as 
socially useful labor and, by the same token, those 
responsible for it have become full citizens as well. 
Socialization transforms and enriches the lives of 
former housewives. The district teams, organized 
and functioning just like any other production unit, 
participate fully in every area of political life. They 
carry on debates on the international situation and 
discussions on government policy, the major issues 
concerned with the building of socialism, and the 
role of women in the revolution. There is no aspect 
of Chinese society from which former housewives 
can be excluded.

Recently the study of Marxism-Leninism has 
engendered a widespread and powerful movement. 
Housewives in their fifties, who had had hardly any 
education, told us, not without pride, that they were 
currently studying Materialism and Empirio-Criti-
cism—hardly Lenin’s most accessible work.

The teams are also the prime movers in neighbor-
hood cultural life. China is full of amateur theater 
groups, many of them started by former housewives. 
They put on shows for local people, perform in fac-
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tories for other workers, or act as hosts in their own 
neighborhoods to visiting amateur troupes, who 
may come many miles to perform in a play or in 
one of the acrobatic displays that the Chinese love 
so much.

Trade: A New Public Service

The transformation of retail trade has been a 
very important factor in freeing women from the 
burdens of domesticity. Small-scale trade was not 
abolished after the liberation. Small shopkeepers 
and traders were asked to regroup into distribution 
cooperatives, which gradually came under the own-
ership and control of the collectives—just as had 
happened with peasants and artisans. Former shop-
keepers continued working in their shops, the only 
obvious difference being that the State now fixed the 
retail price of goods. Nowadays, of course, there are 
state department stores with different counters han-
dling a number of different commercial items. But 
small local shops and traveling markets—all forms 
of decentralized trading, in fact—have also been 
developed. These help to maintain close links with 
consumers. Prices are kept the same in local shops 
as in the large department stores, and local shops 
sell all the daily necessities. The Cultural Revolution 
brought new changes in its wake. The emphasis is 
now on the link between production and distribu-
tion, and it’s up to the sales assistants to match up 
consumer needs and factory production. They visit 
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their customers regularly to ask their views. Are they 
satisfied with the quality of such and such a prod-
uct? Does it work well? Is it easy to use? Is it cheap 
enough? What are its faults? Have they got any sug-
gestions? The sales assistants take this information to 
the various production units concerned and together 
they investigate ways of better satisfying the peo-
ple’s needs. Once a year every sales assistant spends 
about a month training at the factories where the 
goods he or she sells are manufactured. This facil-
itates close political links through China between 
factory workers, peasants, and “trade workers” (as 
the Chinese call them). It also helps sales assistants 
to understand the amount and nature of the labor 
involved in producing the goods they handle every 
day. A young salesman told us that after working 
in an agricultural commune he realized exactly how 
valuable the vegetables he sold were. From then on 
he took special care to keep them fresh, handling 
them with extra care, and even devising a system of 
ventilated trays to protect them from the damp. He 
explained that since he had seen how the peasants 
had to struggle against drought and floods, working 
hard and selflessly to provide good, quality food for 
the people, he felt it his duty to ensure that nothing 
was wasted and that the food stayed fresh. He said 
that quality, economy, and dedication were the les-
sons he had learned from his peasant coworkers.
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A Good Knowledge of the Goods You Are Selling Also 
Helps In Repairing Them

Selling and repair work are therefore increasingly 
becoming two aspects of a single job. The attitude 
of one young woman who sold alarm clocks in a 
department store is typical of the new sales assis-
tants. She felt that she was failing in her work if she 
knew nothing about the clocks except their prices, 
so she made a tremendous effort to find out about 
how they worked, having spent some time working 
in the factory that made them. Now she never sells 
an alarm clock without insisting that if it stops as a 
result of an accident or a manufacturing fault, she 
will personally repair it. If customers offer to pay 
her for her repair work, she simply replies that, 
as a “saleswoman of the new society,” repairs are 
part of the work for which she is already paid. She 
comments: “Before, I didn’t know anything about 
mechanics and this prevented me from serving the 
people as I wanted to. Now I use my knowledge to 
serve them better; it’s perfectly natural.”

A change in trading which aims to bring con-
sumers and traders closer will obviously play a part 
in changing the condition of women. The Chinese 
have avoided the western supermarket model. “Cor-
ner shop” trading is closer to the Chinese ideal—
and such local shops have become genuine public 
services, unlike the pseudo-service of the supermar-
ket, where minor price reductions are more than 
offset by the travel and storage costs introduced as 
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a necessary consequence of the supermarket/hyper-
market system.

A Different Conception of Medicine and Its Conse-
quences for Women

Decentralization of the health service throughout 
China has the added advantage of releasing women 
from time-consuming nursing duties, which they 
are still expected to perform in the West. A Chinese 
mother no longer has sole responsibility for looking 
after the health of all her family, nor is she landed 
with the burden of nursing sick children at home. 
For one thing, all work places have doctors or work-
er-doctors (workers trained by doctors while they 
practice) who take charge of first-aid, and, more 
importantly, of preventive care. The principles of 
medicine and nursing are taught in school. Groups 
of children will wage war on insects in summer. 
They will also go down a street advising old people 
to stop their habit of spitting on the ground, or ask-
ing people with colds not to go out without protec-
tive masks. They know how to treat one another and 
take great care to follow medical prescriptions. They 
can also make simple diagnoses, of colds, tonsillitis, 
and stomach upsets, for instance, and can often give 
first-aid in emergencies. They have some knowledge 
of acupuncture and use it to cure minor ailments.

In every building complex on the Shanghai hous-
ing estates there is a medical unit. Two or three of 
the residents, usually former housewives, have been 
trained by doctors in all the standard diagnoses and 
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treatments. They keep in constant touch with the 
medical staff of the welfare centers responsible for 
health care on the housing estate, and they are in 
charge of convalescents and people whose illnesses 
do not require hospitalization. These health workers 
also make sure that the sick rest as much as possible, 
bringing them meals, helping them to wash as well 
as taking the initiative in informing the various dis-
trict committees that Comrade So-and-so has a bro-
ken leg, that they must visit her, bring her reading 
material, help her in this or that job—and all with-
out any fuss. No one in China can imagine a situa-
tion, so common in the West—and so shocking—
where a person is left alone to cope with illness. To 
get to this stage, all sectors of society had to take 
an interest in the problems of medical care, so that 
the practice of medicine could gradually involve the 
whole population.

Cooperation in the Family

It seems to me that there are two aspects to the 
transformation of housework in China. The first, 
of which I have given many examples, consists of 
socializing, regrouping, and organizing the work 
in various ways outside the family structure. It’s 
mainly because of this process of socialization that 
housework is being progressively eliminated. On 
the other hand, to make certain tasks the responsi-
bility of some extra-familial administration would 
actually be harmful to the liberation of housewives. 
I raise this second point precisely because bureau-
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cracy sees women’s liberation as an aspect of the 
drive to increase productivity through the central-
ization of production. This stems from a compari-
son between family labor and social labor. In reality, 
family work is not familial. It is not done by the 
family, but for them—and solely by women. No 
husband would think of asking his wife to brush his 
teeth for him, or to dress him, but he finds it natu-
ral that she should make his bed, polish his shoes or 
tidy up after him. This may seem a forced analogy 
at first sight, but it isn’t when you remember that 
not so long ago the wealthy had chambermaids and 
valets, whose work was precisely to wash, comb, 
powder, and dress their master or mistress. The 
Chinese can see no difference between bedmaking, 
clothes brushing, stitching, sewing, tidying up and 
teeth brushing. Everyone does these things for him-
self and considers it the most natural thing in the 
world. And the reason why it has taken only twenty 
years for the culture to adapt so completely is that 
men have been reeducated. They have learned to 
value housework and no longer contemptuously 
dismiss it as mere woman’s work.

The new women’s movement in France also mil-
itates in favor of sharing work: “Of course, first and 
foremost we insist on the collectivization of house-
work, but we also want everything which isn’t ‘col-
lectivizable’ to be shared out equally among us.” In 
formulating this demand—common sense tells us 
that it’s a legitimate one—the women’s movement 
surely never dreamed that it would provoke an 
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“armed uprising” among the promoters of “collec-
tive programs.”

When the French Communist Party Remembers 
Women. . .

It seems that, without realizing it, they had 
touched a sensitive spot. Just listen to this. After 
mentioning statistics that show that a worker’s wife, 
doing two jobs a day, one in the factory and the 
other at home, works eighty to a hundred hours a 
week, a French Communist Party (PCF pamphlet 
continues:

Some clear-sighted people. . . see the remedy 
to this extra work in equal sharing of house-
hold tasks between husband and wife.
Indeed many working women already get 
considerable help in household tasks from 
their companion, and we see this as evidence 
of a new development in a couple’s relation-
ship. But expecting to solve the problem of 
the overburdened working mother merely by 
an equal distribution of problems and tired-
ness within the household represents a limited 
conception of equality; for us, this equality 
must represent a raising of the human condi-
tion, making each partner more available to 
the other and to the children.
We will make two points:
1.	 This “solution” can only be a palliative at a 

time when the thorough-going and rapid 
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development of science and technology 
ought to mean that every household can 
afford (without having to make sacrifices) 
the household appliances, which can 
today mechanize housework. As the sta-
tistics show, this is not yet happening. . . 
72.5 percent of French households have 
a refrigerator, but only 50 percent have 
a vacuum cleaner or a washing machine.

2.	 This “solution” is a red herring that would 
free the authorities and the bosses from 
the obligation to make motherhood eas-
ier for the working woman.26

There is no need to worry that the PCF may have 
a “limited conception of equality”—they simply 
have no conception of equality at all.

It’s obvious that sharing housework won’t of 
itself solve the problem, but it does prepare the way 
among ordinary people for the political and ideo-
logical conditions that would allow household tasks 
to be appropriated by grassroots collectives in a truly 
egalitarian spirit. Unless such political and ideolog-
ical foundations are laid, a genuine seizure of power 
by all workers—and not just by women, even at the 
head of a battalion of electrical appliances—will be 
impossible, and we can only fall back on the “palli-
atives” suggested by the PCF: the development of 

26 “Les Communistes et la condition de la femme” (1970), a 
study carried out among women by the Central Committee 
of Labor of the Communist Party; emphasis added.
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individual household appliances with the blessing of 
the bosses and the State.

Of course egalitarian sharing is not enough, but 
neither more nor less so than any other partial mea-
sure. Only the destruction of capitalist relations of 
production will do the trick. The outright rejec-
tion of any struggle for the egalitarian division of 
domestic labor, by declaring it to be a “diversionary 
maneuver,” as the PCF has done, is nothing but a 
superficial and easy pretense of leftism that masks 
the retrograde point of view criticized by Lenin in 
certain communists:

Unfortunately it is still true to say of many 
of our comrades, “scratch a Communist 
and find a Philistine!” Of course, you must 
scratch a sensitive spot, their mentality 
as regards woman. Could there be a more 
damning proof of this than the calm acqui-
escence of men who see how women grow 
worn out in the petty, monotonous house-
hold work, their strength and time dissipated 
and wasted, their minds growing narrow and 
stale, their hearts beating slowly, their will 
weakened? .  .  .  . So few men—even among 
the proletariat—realize how much effort and 
trouble they could save women, even quite 
do away with, if they were to lend a hand in 
“woman’s work.” But no, that is contrary to 
the “right and dignity of a man.” They want 
their peace and comfort. The home life of 
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the woman is a daily sacrifice to a thousand 
unimportant trivialities.27

That daily sacrifice of women to a thousand 
unimportant trivialities is the reality behind the 
bourgeoisie’s mawkish and deceptive homage to 
“marvelous motherhood” and the “irreplaceability” 
of the mother. Let’s hear some more: “Whether we 
like it or not, the mother’s role is fundamental to 
the continuation of the species, not only at the time 
of gestation, but also through all the years it takes 
to make the child an adult.” Isn’t that a very clear 
statement of the notion of woman as childrearer 
and sole bearer of the domestic burden entailed in 
bringing up children? This hypocritical eulogy of 
feminine virtues is not an extract from a speech by 
some Victorian moralist, it is an example of what 
the PCF thinks is not a limited conception of equal-
ity.”28 They call themselves socialists and, as if to 
prove it, they label their exaltation of motherhood 
a “social function.” “Motherhood should be consid-
ered to be a social function and as such taken into 
account by society”29 as if tagging the word “social” 
or “nationalized” or “real” on to any commodity or 
product were enough to transform it at a stroke into 
an authentic socialist product!

Let’s take the advice of the ancient Chinese 
poet and “sample together this strange literature, 

27 C. Zetkin, My recollections of Lenin (Moscow, 1956).
28 “Les Communistes et la condition de la femme,” 44.
29 “Les Communistes et la condition de la femme,” 44.
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and together analyze its obscurities.” “Motherhood 
should be considered to be a social function and as 
such taken into account by society.” Doesn’t bour-
geois society consider motherhood to be a social 
function even now? The dominant ideology in our 
society holds that it is natural for women to devote 
themselves exclusively to home, husband, and chil-
dren, which is just another way of saying that they 
do fulfill an essential function and that this func-
tion is recognized. This “social function” is so deeply 
rooted in social custom that it “goes without saying” 
that women should perform it. What a strange way 
of thinking about “social functions”—and what an 
empty gesture to women to insist that it should be 
“taken into account.” Women’s own struggle, on the 
other hand, will bring real progress, by making this 
function everyone’s, not just the housewives’ and 
mothers.’ 

The bourgeoisie’s attempts to avoid a clash 
between the working mother’s domestic duties and 
her paid work (by rearranging factory hours, for 
example) show how vital women and the housework 
they do are. And that’s the whole point. Our society 
aims to reconcile the irreconcilable, to make paid 
slavery compatible with domestic slavery, to magnify 
the exploitation of women to the limit by making 
them work seventy hours a week, half of it at home 
and half of it “at work.” And, by a strange coinci-
dence, the PCF also suggests “special measures” to 
“allow the millions of women who perform a dual 
social role, by both pursuing a career and bringing 
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up children, to reconcile30 these two activities in bet-
ter conditions.” Meanwhile the ruling class sprin-
kles a few daycares here and there, a dash of family 
allowances, half a measure of part-time work and so 
on, and in the background, the PCF whispers in its 
ear: “Add a bit more here, add a bit more there. . . !”

30 Parti communiste français (Party Program), Changer de cap 
(Paris: Editions Sociales, 1971), 66; emphasis added.
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6. Infancy and Early Childhood

Transforming the function of motherhood is, as 
we shall see, a gigantic social undertaking. It can 
be achieved only by overthrowing existing par-
ent-child relationships, destroying parental author-
ity, and the myth of adult infallibility. It requires 
the whole of society to be deeply conscious of the 
decisive importance of this transformation for the 
liberation of women and the future of the revo-
lution. The first step must be to relieve mothers 
of the continuous care of small children—and, of 
course, there is even less chance than usual of deal-
ing with this problem without the willing partici-
pation of women themselves.

Daycares: Childcare or Caretaking?

Daycares are by no means unknown in France. 
Indeed they are becoming more common daily, but 
there are still far too few of them. The bourgeoisie 
constantly impedes the development of collective 
childcare for the sake of what it hypocritically calls 
“home daycares.” Home daycares are nothing but 
childminders—supposedly state-registered nannies 
who look after several children in their own homes. 
The government is firmly opposed to daycares 
becoming the universal mode of socialized chil-
drearing. Daycares are too expensive for the State 
or bosses to run, of course, but the main objection 
is that they’re a bit too collective. In the long run, 
daycares pose a threat to the power and the structure 
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of the bourgeois family. The childminding solution, 
however, provides all the required guarantees. The 
nuclear family comes out of it strengthened, for 
the childminder merely acts as a mother substitute 
and the type of relationship the child is involved in 
remains essentially familial. Even though the “fam-
ily” changes, it’s still one woman, one home, one or 
more children.

The daycare represents considerable progress in 
structural terms. Daycares set up in capitalist societ-
ies are in some ways blueprints for a radical change 
that can develop fully only under socialism. And 
yet because their aim is not to promote women’s 
emancipation or to liberate children, the daycares in 
France today are highly contradictory. That explains 
why surveys show that the great majority of women 
who would like their children to go to daycares, or 
whose children actually are in daycares, admit that 
they chose this solution only because it was materi-
ally impossible for them to look after their children 
themselves. These women add, without hesitation, 
that if they could do so, they would rather look after 
the children themselves.

How are we to understand this ambivalence? It 
is, to some extent, the result of women’s feelings 
about work in capitalist societies, which I’ve already 
gone into. No doubt it also derives in part from the 
persistent belief that a mother is irreplaceable and 
that her role is a natural one; that it is a woman’s 
duty to bring up her infant children herself, and that 
any other kind of childcare is acceptable only if it 
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respects and protects the privileged mother-child 
relationship. In fact, despite appearances, the ideas 
and values that daycares espouse do not threaten the 
mother-child relationship under capitalism in any 
way. Childrearing methods and content actually 
aim to preserve and improve this relationship. But 
women’s mistrust of daycares may perhaps be funda-
mentally correct, after all.

French daycares, at present, are not in any way 
run by the parents. As with a school, you leave your 
child at the daycare in the morning, you pick him 
or her up in the evening, and you have no say over 
what goes on in between. It is inevitable that day-
cares seem beyond the pale of experience, like for-
eign and hostile territory.

It’s difficult to accept with a light heart that your 
children will be subjected from infancy to a discipline 
designed solely to train them to submit docilely and 
in fear to authority and its use of favoritism. Since 
secondary school pupils have started to speak out 
and revolutionary teachers have lucidly denounced 
the role of the school, no one can remain unaware 
that school is repressive. Perhaps we are less aware 
of the extent to which repression operates, often 
covertly, in kindergartens, and even in daycares.

Make Them Feel Guilty and Keep Them in Their Place

Women’s mistrust of daycares is only strength-
ened by the fact that children are cared for exclusively 
by specialists. Everything conspires to blame the 
mother for handing over her alleged duty (and her 
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child) to the care of strangers, who are then granted 
all rights and knowledge with respect to the child. 
How can the mother who has to leave her child with 
these experts avoid feeling guilty at what she is told 
is a betrayal of her maternal role? All this only means 
more confusion for the mother, who is confronted 
by the virtual disappearance of mothering tradi-
tions from contemporary society. The conditions of 
everyday life in industrial, urbanized countries are 
such that a couple’s first child is, in all probability, 
the first child they’ve ever bathed, dressed, and fed. 
Experienced grandmothers are no longer around to 
show them how. The distressed and guilty mother 
(“Is it normal that I shouldn’t know how to cope?” 
“How do others do it?” “There’s something wrong 
with me, I’m not a good mother, not a real mother” 
and so on) usually has no one to turn to but those 
experts in mothering. The surprised, confused 
mother then discovers that everything she is doing is 
totally worthless, old-fashioned, and even harmful, 
and that only properly qualified people know what’s 
good for the child and what isn’t. Thus she’s never 
given a chance to extract tried and tested methods 
of childrearing from accumulated practical experi-
ence of women in this area. And, conversely, she is 
also prevented from struggling against what really is 
wrong and old-fashioned.

Everyone knows his or her position and keeps to 
his or her place. The distraught and guilty mother is 
forced to desert her child, while the qualified nanny, 
upholding her status as an expert, is obliged to den-
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igrate the parents and condemn the way they’re 
bringing up their children.

The instructresses at the daycare my little girl 
used to attend insisted that children shouldn’t be 
potty-trained before they were fifteen to eighteen 
months old. They thought that premature toilet 
training would inevitably lead to a relapse later on. 
They also wanted to avoid those painful scenes with 
eight-month-old babies sitting hunched over their 
pots, their bottoms marked with a red circle when 
they’re lifted off. But this decision was taken with-
out consulting the mothers, who felt that they were 
still competent in this of all areas, and it provoked 
incessant bickering, the mothers arguing, “Well, at 
home she goes on the pot,” while the instructresses 
reply: “Never mind that, we don’t make them go at 
the daycare.” There’s an implicit plea in the mother’s 
argument: “I know I’m deserting my child, but allow 
me at least a little control over him. Don’t submerge 
me completely in the expertise I know you have. 
Leave me some say in my child’s development.”

The argument is an expression of the mother’s 
feeling that she, more than anyone else, knows what’s 
best for her child in at least one sphere. The mothers 
are kept in such complete ignorance of what their 
children do all day at the daycare and of the most 
basic aspects of their development that they feel 
bitter about even this enforced submission to the 
professional expertise of others, minor though it is.

Our society constantly and inescapably black-
mails the mother who hands her child over to others. 
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It remains true to the principle of giving with one 
hand and taking away with the other. The mother 
is offered freedom from time-consuming tasks by 
Heinz and Mothercare,31 but at the same time she is 
blamed for not caring for her own child.

A woman’s rights and duties are confused in 
a society which proclaims left, right, and cen-
ter that no one can truly take the place of the 
child’s mother. In sending her child to a daycare 
the mother is bound to feel guilty, with only the 
fact that she “couldn’t really do anything else” as a 
mitigating plea. Making mothers feel guilty keeps 
them in a state of submissiveness and ideological 
dependence, appropriate to the bourgeoisie’s ends. 
Conditioned with such marvelous ingenuity and 
such subtle repression, mothers become a party to 
the childrearing process the bourgeoisie demands. 
Not only does the mother bring up her child in the 
way that society requires, but society itself educates 
the mother through her child. 

The child is a means by which pressure is exerted 
to mold a woman into the required and pre-deter-
mined shape of a mother. The child doesn’t deliber-
ately oppress his or her mother, it’s more complicated 
than that. The child becomes the symbol and prop 
for all kinds of dreams, wishes, and myths which 
subject the woman to her “call to martyrdom.” The 
child is the continuation of the family line; he or 
she is the tribute she owes her husband; the hope of 
31 Heinz, a food brand offering processed foods from cans, and 
Mothercare, a children’s clothing and supplies store.—Ed.
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a successful and meaningful life that she has never 
experienced. The child helps her accept the petty 
and humble existence which goes no further than 
her own front door. The child is the meaning of her 
life. But this subordination to her child isn’t with-
out its compensations. According to the bourgeois 
ideology, the mother’s sacred duties entitle her to 
certain moral rights. Everything follows the proper 
rules of the market. Without knowing it, she forces 
her child to pay dearly for the nights she spent at 
his bedside nursing him when he was ill. She needs 
him to be totally dependent on her. She smothers, 
mutilates, and paralyzes him. In order to appease 
her desire to give herself, she creates in the child an 
overwhelming need for tenderness. She allows her-
self to confine her child’s life within the boundaries 
of the love that only her presence can satisfy. Who 
is the more miserable on the first day of school, the 
sobbing child or the mother, upset and yet fulfilled 
by the despair of the panicking child?

In our experience daycares have done nothing to 
change this reciprocally cruel and repressive behav-
ior. At least we could have hoped that mothers 
would be freed from their material servitude! But 
even from this most basic of angles daycares haven’t 
been a stunning success.

The organizational failings of daycares are well 
known. They open too late and close too early, which 
often forces mothers to juggle with their daily rou-
tine or make complicated arrangements, so that, for 
example, the child can be handed from one person 
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to another before the daycare opens. Daycares refuse 
to look after sick children, forcing mothers to miss 
work to nurse their child. If the daycare administra-
tion was really concerned to meet the needs of all 
the people, and of women in particular, a few rooms 
could easily be left aside for sick children. Women 
will always be reluctant to hand their children over 
to collective care as long as daycares continue to be 
more like a left-luggage office for unwieldy parcels. 
And our daycares are certainly not places where 
women can find a way to give society the benefit of 
their ideas and experience, nor can they be a base for 
women’s own fight against mistaken and reactionary 
ideas, which also stem from the narrow and selfish 
nuclear family. If the act of handing children over 
to group care is to stop causing so much heartbreak, 
it is particularly important for women to feel that 
there is some other meaning to their lives than hav-
ing children—in other words, ultimately they must 
be integrated into society. Only daycares where 
mothers could embark on the whole spectrum of 
revolutionary tasks, set up and organized by them-
selves, could become places where children are truly 
socialized. This is possible only to the extent that 
the initiative taken by women implies that children 
are no longer the be-all and end-all of their lives and 
that they wish to fulfill their revolutionary poten-
tial—which is to say that they challenge their own 
limitations and question the traditional repression 
of children.
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A Soviet Experiment

The Soviet Union of the twenties, starting from 
the desire to liberate women from the “bother” of 
children but failing to grasp the true importance of 
the issue, reproduced on a large scale the very faults 
that characterize capitalist state childrearing. Shortly 
after the revolution, Lilina Zinoviev declared: 

We must rescue these children from the nefar-
ious influence of family life. In other words, 
we must nationalize them. They will be taught 
the ABC’s of communism and later become 
true communists. Our task now is to oblige 
the mother to give her children to us—to the 
Soviet State.32

This idea was taken up in Kollontai’s formulation: 
“Children are the State’s concern.” She added: 

The social obligation of motherhood consists 
primarily in producing a healthy and fit-for-
life child. . . . Her second obligation. . . is to 
feed the baby at her own breast. Only after 
having done this has the woman. . . the right 
to say that her social obligation towards the 
child is fulfillled.33

One can imagine how this program could trig-
ger a reaction in the people. Besides the insufferable 
implications of the enforced separation of mothers 
from children, it is reactionary in its arrogant pre-
32 Cited in H. Geiger, The Family in Soviet Russia, 72.
33 Cited in Schlesinger, The Family in the U.S.S.R., 54.
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sumptions about women. As with bourgeois atti-
tudes, women are considered to be good for nothing 
but producing children—and probably only good 
for that until some alternative can be found, just 
as bottle feeding can effectively eliminate breast-
feeding. They are considered to have no claim on a 
child’s upbringing—that is held to be the province 
of pedagogues. Women are no longer harangued 
in the traditional formula of “Back to your stove, 
woman!” Now it’s become: “Back to your blast fur-
nace, woman!” In both cases it means the same: 
“Shut up, you know nothing about childrearing. 
You must stick to the role that society has prepared 
for you and allotted to you. Let society—that is, 
the State—decide for you what is or isn’t the right 
method.”

It is sad to realize that such reactionary ideas and 
such contempt for women are still commonplace in 
several revolutionary organizations which, despite 
their many differences, have one thing in common: 
they all dismiss women’s political strength, at best 
considering it in the dim light of unconnected 
fragments of speeches at the Third International, 
mouthed without any thought. But it is even more 
sickening to come up against such “male chauvin-
ism” from the pen of one of the women who has 
most influenced the new women’s movement, Kate 
Millett, when she writes: 

The care of children, even from the period 
when their cognitive powers first emerge, is 
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infinitely better left to the best trained prac-
titioners of both sexes who have chosen it as 
a vocation, rather than to harried and all too 
frequently unhappy persons with little time 
nor taste for the work of educating minds, 
however young or beloved.34

The Organization and Social Function of Chi-
nese Daycares

Chinese daycares are the product of an entirely 
different way of looking at things: as Lenin’s wife, 
Krupskaya, said, arguing against both the theory that 
children are their parents’ property, and the theory 
that they are the State’s: “Children belong neither to 
their parents, nor to the State, but to themselves,” 
since the State is destined to wither away under 
communism. It is the whole of society and each of 
its members, and not the State, that has duties to 
children. We are all responsible for their physical, 
intellectual, moral, and ideological upbringing.

In China there are daycares in work areas as 
well as in residential areas; the former are specially 
intended for un-weaned babies, whose mothers 
come and breastfeed them several times a day. Time 
spent breastfeeding is counted as work time and 
is therefore not deducted from their wages. These 
daycares have, in addition, a political value of even 
greater importance: bringing children to the work 

34 K. Millett, Sexual Politics (London, Sphere 1972), 126–
127; emphasis added.
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areas, where they can be seen by all the workers, is 
to say: 

Here are the children we have produced 
together, for whom we are all responsible. 
Normally you don’t see them. You probably 
imagine that they get fed, washed, dressed, 
and taken care of by some magic trick with-
out anyone having to look after them. Well, 
wake up, open your eyes! They are here! What 
are we all going to do about them?

The women’s committee of the factory decide 
that a daycare must be built right here, and that the 
men and women will put it up for the children after 
work. And there, too, men are reeducated. There, 
too, they learn about the many problems involved 
in childcare. The men finally “recognize” the chil-
dren, no longer just as their legal responsibility, as 
men do in the West, but as complete beings. This 
means that they fulfill a social responsibility to the 
children’s moral, emotional, and political welfare, as 
well as caring for their bodily needs. Undoubtedly 
the massive influx of men as daycare “nurses,” which 
is bound to happen very soon, will lead to profound 
and positive changes in childrearing itself, as well as 
in men’s ideas.

The district daycares are usually both daycares 
for weaned babies (who therefore no longer need 
to be close to their mothers) and kindergartens for 
children up to six or seven years old. The staff are 
still mostly women, a large number of them for-
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mer housewives. We were told that there are special 
training schools for nursery workers. But it seemed 
that these schools were being reformed during our 
trip so we weren’t able to visit them. Apart from 
these schools, great importance is attached to 
teacher training and to the exchange of national 
and regional experiences between daycare workers. 
Frequent surveys conducted by daycare workers in 
the neighborhoods, the factories, and the country-
side also play an important part in the analysis of 
experiences gained in the daycares and in enabling 
appropriate adjustments to be made on the advice 
of the masses. Running the daycares is the joint 
responsibility of daycare workers elected by the 
staff, parents who use the daycare, delegate work-
ers from the factory, and retired workers. Some of 
the women who look after the children have had 
special medical training.

With this type of arrangement it’s easy for the 
masses to control the socialization of young chil-
dren. New methods of childrearing can be worked 
out collectively, and the daycare is not the province 
of specialists.

The daycares are open every day on a twenty-
four-hour basis, so that parents who wish to can 
participate in cultural, artistic, or political activi-
ties after work. This facility is only for infants or 
for those who have no older brothers or sisters to 
help look after them at home. As soon as a child is a 
little older, at about two, he or she is more likely to 
go home every evening. It’s also possible for parents 
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to take their baby home in the evening, but leave 
him or her at the daycare when they want to go out. 
Finally, since a lot of factories operate day and night, 
parents can leave their baby there at night and have 
him or her for a few hours during the day.

Factory daycares are free. Those in the residential 
district are paid for partly by the factory where the 
parents work, partly by the neighborhood’s collec-
tive fund. The parents’ share of the cost is very small.

We spent a day with the children in a daycare at a 
kindergarten in a neighborhood in Shanghai.

The setting was very simple, with single-story 
buildings. There were potted plants beneath the 
windows and a large playground in front. When we 
arrived, at about nine in the morning, it was still 
quite cold in spite of brilliant sunshine. But the 
kids were outside, wearing little pinafores (boys as 
well as girls) over several layers of woollies, making 
them look like round balls. They were waiting for 
us with a drum, cymbals, tambourines, and paper 
flowers—a row of noisy, singing, and very happy 
children. We split up into four groups of three, to 
visit the different parts of the daycare. I went with 
Edith and Danièle into a room where boys and girls 
aged three or four were seated round small circu-
lar tables having a domestic science lesson. They 
were learning how to do the washing up. We would 
never have imagined that a little boy would know 
how to scour a bowl skillfully with sponge and pow-
der. The young teacher was watching then. While 
talking to them, she helped one boy who was having 
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a lot of trouble drying up. Now we could imagine 
these children really taking part in the washing up at 
home without the panicking mother’s cries of: “Be 
careful, you’re going to break that glass!” which end 
up by paralyzing them.

Could you imagine little children in our society 
actually helping their teachers in their work? At the 
most, they are asked to fold their napkins and put 
them in their holders. All this made Edith and I 
think about how often we don’t let our children do 
something because they cause more damage helping 
than their help is really worth. I wonder if my atti-
tude doesn’t reveal an underlying wish to prove to 
my kids that “mother knows best,” that “you can’t 
manage without her,” that they really need me. Edith 
reminded me of the day during our last holiday 
when the “big ones” (nine years old) had decided to 
prepare breakfast for the younger ones. I had agreed, 
but I kept on nagging them all the time, saying again 
and again: “You’re using too much chocolate, don’t 
forget the sugar, the milk isn’t hot enough.” I had no 
confidence in them, so it was hardly surprising that 
they couldn’t stand it, and after a few days resigned 
themselves to my doing everything for them. Basi-
cally, I was proving that I was right.

What took our breath away watching the wash-
ing-up “lesson” wasn’t that the smallest children 
were being asked to do something useful, but that 
they were doing it so perfectly. It makes you think. 
Someone took the trouble to show them and to 
teach them; someone considered the usefulness of 
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that kind of work for very young children, and the 
children understood it very well. They knew how to 
do it collectively, the boys were as involved as the 
girls and it was becoming as natural to them as eat-
ing and sleeping. These youngsters come to the table 
knowing that the meal has had to be prepared, that 
the table has had to be laid, and that afterwards the 
dishes will have to be washed and put away. They 
are not just hungry, they are responsible. At the 
end of the day we had a long discussion with the 
teachers and the older children (all of five years old). 
They explained to us that they saw the upbringing 
of the younger ones as a process in two stages, dia-
lectically linked. The first stage consists of teaching 
them to acquire personal autonomy as quickly and 
completely as possible: learning to eat by them-
selves, to wash themselves, to get dressed, to do as 
much as possible without the help of adults. Then 
the emphasis is put on collective education: learning 
to do together things for everyone—making beds, 
washing up, doing housework, and so on. Of course 
the two stages are closely connected. How can you 
ask a child to clean other people’s shoes when he or 
she doesn’t know how to put his or her own shoes 
on? If you do it will seem like a punishment.

What is so amazing is that the work of the 
youngest children is not treated as a pastime (it’s not 
to occupy them) nor even as trivial help to adults—
“Go and fetch me this! Pass me this! Hold this for 
me!”—which doesn’t give them a complete job to 
carry out from beginning to end and which really 
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means that they are being treated as semi-skilled 
workers, made to do things they can’t fully grasp 
and reduced to carrying out our orders as subordi-
nates. Even for the very young ones the aim must 
be to give them full responsibility for one or more 
useful tasks, even if five or six of them take more 
time to do it at first than a single adult would. What 
is at stake isn’t the immediate productivity of the work, 
but what children can learn from it. 

At a people’s commune we had previously vis-
ited we had noticed the same concern in the daycare 
to let the youngest children carry out simple tasks 
on their own, both looking after the daycare and 
working in the fields with the peasants. There was a 
vegetable garden cultivated by the teachers and the 
children up to seven. Everyone worked there and 
of course their ages were taken into account: the 
youngest ones watered, the older ones dug—maybe 
only a few square meters each—others sowed, and 
yet others weeded or spread the necessary fertilizers.

A good number of the vegetables eaten by the chil-
dren at the daycare are products of their own labor. 
At harvest time they organize themselves into small 
teams and the revolutionary committee of the bri-
gade gives them jobs like gleaning or spreading the 
grain on the concrete threshing floor to dry in the 
sun. There seemed to us to be many different links 
between the adults of the village and the children. 
This is not peculiar to the countryside—in the cit-
ies, too, the children in the daycares are organized, 
from the youngest age and without sex distinctions, 
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to do useful little jobs in their neighborhoods. Chil-
dren in kindergartens begin to take part in social 
production from the age of three or four. For exam-
ple we saw children seated round long low tables, 
helped by their teachers, folding the little cardboard 
boxes used to pack the medicines manufactured in 
a nearby factory. Obviously they don’t spend much 
time doing this each week and their productivity 
is low, but how proud they are when they set off 
in close formation, the red flag leading the way, to 
deliver their products to the factory workers!

Outside these activities, the emphasis for the 
three to seven-year-olds is on music, dancing, gym-
nastics, and lessons in history and the class strug-
gle. We went to a history lesson for children of five 
to six in a Shanghai kindergarten. The children sat 
round the teacher. There were posters on the wall 
of a little boy of about twelve, in rags and alone in 
a forest. The teacher told the story of little Zhang, 
the son of poor peasants, during the war against the 
Japanese. The suffering inflicted by feudal lords and 
the humiliation suffered by the Chinese people at 
the hands of the Japanese imperialists make little 
Zhang, whose parents have been murdered by the 
local tyrant’s men, want to join the People’s Liber-
ation Army. The young woman stops her story and 
asks the children, what obstacles Zhang will meet 
on his journey. A little girl replies:

“The cold.”
“Quite right,” says the teacher. “Little Zhang will 

be cold at night. What will he do?”
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“Try to find a blanket, or a bag to wrap himself 
in,” a little boy suggests.

“Build himself a shack in the woods,” sug-
gests another.

“Make a fire,” says a little girl.
“No, that might attract the attention of the 

enemy.” So they all agree on a bag.
“What other hardships will little Zhang encounter?”
“Hunger.”
“He’s taken food with him,” says a little boy.
A little girl disagrees: “First of all, there’s nothing 

to eat in the village, so he can’t take any food with 
him, and then because he’ll have to walk a lot, he 
can’t carry anything heavy.”

Everyone agrees. He may take a few sweet pota-
toes, but he’ll have to rely on the local resources—
roots and berries. So he must know how to recog-
nize them. 

“Exactly,” says the teacher. “He knows all about 
them, because poor peasants were often reduced to 
eating wild plants when they were starving. Any-
way,” she adds, “you know some of these roots, too. 
Old Granny Ma brought you some the other day. 
But what other difficulties will Zhang encounter?”

“Enemies.”
“So what will he do?”
“Think about the sufferings of his family and of 

his village to give himself courage. Remember that 
millions of peasants have already fought the enemies 
and liberated themselves. They seem terrifying, but 
really it’s they who fear the poor peasants.”
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“But,” another little boy adds, “he’ll have to be 
careful not to be noticed, and have a story ready, 
in case someone asks him who he is and where 
he’s going.”

The young woman is pleased with these answers. 
Zhang’s adventures will be continued another day.

There are no fairytales, no stories “just for chil-
dren” and no “wonderful world of childhood,” only 
the right and proper inheritance that the world as it 
is offers children. This reminds me of a little Viet-
namese child we had seen in a report about North 
Vietnam on television. We saw kids doing military 
training, learning to take the pin out of a grenade, 
organizing themselves to move into shelters with-
out panic, and so on. The reporter had asked “But 
do you think all this military training is a suitable 
occupation for children?” The child replied, “Do 
you think American bombs spare children? Do you 
think children can remain outside the war, when the 
whole population is being attacked? No! So it’s right 
that the children should be prepared, and should 
learn to resist the aggressors.” It would be criminal 
not to teach them what they need to know to sur-
vive, to defend themselves, to resist.
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7. Children are People

Schools Under Capitalism Don’t Free the Family 
from Its Responsibility for Childrearing

A mother’s duties don’t stop when her job as wet-
nurse is over. All mothers know that having chil-
dren doesn’t only involve extra work and the time 
it takes—it also creates worry. Worry about their 
health and worry about how to bring them up. 
Most parents hope that their child will keep up with 
school work, that he or she will be a good pupil, 
maybe even the best in the class. The mother is will-
ing to make great sacrifices for her child to achieve 
such success. She’ll promise a reward if he gets good 
marks, she’ll nag him to work, make him recite les-
sons fifteen times over and all because what they 
teach at school is competition, rivalry, and individ-
ualism. Children are told: “Go ahead! And may the 
best one win!” But the race is a sham. The odds are 
fixed long before the start. Working-class children 
have a different course to run from middle-class 
children. A tiny percentage apart, at the end of his 
schooling the beggar is back in the hedgerow and 
the working-class child is no further on than when 
he started. These children will be thrown onto the 
labor market just like their fathers, having learned 
two important things at school: to mistrust one 
another, and that survival depends on craftiness and 
cunning.
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Because of the dominant ethic of individualism, 
the working-class family (and especially the mother) 
can do no more than see that the child is handi-
capped as little as possible. The mother finds her-
self trapped in a contradictory situation which is a 
prominent feature of the feminine condition. On 
the one hand she owes a duty to her husband—she 
must look after him and take particular care that 
when he comes home from work, he doesn’t have 
to worry about the children and is disturbed as little 
as possible. In order to do that she has to instill into 
the children respect for their father’s right to peace 
and relaxation. On the other hand she’s a mother, 
expected to devote herself selflessly and exclusively 
to her children. It goes without saying that a woman, 
and especially a poor woman, is never released from 
these two conflicting commitments. And of the 
demands made on her, the more immediate imper-
ative prevails: the mother will if necessary send her 
children out to play in the street so that her husband 
can rest. But in so doing she becomes ever more 
convinced that she is personally responsible for her 
children’s failures.

Schools under capitalism have not freed the family 
from their responsibility to rear their children—they 
have corrupted that responsibility. It has become one 
which the family are not responsible for, in which 
they can’t intervene because the education system 
has the last word anyway. It has become a “divine 
curse” and nothing can be done about it.
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The school is the final arbiter of worthwhile 
knowledge. Any experience that children, or for that 
matter their parents, may have gleaned outside the 
school is either suspect or is simply declared worth-
less: “Nowadays, as a result of industrial develop-
ment, working conditions have changed. Now, 
houses are built with cranes, coal is extracted with 
mechanical shovels, the worker no longer relies on 
brute force to accomplish his tasks. The machine 
does the work, and the worker controls the machine 
as a pilot controls his airplane.” The child of a semi-
skilled worker to whom these lines are given as a 
dictation can only agree. He has never set foot in 
a factory, and if father speaks in an entirely differ-
ent tone about “industrial development,” describing 
a world of quotas, stultifying work, authority and 
revolt, then father’s judgement must be partial and 
inaccurate, since he is neither able nor entitled to 
challenge the veracity of the school lesson!

As long as studying is kept as a process apart from 
the rest of life, it will fail to affect society fundamen-
tally. Children are taught to think that something 
is true because the books say it is, just as later on 
something will be true because the papers say it is. 
It is an important facet of our education system, to 
discredit thoroughly and lastingly all ideas that chil-
dren or any of us might gain from lived experience, 
from the class struggle, or from our position within 
society. The primary function of schools in capital-
ist societies is to deny that any knowledge can be 
found outside them. If a school lesson does happen 
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to touch on a reality experienced by the children, 
that only goes to show that the reality couldn’t be 
otherwise. The child who is used to seeing his or 
her mother in the role of family servant will learn at 
school that this is in the natural order of things and 
that nothing must change it. We can all remember 
the kind of dictations which allotted us our sex roles:

My Big Sister Loves Me
Geneviève’s mother was seriously ill last 
month and she is still convalescing. She’s too 
weak to take as much care of the house as she 
used to. Mothers do such a lot of work round 
the house! Nobody quite realizes it until she is 
no longer around or until she is ill.
How can we get Daddy off to work as usual?
What do we have to do to make sure Gen-
eviève gets off to school without worrying?
Luckily, big sister Monique is there. Last 
year she was still at school—now she stays at 
home. Before Daddy leaves for work, you can 
hear Monique’s slippers quietly shuffling on 
the wooden floor. The taps are running, the 
gas is lit: you can hear the noise of the crock-
ery she’s washing up and smell the delicious 
breakfast she’s preparing. . .

In the afternoon, she [Monique] takes a course in 
shorthand typing; and in the evening, after helping 
Mother and supervising Geneviève’s homework, she 
sometimes has to stay up to do her own work.
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Despite all this, she is always cheerful. When 
she comes home from fetching her little sister from 
school, it’s to her that Geneviève tells her small joys 
and confides her little worries. For her, Monique is 
a little mother.

Comprehension:

1.	 When Mother fell ill, who took her place? 
What does big sister do in the house?

2.	 Do you have an older sister? Does she help 
Mother? Does she help you when Mother is 
too busy?

3.	 You may have a little brother or a little sister 
of your own. What do you do to help your 
mother with her work?

Conclusion:

Big sister helps Mother and sometimes takes 
her place.35

By preventing children from using anything they 
might learn from daily practical experience, the edu-
cation system in the West plays an important part in 
hindering their progress towards independence. It 
seeks first to cripple people and then to hand them 
the crutches of bourgeois values. The bourgeois 
school says: “You’ve got bad eyesight. Here you are! 
Take these glasses!” and offers glasses that only divert 
the people’s gaze from their class experience, mak-
ing them focus on an artificial world which, while 
35 La morale au cours élémentaire, Classiques Hachette (Paris: 
Hachette, 1966).
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resembling real life, is completely faked, signifying 
only the meanings imposed by the bourgeoisie. The 
education system chains children to their school 
desks and thus fundamentally directs its aim at the 
“infantilization” of the future proletariat (to use an 
expression coined by Baudelot and Establet).36

As long as children remain minors, women will 
be oppressed. A new education system must aim 
to make children responsible and independent at 
all levels and from the earliest age. We must turn 
children into adults—or rather, we must radically 
reconstruct the distinction between “adults” and 
infantile “minors”—and thus liberate women from 
their roles of guardian and childminder. Women’s 
liberation requires a new conception of childrear-
ing based on an equal relationship between adults 
and children which will allow the children to par-
ticipate fully in all social activities. The creation of 
a new education system will obviously be a deter-
mining factor in transforming this relationship and 
consequently a crucial one in the emancipation of 
women. The struggle for such a revolution in educa-
tion is therefore in no way a digression from issues 
that affect women more closely.

36 C. Baudelot and R. Establet, L’Ecole capitaliste en France 
(Paris: Maspéro 1971).
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China—The School Generates New Social Rela-
tions: “Let Society Be the Classroom!”

To liberate the mother from the child is first of all 
to liberate the child. And that means transforming 
schools. Schools must be open to society and must 
use it like any other study material. They must cre-
ate a network of multiple and reciprocal links with 
all manner of social activities. That is the basis of 
revolutionary schooling.

The students in a Nanjing primary school told us 
about their approach to work and leisure: 

Each class regularly sets up work schedules 
after liaising with the neighborhood. After 
discussion, we decide what jobs we’ll take on. 
For instance our class has taken full respon-
sibility for cleaning up several streets in the 
neighborhood and for education campaigns 
to teach the people about preventing illness. 
We appoint teams of students to carry out 
these tasks after school. There are also short-
term plans. For example, we help the neigh-
borhood work team by doing the housework 
for a family or we read and write letters for 
blind or illiterate people.

“We practice collective mutual aid,” little Li said. 
This is no empty phrase. When I asked a little later 
what the difference was between individual and 
“collective” friendships, little Li recounted a story 
that told us a lot: 
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Last year my best friend fell ill. He had to 
stay away from school for a long time. At first 
I felt that he shouldn’t be left all alone and 
that I could help him keep up with his school 
work if I visited him every day. But when I 
thought about it harder, it occurred to me 
that my friend’s illness concerned us all and 
that this was a good opportunity to develop 
“collective mutual aid.” We then talked about 
it in class and I suggested that all the pupils 
should form teams who would take turns to 
visit him every day and help him work, take 
care of him, entertain him, tell him about 
our activities, and so on. It was a good idea 
that helped strengthen our friendship and the 
unity within our ranks and also gave greater 
encouragement to my friend than if I had 
gone to see him alone.

“Children’s palaces” further illustrate the kinds 
of relationships that exist between school activities 
and everyday life. We visited one of these children’s 
palaces in Shanghai. It was in a splendid villa—it 
really was a palace in fact—built for a wealthy 
British capitalist a long time ago and the children 
had organized it into a rather special leisure center. 
This house hadn’t been chosen at random: we were 
told that the former owner had been waited on by 
a whole troop of servants and maids, all of whom 
were children. They had been treated rather worse 
than dogs! The worker who received us—he ran the 
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center—had actually been a servant in that house as 
a child. You can imagine what he felt now when he 
watched children playing ping-pong in what used 
to be a stately drawing room. His job had been to 
work on the heating in the villa and he hadn’t even 
been allowed into the kitchens. The building is now 
run by a children’s committee and a workers’ team, 
and is, like many of the children’s leisure centers in 
China, shared by several schools. Every day school-
children come to it from all over the place.

The most striking thing about it was the prevail-
ing conception of “leisure.” We saw children play-
ing ping-pong and others flying a remote-controlled 
model airplane they had built themselves, but we also 
saw children packed into a large hall and listening 
attentively to a party member reading a paper on the 
Pakistan question. Many were taking notes. Three 
children, sitting next to the man on the stage, were 
helping to lead this symposium. A group of boys 
and girls in the garden were practicing rifle shoot-
ing under the guidance of a PLA soldier. Watching 
the serious way they applied themselves to the task 
and the accuracy of their shooting we could see that 
this was no recreation. When the nature of work and 
school is changed, leisure is transformed as well. There 
is nothing like the “break” in our schools—because 
the only purpose of break time is to give children 
the chance to let off steam, after hours of exhausting 
and stupid discipline.
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Games and Their Meaning

When you watch these children playing you 
understand a great deal about the new social rela-
tions. We had a long discussion with some Nan-
jing children about their games. Anne asked them 
whether there were any games traditionally restricted 
to boys. The question puzzled them. What kind 
of games could possibly exclude girls? They really 
couldn’t understand. “Play,” they said, “often has a 
useful purpose.”

When we go for walks in the country it gives 
us a chance to practice our knowledge of 
medicinal plants, which we gather and bring 
back to the neighborhood dispensary. At 
other times, harvest time for example, we go 
for walks along the same roads as the brigades 
take to get to the fields, and we pick up any 
rice or what that has fallen off the carts and 
bring it back for the peasants.

We found it hard to tell what was work and 
what was play in the children’s descriptions of their 
extracurricular activities—the words have lost their 
conventional meanings. When you think about it, 
there’s something deeply disturbing about our chil-
dren’s play. It reflects the world we live in, while 
being an attempt to escape from it. Little Chinese 
girls and their friends don’t play at: “We’ll be mar-
ried, you come home tired from work and I’ll have 
prepared some food and put the children to bed.” 
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(Edith told me she heard her small daughter say that 
to her younger brother.) In China it would probably 
go more like this: “There have been torrential rains 
breaking the dykes, and the crops are in danger of 
being flooded, and we’ve got to repair the dykes. . .” 
or again, as they told us, “Practice the people’s war 
in the countryside, learn to take a hill and hold it.”

A parallel can be drawn between children’s games 
and art—they both reflect and act upon society. In 
capitalist society, the function of play is like the 
function of art for the masses; it acts as an escape, 
while at the same time reinforcing the dominant 
ideology. Children in China also have games which 
mirror their culture, but they don’t pretend to act 
like “grown-ups,” and they don’t try to escape from 
their childhood condition in their imaginations. 
They don’t have to, because China is their world too, 
because they’re not cut off from any aspect of social 
reality. Collective childcare will not spontaneously 
reveal a different ideology in the children, one that 
was previously hidden. It must also integrate chil-
dren into the society in which they live. The strug-
gle against individualism and private interest can’t 
possibly mean anything to children who live in a 
society founded on private interest and individual-
ism. If little Jinhua and little Zedang don’t come to 
blows over a toy car, it’s because they’ve never seen 
adults working their fingers to the bone to get their 
very own car.

The purpose of the children’s palaces has always 
been to create new links between pupils in differ-



172

Half the Sky

ent schools and to enable the children to connect 
the school with areas outside it—especially to allow 
them to learn about things that aren’t taught in 
school. Children who come to learn modeling tech-
niques in classes given by sculptors will, in turn, 
teach them to their fellow pupils. The same applies 
to singing, dancing, classes in instrumental music, 
drawing, and so on. You teach others what you’ve 
learned yourself, even if you aren’t fully qualified. 
And that’s a general principle. The children’s palace 
isn’t meant to be used simply as a recreation cen-
ter, but also to allow children from different schools 
to meet in one place, giving them the opportunity 
of getting to know children other than their own 
schoolfriends. This is an important factor in broad-
ening social interaction. The children are encour-
aged to be a sort of “link” between teaching out-
side school and school itself. In Nanjing they told 
us how important this had been for the children. 
We were given one example of a little girl who had 
been taught the accordion by her uncle. She then 
taught her comrades the techniques she’d learned. 
Her uncle lent her his accordion and she would take 
it to school so that the other children could practice 
on it under her direction.

Parents, Children, and the School

There are many more links between school and 
society. In the school at Nanjing we were met by one 
of the fathers, who joined in a lengthy discussion 
about the role of parents in the school and outside 
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it. “In my opinion,” he said, “parents play a second-
ary but very important role in education.”

They participate in the critique of the old 
education system. When a new school sylla-
bus was introduced in Nanjing we had fre-
quent meetings with the teaching staff and 
the representatives from the workers’ team at 
this school, to decide how we would imple-
ment the syllabus. It’s important for parents 
to understand and be familiar with the ideo-
logical content of the children’s education. It 
enables them to cooperate in their education. 
No doubt you know that in China each pro-
duction unit and each workshop has a differ-
ent day off. Now the teachers ask parents to 
come to the school from time to time on their 
rest day. We attend classes so that we can see 
what the children’s attitudes are in class. We 
also have continuing links with the teaching 
staff, who visit each pupil’s family in turn. 
The parents, who know their child well, can 
cooperate with the teacher to help the child 
overcome any problems. This cooperation is 
crucial. The parents meet three times a term 
to discuss the way the school is run, any dif-
ficulties that may arise and what needs to be 
done. But the teachers work mainly with the 
pupils themselves and with the workers’ team 
to solve problems.
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Another aspect of parent education is teaching 
by example. To bring up children, parents must 
continuously reeducate themselves, criticize their 
own mistakes, and accept that children can teach 
them some things. This process isn’t limited to the 
family, it’s part of a more general need to draw 
together words and actions, theory, and practice. 
This reminded us of an anecdote that the instruc-
tress of a group of three-year-olds had told us when 
we visited a kindergarten: 

One afternoon during the little ones’ rest 
period I took the opportunity to chat to 
another teacher. Several children formed a 
delegation to point out that I was disturb-
ing their rest. They couldn’t see why they had 
been told to keep quiet! In their opinion, they 
pointed out, ‘‘The rule of silence applies to 
everybody!” [The instructress added:] Before 
that my other comrades used to tease me and 
would jokingly say: “‘Lucky you, you must 
have a cushy job, working with the little ones. 
You don’t get criticized like we do!” I was very 
happy to be able to prove how wrong they 
were.

The educational function of the family must no 
longer be a pretext for parental dictatorship. Social-
ist education is the struggle against bourgeois ide-
ology, and the family, individually and as a whole, 
takes part in this struggle. A mother told us: 
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I had begun to study a text of Marx, but it 
was very difficult and I was losing heart. I had 
almost decided to give up, thinking it wasn’t 
for me, and that at my age I wasn’t capable of 
getting down to serious study. My daughter 
noticed my discouragement, cheered me up, 
told me I ought to carry on and offered to 
help me. And now we study together twice a 
week. Thanks to my daughter’s help I’ve been 
able to further my own education. It’s very 
rewarding for me to feel that.

Power to the Chinese Children

Allowing children to become educators doesn’t 
just mean that they can criticize their parents. It 
involves a recognition of the political role of young 
people, and what could be better proof that this rec-
ognition exists than the way children actually partic-
ipate in leadership? The revolutionary committees 
that run the primary schools are made up of teach-
ers’ representatives, members of the workers’ team, 
and schoolchildren elected by their fellow pupils. 
These schoolchildren take part in all the administra-
tive duties of the revolutionary committee.

The nature of the relationship between teachers 
and pupils also reveals the importance attached to 
children’s responsibility. It can be seen most clearly 
in the reform of the control of knowledge. In the first 
place the “surprise attack” method has been com-
pletely abandoned and the teacher no longer tries 



176

Half the Sky

to trap pupils. Grading, no longer a final verdict, is 
discussed by pupils and teachers. Pupils can often 
use their books and their own notes in examina-
tions. They usually know the questions in advance. 
The exam is supposed to be a work of reflection and 
understanding, not a memory test. And above all 
exams have become a dual-purpose test, designed 
to assess both the children’s knowledge and the 
instructor’s teaching. Teachers and pupils periodi-
cally examine together the progress of one another’s 
school work—criticizing one another during regular 
classroom meetings. If a teacher makes a mistake, he 
or she must admit it in public. If pupils are dissat-
isfied with a teacher’s attitude and the teacher per-
sists in his or her mistakes, they can ask the school’s 
revolutionary committee to come and investigate 
the matter and take the necessary steps. A woman 
teacher told us: 

This procedure is a comparatively recent 
innovation, and we haven’t had to deal with 
any cases yet. Classroom meetings are held 
every three months, but the children can of 
course make criticisms and suggestions to the 
teacher in class if necessary. And if they feel 
that something is seriously wrong they can 
ask for a general meeting to be held before 
the scheduled date. The workers’ team attends 
general meetings and helps to solve problems 
by giving us the class perspective.
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Does this mean that schools are run by the 
pupils? It would be a serious mistake to believe 
that. There’s no sign of infantile demagogy in Chi-
nese educational policy. This is easy to understand. 
Since the children have only limited experience, 
they clearly don’t yet have an overall view of soci-
ety. It is vitally important to extend their experi-
ence in every direction as soon as possible, precisely 
to develop their knowledge, and it is important to 
understand this essential point fully. “The education 
of the younger generation is always in the interest of 
one class,”  whether it’s the bourgeoisie or the pro-
letariat who educates them. However, children are 
said to have political responsibility, and not only 
are they given the right to speak out (including the 
right to criticize teachers and parents), but criti-
cal judgement is encouraged in itself. Mao says, “A 
communist has a duty to ask himself why.” It is 
said, “Children must participate in the leadership,” 
but it is also said that “Power lies in the hands 
of the working class, and it is they who educate 
children!” This is not as contradictory as it seems. 
Indeed, this question makes everything clear. It is 
precisely because the proletariat controls education 
that Chinese children have the sorts of rights and 
power that we never had and that our own chil-
dren still don’t have. Paraphrasing Mao, we could 
say: “Imperialism has its methods of schooling, 
we have our own, and these two opposed ways are 
both functions of our diametrically opposed final 
goals.” Giving children a voice in their affairs is 
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just one of the ways in which the proletariat can 
exercise its power.

Because truth is necessarily on the side of the 
proletariat, it need not fear children constantly mea-
suring reality against the theory they are presented 
with in books and on their teachers’ lips. Such con-
frontations are even invited. Either what teachers, 
books, and the Party say conforms to reality, or real-
ity shows that what they say is wrong. In the first 
case the children’s experience allows them to assim-
ilate true scientific knowledge more thoroughly and 
to adopt for themselves the proletarian point of view 
which they are taught. In the second case: “Thank 
you, children, the theory you have been taught is 
not the proletarian point of view, and you are right 
to reject it.” Let’s imagine for a moment that our 
schools were to be run according to the Chinese 
proletarian model. Children would go into society 
at large to investigate shanty towns, low-cost hous-
ing estates, and private residences. They would visit 
factories to talk to the management, foremen, and 
workers—even to the guards carrying revolvers in 
their pockets. Workers would come into the class-
room to give their version of the latest large-scale 
strike. An immigrant worker would come to talk 
about his experiences and his ideas about colonial-
ism. The children would be organized, and they 
would be free to speak out. At the end of a lesson, 
they might well criticize the teacher. What would 
be left of absolute respect for teachers, of discipline? 
What would be left of the capitalist school? Let soci-
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ety be the classroom! But not every class can allow 
this to happen. Marx has shown that bourgeois ide-
ology is an inverted, mystified reflection of reality, 
whereas the ideology of the proletariat is scientific 
and hence really provable. If it’s true that the bour-
geoisie inculcates its ideology in to our schools (as 
the proletariat does in its own schools), then we can 
see why the apparent contradiction we met above 
was purely subjective and not an objective reality.

One Aspect of Children’s Independence

This new kind of upbringing and education inev-
itably results in a severing of the rigid ties by means 
of which parents and teachers (albeit in different 
ways) keep children in a state of dependence. The 
exercise of paternal authority is facilitated in capi-
talist countries by the family’s responsibility in pro-
viding materially for the growth and upbringing of 
the younger generation. This responsibility is suffi-
ciently far-reaching to support the father’s authority 
in all but the comparatively rare cases where the law 
is called in. All the talk about children’s liberation is 
meaningless until we realize that that material reli-
ance on even one person is the very denial of the 
possibility of independence. A child who is totally 
deprived of autonomy can choose only between par-
ents and the street, with all the risks that entails. 
This situation is not usually criticized because it 
seems perfectly natural: how could children support 
themselves? The solution isn’t to transform children 
into wage earners. In China, too, parents assume 



180

Half the Sky

material responsibility for their children, but in China 
the responsibility is not theirs exclusively. That’s the 
crucial difference.

Youth centers, like the Shanghai children’s palace 
described earlier, are free of charge. Sporting events, 
film shows, and theatrical performances are all free 
for schoolchildren: either children (all children—it 
isn’t a form of reward) are allowed in without paying, 
or else schools regularly hand out tickets. Whenever 
children stay in peoples’ communes they become 
the responsibility of the brigade. The socialization 
of housework means that they don’t have to depend 
everywhere and at all times on their mothers for 
their everyday needs. In short, while parents con-
tinue to support their children, society as a whole 
also takes a large share of the responsibility. Chil-
dren who never have to limit their studies or their 
cultural, leisure, and sporting activities because of 
their parents’ limited financial resources can be truly 
independent.

The Transmission of Knowledge Is the Transmis-
sion of a Class Position

Chinese people say that before the Cultural Rev-
olution their schools were organized on the Rus-
sian model, which in turn duplicated the capital-
ist school. They had marks, punishments, awards, 
reprimands, teachers’ authority—the display of 
props for a classic educational farce. But because the 
people had already begun to overthrow social rela-
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tions in some spheres; because the proletariat had 
overthrown the power of the old exploiting classes; 
because new moral values based on collectivism had 
seen the light of day, the educational system was in 
clear contradiction to the revolution. And wherever 
the revolutionary forces were firmly in control, there 
was great opposition to the schools—sometimes so 
much so that workers and peasants would them-
selves create new schools, to be controlled by the 
masses.

The first stage of the critique of the old educa-
tional system was to reveal its class character. The 
local and national newspapers of the time are full of 
articles refuting the classical bourgeois thesis accord-
ing to which education is simply a neutral technique 
for communicating neutral knowledge. These arti-
cles argue Mao’s position that: 

Education is always a response to a class’s 
need for self-perpetuation. The proletar-
iat seeks to transform the world according 
to its own world outlook, and so does the 
bourgeoisie. In this respect, the question of 
which will win out, socialism or capitalism, 
is still not really settled.

And so the notion gained currency that edu-
cational methods are not simply means of varying 
efficiency for transmitting universally true knowl-
edge to children, but are, in reality, the political and 
ideological tools of one class, which has decreed that 
ideas serving its interests are true for the whole of 
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society. Mao says: “In schools, all activities aim to 
transform the students’ ideology.” The ideas prop-
agated by slaveowners justified slavery; bourgeois 
ideas justify capitalism; the ideas communicated by 
the proletariat are designed to fashion the younger 
generations’ ideology in line with revolutionary 
values. This destroys at the root the possibility of 
the proletariat using the methods used in bourgeois 
schools. Replacing the academic study of bourgeois 
history textbooks by the academic study of a few 
Marxist books, even if they are Mao Zedong’s works, 
will never enable the proletariat to train those who 
are to take up the revolutionary cause.

If the proletariat is to educate the younger gen-
eration, it must at the very least be allowed to play 
an active part in education, playing its own part in 
the political and ideological leadership and acquir-
ing the necessary experience in the field. Until now 
the members of the proletariat went to school only 
as pupils, never as teachers. Of course working-class 
children have sometimes become teachers in capital-
ist countries. But then they ceased to belong to the 
proletariat. And as the educational system was still 
controlled by the bourgeoisie, they would become 
mere cogs in its machinery. It has never been a ques-
tion of “proletarianizing” the recruitment of teach-
ers, though this is still a necessary step to take, but 
rather of ensuring that the working class, which is 
involved in today’s revolutionary struggle, should 
overthrow the educational system as it now exists, 
and assume control of education. So it was that in 
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China, during the summer of 1968, groups of work-
ers, elected by their workmates, went into schools to 
seize power in primary and secondary education.37

In the Nanjing primary school a woman teacher 
told us about the visit one of these teams paid to 
her school: 

It was in the autumn of 1968. Several neigh-
borhood factories chose a few workers to 
help to revolutionize teaching. Teachers are 
at the heart of the contradiction. They have 
the power in schools, they are absolute rul-
ers, but who are they? The majority have a 
working-class background, but this certainly 
does not necessarily make them experts in a 
new form of education. “What links had we 
kept with the masses?”—that was an awkward 
question.
In fact we were cut off from the concerns of 
the people. Our only object was to make sure 
that pupils kept up with the curriculum and 

37 The members of such groups are chosen according to the 
following political criteria: they must have had shop floor 
experience; they must be involved in the class struggle, espe-
cially in the struggle against revisionism; they must practice 
socialist principles at work; they must be able to lead the 
ideological struggle to unite the masses around revolution-
ary positions, and especially to fight against sectarianism and 
divisive splitting; they must apply themselves to the study of 
Marxism, Leninism, and Mao Zedong’s thought. The teams 
are directed by the Communist Party, but not all workers are 
party members.
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passed their examinations, but we didn’t ask 
ourselves whether what we taught was useful 
to the revolution. This atmosphere encour-
aged children to become bookworms. They 
were learning so as to get good marks, to pass 
exams, and to move up next year. They were 
becoming indifferent to politics, to society, 
and to the rest of the world.

At this point a little boy interrupted the teacher to 
back her up: 

Before the Cultural Revolution, whenever 
my mother asked my brother to prepare the 
meal, or to look after us, because she had 
to go out to work with other comrades, my 
brother would answer, “It’s not my job to do 
that, I’ve got to get on with my school work. 
I’ve got homework to do and if I don’t do it 
I’ll get bad marks.” My mother would always 
get angry: “What kind of school is it where 
children learn to be selfish and to succeed 
without any concern for the collective good?”

“Little Li’s story,” resumed the teacher

shows that we hadn’t taken the needs of the 
masses as a starting-point. Under the pretext 
of transmitting pure intellectual knowledge, 
we were in fact imparting a reactionary ideol-
ogy. How could we presume to form the new 
generation of revolutionaries while we kept 
them out of touch with the revolution?
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When Chinese teachers tell us that what was 
wrong with the old system was that it didn’t serve 
the people, they mean that the educational system 
wasn’t furthering the people’s fundamental interest 
in arming the younger generation with the means 
of making a materialist critique by linking theory 
and practice, thus enabling the young to carry the 
revolution consciously into all areas of life.

New Teaching Methods and Their Class Nature

In that school in Nanjing we probably saw the 
clearest and most concrete examples of the links 
being forged between theory and practice, teaching 
and manual work, school and society, pupils, teach-
ers, and the masses. There, as in all other schools, 
boys and girls between the ages of seven and twelve 
undergo an important experience. The leader of the 
revolutionary committee explained that, to begin 
with, the new teaching system created since the Cul-
tural Revolution was still at an experimental stage, 
and that the process of struggle-criticism-reform 
was still developing. For instance at the end of 1971 
there was still no national school syllabus for pri-
mary schools.

During the Cultural Revolution the various rev-
olutionary committees of the schools in Nanjing 
drew up a temporary syllabus and wrote their own 
textbooks based on criticisms of the old educational 
system formulated by a vast movement of pupils, 
teachers, parents, and workers’ teams. The commit-
tee leader told us that it hadn’t been decided whether 
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or not to reinstate a national school syllabus using 
the same textbooks in all schools. That could be 
dealt with later. The important things now were for 
large numbers of people, including teachers them-
selves in the first place, to collaborate to draw up 
new curricula following the political guidelines laid 
down during the Cultural Revolution and ensuring 
that all school graduates were brought up to the 
same national educational level.

The curriculum is now divided into five subject 
areas: politics, literature, arithmetic, physical edu-
cation, and art (drawing and singing). In the two 
senior classes two new subjects are added: foreign 
languages (usually English or Russian) and natural 
science. There is a class specifically devoted to poli-
tics, but all the other subjects are politically based. 
The Chinese lesson, for example, is at the same 
time a lesson on the history of the revolution, and 
when the children study grammar, they do so in 
texts about the Paris Commune or the war against 
the Japanese.

The country’s newspapers have an important part 
to play too and are used as school textbooks. The 
same approach is evident in arithmetic teaching. 
Children learn to invent their own problems, start-
ing from the real questions that have to be faced in 
daily life. Absurd and unreal questions of the “fau-
cet-filling-a-leaking-bath” variety would be greeted 
by the children with: “Why let the bath leak instead 
of repairing it?” And when children calculate how 
much time is needed to irrigate a field of area X, 
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from a source supplying volume Y of water per min-
ute to Z irrigation canals, they also calculate that this 
time could be reduced by half if waterwheels were to 
be set up at the mouth of the canals to increase the 
water flow.

I asked one of the children whether they ever dis-
agreed with the policies of the government and what 
would happen if so. They laughed when my ques-
tion was translated to them. “Of course we disagree 
sometimes. Would you like an example?” The boy 
who answered was a ten-year-old. 

Well, not long ago there were disagreements 
about Nixon’s visit. I, for example, felt it 
was unacceptable that the leading represen-
tative of United States imperialism should 
be allowed to visit our socialist country. 
Our teacher suggested that we should carry 
out some inquiries among children in other 
classes, our families, and other workers to find 
out what the general opinion was. She also 
suggested that we should study the global sit-
uation more thoroughly to place the question 
in context. So we spent a lot of our free time 
debating the question in our families and 
during public meetings in the neighborhood. 
It took some time and some serious study to 
come to an understanding. Now I agree that 
Nixon should come.

“Can you tell us how you justify that?” we 
asked him.
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Yes. You must understand one thing. It wasn’t 
us who rejected relations with the United 
States. We have always been prepared to 
establish relations with all countries on the 
proper basis. But the United States govern-
ment, hoping that our revolution would be 
defeated, set up an economic and political 
blockade against China. The United States 
took over Taiwan, a Chinese province, for 
military reasons, installed Chiang Kai-shek 
and proclaimed him “the authentic represen-
tative of China.” They gave Taiwan a seat at 
the United Nations and denied China’s exis-
tence. Well, now Nixon is coming in person 
to visit a country that has been crossed off his 
own world map. That’s a victory for a start! 
And it’s mainly due to the defeats that the 
people of Asia have inflicted on the United 
States, forcing it to revise some of its attitudes 
towards us. We are well aware that you have to 
rely on the people of a country to overthrow 
its reactionary policies. Establishing relations 
with the United States will encourage mutual 
exchange and understanding between our 
peoples.
The reactionaries of the world slander China 
and want people to believe that she would 
make war on other countries to impose her 
own political system on them. Refusing to 
invite Nixon would deprive us of a means of 
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denying these slanders. Undoubtedly some 
people will also seize on Nixon’s visit here 
to claim that our government is capable of 
modifying its attitude towards other peoples’ 
struggles or its support of them. But China’s 
support of world revolutionary struggles has 
not been due to the refusal of some states to 
recognize the Chinese government. This sup-
port exists because our government is a dicta-
torship of the proletariat, which places great 
emphasis on the international proletariat. The 
fact that some governments are now begin-
ning to reestablish relations with us doesn’t 
change our position in any way. The best 
way to prove this beyond doubt is to agree 
to Nixon’s visit, since he himself has asked to 
come. Nations will judge our attitude on the 
evidence, and this will be the best testimony. 
And that’s why I’m happy for Nixon to come.

Jenny asked the teacher to explain the principles 
guiding her in giving lessons in politics. 

We do our best to present all sides of the 
problem, so that the children can bring more 
knowledge to bear on the question. We must 
arm the children and ourselves with the tools 
of analysis and materialist critique. We make 
sure of allowing those who hold opposite 
opinions, or those who are hesitant, to express 
their doubts and criticisms, even if they are 
in a very small minority and even if their 
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criticisms are totally wrong. This enables the 
pupils to criticize mistaken points of view and 
it’s instructive for everyone. We must learn to 
think. We don’t want to instill in the younger 
generation the docile submissiveness that 
Liu Shaoqi preached. The revolution needs 
enthusiastic and profound adherence, not just 
formal consent. The class struggle is all around 
us. The important thing is to teach children to 
fight consciously.

History as Told By Its Makers

We attended a lesson on the history of the class 
struggle. The grandfather of one of the pupils came 
to tell a class of twenty-five children the story of 
his childhood and adolescence in the China of yes-
terday. The old man had begun to tell his story a 
few minutes before we were taken to sit at the back 
of the classroom, and even though our visit had 
aroused quite a bit of curiosity in the school, not 
one of the pupils budged when we entered. Not a 
single one of them turned round to glance at us, 
even furtively. They were completely absorbed by 
the old man’s tale, hanging on his every word and 
reliving his every experience.

Could such a thing happen in the West? Could 
an ordinary working man, with little education, 
come to school in his overalls and tell his story, with 
the whole class listening in silence, enthralled? He 
was thin and seemed to have suffered dreadfully; 
his hands were gnarled, the hands of an old manual 
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worker. He spoke with few gestures and no melo-
drama. He stood there without embarrassment, but 
also without the facile pomposity of the professional 
lecturer. Sometimes he would recall the poverty in 
which his family and all the people had been kept 
by the local landowners. At such moments his voice 
betrayed his anger. And as I listened I thought that 
people can never stop rebelling against the oppres-
sion they have had to suffer, even long after it has 
ceased. This is, without doubt, a precious legacy 
handed down by the generation that has borne the 
worst ills of exploitation and which has risen and 
destroyed the old order. It is a great revolutionary 
heritage for the younger generation.

The importance that transmitting the lessons 
of the past has for the future can be gauged by the 
relentless way in which the bourgeoisie has tried, and 
is still trying, to prevent our people from taking pos-
session of the history of revolutionary struggles—the 
Paris Commune, for example. What they’re doing is 
defrauding us of our inheritance. Oppressed masses 
easily identify with these revolutionary struggles of 
the past, even those that developed long ago and 
arose out of apparently quite different conditions.

These “evocations of the past,” which play such 
an important part in China’s daily cultural life, are 
of great significance. They are her history, as told 
by the people and created by them. They represent 
a recognition through the facts that it is up to the 
people to judge what is good and what is bad. Fur-
thermore, it is the right of those who have made 
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history themselves to relate it to the young. And 
that is a most significant way in which the history of 
the revolution and, essentially, the seizure of power 
by the poor under the leadership of the working 
class, becomes a “national culture” with which the 
younger generations can identify and which they 
can turn into a contemporary morality.

The pupils at Nanjing put on a show for us. 
One of the acts was a playlet staged by the children 
themselves. It was based on the account an old peas-
ant woman had given them of her past life. In one 
of the scenes the mother—the peasant woman as 
played by a little girl of about ten—watched her 
child being dragged away from her by the landown-
er’s bailiffs because she hadn’t been able to pay her 
taxes. The mother fought the bailiffs tooth and nail 
to get her child back. They threw her brutally on to 
the ground and she let out a heartrending scream. 
At first she wept, but then we saw her switch from 
despair to hatred. A sense of indignation gradually 
swept over her and she rose to her feet, dry eyed, res-
olute, fierce and indomitable. It was overwhelming 
and very much more accessible for us than the opera 
we saw in Beijing. It seemed to us that even if this 
evocation of the past was used merely to create a cul-
tural tradition, the children related to it with such 
conviction and warmth that that would make it 
valuable in itself. What a splendid way to take their 
revenge for the culture the bourgeoisie imposed on 
the people, in which they were represented as igno-
rant, brutish, and sheep-like stooges.
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Girls Shooting and Boys Sewing: Real Coeducation

Coeducation doesn’t just mean putting boys 
and girls together. It must also mean teaching them 
exactly the same things. And domestic science is one 
of the most important areas in which to test the real-
ity or otherwise of coeducation.

In the Soviet Union the widespread return to the 
woman-at-home ideology after 1936 soon affected 
children’s upbringing and education. This ideo-
logical switch was directly connected to the Soviet 
regime’s need to return to the family its economic 
function, wherever that had been even marginally 
destroyed. It straightforwardly accepted that all the 
economic and ideological functions of the bour-
geois family were needed to develop “society.” The 
extremely reactionary nature of this return to the 
earlier family structure is nakedly revealed in the 
reasons given by the Soviet leadership to justify sep-
arate education for boys and girls:

We have taken steps to enable schools to 
adapt in every respect to the special character-
istics of boys and girls. The Soviet State today 
is faced with important problems, the first of 
which is how to strengthen the primary unit 
of society—the family—on the premise that 
the father and the mother are completely 
equal as heads of the family but that each has 
his or her own very clearly defined tasks. There-
fore, we must institute a scholarly regime 
which educates young men to become the 
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fathers of the future, brave warriors for their 
motherland, and young women to become 
conscientious mothers, the educators of the 
next generation.38

And so boys are called upon to become soldiers, 
girls to rear future soldiers!

Orlov justified the measure introducing the pro-
gressive winding up of coeducation in the 20 August 
1943 issue of Izvestiya in the following terms: 

In coeducation neither the peculiarities of the 
physical development of boys and girls, nor 
the different requirements of their vocational 
training can receive proper attention.  .  .  . It 
is essential to introduce in girls’ schools such 
additional subjects as pedagogics, needle-
work, courses in domestic science.39

Similarly, in April 1945, Timofeev stated in the 
official Soviet education journal: “Socialist humani-
tarianism must take account of the feminine nature. 
We must maintain women’s interest in beautiful 
objects, flowers, elegant clothes, and ornaments.”40

Domestic science classes—the sound of the 
words was enough to make our hearts sink. Jeanne 
was reminded of those Wednesday afternoons when 

38 Cited in Volpicelli, L’éducation en URSS, 209; emphasis 
added. Translated from French by the Editor.
39 Cited in Schlesinger, The Family in the U.S.S.R., 363–364; 
emphasis added.
40 Cited in Volpicelli, op. cit., 209; emphasis added. Trans-
lated from French by the Editor.
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the boys left the classroom and the girls took out a 
little square of white fabric on which they practiced 
overcasting seams, hemming, open-work, or her-
ringbone stitch, waiting for the big day when they 
would be able to make a child’s vest. The immeasur-
able boredom of those endless afternoons when our 
colored thread outlined the grey and monotonous 
future that awaited us. We could hear the shouts 
of the boys playing football under our windows, 
adding insult to injury. They could play games, 
they were outside in the fresh air, lucky them! But 
Jeanne was really wrong to despise domestic science. 
It played a most important part in fermenting our 
feminine revolt.

In Beijing’s secondary school No. 26 domestic 
science classes are very different. Boys and girls per-
form a variety of services side by side. A shoe-mend-
er’s workshop had been set up in a little room and 
when we visited it children were sitting on stools 
mending slippers and resoling canvas shoes. They 
greeted us in silence, although a few moments earlier 
we’d heard their chattering from the corridor out-
side. We saw several other workshops for repairing 
the pupils’ clothes. In one a boy of thirteen or four-
teen was skillfully sewing a large patch on a trouser 
seat.41 In another room children were cutting their 
friends’ hair. Another room was a proper carpen-
try workshop. Boys and girls went there to repair 
41 It’s not only in secondary schools that boys and girls learn 
to sew. We saw little boys of three or four in a Shanghai kin-
dergarten sewing buttons on jackets.
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school equipment, to learn how to make benches 
and, more generally, to do the sort of odd jobs that 
crop up every day. Yet another room housed a clinic 
where the children were using acupuncture to treat 
one another’s minor ailments and learning to recog-
nize medicinal plants and to prepare herbal reme-
dies. The pupils took turns doing these various ser-
vices, helped by workers or teachers.

Domestic science is not only truly coeducational, 
it also has immediate practical value. Just think how 
much a mother can be “liberated” if her children 
look after their own clothes and shoes and take care 
of their health at school—in other words if they’re 
self-reliant. Once again, that’s the extraordinary 
thing about the Chinese revolution. The mother’s 
work has not been taken over by “state services,” 
on which the children would be just as dependent. 
Work that was once the province of the family alone 
(i.e., of women) has become a collective responsibil-
ity, shared by all sectors of society.

But before this result can be achieved, a whole 
world of prejudice has to be overturned—the whole 
gamut of beliefs justifying the division of labor on 
grounds of natural inequality has to be combated. 
Old ideas must be uprooted—ideas that attribute 
innate qualities of initiative and authority to men 
and which allow women greater “sensitivity,” only 
because this makes it easier to deny them any apti-
tude for intellectual work. Children must be shown 
that no one is born more suited to intellectual 
work than manual work, more gifted at housework 
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than at foreign languages. It’s a perpetual ideologi-
cal struggle, and one whose effectiveness in China 
is based on a system of education that places no 
restrictions on the spheres of learning and activity 
that girls may enter. Apprenticeship for the people’s 
war involves children—and girls aren’t kept out of 
it. Like the boys, they are given military training, 
practice rifle-shooting, run assault courses, and 
learn the rudiments of unarmed combat. In every 
school and in all activities outside school, children 
receive military training, handle weapons, organize 
themselves into platoons, and learn to protect them-
selves and to dig shelters.

Linking Studies to Productive Work

All pupils undergo some training in productive 
work for about a week in every school year, in the 
workshops built inside the schools by local residents. 
This has nothing to do with the services I men-
tioned above. Those workshops have an entirely dif-
ferent purpose. No attempt is made to give children 
an abstract or old-fashioned conception of man-
ual work, unlike in France where “manual work” 
always refers to craftsmanship—the blacksmith, the 
mason, and the carpenter are still the basic material 
for dictation and memorized prose passages in pri-
mary schools, even though such occupations have 
almost entirely disappeared. In France the kind of 
work most people have to do in a modern industrial 
society is rarely, if ever, mentioned. Assembly lines 
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and quotas are ignored—and for good reason. In 
the few contexts in which they are mentioned, the 
idea is to paint an abstract picture that is far from 
innocent.

The popular image of the manual worker is the 
eighteenth-century journeyman, who has mastered 
his craft, loves his work, and relishes the knowledge 
that his is a difficult job well done—difficulty no 
longer implies laboriousness but merely the skillful 
application of craft. 

The Small Workshops in Schools

At the school at Nanjing we were told that the 
workshops had been set up after very close links had 
been established with a neighboring lorry manu-
facturing plant. The factory workers had come to 
install some of their machines and had organized a 
simple labor process but one that would enable the 
children to carry out some of the operations per-
formed in the factory. The children were making air 
filters for the factory.

A woman worker from the factory, a member of 
the workers’ team, worked in these little workshops. 
She took the children through all the necessary steps 
and taught them simple techniques, thus enabling 
them to acquire manual skill very quickly. But in 
particular she made them realize the importance of 
collective work, of being united, for the creation of 
wealth. These small school workshops (“our” work-
shops they call them) are the sole responsibility of 
the children, who organize and run them more or 
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less alone, and give them a chance to acquire expe-
rience that is different from what they would get by 
actually going into a factory.

Although the workshops have actual machines 
from the factory, they involve a relatively small 
number of operations; the work process is very sim-
ple, so that the children are better able to master 
the work and to grasp its overall meaning. They are 
therefore also better able to introduce innovations, 
to invent new procedures, and to judge what is good 
and what needs changing. One of the most import-
ant things is to ensure that the child’s first contact 
with productive work isn’t a training in blind disci-
pline, but is instead closely linked to the collective 
exercise of power.

If you look at it more closely it becomes clear 
that all this is a necessary counterbalance to the rest 
of school teaching. Even if class work is done col-
lectively and the children help one another instead 
of jealously guarding their own knowledge, individ-
ual learning of reading, writing, and arithmetic still 
prevails. Hence the experience of production, which 
can only function collectively, is vital if they are to 
adopt socialist attitudes. The children are getting 
ready to become, as Marx might have put it, freely 
associated collective workers.

They would come to the workshops during 
school hours and follow the same rhythm as the 
other pupils—three forty-five-minute sessions in the 
morning and two in the afternoon, each one sepa-
rated by a ten-minute break. The younger children 
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would work in the workshops only in the morning. 
Jeanine asked the children whether they thought of 
the workshops as a game. They were deeply shocked 
by the question: “Not at all,” replied one of them. 
“The question of the workshops is a very important 
one. How could we ever continue what the workers 
and peasants have started if our studies were remote 
from practical work, if we had no concrete knowl-
edge of production, and no links with the workers 
and the peasants? We couldn’t!”

Productivity isn’t the most important part of 
this work. Making children work isn’t an attempt to 
capitalize on every available source of labor in soci-
ety, children included. The work is instructive for the 
children because it’s useful to society; and it’s useful to 
society mainly because it’s instructive for the children.

Alongside the workshops are vegetable gardens, 
which are cultivated by the children all the year 
round on a team rotation system. They provide a 
high proportion of the vegetables eaten in the can-
teen. There are vegetable gardens everywhere, even 
in the heart of the city. Sometimes they even had to 
dig up the pavements and streets to find the coun-
tryside under the cobblestones.

Productive Work Outside School

These aren’t the only links the children have with 
social production, however.

The school year proper lasts eight and a half 
months. When the year is over pupils and teacher 
spend three weeks in a peoples’ commune to take 
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part in the farm work. They live with peasant fami-
lies and learn about the conditions of life and work 
in the country. This gives them an opportunity to 
swap experiences and broaden their horizons. The 
peasants, we were told, welcome them warmly and 
take a great deal of trouble to give them a class edu-
cation. They have cultural evenings when the city 
children perform plays for the peasants and vice 
versa. They are given concrete evidence about the 
struggles of the past and told about those of the 
present. The children gain an understanding, “sup-
ported by proof,” of the creativity of the peasant 
masses and of the progress they have led the whole 
Chinese people to make.

Chinese children are not irresistibly drawn to 
the cities and after leaving school they are as likely 
to settle in rural areas as anywhere else. It is fun-
damental party policy (though those who have a 
bourgeois conception of industrialization oppose 
it) not to urbanize China, but to develop industry 
in the countryside itself using the existing agricul-
tural brigades. Of course carrying out this policy is 
possible only in so far as the “country bumpkin” is 
not an object of contempt socially, and it depends 
on a clear understanding, especially among children 
from an early age, of the importance of the peas-
antry to the revolution and of the need to narrow 
the gap between town and country.

After their stay in the country, the children often 
work in a factory for two or three weeks. Obviously, 
as in the country, they don’t do all the jobs an adult 
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does, and their working day isn’t as long. But they 
are there in the workshops, among the workers, and 
they work beside them. Here again, the acquisition 
of technical knowledge cannot be separated from the 
ideological and political training they receive. They 
take part in the workers’ own cultural and politi-
cal activities. This gives some idea of the esteem in 
which these children are held. They become, so we 
are told, apprentices under worker masters.

Study is emphasized in this work, too. It is not 
at all a matter of teaching them the tricks of the 
trade that enable them to perform certain opera-
tions without understanding their significance. The 
purpose of the techniques used is explained to them 
in detail—why this part must be screwed and that 
one soldered; how the work done here is only a part 
of the whole work process, deriving its value and 
meaning from the collective involvement of others, 
before and after, in communal production.

The children also have concrete experience of the 
shortcomings in work processes today. Great care is 
taken to make them share the interest with which 
workers approach technological development and to 
show them how they achieve it through close collab-
oration with the technicians. The struggle between 
the two attitudes that pervades the whole question 
of technological progress is constantly stressed. The 
children must not suffer from the illusion that the 
development of productive forces is neutral and 
politically inconsequential.



203

Part Three — Socializing the Mother’s Function

8. Childrearing and Education: The 
Province of Society or of the State

Childrearing and education raise a number of 
other points. Clearly, childrearing in China is no 
longer the exclusive province of the individual fam-
ily, but equally clearly, it is not the province of spe-
cialists. The Soviet Union’s experience in this area 
also offers a contrast that helps us to grasp the full 
significance of the Chinese experience.

“There is no doubt that the terms ‘my parents,’ 
‘our children’ will gradually fall out of usage, being 
replaced by such conceptions as ‘old people,’ ‘adults,’ 
‘children’ and ‘infants’.” Lunacharsky’s comments42 
were intended to support the thesis that children 
would have to stop being the property of parents 
and become the property of the State. The question 
of children is, in the end, the question of society’s 
future. Do we want to retain our division of labor 
and the present structure of social roles, or do we 
want to destroy them? If the latter, how can we hope 
to do it if childrearing is entirely in the hands of a 
body of State specialists? That kind of upbringing 
and education is the best way to cut children off 
from the real body of society and to fix for ever in 
their psyche the attitude of the eternal minor, con-
stantly subjected to the tutelage of specialists who 
always and in all circumstances “know better” and 
are “more competent.” The property relationships 
between parents and their submissive children must 
42 Cited in Geiger, The Family in Soviet Russia, 47–48.
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disappear. But there is a wider-ranging underly-
ing social relationship that, so to speak, delegates 
the guardianship of children to their parents. This 
doesn’t strike only against children, but against all 
oppressed people. It assigns to children the role of 
“minors,” deprived of autonomy and of responsi-
bility. This relationship is created by cutting chil-
dren off from society and keeping them in a world 
apart, the “childhood world” of school and family. 
Lunacharsky’s new perspective merely reinforced 
this relationship.

Although it doesn’t seem like it, the question 
of children is basically that of the State. Socialism, 
which is the transitional period between capitalism 
and communism, is precisely the destruction of the 
old State and the building of a new one, albeit a 
rather peculiar new State, since its goal is its own 
eventual disappearance—the State to end all States. 
It’s no surprise, then, that this question is the stum-
bling block of all possible revisionist falsifications, 
because in this area more than in any other the 
bourgeoisie, which formerly had a total monopoly 
within the State, remains strong for a very long time 
after being overthrown. Even though the bourgeoi-
sie also controlled the factories, it obviously could 
not stop the workers running them and therefore 
knowing them thoroughly.

The Chinese system of childrearing and educa-
tion is a striking example of the new type of State 
whose strength lies in its own ultimate destruction. 
The proletariat increases its power by means of 
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the direct and effective exercise of leadership over 
more and more sectors of society, thus destroying 
the monopoly of the traditional leadership. Because 
the proletariat has strengthened itself and because 
its ideology is strong enough to dominate in cer-
tain areas, the masses are beginning to control chil-
drearing, even taking some parts of it into their own 
hands. As a result, there is no longer a monopoly of 
State specialists in this field—notably in the edu-
cation system, but also in the ancillary medical, or 
mental health services, and so on. This is the signifi-
cance of the entry of the working class into hospitals 
and offices as well as into schools and universities, in 
the form of workers’ propaganda teams responding 
to Mao Zedong’s appeal: “The working class—and 
not just its party or its army—must exercise leader-
ship in everything.”

But we should not jump to the conclusion that 
the Chinese workers’ state is disintegrating. Indeed it 
could be said that it has never been stronger. But its 
strength is different from the strength of all repres-
sive states because it is derived from mass power 
and the continuously reinforced capacity for social 
leadership that the working class and its allies now 
exercise. The Cultural Revolution demonstrated 
to a striking degree that an increase in mass power 
is always the result of a ruthless struggle between 
the proletariat and the bourgeoisie. And the more 
this power grows, the more the state machinery loses 
its monopoly of leadership. And the more the state 
machinery loses its monopoly, the stronger the State 
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becomes as the instrument and expression of the 
power of the workers and of the masses.

“Political” experts no longer have a monopoly of 
leadership. As the masses’ ability to lead increases, so 
the need for leadership decreases; the machinery of 
leadership is cut back and simplified at all levels and 
the different forms of organization of the masses 
take over an increasing number of functions.

The Myth of Self-Education

Today we are beginning to understand how bour-
geois ideas of education succeed in transforming 
the majority of children into the submissive beings 
we know. But we should also be aware of the other 
means which the bourgeoisie has of preventing chil-
dren from acquiring the proletarian point of view.

Broadly speaking, there are two ways of main-
taining the inferior status of the proletariat. They 
can either be forbidden access to the academic 
“reserves” of science, technology, philosophy, and 
art, being told that they are not really bright enough; 
or, conversely, they can be told that their intelli-
gence is intuitive and innate, that they can draw all 
necessary knowledge from their current experience, 
and that therefore it’s not worth their while to poke 
their noses into scientific or philosophical matters. 
These recommendations are accompanied by calls to 
destroy schools, universities, and institutes. All this 
is done with the aim of preventing the proletariat 
from acquiring any experience through the reform 
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of these areas and the transformation of the intelli-
gentsia, who will have been the sole officiators.

The revisionists in China, the spokesmen of 
the bourgeoisie, have held these two attitudes one 
after the other. They held the first before the Cul-
tural Revolution, switching to the second while it 
was taking place as a diversionary ploy. This was an 
attempt to remain in power while concealing their 
policy of capitalist restoration under the guise of an 
ultra-left line.

Similarly, bourgeois society has two ways of pre-
venting children from shaking off their infant status.

The first has already proved itself historically 
in the authoritarian and “scholastic” capitalist 
education system, with its ideology of talent, its 
separate educational streams and, most of all, the 
absolute dichotomy between school “work” and 
production and between the model purity of sci-
entific research and the reality of the class strug-
gle. So familiar are the products of this system, 
that further details are unnecessary.

But bourgeois society has yet another technique 
up its sleeve, and a much more devious one—devi-
ous because to all intents and purposes it is diamet-
rically opposed to the established system, yet its 
practical results are identical. It is represented by 
the policy of free and undirected self-education of 
children. But here, too, the old bourgeois theory of 
human nature is at work. The idea is that children’s 
repression is like a spring being compressed: remove 
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the force that holds them back and they will bounce 
back into their natural shape.

What could be more left-wing in appearance 
than aiming to free children from all restraints and 
even from any outside interference? As its name 
suggests, self-education dispenses with instructors, 
allowing the children to be their own teachers. But 
just as unsupported bodies in free fall are attracted 
by the earth’s gravitational pull, so the unhindered 
child in a “free” school will be attracted by the dom-
inant force of bourgeois ideology—and perhaps 
with even more insidious results. Indeed nothing 
works better at concealing the backstage educators, 
society’s rulers, than a theory that claims that there 
are no educators. Society is still there, and there are 
always educators. It’s better that they should give 
their names and show their faces.

In the Soviet Union in the twenties many and 
varied educational experiments were made. These 
efforts and the ideas behind them, although display-
ing several genuinely left-wing aspects, often carried 
with them a certain number of mistaken attitudes. 
The ideological lines that were then being drawn 
didn’t come out of thin air. They were born of the 
experience that progressive educational groups had 
gained while fighting Tsarism. But these positions 
didn’t constitute a definitive proletarian point of 
view on schools and education. The masses hadn’t 
yet had a chance to ponder these questions within 
their own experience, or to verify the correctness of 
certain ideas, or to develop new ideas and criticize 
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mistaken attitudes. Many idealistic viewpoints, and 
especially those held by bourgeois democrats, had 
been taken simply and uncritically from educational 
trends in the West (from Dewey, for example). The 
struggle against quasi-feudal and ultra-repressive tsa-
rist education reinforced the idea, which is especially 
noticeable in the work of Blonsky and Lepechinsky, 
that a child’s nature had to be freed from outside 
influence and allowed full expression. Clearly, the 
best way to do this is to ensure that nothing in chil-
dren’s “environment” can control their education, 
because that would misshape, repress, and suppress 
their rich nature.

Shatsky, a typical example of a non-Bolshevik 
progressive educationalist, gives a very clear illustra-
tion of this sort of deviation. He was a firm pro-
ponent of the theory of education for its own sake 
and experimented with children’s communes run 
by those who lived there, applying the principle of 
complete autonomy for children. The experience of 
these communes should have revealed the erroneous 
character of idealist presuppositions about children’s 
“nature.” They were a complete failure.

For one thing, none of these children’s com-
munes managed to dispense with teachers alto-
gether, and children’s education was directed, not by 
the proletariat and society as a whole, but by special-
ists acting on their behalf. Moreover, even though 
they had been isolated in order to protect them 
from “evil influences” and to offer them the “protec-
tion” that was thought necessary to the generation 
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of egalitarian communist principles, it soon became 
clear that these societies of children were reproduc-
ing the prevalent features of class society. Typically 
bourgeois forms of ideology appeared, and the chil-
dren, since they were more radically cut off from 
the ongoing struggles against the bourgeoisie than 
usual, were even less able to fight them. Krupskaya 
was eventually led to oppose the right of these 
children to hold courts of justice and inflict pun-
ishments. “Because,” she said, “these courts purely 
and simply reproduce adult courts of law, even if no 
adults take part in them.”

We know how children’s gangs will spontaneously 
reproduce relationships of bourgeois discipline and 
oppression. Little boys and little girls who go to the 
same school and who have never been explicitly told 
about the inferiority of women will quite quickly 
reproduce among themselves the pattern of male 
superiority, so that, for example, girls are excluded 
from the noble games of war and marbles. Further-
more, the friendships between boys and girls will 
precisely imitate the ultra-conventional models of 
society. Little boys, like men, have straightforward 
friendships, playfully aggressive, faithful but not 
mawkish, like those their fathers formed during the 
war. Little girls’ friendships are petty, full of jealousy 
and possessiveness, friendships forever and ever—
until the first transgression turns them into savage 
hatreds. Just like mummy’s friends!

The wonderful world of childhood? What utter 
nonsense! The reality is a world in which all our 
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society’s laws, contradictions, struggles, and moral 
values can be found. Children may be kept apart 
from society, but they are still hampered by their 
inevitable dependence on adults and know only 
their obligations to society. They know nothing of 
the few rights they have, or of the means they have 
to fight against that society. Of course there can be 
no handier situation for making sure that any prej-
udice necessary to society will be accepted as divine 
and eternal law and for inspiring docile submissive-
ness and blind obedience.

Once again, everything seems to be for the best 
in the best of all capitalist worlds. Schools and fam-
ilies seem to share happily the task of turning the 
child into the sort of citizen capitalism needs. But 
this is only on the surface. Between the educational 
machinery and the family there is not only a divi-
sion of the labor of repression, there are also violent 
contradictions—and particularly, of course, contra-
dictions between the school and the working-class 
family. Not to see this is tantamount to depriving 
the revolution of one of its key levers in the class 
struggle. The equation of the question of children 
with the question of the future is just as valid for us 
as it is for a socialist country. A revolutionary move-
ment that does not recognize the importance of 
children’s liberation is a suicidal movement, and, in 
the last analysis not a revolutionary movement at all.
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Recognizing the Two Sides of Motherhood: 
Repressed and Repressive

To see in children only the work that they cre-
ate and the resulting slavery that women endure is 
a profoundly reactionary view in two senses. Firstly, 
it ignores the fact that the revolution’s ultimate goal 
is the emancipation of all humanity, including chil-
dren. Secondly, it carefully hides the fact that while 
children are a source of work, anxiety, and anguish 
for their families, and mainly for their mothers, 
they are above all the victims of often unintentional 
maternal repression. Nevertheless it is still true that 
“We’ve had enough of kids and work and washing” 
is a deeply reactionary slogan which puts oppressed 
children, capitalist exploitation, and domestic 
oppression in the same category. It confuses what 
one must struggle against with those who one must 
struggle with and for. It’s the slogan of the nihilist 
petty bourgeois, who, although oppressed, is inca-
pable of conceiving of a revolutionary project which 
would radically alter his or her condition.

It is inconceivable that a revolutionary women’s 
movement could ignore the question of children, 
just as it is inconceivable that a proletariat that 
ignores the other sectors of society could hope to 
take any revolutionary movement to a successful 
conclusion. We have no right to demand equality 
between people if we don’t immediately take up 
again the question of the relations of oppression that 
bind us to children.
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There are many people who, while conscious of 
the importance of children, fail to make the proper 
analysis of the causes of children’s oppression. The 
women’s movement is mistaken when it sees this 
oppression as solely the consequence of the exis-
tence of family units producing selfishness and 
private interest. Of course the bourgeois family 
(i.e., a unit that functions in bourgeois society, and 
not necessarily a unit whose members are from the 
bourgeoisie) produces such an ideology. But that’s 
not because of its nuclear structure, nor because of 
the official monogamy among parents, nor because 
children live with their parents—all of which are 
Women’s Liberation Movement arguments. If the 
family “runs on selfishness” it’s because selfishness 
is an inherent and necessary feature of capitalism. 
The Cultural Revolution clearly exposed this fact, 
as can be seen in the slogan of the time: “Fight self 
and criticize revisionism.” Selfishness is nothing 
less than bourgeois ideology. And bourgeois ide-
ology is created by capitalism; it is a result of the 
way in which the capitalist system produces all the 
material conditions of life, including the family 
structure itself. The self-centeredness engendered 
by the family is an effect and not a cause of capi-
talist and other exploiting societies. As long as the 
wage system exists, as long as that relation between 
labor power expended and the “damages” paid in 
the form of wages survives, there will be a material 
basis for selfishness to exist and develop. And this 
basis remains throughout the period of transition 
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from capitalism to communism, even though it is 
enfeebled and withering away.

It is thoroughly idealistic to imagine that form-
ing a commune where several couples and their chil-
dren live together will affect this situation to any 
appreciable extent. At best, familial selfishness will 
be replaced by communal selfishness. Anyone in 
need of convincing has only to observe how quickly 
communes turn in on themselves and devote them-
selves to their own internal problems, isolating 
themselves from society, and in so doing repeating 
the pattern they criticize in the conventional family. 
To the extent that the adult members of a commune 
fail to live in complete autarchy and still have con-
tacts with society, they are inevitably bearers of the 
dominant ideology. And even if the children were 
cut off from society apart from these adults—an 
absurd situation if they are claiming to struggle 
against sectarian clannishness—that contact alone 
would be enough to reproduce in those children the 
most marked features of the society their parents 
have fled from. The situation is exactly the same as 
when those exceedingly possessive mothers, steeped 
in the rights of motherhood, spend their days alone 
with their children shielding them against the rest of 
the world and doing so in the most implacable and 
authoritarian way possible.

The only logical solution to this problem would 
be to abandon children on some desert island—but 
Rousseau thought of that. Assuming that they were 
able to survive, we would still have to have the most 
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backward notion of “human nature” to believe that 
these noble savages far from “the consumer society” 
would develop all the innate virtues, all the natu-
ral aspirations to generosity and unselfishness that 
society represses. In reality, these children would be 
neither noble nor ignoble in the way that people 
usually understand those words. They would forge 
ideas, feelings, and values for themselves, dictated 
by nothing more than the material circumstances of 
their existence. And if they were subjected to the 
prime daily necessity of fighting for survival, they 
would consider any means of achieving that to be 
just—including violence to protect “their” food or 
“their” hunting grounds.

I have no intention of rewriting the history of 
humanity. The choice has to be posed in these terms: 
either we agree that children are odiously repressed 
by society, as we were before them; or we change 
society so that it no longer represses children. And if 
people really feel a deep need for revolt in the face of 
the “infant human condition”—and they do—they 
must eventually realize that the causes of this condi-
tion lie in the organization of society, and thus that 
the only course is to overthrow that organization.

I realize that the majority of those who try out 
the communal experiment are convinced of the 
need for the revolution “in general terms.” They will 
retort: 

We know all that already. We don’t claim to 
be destroying capitalism in setting up com-
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munes, but if we are to create the revolution 
we just have to make an initial break with the 
dominant ideology in certain key areas. Chil-
dren are an integral part of the revolution. We 
can’t say, “First, we must make the revolution, 
and then we’ll think about the children.”

And they’d be right! The need to break with 
the status quo is as urgent for children as it is for 
women or for anyone else. You could say that this 
need is so urgent that the one prerequisite of any 
revolution is to satisfy it. But that means precisely 
that we must actively oppose the bourgeoisie now, 
on various fronts.

Where children are concerned, this means that, 
in the first place, women and teachers must see the 
young as a political force that stems from their rebel-
lion against their specific experience of oppression. 
Let’s apply ourselves to the task of providing the 
means of systematizing this rebellion and assisting 
its transition from an individualistic to a collective 
revolt. Let’s apply ourselves to the task of helping to 
expose the roots of their subordination, so that they 
can progress from truancy to the struggle against the 
education system. Let’s unite with them against our 
common enemies: the state machinery, for exam-
ple, which takes them away from their parents not 
so much to free them from parental authority as to 
exercise its own authority directly. Let’s demand that 
the responsible care of children should be wrested 
from the control of establishment specialists and 
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the educational apparatus and put into the hands 
of parents and the children themselves. Let’s stop 
treating children as incompetent, unable to grasp 
the significance of our ideas, and let’s show them the 
reality of our society, so that they can understand 
the other forms of oppression that people suffer, and 
thus broaden and deepen their social awareness.

The history of all revolutionary movements 
demonstrates that children are capable of extraor-
dinary political awareness. They are capable of 
rebellion not only against what oppresses them, but 
against everything that oppresses the people. They 
are moved to boundless enthusiasm by just causes. 
Witness the daily examples of Indochina, the Mid-
dle East, Black America, and Ireland.

How could we doubt it? After all, in 1968 we 
in France saw thirteen-year olds organize collective 
teams to look after the younger children so that 
their parents could occupy a factory. We saw school-
children fighting alongside students and workers on 
the barricades in May 1968, and organizing action 
committees in which the average age was some-
times under thirteen. More recently we have seen 
first-formers43 in the secondary school at Hurst fight 
like tigers for their teacher to be reinstated—a fight 
which created a panic in the Departments of the 
Interior and Education. For once, as one of those 
first-formers said, they had a teacher who respected 
them, who told them about life and reality. Obvi-

43 12-year-olds.—Ed.
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ously this rebellion cannot happen spontaneously—
otherwise it would have happened before.

In the first place, children must be involved in 
extensive and repeated inquiries into the direction 
their studies should take. Women, as children’s first 
teachers, must resolutely apply themselves to that 
task—they have a very important role to play in this. 
We women must be convinced that we are not only 
repressed, but also repressing. As long as we deny our 
role, even if we don’t deliberately choose it, we shall 
never be able to understand kids’ aspirations or to 
help them. A woman who oppresses a child will 
never be able to free herself. If they are to be eman-
cipated themselves, women must help children to 
become emancipated—their fates are inextricably 
linked.

Clearly, as you can guess, I do not claim to set out 
a “program” here. Anyhow, what would be the aim 
behind it? Everything remains to be done: inquiries, 
experiments, struggles, debates, and studies. And 
they must be somewhat more specific than what I’ve 
done here. The ideas that I’ve expressed here may be 
mine alone, and may even be quite mistaken. And 
yet, in the last analysis, that doesn’t matter much. 
They will be criticized and that’s a good thing for 
a start. In discussing the topic of children in China 
and all the questions which have a bearing on it, 
I’ve tried to show that, far from losing sight of the 
concerns of women’s emancipation, this attempt to 
understand the problems of childrearing and educa-
tion has kept us at the center of our subject.
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Introduction

At the risk of agreeing with the journalistic scare-
mongers who excel in telling tales about “the Chi-
nese nightmare,” we must accept that the family 
may have been destroyed in China. If by family we 
understand a wife’s submission to her husband, a 
wife’s isolation in the home, the absolute authority 
of parents over children; if by family we designate 
that secluded “haven of peace,” which is the ideal 
of all men and without which life has no meaning, 
that little island over which the husband rules and 
for which he struggles, by means of wit and cun-
ning, alone against the problems of daily life—yes, 
that family has all but disappeared! In the preced-
ing chapters we have seen a China in which familial 
roles and structure, both actual and supposed, have 
not just been shaken, but have actually been erad-
icated or replaced by other forms of organization.

At the same time the whole truth might disillu-
sion others. And the whole truth is that a kind of 
family does exist in China—if by family we under-
stand a monogamous and stable couple whose chil-
dren live with them; children who, apparently, will 
have no sexual experiences outside the family they 
in turn will set up later. This family is a saddening 
sight to a section of the revolutionary movement. 
But the question isn’t quite so simple and deserves 
closer examination. If we can show that the family 
has been destroyed and yet still survives, then surely 
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what we refer to by the term “family” is more con-
fused than we might at first think?
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9. A Historical Survey

No one would think of purely and simply iden-
tifying feudal polygamy with what convention 
describes as the nuclear family of our society. But 
these two family types do have one striking feature 
in common: the woman’s inferiority in her relation-
ship with her husband. It’s as impossible to imag-
ine a feudal society based on small-scale agricultural 
production with a structure of cell-like families 
consisting of couples and their children, as it would 
be to find a capitalist society composed of broadly 
based families in which the father and his wives and 
his wives’ children and his wives’ nubile sisters and 
his parents and their parents would all live together. 
Because, as we know, the different forms of family 
are products of different societies and are suited to 
the ends of those societies (not always exactly, but 
we’ll come back to that later).

The Chinese family has one historical peculiarity, 
and it’s one of the most important for increasing our 
understanding of the different functions of different 
types of families. In the space of barely twenty-five 
years, China changed from a society of feudal fami-
lies to one with a type of family that isn’t known in 
any capitalist country. This rapid and recent devel-
opment is important, because it’s the only thing 
that can help us to understand a number of spe-
cial aspects of the Chinese women’s movement. As a 
result we can better discover which elements in the 
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contemporary Chinese family might be of universal 
applicability.

Blood Wedding

We heard many stories in China. One told us 
of the life of a peasant woman from the Xinjiang 
Mountains whose feet had been bound and muti-
lated to make them small. Another was told to us 
by a woman working on the Red Flag Canal, who, 
almost smiling and in measured tones, related how, 
at the age of eight, she used to be whipped daily by 
her stepfather. Another was told by a young Tibetan 
woman sitting in a deep armchair with a long and 
brightly colored dress hiding her legs, who couldn’t 
stop crying when she recalled the landowner whose 
serf she was, and the day he caught her trying to 
escape, tied her feet to his horse’s tail, and dragged 
her back at a gallop, her head and back bouncing 
on the stone road. All these stories merge into one 
tale of horrendous misery—the life of one woman 
indistinguishable from the lives of all the rest. The 
daughters of the poor were not by any means gifts 
from heaven to their families. The lucky parents 
were those who could arrange an early betrothal, 
since the girl would then be the responsibility of her 
future in-laws. In exchange for food and lodging—
and beatings—she would serve her fiancé’s parents 
from dawn to dusk—a most practical arrangement! 
Later on she would give her husband sons, and with 
a little luck she could inflict on her daughter-in-law 
the same treatment as she had received herself.
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What could be worse than the condition of 
women in a feudal family? Everything can be done 
to them—they can be bought, sold, beaten, raped, 
and sacrificed to the gods; have their feet bound and 
mutilated and their children stolen from them. The 
reality of these women’s lives is unimaginable.

Their whole life would echo with the rule of the 
three obediences: obedience to their father when 
young; obedience to their husband when married; 
obedience to their eldest son when widowed.

And yet things didn’t always go smoothly, and 
arranged marriages could often be organized only 
by the use of force:

“It wasn’t a question of being willing or not. 
Of course anyone would have protested. But 
they just tied her up with a rope, stuffed her 
into the bridal chair, carried her to the man’s 
house, forced her to put on the bridal head-
dress, performed the ceremony in the hall, 
and locked them into their room, and that 
was that. But Xiang Lin’s wife is quite a char-
acter. I heard she really put up a great strug-
gle, and everybody said it must be because she 
had worked in a scholar’s family that she was 
different from other people. Madam, I’ve seen 
a great deal. When widows remarry, some cry 
and shout, some threaten to commit suicide, 
some when they have been carried to the 
man’s house won’t go through the ceremony, 
and some even smash the wedding candle-
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sticks. But Xiang Lin’s wife was different from 
the rest. They said she shouted and cursed all 
the way, so that by the time they had carried 
her to He village she was completely hoarse. 
When they dragged her out to the chair, 
although two men and her younger brother-
in-law used all their strength, they couldn’t 
force her to go through the ceremony. The 
moment they were careless enough to loosen 
their grip—Gracious Buddha! She threw her-
self against a corner of the table and knocked 
a big hole in her head. The blood poured 
out and although they used two handfuls 
of incense ashes and bandaged her with two 
pieces of red cloth, they still couldn’t stop the 
bleeding. Finally it took all of them together 
to get her shut up with her husband in the 
bridal chamber, where she went on cursing. 
Oh it was really. . . .” She shook her head and 
said no more.44

It’s obvious that there were some husbands-to-be 
who never actually became husbands—even when 
they relied on force. Some fiancées would kill them-
selves rather than marry. And this wasn’t a rare 
occurrence. In 1919, during the mass rising of Chi-
nese revolutionary youth, the suicide of a young 
woman named Zhao stirred women’s anger against 
forced marriage.

44 Lu Xun, Chinese Literature, IX (1971).
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The Three Iron Cables

A suicide is determined entirely by the envi-
ronment. Was Miss Zhao’s original intention 
to die? No, it was not. On the contrary, it was 
to live. Yet her final decision to die was forced 
by her environment. Miss Zhao’s environ-
ment consisted in the following: one, Chinese 
society; two, the Zhao family of Nanyang 
street, Changsha; and three, the Wu family of 
Ganziyuan, Changsha, the family of the man 
she did not want to marry. These three factors 
formed three iron cables which one can imag-
ine as a sort of three-cornered cage. Once 
confined by these three iron cables, no matter 
how she tried, there was no way in which she 
could stay alive. The opposite of life is death, 
and so Miss Zhao died.  .  .  . If one of these 
factors had not been an iron cable, or if she 
had been set free from the cables, then Miss 
Zhao surely would not have died.
First, if Miss Zhao’s parents had not forced 
her and had allowed Miss Zhao the freedom 
of her own will, then Miss Zhao surely would 
not have died. Second, if Miss Zhao’s parents 
had not used force in this matter, and if they 
had allowed her to make known her views 
to her future in-laws, and to explain the rea-
sons for her refusal, and if, in the end, her 
future in-laws had complied with her wishes 
and respected her individual freedom, then 
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surely Miss Zhao would not have died. And 
third, even if neither her parents nor her 
future in-laws had granted her free will, had 
there been in society a powerful source of 
public opinion to support her, and had there 
been some new world where the fact of hav-
ing run away to seek refuge elsewhere was 
considered honorable and not dishonorable, 
then surely Miss Zhao would not have died. 
For today Miss Zhao had died because she 
was rigidly confined by the three iron cables 
(society, her parents and her future in-laws). 
Having sought in vain for life, in the end she 
sought death
Yesterday’s event was a major one, and its 
circumstances were the rotten marriage 
system, the benighted social system and 
thought which could not be independent 
and love which could not be free.  .  .  . The 
family of the parents and the family of the 
future in-laws both belong to society. They 
both constitute a proportion of society. We 
must realize that while both the family of 
the parents and the family of prospective 
in-laws have perpetrated a crime, the sources 
of the crime exist in society. While these two 
families could have committed the crime 
themselves, the larger part of their guilt was 
transmitted to them by society. Moreover, if 
society were good, and they themselves had 



229

Part Four — The Chinese Family

wanted to perpetrate this crime, they would 
not have been able to do so. . . .
If we launch a campaign for the reform of 
the marriage system, we must first destroy 
all superstitions regarding marriage, of which 
the most important is destruction of belief in 
“predestined marriage.” Once this belief has 
been abolished, all support for the policy of 
parental arrangement will be undermined and 
the notion of the “incompatibility between 
husband and wife” will immediately appear 
in society. Once a man and wife demonstrate 
incompatibility, the army of the family revo-
lution will arise en masse and a great wave of 
freedom of marriage and freedom of love will 
break over China.45

This is an excerpt from an article written by Mao 
Zedong in 1919. Mao draws a close parallel between 
the struggle against the “man-eating” society and the 
struggle against arranged marriages. The principle of 
forced marriage was even opposed by some men—
those who had been married at the age of seven or 
eight didn’t value the custom at all. Sometimes they 
too would attempt to escape their fate and flee from 
their villages. Most of these men went to swell the 
ranks of the People’s Liberation Army.

45 Cited in Roxane Witke, “Mao Tse-tung, Women and Sui-
cide,” in Women in China, ed. Marilyn B. Young, Michigan 
Papers in Chinese Studies (Ann Arbor: University of Michi-
gan Press, 1973), 16–17.
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The Great Upheaval

There could be no solution for women in feudal 
China. Their oppression wasn’t just maintained by 
ancient customs or by the weight of age-old tra-
ditions. The oppression of married women was 
wholly the product of an economic system. Oth-
erwise how are we to understand the survival of 
such a situation for a period of only a few years, let 
alone for centuries.

Throughout her long history China has known 
many peasant revolts, but peasants have never tri-
umphed and women have never been able to glimpse 
another way of living. It wasn’t until the proletariat 
appeared on the scene that a new road emerged with 
a light at the end of it for hundreds of millions of 
peasants and for women. That is why the Chinese 
Women’s Liberation Movement is so closely linked 
with the revolution. For the first time ever, women 
could envisage a new role for themselves on earth 
and the possibility of doing something other than 
serving their husbands, serving their mothers-in-law, 
serving the landowners, and serving the gods. For 
the first time ever they could envisage the possibility 
of leaving their place by the fireside, on the kang,46 
or at the well. “The freedom of love will spread all 
over China!” was a sentiment that had little to do 
46 “A kang is a raised platform of mud bricks that usually 
takes up one whole side of a room in a Chinese house. It is so 
constructed that the flue from the cooking fire runs under it 
and warms it. In the winter the women live and work on the 
kang during the day” (Hinton, Fanshen, 42–43).
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with reality for hundreds of millions of women. A 
popular Chinese song sums up their feelings:

There was a girl of seventeen
Four years hence at twenty-one
She wed a boy of ten
By eleven years the younger one!
Her husband clung to her skirts
As she fetched water from the well
(One side was low, the other high)
“Get off there if you’re afraid of falling,” she said!

“If my in-laws weren’t so kind
I would throw you in the water
If my in-laws wouldn’t mind
I would throw you in, my husband,” says this 
daughter.

A woman wanting to leave might well have heard 
her husband say, “What would you do without me? 
Who would feed you? Who would till the fields 
for you? You’re acting like a scatterbrained woman, 
dreaming up idle fantasies. You’ve got no alterna-
tive, though. You’re destined to serve me here, just as 
I’m destined to serve the landowners who are graced 
with blessings from heaven.”

Women’s liberation could never have been the 
concern of women alone. Too much was involved 
in their oppression and they depended on so many 
“props.” It could have happened only within the rev-
olution, in the same way as the revolution couldn’t 
have taken place without people doing away with 
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superstitions, respect for the clan, ancestor worship, 
and the matrimonial power structure, all of which 
upheld the landowners’ autocracy. That’s why the 
women’s movement spread so rapidly in the areas 
liberated by the Red Army of workers and peas-
ants. Women in all these areas took over the “great 
upheaval” and by the time the Eighth Route Army 
arrived, they were well on the way to persuading 
themselves that equality between men and women 
could be achieved. And so they organized teams to 
discover typical cases of families in which the women 
were treated particularly badly. They would go and 
see such a woman, talk to her, and try to persuade 
her that if women were united, she would be able to 
shake off her yoke. Then they would arrange meet-
ings for all the women in the village and summon 
the husband or the father-in-law to defend himself 
publicly against the accusations made by the woman 
or the daughter-in-law. If he refused to answer they 
would often give him a beating to show him that 
things would be different from now on and that he 
had better not abuse the woman once he was alone 
with her. The women’s committee would be present, 
ever-watchful and ready to intervene again if neces-
sary. Hinton writes.

Among those who were beaten was poor 
peasant Mancang’s wife. When she came 
home from a Women’s Association meeting, 
her husband beat her as a matter of course, 
shouting, “I’ll teach you to stay home. I’ll 
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mend your rascal ways.” But Mancang’s wife 
surprised her lord and master. Instead of stay-
ing home thereafter as a dutiful chattel, she 
went the very next day to the secretary of the 
Women’s Association, militiaman Dahong’s 
wife, and registered a complaint against her 
husband. After, in a discussion with the mem-
bers of the executive committee, the secretary 
called a meeting of the women of the whole 
village. At least a third, perhaps even half of 
them, showed up. In front of this unprece-
dented gathering of determined women a 
demand was made that Mancang explain his 
actions. Mancang, arrogant and unbowed, 
readily complied: He said that he beat his wife 
because she went to meetings and “the only 
reason women go to meetings is to gain a free 
hand for flirtation and seduction.”
This remark aroused a furious protest from 
the women assembled before him. Words 
soon led to deeds. They rushed at him from 
all sides, knocked him down, kicked him, 
tore his clothes, scratched his face, pulled his 
hair and pummeled him until he could no 
longer breathe.
“Beat her, will you? Beat her, and slander us 
all, will you? Well, rape your mother. Maybe 
this will teach you.”
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“Stop, I’ll never beat her again,” gasped the 
panic-stricken husband who was on the verge 
of fainting under their blows.
They stopped, let him up, and sent him home 
with a warning—let him so much as lay a fin-
ger on his wife again and he would receive 
more of the same “cure.”
From that day onward Mancang never dared 
beat his wife and from that day onwards his 
wife became known to the whole village by 
her maiden name, Cheng Ailian, instead of 
simply by the title of Mancang’s wife, as had 
been the custom since time began.47

This is how the “great upheaval” (as the women 
call it) was brought about, and even if husbands 
weren’t always quick to approve of their wives’ 
social involvement, they soon learned caution. It 
was generally true that the Women’s Association 
went through this first stage in order to ensure the 
minimum security necessary for those women who 
wanted to join in the struggle.

For Each Class Its Own Kind of Family

While forced marriage, and in particular the buy-
ing and selling of child brides, was common to the 
whole of Chinese society and pointed to the gener-
ally inferior position of women, there were notice-
able differences between noble and poor families.

47 Hinton, Fanshen, 185–186.
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Among the Han nation, who constitute 90 per-
cent of the Chinese people, polygamy had been 
illegal for a long time. But concubinage was quite 
legitimate. A man could marry and still have the 
right to as many concubines as he wished, and he 
could take them into his conjugal home. Concu-
bines had the same duties as a legal wife. In particu-
lar, they owed respect and obedience to the head of 
the household. But they didn’t have the same rights. 
They also had to obey the legal wife. While the legal 
wife belonged to the same social class as her hus-
band—and wasn’t chosen by him, but through a 
family agreement, without his or her consent—con-
cubines almost always came from the poorer classes, 
and were chosen by their “user” himself. In most 
cases they would be thrown out when they got too 
old or fell ill or when, for whatever reason, they were 
no longer “up to the job.” There was little they could 
then do—except to swell the ranks of the army of 
beggars and vagabonds or try to hire themselves 
out as servants in a rich family. Although any chil-
dren they might have had were legally entitled to 
the same rights as legitimate children, in reality they 
were often exploited by the master as simple farm-
hands. Daughters would suffer just about the same 
fate as their mothers, becoming concubines in their 
turn to other lords. They could occasionally hope 
to become legitimate wives, but generally of a poor 
husband. Their lives would be left in the hands of 
the master, to shape them as he pleased. Of course 
there were exceptions. Sometimes the child of a 
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concubine would become the master’s legal heir, if, 
for example, the wife had been unable to continue 
the line—in particular if she had failed to provide 
a male heir. But recognition of a concubine’s child 
was a positive disadvantage to her, since from that 
moment on the child was lost to her and became the 
child of the legal couple. 

The lord would select and purchase his concu-
bines from poor families. They had no say in the 
matter of course, and very often their daughters’ 
only chance of survival was to be sold to the lord. 
Sometimes the sale of a daughter would raise some 
money to support her brothers and sisters for a 
little longer. Sometimes a family up to its ears in 
debt to the lord would give their daughter away 
as a “deposit”—no transaction would take place, 
but in his ineffable goodness the lord and master 
would consent to defer the payment of debts until 
the next harvest.

Quite clearly this de facto polygamy was restricted 
to wealthy men, who had the power to get what 
they wanted when they wanted it. It was very dif-
ferent for poor men. Far from being polygamous, 
they were often forced to remain single because they 
couldn’t afford a wife. Among some of the national 
minorities the law clearly sanctioned different fam-
ily structures for different social classes. For example 
serf-owners in Tibet were legally polygamous—and 
this didn’t exclude concubinage. However, serfs were 
required to practice monogamy, which was a sign of 
poverty. Serf marriages were decided exclusively by 
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the landowner, who wished his serfs to have descen-
dants, since he would have proprietary rights over 
them, too. Polyandry was practiced in distant cor-
ners of Tibet and among even poorer sections of 
the serf class. In the Beijing Institute for National 
Minorities we were told that this kind of polyandry 
should not be understood as a straight female equiv-
alent to polygamy. The women didn’t choose several 
husbands, but rather several men were obliged to 
share one wife because they were too poor to aspire 
to one each.

These different family structures, whether writ-
ten into the law—as in Tibet—or contingent on 
material circumstances—as with the Han nation—
indicate where each family type is placed within 
the social structure. But to see how family types are 
organized as a whole according to the social struc-
ture in which they function is only a starting-point. 
We have yet to learn to recognize how a given fam-
ily type (or structure) functions within its social 
class in one society. For the mass of the poor peas-
antry, dependent on small-scale private production 
with no resources other than their land and labor 
power, a family was the only chance of survival. A 
wife to share the work load was an absolute impera-
tive for the peasant—he would farm the land while 
she went about small-scale domestic production. 
As long as China had a tiny industrial output, the 
peasant’s wife and daughters bore the responsibility 
for making clothes, preserving food, and providing 
all short-term family needs, while the sons provided 
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vital long-term security for the peasant’s old age. 
With no children the peasant would inevitably die 
of hunger and cold.

For the landowner, enriched by the fruits of the 
work of others, a family meant something altogether 
different. First and foremost it was the medium of 
inheritance—the thing that enabled property to be 
handed down from generation to generation, main-
taining wealth and power in the hands of the same 
restricted group of people and the same despotic 
class. Concubinage was part of the same scheme: 
the larger the number of his descendants the 
broader the landowner’s power base. Second, a large 
family—wife, concubines, children—and a retinue 
of servants (over whom he had the droit de seigneur, 
as he did over all the daughters of the local poor) 
was, simultaneously, the symbol and instrument of 
his control over the local people. Taking concu-
bines from among the lower peasantry also meant 
that “sacred” familial bonds were created between 
the landowner and the peasants. Of course these 
bonds put the landowner under no kind of obliga-
tion to the girl’s parents, but they did ensure that 
peasant superstitions and religious beliefs against 
harming kinfolk or their property were reinforced. 
Thus family types differed according to the differ-
ent needs and functions of the individual family in 
each social class.
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The Democratic Family

The Step-By-Step Destruction of the Ancient Economic 
and Political Functions of the Family

The Marriage Law of 1950, passed on the mor-
row of the liberation, is evidence of the changes in 
male-female relations that came in with the new 
democratic revolution. Bigamy and concubinage 
were forbidden. Marriage for boys or girls under 
eighteen was also prohibited. Mutual consent 
became the only basis for marriage. The grounds for 
divorce were no longer restricted and divorce itself 
could be obtained free of charge.

But this was only the law, sanctioning the end of 
feudal mores and indicating a new political direc-
tion. The ancient family functions still had to be 
eliminated in practice. Agrarian reform, in destroy-
ing the great estates, dealt a fatal blow to the old 
family structures. The redistribution of land among 
the peasant families, and also among all women liv-
ing on their own or wanting to leave their husbands, 
considerably undermined the power of the institu-
tion of marriage. An enormous wave of divorces 
swept China in the ensuing period and many 
arranged marriages were dissolved.

Conjugal love, which was never even alleged to 
be a basis for marriage, now became a sufficient justi-
fication for it. And the aspirations of Chinese youth, 
which Mao Zedong had supported thirty years ear-
lier (see the text on Miss Zhao’s suicide above), were 
fulfilled in part. In his analysis of the role of love 
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in marriages in different societies, Engels had this 
to say about societies where forced marriages were 
customary: 

Throughout the whole of antiquity, marriages 
were arranged by the parents, and the par-
ties concerned calmly accepted their choice. 
What little love there was between husband 
and wife in antiquity is not so much sub-
jective inclination as objective duty, not the 
cause of the marriage but its corollary.48 

which sums up rather well the Chinese situation 
before the revolution. With freedom of marriage, 
“there arises a new moral standard in the judgment 
of a sexual relationship. We do not only ask, ‘Was it 
within or outside marriage?’ but also, ‘Did it spring 
from love and reciprocated love or not?’”49

And that is also the significance of the Chinese 
laws which followed the liberation. Commenting in 
1950 on the Marriage Law, Deng Yingchao (Zhou 
Enlai’s wife) specifically argued that the struggle for 
fair implementation of the law must rest on the fol-
lowing points:

First, the cadres should study the Marriage 
Law and remold their ideology in order to 
eliminate the remnant feudal ideology that 
man is superior to woman and that women 
are playthings.  .  .  . Second, organizations at 

48 Engels, Origin of the Family, Private Property and State, 62.
49 Engels, Origin of the Family, Private Property and State, 63
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all levels of the Party, of the Government, 
and of the people should earnestly conduct 
widespread and penetrating educational and 
propaganda campaigns among the people, so 
as to transform the opposition to the feudal 
marriage system into a broad movement of the 
masses. The Central Committee of the Party 
has made the statement that the whole Party 
should “make the publicity and organizational 
work guaranteeing the correct carrying out of 
the Marriage Law one of its important and 
regular tasks at the present time. . . .” Third, 
the social freedom between men and women and 
the freedom to fall in love between unmarried 
men and women should be promoted. There’s 
no denying that an unhealthy point of view 
in this respect still exists in the minds of some 
of our cadres. More often than not gossip-
ing runs riot when a man comrade becomes 
friendly with a woman comrade. We should 
oppose such an attitude. We must provide the 
proper social environment for the carrying out 
of the Marriage Law. It must be pointed out 
here that love and marriage are the private 
affairs of individuals and should not be inter-
fered with by others, and, if viewed more pos-
itively, they are part of the make up of social 
life. The smooth course of love and marriage 
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of an individual is essential to a satisfactory 
social life.50

It’s clear that Deng’s first step served only to 
destroy feudal attitudes and further steps were 
necessary51 before the situation so familiar to us—
that of the family as unit of production—could be 
ended. In that situation, the transformation that 
must take place is no longer predominantly con-
cerned with smashing feudalism (feudal structures 
have long since disappeared in the West), but with 
destroying bourgeois forms of the family. Of course 
China retains some individual characteristics. In the 
first place, the struggle against the bourgeois family 
structure is taking place under the aegis of a pro-
letarian leadership. In the second place, the recent 
feudal past influenced the type of family structure 
set up during the progress of the New Democratic 
Revolution. Given all that, we enter an area clearly 
more familiar to us, the struggle against the bour-
geois forms of the family.

50 Deng Yingchao, The Marriage Law of the People’s Republic 
of China (Beijing: Foreign Language Press 1950), 38–40.
51 So as to remove any possible confusion, Deng Yingchao 
stresses this point in the same article: “The only way to elim-
inate the various chaotic phenomena in marriage in the tran-
sitional period is to carry out the Marriage Law in its entirety, 
to completely abolish the feudal marriage system and to estab-
lish the New Democratic marriage system. It is also necessary 
to educate the people on a long-term basis and to promote 
new social morals.” (34).
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Just as agrarian reform had dealt a fatal blow 
to the family structures of feudalism, so collectiv-
ization was to be a powerful factor in the disinte-
gration of bourgeois structures of the family under 
the new democracy. The bourgeoisie understood 
this very well, and in suggesting a return to fami-
ly-based production it tried to aim a precise blow 
against collectivization. To talk about “a revolution 
in social relations” or about “the necessary equality 
between the sexes” or about “love as the foundation 
of free marriage” is easy, but as long as production is 
based on private property, it is no more than empty 
phrasemongering. The fact of inheritance of land or 
capital is, of itself and without any corresponding 
legal status, enough to make an economic necessity 
out of the family and a simple contract of work out 
of marriage. Women understood this particularly 
well, as we saw in the discussion of the struggle 
against Liu Shaoqi’s policy of the sanzi yibao.

For all that, the family as an economic edifice 
was only shaken, not leveled to the ground. The 
family remained for some time the chief repository 
of too many of its former functions, like childcare, 
housework, and the care of the retired. Before mar-
riage could be freed from its traditional material 
constraints, further steps had to be taken. The col-
lectivization of housework on a grand scale had to 
be got under way, while certain duties that were pre-
viously familial (such as health or responsibility for 
retired workers) were being socialized.
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10. Leisure Time, Work Time

We were often told during our visit that Chinese 
men and women are today economically, politically, 
and legally equal. This was obviously meant to sug-
gest that women are not discriminated against in any 
way and that the contrary, as we shall see later, may 
even be true. Now complete equality between men 
and women should lead to an equal distribution of 
both sexes in all sectors of society. Yet there are still 
many areas with a majority of men, and some areas 
almost exclusively reserved for women. If you look, 
for example, at the structure of the leadership you 
will find that the ratio of women to men in posi-
tions of power is markedly low, and that the higher 
you look in the power structure, the lower it will 
be (see appendix). This is a real sign that equality 
doesn’t exist in practice, and indeed it couldn’t yet 
be otherwise.

Recognizing that sexual inequality still per-
sists, even though the subject may be passed over 
in silence, is nevertheless an important first step. 
Sometimes the inequality of women was presented 
to us as a simple “retardation” due to the remnants of 
inherited ideas: “We must struggle against the reac-
tionary ideas about women’s inferiority that are left 
over from the past.” But to say only that much is to 
keep silent about the contemporary material foun-
dations on which relative inferiority still rests. The 
least difficult thing is to be absolutely convinced of 
the falsity of the ideas that have supported the infe-
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rior status of women. But to achieve real equality 
it is essential to destroy the material obstacles in its 
path. Unless these obstacles are exposed—and this 
is a prerequisite for their destruction—such equality 
will never be attained. To point to the material base 
underlying the inferiority of Chinese women is an 
indispensable political task—not only for Chinese 
women and for the Chinese revolution, but for all 
women and for the world revolution.

We have already seen how housework is still 
undergoing a continuing process of socialization. 
With this socialization as yet incomplete, the fam-
ily unit has to bear some of the responsibility for 
providing for its members. This domestic work is, 
of course, part of the material base which repro-
duces the family as an economic unit—even if the 
family’s responsibility in this area is constantly 
diminishing. And privatized domestic work is a 
material and not an ideological obstacle to the full 
emancipation of women.

Replacing capitalist ownership of the means of 
production by collective ownership under socialism 
is not a simple legislative measure. The proletariat 
cannot, on seizing power, simply decree the end 
of the capitalist base. This notion of socialism by 
decree, which is still widely held, is simply a varia-
tion on the revisionist theme, in which all the mate-
rial foundations of capitalism appear as worthy of 
preservation, with the sole exception of the legal 
structure of ownership. In this account of socialism, 
nationalized enterprises and joint-stock companies 
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which aren’t the private property of a single flesh-
and-blood boss appear as models of the new order. 
What a great communist Napoleon must have been, 
to decree the nationalization of the tobacco trade!52 
As we shall see, these judicial illusions have implica-
tions for the women’s movement.

Wherever “capitalism as such” has been 
destroyed, the oppression of women is 
attributed to purely ideological causes, imply-
ing a non-Marxist and idealist definition of 
ideology as a factor that can subsist in the 
absence of the material oppression which it 
helps rationalize.53

But what does the destruction of “capitalism 
as such,” mean if it doesn’t mean that the socialist 
phase has been completed and communism has been 
achieved? Socialism doesn’t entail the disappearance 
of capitalism and the removal of every material con-
dition on which relationships of oppression and 
inequality depend. To believe that it does is neither 
more nor less than to imagine that “old ideas” sur-
viving without a material base bear the sole respon-
sibility for all oppression and inequality still existing 
under socialism. It comes back to the claim that 
communism and socialism have the same material 

52 See F. Engels, Anti-Duhring (Paris: Foreign Languages 
Press, 2021), 306, for this example and a discussion of 
this point.
53 Christine Dupont, “Libération des femmes, année zéro,” in 
Partisans, LIV-V (1970).
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base and differ only in that communist ideology is 
appropriate to that base, while socialism is saddled 
with the ideology of the past.

Throughout the socialist phase, capitalism and 
communism, each represented by its social class, 
are locked in a ruthless struggle. Wherever capi-
talism is defeated, embryonic communist relations 
are created, but as long as capitalism is dominant 
in whole sectors of society, communism will not be 
established.

Suppose there was a revolution in France today. 
This very evening, the proletariat decrees the abo-
lition of capitalist ownership of the means of pro-
duction. Will it then have destroyed “capitalism as 
such”? Certainly not. The division between manual 
and intellectual work will still remain, the wage 
system won’t have been abolished. It takes more to 
build communism than a single stroke of the pen, 
just as it takes more than a single round of machine-
gun fire to destroy capitalism. The proletariat cannot 
escape the legacy of the capitalist division between 
manual and intellectual work—a division that is 
essential to capitalism and has been taken by it to 
incredible extremes. And as long as one capitalist 
relation exists, capitalism itself still exists.

The destruction of the division between manual 
and intellectual work necessitates a profound revo-
lution in education and a continuous upheaval in 
the social relations of production. Inside the fac-
tories, manual workers will no longer work with 
their hands alone and intellectuals will no longer be 
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pure minds. Under the political leadership of man-
ual workers both will strive to create the new man 
who is both manual worker and intellectual. That 
is the task that China has specifically undertaken, 
by every means possible, not least by means of the 
Cultural Revolution. Good intentions alone will 
never achieve the goal. Only a continued struggle 
will destroy “capitalism as such.”

The same applies to the oppression of women. 
Where it persists under socialism, even if it has been 
weakened, this isn’t because socialism “as such” pro-
vides a material base for this oppression, or because 
the oppression of women is beyond social oppres-
sion, but solely because “capitalism as such” hasn’t 
been completely eradicated.

The Wage System and the Oppression of Women

The fact that wage earning still exists in China, 
although it is very different from the wage system in 
the capitalist countries, means that labor power is 
still a commodity that can be bought and sold—a 
situation that is alien to communism. The family 
will no longer be an economic unit in any way, and 
thus will no longer be a base of women’s oppression, 
on the day, and only on that day, when the quantity 
or quality of labor expended by an individual will 
no longer have any bearing on his remuneration: 
“To each according to his needs!”

There will no longer be any connection between 
work done and the satisfaction of needs; no stan-
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dard by which to measure the one against the 
other. Work will cease to be a means of earning 
your daily bread and will become, in and of itself, 
the foremost of life’s necessities, the richest and fre-
est activity ever known to man. This state of affairs 
won’t happen tomorrow, and as long as it is still 
to come, labor power will remain a commodity in 
private hands—the one resource every individual 
owns. This commodity is therefore fashioned to 
suit the prevailing mode of production in soci-
ety. It is not reproduced according to the wishes 
of the worker, but according to the requirements 
of production. As long as labor power remains a 
commodity, the family necessarily remains a small 
factory for producing this commodity.

While the recent debates about wages in China 
may have tackled many issues other than the ques-
tion of equal pay for women (see p. 56–61), women 
themselves are still central to the arguments. After 
all, what is really in question is the continuation of 
the wage system.

The Cultural Revolution saw an important devel-
opment in the march towards communism. The 
people joined in massive criticism of all the material 
incentives, production bonuses, and wage differen-
tials that seemed designed to divide them. But from 
then on a new divisive notion was established. Dif-
ferentiation on the grounds of quality became the 
main element in the wage system. And qualitative 
judgements were made not just on the technical 
level, but on a political level, too; how committed 
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a worker’s attitude was and how collective his work 
was were the new criteria for remuneration. That’s 
all very well, but is rewarding a progressive political 
attitude with higher pay any improvement on the old 
capitalist system of material incentives? Shouldn’t 
we question the monetary valuation of revolution-
ary political attitudes that specifically attack the cap-
italist idea of work? “Working for money to earn a 
living” will be replaced in the revolutionary canon 
by “Working for the people, without gain, and 
without financial return.” The principle of reward-
ing political attitudes must surely transform the evo-
lution of vanguard ideas among the mass into the 
evolution of the vanguard into an élite. The princi-
ple of rewarding political attitudes must surely run 
the risk of producing political careerists who will 
always toe the party line and benefit from doing so. 
It must surely also run the risk of gradually replacing 
collectivist consciousness by individualistic display, 
since a political attitude has to be noticed if it is to 
be appreciated and rewarded. All this involves the 
obvious danger of an inflation of external signs of 
revolutionary spirit. And this is quite the reverse of 
what is wanted.

While the above shows that destroying the old 
system of rewards does present problems, similar 
problems arise with the progressive introduction of 
a new system for providing for people’s needs. To 
deny that there are unequal situations, and hence 
unequal needs (in health, housing, or the size of a 
family, for example), and to consider only the labor 
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a worker expends, also maintains a form of capitalist 
wage earning. These inequalities must be taken into 
account and attempts must be made to eliminate 
them step by step. The problem seems to have been 
solved in some places by giving an income supple-
ment to those in greater need. But does that consti-
tute any kind of step towards the progressive elim-
ination of wage earning? No, it clearly reinforces 
the wage system. It is not a question of choosing 
between “denying the existence of different needs 
resulting from inequalities” on the one hand and 
“providing income supplements” on the other. The 
real choice is between “denying different needs as 
a fact of capitalism” and “creating collective forms 
that reduce these inequalities, not by increasing sal-
aries, but by ensuring that society takes over direct 
responsibility for fulfilling needs.”

Whenever a worker’s wife with children falls ill, 
taking the family’s needs into account doesn’t mean 
increasing the worker’s wages. Rather it means a 
daycare to look after the smallest child night and 
day for as long as necessary; a service team bringing 
cooked meals to the house; the district health team 
taking care of the sick woman; free medical treat-
ment; and, if necessary, the provision by the neigh-
borhood committee of financial aid for the family 
from the local solidarity fund. It means keeping the 
husband’s morale up and making the sick woman 
feel that she’s not forgotten. It means surrounding 
the children with affection. It means the spirit of 
comradely help and warmth from the neighbors, 
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from the old people’s committee, the women’s com-
mittee, the school, the daycare, the factory, and the 
hospital. And there isn’t a going rate for that!

Western society is organized in such a way that 
each individual can rely on no one but himself 
and his family to survive, no matter what diffi-
culties arise. In the West, the morality of the mar-
ketplace and the principle of bourgeois equality 
amount to this: 

You work for so many hours and you get 
paid accordingly. It makes no difference 
whether you have five children or none at 
all, whether you are in good health or on 
your deathbed, whether you have a home or 
live in a shantytown.

In China the socialist principle of “he who 
doesn’t work doesn’t eat” is applied only to point 
out in clear terms that no one has the right to live off 
another’s labor. But nothing material or ideological 
is denied the sick worker or the worker with special 
problems.

Finally, and most importantly, since work is no 
longer purely the expenditure of labor power, labor 
power itself is no longer merely the sum total of 
greater or lesser physical or psychological capacities. 
The production of new labor power thus tends to be 
less and less a matter of its daily reproduction, of the 
simple business of eating and sleeping to be on form 
tomorrow. It tends more and more to take shape in 
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the workers’ increasing knowledge of diverse tech-
niques, of new technologies, and of society itself.

The worker is not pushed to fulfill quotas; he 
or she is expected to participate in working out 
new projects and techniques; to take factory study 
courses or go to university; to become a barefoot 
doctor; to run educational establishments; to learn 
about military matters; to participate in the indus-
trialization of rural areas; to be an artist, a poet, a 
philosopher; and, above all, actively and consciously 
to further the revolution. What do the “capacities” 
of this worker and those of the proletarian figure of 
capitalism, mutilated and enslaved in the service of 
machines, have in common?

A comparison between the situation of workers 
in the West and that of their Chinese counterparts, 
whose work is so much broader in scope, highlights 
another function of the family under capitalism: to 
crystallize the worker’s free time and force him or her 
to “put up with” the time he or she spends in work. 
The unnatural separation between leisure time and 
work time is typical of an exploitative society which 
sees the sole significance of work as enabling you to 
earn enough to survive.

The proletarian, dispossessed of everything, can 
only carry out an endless ritual of fragmented and 
senseless operations, bored to death and expending 
great physical effort, for as long as it takes to make 
a living. We work to earn a living, but what kind of 
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life are we working for?54 Take away the time spent 
earning and we are left with free time—the time in 
which all our hopes, all our aspirations are placed. 
The days of rest seem like the only possible moments 
of real existence; home the only possible place where 
we can live the good life; and holidays the only pos-
sible goal of the whole year. At least, these are the 
daydreams of our working life. In these conditions it 
is no surprise to find that “private life” is so import-
ant to us. A car, a TV, a little “home of our own,” 
all spick and span, foster the illusion of a flight away 
from this hated society. And to escape means to have 

54 See K. Marx, Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844 
(New York: International Publishers, 1964), 72–73:

In his work therefore, he [the worker] does not affirm 
himself but denies himself, does not feel content but 
unhappy, does not develop freely his physical and mental 
energy but mortifies his body and ruins his mind. The 
worker therefore only feels himself outside his work, and 
in his work feels outside himself. He is at home when 
he is not working, and when he is working he is not at 
home. His labor is therefore not voluntary, but coerced; 
it is forced labor. It is therefore not the satisfaction of 
a need; it is merely a means to satisfy needs external to 
it. Its alien character emerges clearly in the fact that as 
soon as no physical or other compulsion exists, labor is 
shunned like the plague. . . . As a result, therefore, man 
[the worker] only feels himself freely active in his animal 
functions—eating, drinking, procreating, or at most in 
his dwelling and in dressing-up, etc.; and in his human 
functions he no longer feels himself to be anything but 
an animal. What is animal becomes human and what is 
human becomes animal.
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leisure. And leisure is filled with the family. Without 
a family and without the need to support it, nothing 
in the world could force a worker to labor in the 
conditions he now works in. The capitalist employer 
would have to resort to the violence of the slaveo-
wner if it weren’t for the family.

Craftsmen and poor peasants were also compelled 
to work in order to survive—that isn’t an invention 
of capitalism. Yet the craftsman had control over the 
manner of his production. He was simultaneously 
an intellectual conceiving a project and a worker 
making it with his own hands. His labor therefore 
had a significance which enriched a working life 
whose physical boundaries were the four walls of his 
workshop. And even that was immeasurably more 
fulfilling labor than his children would experience, 
when vast industries came to ruin the craftsman, to 
deprive him of his tools and to replace his hard-won 
skills by assembly line techniques of slavery, tighten-
ing up bolts or patching up the paintwork on a car 
body.55 Of course the solution isn’t to return to the 
hallowed days of the artisan. Indeed capitalism was 
a progressive force when it shattered the partitions 
dividing one crafts from another and transcended 
the limited horizon of the journeyman—they were 
specialists in their own fields but totally ignorant in 
all other fields. The creation of a proletariat with the 
capacity to think in universal terms and to sketch 
out an egalitarian society of integral human beings 
55 On this topic see J. M. Konczyk, Gaston, l’aventure d’un 
ouvrier.
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also represented progress. But this same proletariat 
will remain incapacitated as long as the means by 
which this vision will be realized are hidden, and 
as long as the vision itself is obscured. Momentar-
ily deprived of revolutionary goals, life has no other 
meaning than the search for the illusory ideal of 
leisure. The oppressed place all their hope in the 
family. Their disappointment and bitterness are all 
the greater because they have invested their greatest 
dreams in the family.

When the gap between alienating work and 
escapist leisure begins to be bridged, inevitable 
changes in the family will follow. From being a 
pseudo-refuge, it becomes one fundamental collec-
tive among others, open to society, and in a symbi-
otic relationship with it.

This is what the Chinese experience reveals. 
Nothing can be understood about the new Chinese 
family if it is seen outside the social transformation in 
which it is situated; if the place that each of its mem-
bers is beginning to take in society is overlooked. 
Instead of thinking about Chinese men, women, or 
children in the abstract, you must imagine a woman 
like Ma Yuyin from the Zhaoyan factory—a woman 
who is fully aware, who is participating in the collec-
tive creation of a new life and helping to change the 
world so that she can transform herself. A woman 
like this, who leaves for her factory every morning 
to “make the revolution,” has little left in common 
with the housewives of our world, who, as Lenin 
said, “continue to be ‘household slaves,’ for they are 
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overburdened with the drudgery of the most squalid, 
backbreaking, and stultifying toil in the kitchen and 
the family household.”56 You must imagine a real 
child, little Li in the Nanjing school, for example. 
A child aware of social reality and of what is at stake 
in the struggles to change the school; a child inte-
grated into the world which is therefore no longer 
the world of adults alone; a child who organizes 
with his friends the most varied activities imagin-
able—scientific experiments, medicine, debates on 
international politics, military training, the forma-
tion of children’s platoons, and street sweeping. 
A child like that no longer has much in common 
with our children, those submissive and oppressed 
minors whom psychoanalysis has placed at the apex 
of the family triangle. You must imagine a real man, 
one of the millions of peasants, like a man who lives 
in Shawan, for example. This man is a farmworker 
and son of a farmhand. He organized the first 
mutual aid team in Shawan and is now chairman 
of the revolutionary committee; he is still working 
in the fields with the others, still struggling against 
nature and class enemies to create a new world. This 
man to whom mending socks comes naturally, who 
sees looking after the children when his wife goes to 
study Marxism as a duty he owes her, is no longer 
an oppressed worker, or the male oppressor of our 
world. Such new women, children, and men are no 
56 V. I. Lenin, “International Women’s day, March 8, 1921,” 
in Collected Works (London: Lawrence & Wishart, 1961), 
XXXII.
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longer rare exceptions. They are prototype commu-
nists for all the people, representatives of the direc-
tion of the revolution. We must bear them in mind 
when we talk about the Chinese family—their new 
kind of labor and the new significance they’ve given 
it cuts across the family, modifying and liberating it.
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11. The Idea of “Nationalization” and 
its Fatal Consequences for the Family

Old People in Society

No picture of the new Chinese family would be 
complete without some account of the place old 
people have in it. The Marriage Law stipulates that 
adults in good health must support their retired par-
ents.57 It must be understood, in this context, that 
retired workers receive a pension equivalent to about 
80 percent of their earnings. On the other hand, at 
the time of writing, peasants get no pension, and 
retirement age depends exclusively on their state of 
health. Generally they work less as they get older, 
tending to concentrate on less tiring jobs such as 
pig breeding or rabbit breeding and so on. As they 
work shorter hours, they also earn less than adults 
in their prime. Clearly, the clause in the Marriage 
Law has an economic significance and guarantees 
that the family maintains one obvious economic 
function. If elderly peasants cannot support them-
selves, either totally or in part, the next generation 
of the family shoulders the whole responsibility for 
supporting them. This is true throughout the rural 
areas and is one of the aspects of the dichotomy that 
still exists between town and country. The Party’s 
policy of lessening the differences has improved the 

57 “The children have the duty to support and to assist their 
parents,” Deng, The Marriage Law of the People’s Republic of 
China, ch. 14, article 13.
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lot of peasant families to a considerable extent. No 
doubt it’s the development of the health service in 
rural areas that has resulted in the provision of all 
kinds of treatment for the old free of charge, for a 
nominal annual subscription of 2 yuan. Moreover, 
the setting up of numerous small clinics through-
out China has prevented the old and the sick being 
isolated from their families in vast central hospitals. 
This is very different from the lamentable picture in 
our society—with old people virtually cut off from 
all emotional relationships, abandoned both by their 
relatives and by society, in the gloomy surroundings 
of a geriatric ward.

Collective restaurants and clothing workshops 
shoulder a good deal of the burden of the work that 
usually falls on the family caring for its old people. 
The constant improvement of the various collective 
services and the growth of productive forces should 
allow the society of the future to take full responsi-
bility for meeting all the material needs of the older 
generation.

It would be a mistake to think that the young 
people look after the old just to fulfill a need arising 
from the present state of economic development. 
Even when old people to receive a pension enabling 
them to be self-sufficient, they still live with their 
children and grandchildren. This constant mixing of 
all ages in China, from infants to the elderly, has an 
obvious political significance.

Unlike his or her counterpart in the West, the 
elderly Chinese worker is not considered useless or 
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a burden. The fusion of qualities from the old and 
young—political experience, born of years of prac-
tice in the class struggle, combined with enthusiasm 
and daring—results in an explosive mixture of great 
potency for the revolution.

Since the Cultural Revolution the social involve-
ment of old people has further increased and wid-
ened in scope. The Old People’s Committee of the 
city of Shanghai invited us to discuss this point with 
them. While on our way to their meeting house in 
the middle of a block of flats, Noelle reminded us 
of the atmosphere of an old people’s home like the 
one she had worked in. The home is like a hospital, 
the hospital is like a barracks; the barracks is like a 
prison. She spoke of the unbearable isolation of the 
spirit; the endless days spent in waiting, with noth-
ing to wait for—except the letter that doesn’t come, 
the meal that merely helps to pass the time, the Sun-
day visiting hour that brings no one, the hope that is 
never fulfilled, the ease of death.

The leader of the committee, elected by her com-
rades, was a short, wrinkled, white-haired woman. 
She wore a carefully ironed cotton jacket and trou-
sers. Her name was Ho Yaozhen and she told us:

Old age used to be at the same time a privilege 
and a great misfortune. A privilege, because 
the wretchedness of the people was such 
that life expectancy was very short and most 
of the poor died before reaching old age. A 
great misfortune because those who did sur-



262

Half the Sky

vive were thrown out into the street as soon as 
they stopped being of use to the landowners 
and the capitalists. . . . Most people were often 
much too poor to be able to offer a home to 
their parents. Old people were either forced 
to sell their feeble strength, doing exhausting 
work for a derisory wage until they died or 
else they were reduced to begging from day to 
day, an existence beneath that of the animals. 
The victory of the revolution brought change, 
not least for us old people. Our society sur-
rounds us with goodwill; our health, welfare, 
and happiness are paid unfailing attention. 
Our days are filled with sunshine under the 
dictatorship of the proletariat.

The Cultural Revolution shook the attitudes of 
old people considerably. They quickly understood 
that only the continuation of the revolution could 
prevent the old society being resurrected. They 
joined in, writing and posting the city wall news-
papers in which bourgeois pronouncements about 
the uselessness of the old were attacked. They took 
part in revolutionary meetings to work out revo-
lutionary critiques; they conducted surveys in and 
around the city, so that they could become more 
aware of the people’s needs in order to run their 
activities for the success of the revolution. They 
organized teams of old people to do housework for 
the less able among them.
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“Just because we now have enough money from 
our pensions to live without working is no reason 
to withdraw from the building of socialism,” a 
retired worker told us, to explain their own view 
of their activities. Many of those who are strong 
enough work a few hours a day in the service work-
shops, in the daycares, or in the schools. They often 
spend their free time taking children round facto-
ries or hospitals, helping them with their investi-
gations and, generally, helping them to acquire a 
class perspective. They arrange public exhibitions 
and meetings on the class struggle, to which they 
bring material or reminiscences about the old soci-
ety. (We have already mentioned the active part 
played by old people in the schools, noting in par-
ticular their lessons on recent history as they expe-
rienced it.) Such activities in every sphere have the 
immediate result of integrating old people into the 
political life of the whole society. Comparatively 
recently the study of Marxism-Leninism has begun 
to play a substantial part in these activities. The 
committee told us that if old people didn’t study 
revolutionary theory they wouldn’t be able to learn 
the lessons of their long experience and transmit 
that invaluable understanding to the younger gen-
erations. Without doubt the extent of the politici-
zation of the old can be gauged by the interest they 
take in the international situation.

It is a commonplace in the West to say that the 
horizons of the elderly are limited and that their 
lives consist of trivia. But this can be said only 
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because society thrusts them aside and leaves them 
poverty stricken like vegetables. Their fate has noth-
ing natural about it; it is caused by the way society 
is organized.

One of the elderly Chinese said to us

How could we be preoccupied with trivial 
and ephemeral problems when three-quarters 
of mankind is still being exploited? When we 
take over some of the jobs in the neighbor-
hood, we free forces for increasing produc-
tion, not only for the Chinese people but also 
to help other nations in their struggle against 
imperialism. That’s why we say that working 
in service workshops is a clear expression of 
the internationalism of old people.

This conquering state of mind is also reflected 
in the importance attached to physical fitness. We 
often saw old people doing gymnastics and we were 
told that most of them regularly take part in a vari-
ety of sports and that there are frequent sports meet-
ings between teams of old people.

After our discussion with the committee we lis-
tened to their choir. It was extremely moving to 
hear the “Internationale” sung with such spirit and 
warmth, and by voices occasionally revealing the 
fragile and tremulous tones of old age. The role of 
old people and the esteem in which they are held 
have nothing in common with the lip service we pay 
the old as a means of politely dismissing them and 
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all their aspirations and activities without openly 
displaying contempt.

I had read an article in a Chinese periodical 
called “An Eighty-Seven-Year-Old Tibetan Woman 
Is Learning to Read” with some curiosity. I confess 
to a feeling of skepticism about the interest that this 
effort could arouse. Knowing that it takes several 
years to learn enough Chinese characters to be able 
to read the newspapers, I thought: “She’s sure to die 
before she achieves her goal.” The article told the 
story of this woman’s life. She was a former slave who 
had known only servitude, beatings, and humilia-
tion. She had worked all her life, literally chained to 
the kitchen, so oppressed by her owners that she had 
never even known an hour of relaxation sitting on 
the doorstep at midday, with the sun hovering high 
in the sky, sipping a cup of hot jasmine tea. When 
asked, the old woman had said, “Women today can 
learn and understand things. I want to be able to 
read.” How difficult we find it to shake off our mar-
ketplace mentality, to stop calculating the return on 
everything we do! We are indeed heavily oppressed.

At this moment I can easily picture the white 
room where this old peasant woman tries to remem-
ber some large characters drawn on a slate by a little 
girl. No one shows any surprise. This is not wasting 
time. Who is being educated? The former slave or 
the little girl?

This story is a perfect illustration of the point that 
what is at stake is not personal achievement through 
study, but the possibility that the underprivileged, 
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oppressed and scorned masses may become the mas-
ters of the world. What difference does it make, in 
the last analysis, whether we talk of a woman on 
the eve of her death or of a child early in her life? In 
a society in which value is no longer calculated in 
terms of profit or as a return on investment, but is 
measured according to the sole criterion that what is 
right is what corresponds to the needs of the people, 
the sine qua non of our liberation, as individuals, as 
women, is the social principle.

If society was strictly divided into age groups, so 
that the old kept with the old and the young with 
the young, old people could never play the import-
ant part they do. This is one of the reasons why 
grassroots collectives such as the family, where all 
the generations are united in communal practice, 
are so significant. And as long as old people are an 
integral part of all social activities and participate to 
the limit of their capacity, the family will be consid-
erably enriched by their presence.

There are really only two possibilities for old peo-
ple: either they are thought to have a vital role to 
play, and all material, ideological, and political steps 
are taken to integrate them into all social activities; 
or they are thought to have outlived their social use-
fulness, and, depending on the wealth of the society 
and the extent of its “barbarism,” are either “nation-
alized” in homes or abandoned to their own fate. 
The idea that society should take over from individ-
ual families in caring for those who can’t look after 
themselves is often confused with the idea that the 
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care of the old or the sick or the young is the state’s 
responsibility. Old people’s homes are put forward 
as indisputable evidence of social progress—espe-
cially by those who militate for the destruction of 
the family and venerate state control as the panacea 
for all ills. It’s nothing of the sort! When a society is 
no longer driven by profit, when it no longer mea-
sures productivity as a function of profitability, its 
relation to its formerly “unproductive” members is 
radically altered. It doesn’t give charity because its 
need for them is as great as their need for it. Putting 
their care totally into the hands of bureaucracy is to 
deny the irreplaceable usefulness of every member 
of society.

Those who believe in the idea of putting the old 
away and try to pass it off as a progressive theory 
lean heavily on the dichotomy between leisure time 
and work time that we mentioned earlier. “They 
really do have the right to enjoy a rest after a life-
time of work.” “They’re entitled to have a bit of lei-
sure now that they can no longer earn their living.” 
Retirement is then seen as the privileged period in 
a person’s life—a period consisting of nothing but 
leisure. The reality, as Chinese society demonstrates, 
is otherwise. When social activities are experienced 
as free and enriching, you’re not doing someone a 
favor by excluding him or her from them.

Of course this criticism of state care of the elderly 
is not meant to suggest that it would be fair to force 
each family to cope as best they can with their old 
people. It is right and proper that those who can no 
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longer work should receive a pension ensuring their 
economic independence, and China is if disputably 
moving towards a situation of material autonomy 
for all her people. And I don’t mean to suggest either 
that old people’s homes should go. China, too, has a 
few homes for old people with no close relatives. But 
these homes aren’t the only alternative open to such 
people. We were told that they would sometimes go 
and live with distant relatives, or even with families 
of friends who have no grandparents. Such arrange-
ments would be subject to mutual consent—a kind 
of reverse, or rather reciprocal, adoption. Old peo-
ple’s homes are built inside housing estates and are 
open to everybody. Like anyone else, those who live 
there participate alone or with other old people in 
the estate’s social life. But these homes are not put 
forward as prototypes of a new social institution.

On Adoption

There are no orphanages in China—a fact which 
stresses the political significance the Chinese give to 
the question of institutional care. They believe that 
a revolutionary society must solve and surmount 
individual misfortune by means of class solidarity 
and the power of revolutionary commitment, not 
by administrative machinery.

“But what happens to children who have no 
parents?” we inquired, and we were told that this 
doesn’t raise any particular problems. Such children 
are always adopted by grandparents, uncles, friends, 
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or even neighbors. It’s all very simple. If the children 
are still babies they will usually be adopted by rela-
tives, even if they live far away. If they are already at 
school and have friends and emotional ties in the 
area, neighbors will usually adopt them. The wishes 
of the children are always taken into account in 
making this decision. The State pays a maintenance 
allowance for each orphan, and thus doesn’t offload 
its financial responsibility onto the adoptive family. 
For it is thought preferable for orphans to live like 
other Chinese children, rather than being institu-
tionalized.

We can fruitfully compare Chinese and western 
attitudes to childcare by looking at a minor French 
scandal. A semi-skilled worker in a French car plant 
had lived for several years in an abandoned railway 
coach on a piece of waste ground with his wife and 
five children. In spite of numerous applications, he 
was never given a decent home. The wife fell seri-
ously ill and was hospitalized for an indefinite time. 
The husband, who was on shift work, organized 
himself and his elder children to take over the moth-
er’s work in the home. The family, including a baby 
of a few months, looked after themselves like this 
for a few weeks. But then a social worker discovered 
their crisis situation while on a visit. The efficient 
and humane local administration, moved by this 
drama, took “the necessary steps.”

What do you think happened? Was a suitable 
home immediately provided for the family? Was an 
allowance given to the father so that he could pay for 
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a full-time home help? Oh no! These are the dreams 
of incorrigible idealists. Administrative genius, in its 
infinite wisdom, dreamed up the proper solution. 
The father was left in his railway carriage. His five 
children were taken away from him—the younger 
ones were put into foster homes, the older ones were 
sent to boarding schools run by the local authority. 
But if this seems too good to be true, you have yet to 
learn the full extent of administrative magnanimity. 
Great care was taken to send the baby to a wetnurse 
in Nevers; the two-year-old was specially selected 
for a foster mother in Angers; the third child was 
sent north; the two eldest were placed in different 
schools in towns far apart! Ah, yes! The State had 
clearly fulfilled its obligations. The ladies of the idle 
rich no longer perform good works by caring for our 
social unfortunates. Nowadays the State will do it all 
with intelligence and sensitivity. And if the unfor-
tunate worker is dissatisfied with the results, if his 
eldest son runs away to rejoin the family, it can only 
be because the poor these days know only ingrati-
tude or sinister leftist ideas.

Chinese policy on adoption offers a clear con-
trast to the Soviet approach in the twenties. A law 
forbidding childless couples to adopt orphans or 
deserted children was introduced at the time, with 
the justification that such children were the State’s 
responsibility. It was a logical measure, given the 
political goal of the destruction of the family that 
was then current. As we have seen, the Chinese hold 
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a diametrically opposite view: abandoning children 
is forbidden by law and all orphans are adopted.

Weizheng and Zhanggua are brothers, aged eight 
and ten. Their parents, workers in Shanghai, died 
within a few months of one another. The children 
weren’t on their own for long. Since they didn’t want 
to leave their school or their friends, the neighbors 
adopted them collectively. The State paid the nec-
essary allowance to support them and they grew up 
as orphans among children with parents, but were 
carefully looked after by the other families. When 
winter came round, everyone would make sure that 
they were properly dressed to go out. In the evenings 
they could eat in the district restaurant with other 
children or with a family. The collective responsi-
bility didn’t stop at making sure they were in good 
health. The old people’s committee, in particular, 
often invited them to hear about life long ago in 
stories such as all grandfathers tell in China. Some-
body had to make sure that they would get a class 
perspective on the past. The two brothers were never 
short of affection. There was never a family celebra-
tion to which they weren’t invited. Everyone worried 
about their school work, everyone was interested in 
their pastimes. They were criticized, of course, but 
not with indulgent pity. Their relationships had all 
the warmth characteristic of a revolutionary society.

The law goes further than ensuring the adoption 
of orphans. Article 13 of the Marriage Law, dealing 
with the relationships between parents and children, 
forbids the desertion of children. 
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Parents have the duty to rear and to educate 
their children; the children have the duty to 
support and to assist their parents. Neither 
the parents nor the children shall maltreat 
or desert one another. The foregoing provi-
sion also applies to foster parents and foster 
children.58

The duties of parents towards their children 
are strictly equivalent to those of the children 
towards the parents, which shows that the rela-
tionship between parent and child isn’t a one-
sided property relationship. Parental authority is 
not codified in law. This legal absence of parental 
rights, backed up by the ever-increasing material 
independence of children, is no accident, nor is 
it a mere public show of democracy. It underlies 
and reinforces all ongoing struggles to ensure 
that political unity and consciousness become the 
only criteria of discipline throughout social life, 
as they already are in the family.

The Politics of Contraception

Children are no longer the only raison d’être of 
the new Chinese woman, and nor is motherhood 
her sole destiny. We can evaluate the extent of wom-
en’s emancipation by examining the crucial and very 
practical issue of contraception.

58 “The children have the duty to support and to assist their 
parents,” Deng, The Marriage Law of the People’s Republic of 
China, ch. 14, article 13.
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We were introduced to Li Zhang, a young 
woman in charge of family planning in the Shawan 
commune. She started by explaining how the family 
planning center had been set up a few years earlier 
at the request of a few women. At that time a doc-
tor from the nearest hospital, accompanied by two 
medical workers, came to help them. Within a few 
days they had learned the necessary physiology and 
all the basic techniques and had begun to visit fam-
ilies. They encountered a variety of responses. Some 
women would refuse to limit their families to two or 
three children, especially if they had only daughters. 
Some husbands wouldn’t accept that contraception 
could concern them and only long discussion could 
convince them otherwise. On the other hand, some-
times a woman would immediately join the group 
and their work would advance by rapid strides.

“We’ve educated the village people about differ-
ent contraceptive methods,” Li Zhang continued, 
“and today I think that sterilization, along with 
the coil and the diaphragm, are the most popu-
lar methods.” We were rather surprised and even 
a little shocked by this revelation, but the young 
woman added

You know, here in the village, out of a total 
of eighty-five sterilizations, seventy have been 
performed on men, because we always try very 
hard to make the villagers appreciate that con-
traception is intimately connected with the 
emancipation of women. A large family is still 
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an obstacle to the woman who wants to get out 
of her home.

“Don’t you use the pill at all?” asked Danielle. “We 
do,” replied Li Zhang, “but we’re cautious about dis-
tributing it because it’s still at the experimental stage. 
We in China try our utmost to control the long-term 
effects of all drugs.”

She said that abortions are performed on demand 
and are almost free of charge (they cost about 3 
yuan). The women are entitled to a fortnight’s rest 
with full pay, as for any other medical treatment. She 
pointed out that childless or one-child couples were 
told about the risk of sterility attendant on abortion. 
Discussions are held with them to see if there might 
be a solution other than abortion for their difficul-
ties (better housing or improved work schedules, 
for example). The final decision, however, rests with 
the couple. She also made it clear that in those rare 
cases where the husband opposes the abortion, it’s the 
woman’s decision alone that counts.

Li Zhang explained that although the Ministry of 
Health has overall responsibility for family planning, 
every team, in the village, factory, or neighborhood, 
organizes its work round the specific needs of its area, 
thus giving the people themselves immediate control 
over births and the size of their families.

A visit to the maternity ward and nursery of the 
gynecological hospital in Beijing complemented our 
discussion with Li Zhang. Every woman normally 
records the date of her periods and these records are 
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kept by a medical worker attached to the women’s 
particular production unit. The records themselves 
provide invaluable material for medical research and 
the early detection of feminine ailments. Moreover, 
pregnancy tests can be made as soon as a woman’s 
period is overdue. Not only does this enable an early 
abortion to be performed under the most favorable 
conditions (if she wants one), it also enables the preg-
nancy to be medically supervised from the earliest 
stages. Throughout pregnancy, the woman’s state of 
health is closely watched. She may be moved right 
away to a less tiring job and systematic testing may be 
initiated so as to detect any potential illnesses or other 
dangers to the pregnancy. Such a procedure, which 
could well be more conscientiously carried out in the 
West, considerably reduces the risk of any kind of 
congenital malformation or handicap. Regular pre-
natal consultations take place monthly until the sixth 
month, then twice a month until the eighth, then 
weekly during the eighth and ninth months.

Much the same things were felt about contra-
ception in the Beijing hospital as we had been told 
in Shawan: 

Contraception must not be confused with a 
simple technique. It requires thorough ideo-
logical education. It is a far reaching political 
act which aims to give women a method for 
controlling nature, so that they can participate 
fully in all social activities. It is a means of pro-
moting their emancipation.



Part Five 
A Contribution to the Debate

on Sexuality in China
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Introduction

Extramarital sexual relations are strictly forbid-
den in China. No fact about China is more widely 
known, and, in general, none is less well under-
stood. Most people are quick to see Chinese sexual 
mores as a manifestation of bourgeois puritanism or 
as a Stalinist bureaucratic deviation, or even as proof 
of the impossibility of socialism liberating women. 
In short, they’re seen as repressive.

But the question is more complicated than such 
simplistic criticisms suggest.
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12. Natural Needs and Cultural Needs

When it comes to revolutionary sexuality, every-
one is an expert. We all know exactly what shape 
such sexuality will assume and need no other yard-
stick by which to measure the failure of the Chinese 
revolution than our own preconceptions: people 
still marry when marriage should have been abol-
ished; people are rigidly monogamous, although 
monogamy is a sexual prison, and so on.

This sort of reasoning gets you nowhere but 
into the vicious circle of arguing that something is 
repressive because it’s not free and it’s free when it’s 
not repressive. Unfortunately no one ever begins to 
explain what this freedom might consist of. We are 
reduced to mere guesswork but even the attempt to 
define freedom is considered repressive.

The idea of “natural” sexuality that supports these 
arguments is a very convenient one. We all have 
natural sexual needs and drives, so the theory goes. 
Different social norms suppress them and repress 
them in order to ensure male supremacy and to 
hammer submissiveness and fearful respect into us. 
If all such norms are eliminated, and morality itself 
is destroyed, sexuality will be liberated and will find 
its “natural” expression. Incidentally, this subversive 
practice will also destroy the roots of authoritarian 
power in the ideological submissiveness which fol-
lows sexual repression.

This may be convenient, but unfortunately it’s 
also completely wrong. There is no such thing as 
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“natural” sexuality, or else all the different forms of 
sexuality occurring throughout history are “natu-
ral”; it’s natural that in a feudal society a man takes 
all the women he wants for his pleasure, his pleasure 
even being to take women without their consent; 
that in some primitive societies sexual relations 
take place with several partners; that in a capitalist 
society a woman should be a virgin when she mar-
ries, a faithful wife after her marriage to a man who 
is, in fact, polygamous before and after marriage; 
that in all exploiting societies battalions of women 
are reduced to sexual commerce, the production 
of pleasure for men. It’s only when a ruling class 
collapses, dragging in its wake the morality it had 
forged for itself, that “natural” sexuality is revealed 
for what it is: the pretense that disguises a squalid 
relation of exploitation.

Furthermore, not only is the allegedly natural 
behavior by which we satisfy our sexual needs deter-
mined by the existing social system, but those sex-
ual needs themselves are also the products of society. 
Marx said: “Production produces consumption. .  . 
by creating in the consumer a need for the objects 
which it first presents as products. It therefore pro-
duces the object of consumption, the mode of con-
sumption and the urge to consume.”59 This is no less 
true of sexuality.

Sexuality has become another commodity, 
bought and sold like the rest, subject to the laws 
59 K. Marx, Critique of Political Economy (London: Lawrence 
& Wishart, 1971), 197.
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of supply and demand like the rest, destroyed by 
consumption like the rest. It makes no difference 
whether this commodity changes hands legally or 
illegally, with society’s blessing or without it between 
people of the opposite sex or of the same sex—it is 
still a commodity. We must ask ourselves what func-
tion our sexual culture serves in our society.

That is the fundamental question, and it must be 
answered before anything else.

Objects of Pleasure and Objects of Leisure—
Pleasure Is Fun

Of course sex education (in which I include the 
lack of any formal sex education) inculcates, espe-
cially in children and women, a respect for bour-
geois morality and submission to the established 
order. But sex education doesn’t have the monopoly 
on teaching such attitudes, and that may not be 
the most important aspect of sex education. In a 
society where the division of labor becomes more 
accentuated, where the vast majority of people are 
deliberately deprived of creativity, where work has 
no other value than its explicit monetary one, sexual-
ity becomes a means of escaping from society through 
self-centered sexual consumption, rather than the full 
expression of interpersonal relationships. This can only 
be an illusory escape in which the fugitive merely 
rediscovers all society’s detestable features. The rela-
tionship between oppressed and oppressor, market 
value, selfishness, consumption for consumption’s 
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sake—are all there in another form. But illusion 
though it may be, it is nevertheless an important 
vehicle by means of which the ruling class can 
impose its own ethics and its vulgar materialism on 
the people in the guise of the true meaning of life.

Work, [says the spokesman for bourgeois 
morality,] is too often repetitive and tiring. 
This is, unfortunately, the hidden face of our 
industrial society. But while we pay a price for 
progress, it is a price we have to pay if progress 
is what we want. For production is progress 
and it is progress that gives everyone a tele-
vision set and a car, that allows them to dress 
in the latest fashion, to enjoy themselves, to 
have some free time for leisure, that, in short, 
enables them to consume.

This is his morality, and he would like it to be 
ours. Isn’t sexuality’s social function to serve as a 
compensation for joyless work, the justification for 
a hopeless existence? Bourgeois sexual culture is like 
danger money; in exchange for ill-health, maiming, 
or death, the workers are offered a few extra pence 
in their pay packets. In turning sexuality and sexual 
pleasure (what pleasure? pleasure for whom?) into 
a reward, a leisure activity, capitalism has turned it 
into just another aspect of wage earning. For more 
than one reason, the idea of sex as a “warrior’s rest” is 
a scandal in our sexual lives. It involves “service” by 
women, who are treated as mere commodities and 
objects. It puts sex on exactly the same level as eat-
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ing, drinking, and sleeping. It turns sexual satisfac-
tion into a restorative for the workforce. It reduces 
sex to the same level of mundane requirement as 
proteins, clothing, television, education, and leisure 
activities.

Repression of Sexuality and Repressive Sexuality

Bourgeois sexual politics, the specific lines drawn 
between bourgeois sexual freedoms and taboos, help 
to create a repressive sexual culture, partly by the 
prohibition of certain sexual practices, but mainly 
by giving sexual relations market values—by turn-
ing the relationship into a transaction between an 
alienated man and a subjugated woman.

The man and woman can’t help reproducing 
their social roles within what seems to them to be 
their own and free domain. They carry into it the 
social patterns of dominant male and dominated 
female. Sado-masochism, passivity-aggression, 
potency, and frigidity merely translate the everyday 
reality of oppression into sexual terms. Of course 
this doesn’t mean that the woman will always be 
the masochistic, passive, or frigid partner. Roles can 
always be reversed within an individual relationship, 
but the cultural form is perpetuated by the oppres-
sion of women and the generalized pattern of their 
subservience to men. A common attitude in the new 
women’s movement is that precisely because sexu-
ality is a taboo area for the bourgeoisie and should 
not be discussed, the movement must speak out. We 
shall criticize the prevailing morality! they proclaim. 
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We shall leave no stone unturned! We shall prepare 
the ground for revolutionary attitudes! But as soon 
as the struggle starts, the new women’s movement 
throws in the towel. What have we heard from the 
movement since it took up this question? “It’s unfair 
for men to have sexual freedom when we don’t.” It 
has proclaimed the right of women to enjoy the 
same freedom as men. But since when have the 
oppressed demanded the right to do as the oppres-
sors do? If you understand (and therefore denounce) 
the repressiveness that is the outstanding feature of 
male sexuality, what can you hope to gain by adopt-
ing similar sexual attitudes? Basically, the bourgeoi-
sie couldn’t care less whether or not anybody talks 
about sexuality, but it dreads the moment when the 
sickening emptiness on which sexuality is founded 
will be exposed. To say that the bourgeoisie is repres-
sive because it forbids the practice of sexual “devia-
tions” is to say exactly what the bourgeoisie wants to 
hear. “Deviation” is not where the bourgeoisie says it 
is, but precisely where it says it is not—between the 
respectable sheets of the conjugal bed.

I have been using the terms “male domination” 
and “female passivity” because they refer to a facet of 
the reality I have been considering. But we must rec-
ognize that these two opposite aspects of our culture 
are simply complementary aspects of the same bour-
geois sexual ideology. It isn’t that bourgeois sadism 
on the one hand is ranged against progressive mas-
ochism on the other, just as sadism is never clearly a 
male attribute nor masochism a female one. There is 
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a wide range of culturally significant forms of more 
or less covert sado-masochism, each one more or less 
confused with the others.

The bourgeoisie, like all exploiting classes, 
finds its pleasure in the master/slave relationship. 
The orgies of our rulers or marriages in the smart-
est churches in Paris; pornography; striptease, 
in Pigalle for the masses or at the Crazy Horse 
Saloon for company directors; prostitutes or high-
class call-girls; the vice squad or the priests’ con-
fessional—all these are just variations on a single 
theme: the manufacture of pleasure out of intoler-
able oppression, at a price to suit every pocket and 
with an eye to all tastes.

The causes of our sexual repression do not lie in 
setting limitations on our behavior, because all sex-
ual behavior has been repressed and perverted by the 
profound humiliation and commercialism natural 
to our society. Sexual repression is integral to sexual-
ity; it does not conflict with sexuality; it determines it.

No one could hope to escape from this oppres-
sion merely by breaking out of the confines of legally 
sanctioned sexuality, because that’s not what creates 
it. We have constant proof of this. For example 
there is a moral prohibition on extramarital sex for 
women. Whenever a married woman has sex with 
her husband, she acts in the socially prescribed man-
ner—she acquiesces in and reinforces the subjuga-
tion of female to male and her dependence on him. 
Whenever a woman wants to counter this repression 
and has sex with someone who is not her husband, 
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she breaks the prohibition, but realizes, to her dis-
may, that the repression has not disappeared. Lenin, 
writing to Inès Armand, commented:

“Even a fleeting passion and intimacy” are 
“more poetic and cleaner” than “kisses with-
out love” of a (vulgar and shallow) married 
couple. That is what you write. . . . Is the con-
trast logical? Kisses without love between a 
vulgar couple are dirty. I agree to them one 
should contrast.  .  . what? One would think: 
kisses with love? While you contrast them 
with “fleeting” (why fleeting?) “passion” (why 
not love?)—so, logically, it turns out that 
kisses without love (fleeting) are contrasted 
with kisses without love by married peo-
ple.  .  .  . Strange.  .  . Would it not be better 
to contrast philistine-intellectual-peasant.  .  . 
vulgar and dirty marriage without love to pro-
letarian civil marriage with love?60

Although it’s easier now to understand the way in 
which sexual politics are alienating, humiliating, and 
repressive, it’s still no easier to understand what pre-
cise alternatives are posed in society. If we cannot see 
that side of the contradiction, it will be impossible 
for us to understand why contemporary capitalism 
is characterized by confused and problematic sexual 
mores, while the sexual mores of feudal society, for 
example, which were fundamentally as repressive, 
did not create a conflict of such magnitude. All the 
60 Lenin, Collected Works, XXXV, 183.
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evidence shows that the interest aroused by the sex-
ual question among young people and in the new 
women’s movement cannot simply be the idle imag-
inings of the unemployed petty bourgeoisie.

We have already said that the repressive nature 
of bourgeois sexuality is manifested more in the 
type of practice it invites than in the activities it pro-
scribes. Bourgeois sexuality is nothing more than 
an exchange of commodities, surreptitiously intro-
duced under the guise of romantic love. This seems 
to be the nub of the contradiction. The desire for a 
love relationship conflicts with the economic aspect 
of that kind of relationship, which is increasingly 
being revealed. Capitalism engendered this import-
ant contradiction, because only capitalism provides 
the material base for romantic love.

When capitalism destroyed family based feudal 
production and “liberated” the proletariat, it also 
made it possible for new relationships to be based 
on personal inclination alone. There’s no law against 
relationships between men and women from differ-
ent social classes—a working-class man can marry 
a middle-class woman and a cinema usherette can 
become a millionaire’s wife. But if the only reason for 
embarking on a relationship with one person rather 
than another is the “free choice” of those concerned, 
the fact that anyone embarks on such a relationship 
at all is always determined by external material cir-
cumstances. “I’m getting married to Paulette because 
I love her and she loves me. But I’m getting mar-
ried because I can’t manage any other way.” So that 
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love, being the only motive for the affair, is always 
contradicted by the material imperative of the affair. 
Loving freely and without constraint, while appar-
ently within our reach, is always strangled by the 
prosaic demands of economics. There is no freedom 
to love, only parole—our illusions of freedom are 
periodically shattered by our return to the peniten-
tiary we are occasionally allowed to think we have 
left behind us. All love’s “free choices” are outlined 
against the background of material necessity, and 
this necessity is the decisive criterion. Not only do 
we find ourselves saying, “I know I have to get mar-
ried, but at least I can choose who I marry!” but 
also, “Since I have to have a wife who will look after 
my home, manage on the housekeeping money, pre-
pare my meals, give me affection, and devote herself 
to my happiness so that I won’t be alone anymore, 
I shall have to try to fall in love with a woman who 
will make a good, thrifty, hard-working, and loving 
housewife.” “Freedom” to love is expressed in the 
last analysis in the same terms as all capitalist “free-
doms.” It looks fine on paper, but in fact it is almost 
casually flouted and contradicted daily.

Sexual repression becomes intolerable because it 
is based on a “freely chosen” union that generates 
sexual, intellectual, and emotional needs, while it is 
in fact a contract between two partners who are not 
free and who seek different and antagonistic goals 
in this union. The man looks for a way to fill his 
leisure time, while the woman looks for a way to 
justify her confinement in the service of her fam-
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ily. But even the most sincere feelings and the least 
calculated desires can’t stand up for long to the pres-
sure of reheated stews and washing socks. The freely 
selected wife, the chosen one, rapidly becomes “a 
nagging bitch”; the husband becomes no more than 
the provider; and sex is just another entry in the cat-
alogue of disappointments which runs the gamut 
from the most bitter to the most harmless.

The same thing happens to love as it does to all 
revolutionary aspirations that emerge from the heart 
of capitalist society. All of them are trampled under 
the inexorable tread of material necessity which 
opposes them. They are repressed; they aren’t yet able 
to realize themselves in practice, but they do exist. 
Revolutionary aspirations are the exact opposite of 
myths; they are the future society in embryo. The 
desire for love also tolls the knell for the old world.

Only men and women who are equally free will 
be able to form non-repressive and free sexual rela-
tionships. So without the emancipation of women 
there can be no end to sexual repression. Looking 
for sexual freedom without this emancipation and, 
even worse, seeing it as a means of achieving eman-
cipation are more than just political traps. Such 
mistaken attitudes help unwittingly to strengthen a 
bourgeoisie which didn’t even ask for help. There 
is no economic, political, or ideological reason why 
the bourgeoisie couldn’t eventually tolerate all the 
specific sexual activities that it now finds impermis-
sible, but such license is of no value in the struggle 
for liberation. The experience of the Scandinavian 
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countries, or even of the United States, should be 
enough to convince anyone of that. To say other-
wise is to imagine that the capitalist superstructure 
of bourgeois ideology, including sexual mores, is 
rigidly defined. In fact, the reverse couldn’t be more 
true. The superstructure is constantly adapting 
and continuously adjusting to developments at the 
material base. Contradictions that were latent only 
yesterday are nakedly revealed today. The bourgeoi-
sie can authorize every sexual activity it wants and 
introduce any sexual novelty it likes, subject only 
to the condition that sexuality remains within the 
limits of its own immoral morality—an egocentric 
practice that is not simply divorced from the rest 
of society but, moreover, is a social drug of special 
significance.61

There is no returning to the “paradise lost” of nat-
ural and free sexuality. We can’t confront bourgeois 
sexuality with some readymade revolutionary sex-
uality. We can only achieve revolutionary sexuality 
in the course of struggle against bourgeois morality 
and as an aspect of the transformation of all social 
relations between men and women. Women must 
undoubtedly be the architects of the new revolu-
61 The degradation of sexuality is rooted mainly in the fact 
that sexual life is divorced from all other areas of social life 
and is relegated to the rank of activities devoid of awareness. 
Marx noted: “Certainly eating, drinking, procreating, etc., 
are also genuinely human functions. But abstractly taken, 
separated from the sphere of all other human activity and 
turned into sole and ultimate ends, they are animal func-
tions” (Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts, 111).
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tionary morality, for it is they who suffer most from 
bourgeois sexuality and it is they who have known 
its most repressive moments. And that means that 
they must be involved in the revolutionary transfor-
mation of society.
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13. A New Sexual Culture Is Beginning 
in China

Marriage—A Voluntary Association of Equals?

The first task to be tackled is quite clearly to 
attack everything in the old sexual mores which for-
merly extolled male supremacy. Men and women 
must be allowed the same sexual standards, even if 
these standards are only temporary. This seems to 
me to be the major positive feature of the new Chi-
nese sexual morality. There is no double standard 
and no special allowances are made for men. The 
ongoing ideological struggle for late marriages and 
the discrediting of extramarital sexual relations con-
cern men and women equally. And if newly married 
women are usually sexually inexperienced, the same 
is true of their husbands.

One question springs to mind. If the correct 
approach is to put all male-female relations on an 
egalitarian footing, why is it necessary to preach this 
kind of equality in marriage? Wouldn’t it have been 
better to allow women the sexual freedom that men 
already enjoyed? Wouldn’t it have been better simply 
to allow marriage to transform itself into a voluntary 
association of equals? An experiment on these lines 
was tried in the Soviet Union immediately after the 
revolution. A series of laws were introduced to make 
the transformation smoother. They ensured that 
a couple who lived together would have the same 
rights and duties as a legally married couple; that 



292

Half the Sky

divorce could be obtained at the request of either 
partner; and that the partners would be allowed title 
to their own goods in a joint estate, so that a hus-
band could no longer seize his wife’s property.

But in a society where women have not escaped 
inferior status, such judicial equality can only rein-
force actual inequality.

Men were given a free hand to practice a new, 
legalized form of polygamy. They changed wives as 
the fancy took them, abdicating all responsibility for 
their children. Since peasants could not employ paid 
labor, they would sometimes marry in the spring to 
get an extra hand for the harvest, and divorce after 
harvest time to avoid being saddled with an extra 
mouth to feed during the winter months. Within 
record time the Soviet courts were flooded with legal 
actions from women who’d been deserted as soon as 
they’d become pregnant.62

The majority of women weren’t wage earners 
and they had no economic independence at all, so 
that the law setting up joint estates actually worked 
against them. Husbands controlled all the money 
they earned. They were the masters and their wives 
would be forced to choose between submitting to 
a man and being deserted and left penniless. And 
as for the idea of love that accompanied the Soviet 
measures, it reduced the sexual act to no more than 
the satisfaction of a base appetite. Only reaction-
ary women, full of petty-bourgeois notions, could 
refuse something as innocuous as drinking a glass 
62 Geiger, The Family in Soviet Russia, ch. III and IV.
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of water. These ideas acquired the force of law and 
enabled men to exercise enormous ideological pres-
sure on women in attempts to force them to relin-
quish their “archaic sentimentality.” This is admira-
bly illustrated in a survey made among Komsomol 
(Communist Youth) members at the beginning 
of the twenties. The question, “Is the abolition of 
prostitution a problem for young men?” elicited the 
common reply that the young men had no need to 
turn to prostitutes, because “We can have all the 
Komsomol girls we want for nothing.” This encour-
aged the revival of a reactionary movement among 
women, who, when asked the same question, would 
reply with a demand to reopen the brothels, which 
in their eyes gave them greater “security.”

Laws exist only because there are social inequali-
ties. Either they are meant to maintain these inequal-
ities—bourgeois laws—or to eradicate them—rev-
olutionary laws. What use would laws be if there 
was true equality for everyone? From whom or what 
would such laws protect us? We need unequal laws 
to establish equality.

Every step in Chinese legislation is guided by this 
view. In discussing legislation about women, the 
periodical La Nouvelle Chine emphasizes: 

Not only does Chinese law contain no dis-
criminatory clauses against women, not only 
does it repeatedly proclaim the equality of 
the sexes, but it also adds special protective 
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measures, that is to say discriminating clauses 
against men. 

The article goes on to give specific examples:

The Marriage Law stipulates, in article 18, 
that a man cannot apply for divorce while 
his wife is pregnant or during the year fol-
lowing the birth, but a pregnant woman or a 
woman who has just given birth is allowed to 
divorce. The first sentence of article 21 states 
that after the divorce, if the mother is given 
custody of a child, the father is responsible 
for part or the whole of the necessary cost of 
maintaining the child, but the law does not 
state that the mother is responsible for the 
cost of maintenance when the father is given 
custody. According to article 24, the husband 
is responsible for paying joint debts where 
the joint property is insufficient to cover that 
payment. Article 23 on the disposal of prop-
erty after divorce specifies that only the wife is 
always allowed to retain property she owned 
before marriage.63

Incidentally, article 11 of the Marriage Law states 
that husband and wife have the right to keep his or 
her own family name and first name, and other arti-
cles ensure equal rights on similar issues.

While in the Soviet Union de facto marriage 
coexisted alongside legal marriage, China has delib-

63 La Nouvelle Chine, II, 31.
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erately opted for legal marriage (even though spe-
cial measures are taken to ensure that children born 
outside marriage have the same rights and enjoy the 
same consideration as other children. In particular 
the natural father, like any divorced father, is held 
responsible for the maintenance of his child, and the 
child, like the child of any married couple, is allowed 
to inherit property from his natural parents.) How-
ever a closer analysis shows that marriage in China is 
nearer to a voluntary association of equals than the 
Soviet de facto marriage was.

It’s important in this discussion to understand 
that both legal marriage and voluntary association 
have the same basic function in any given society. In 
a pamphlet published by the Dimitriev group of the 
French Women’s Liberation Movement the follow-
ing demands are made: “Abolition of the institution 
of marriage. Recognition of voluntary association.”64

Such “recognition” of voluntary association can 
be of no value except as a means of accentuating the 
repressive character of the legal marriages it would 
mimic. It’s scandalous that a man and woman who 
live together without legalizing their relationship 
should be deprived of the few rights and privileges 
accorded to married couples, such as legitimacy of 
their children, the right to Social Security benefits 
based on the husband’s contributions, automatic 
64 “Sortir de l’ombre,” a discussion paper by the Dimitriev 
group of the French Women’s Liberation Movement, pub-
lished as a supplement to Le Torchon Brûle (a French feminist 
newspaper).
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rights of inheritance, and the right to a death grant 
and a widow’s pension. It is right to demand the rec-
ognition of voluntary associations to free them from 
moral, social, and material discrimination. But that 
is the only reason why such a demand should be 
made. For if the institution of marriage is abolished 
and voluntary association is recognized, doesn’t the 
latter simply become marriage by another name? (In 
any case, voluntary associations, particularly among 
the working class, have in fact been just that for a 
long time. “Setting up home” is one of the ways of 
being “a family” and involves the same tasks and the 
same constraints as the legally recognized equiva-
lent.) The Dimitriev group has put forward a laugh-
able idea—the family structure itself is no longer the 
source of repression, selfishness, and submissiveness; 
the source is now held to be the marriage contract 
instead. Get rid of the marriage service and release 
woman from her servitude!

The Two Principal Scandals of Bourgeois Marriage

In capitalist societies, marriage is reactionary for 
two reasons. The first is the wife’s economic depen-
dence on her husband, which entails her being seen 
as inferior—this inferior status may or may not be 
codified in law, in the familiar terms, for example, 
of “to love, honor, and obey.” The second is the legal 
indissolubility of the marriage bond, or at least the 
extreme difficulty of breaking it. Emphasizing a for-
mal solution in voluntary association involves a pre-
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occupation with this second aspect of oppression in 
marriage. But if women (including some who aren’t 
legally married) abandon the idea of regaining their 
freedom even when they’re bitterly unhappy, they 
do so because the main obstacle to their freedom 
is the economic impossibility of supporting them-
selves and their children.

Thus economic independence for the woman 
is the first condition of any truly voluntary asso-
ciation. Without it the prescriptions for voluntary 
associations, or communes, or free love to transform 
relations between the sexes are no more effective 
than bandages round a wooden leg.

The material independence of women is an abso-
lutely necessary precondition for voluntary associa-
tions to work, but it isn’t, by any means, sufficient. 
Furthermore, no simple legal demand will alter the 
fact that the marriage bond is, in the main, con-
sidered to be indissoluble. Such a demand has to 
be backed up by a revolution in male ideas about 
the value of women. The complete freedom to break 
up a union must not simply enable men to con-
tinue to use women as disposable objects. There’s no 
reason to hope that the legalization of this age-old 
male custom could effect in the slightest the desired 
transformation in male-female relations. The free-
dom to change partners, previously the undeclared 
prerogative of men, must aim to revalue the reasons 
why two people live together if it is actually to be 
progressive. When two people are no longer held 
together by material constraints they usually stay 
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together because they love one another. Material 
freedom allows love to realize its full potential, but 
bourgeois society involves so many imperatives forc-
ing people to stay together that love becomes redun-
dant, at most a pretext for staying together.

Voluntary associations can represent real progress 
only if they are accompanied by sexual equality, the 
destruction of the economic function of the family, 
and the transformation of relations between adults 
and children. Words are not enough! Unless these 
conditions actually exist, the only freedoms repre-
sented by voluntary association are the freedom of 
men to oppress women and the freedom of parents 
to oppress their children—the same freedoms that 
the bourgeois institution of marriage offers today.

Freedom of Choice

I could say that Chinese marriage, despite 
appearances, is approaching true voluntary asso-
ciation precisely because the Chinese revolution 
explicitly aims to realize the necessary conditions for 
voluntary associations to work. There is one other 
fact which indicates that China proposes voluntary 
association in practice if not in so many words. It is 
the fact that the Chinese have freedom of choice in 
selecting their spouses.

Two people in our society get together only 
after considering all sorts of practicalities and after 
making all manner of calculations. The calculations 
of the bourgeois are well known—they count the 
dowry, consider the inheritance, and weigh the 
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wife’s new social life against her lost opportunities 
before making any decisions. It often begins to look 
as though the marriage has been prearranged. No 
demands are made on the woman except to provide 
heirs and to behave as befits a lady—but that’s a cat-
egorical imperative. As for the husband, who will 
have the privilege of initiating his “innocent” wife 
into the sorry duties of the conjugal bed, he will 
already have found compensations elsewhere and is 
secure in the knowledge that he will be able to go on 
enjoying them outside the marriage.

However, the bourgeoisie doesn’t have a monop-
oly on calculating the “interest” or otherwise of a 
marriage. The other social classes also indulge in 
this practice, although their criteria are less degen-
erate. The peasant who has no alternative but to 
till his land will also look for a wife who displays 
the required qualities for her future tasks. She will 
be sturdy, hardworking, and have a life-long famil-
iarity with peasant life. A shorthand typist doesn’t 
easily exchange her notebook for a pitch fork. The 
young, working-class girl also calculates her chances 
of getting a man with a secure job, a car, and a home 
before she stumbles not so blindly into love. As for 
practicality, we have only to look at the many thou-
sands of unromantic marriages to see that “freedom 
of choice” is a phrase as empty as “love at first sight.” 
One woman marries her next door neighbor, because 
he’s the first man who’s proposed to her. Another 
marries the father of her child, because our society 
forces her to. These women marry so as not to be 
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alone, because alone they are outcasts and econom-
ically at a disadvantage. Do any of these women—
and they represent most women in our society—
exercise freedom of choice? If you are going to talk 
of the voluntary association of equals, you must at 
least recognize the need to create the conditions 
on which true freedom of choice depends. This is 
not simply a matter of banning arranged or other 
compulsory marriages. Men and women alike must 
achieve genuine control over their own lives—a 
control which need never yield to any economic 
or ideological constraints, which is exercised with 
complete awareness. This can be achieved only by 
following objective political criteria, in line with the 
present, diversified social practice determining the 
framework within which the choice of sexual part-
ner is made.

What material conditions is China currently try-
ing to develop so that true voluntary associations of 
equals will be possible? The answer to this question 
will judge the truth of the matter.

Late Marriage

While the Chinese are allowed to marry from 
the age of eighteen, an extensive campaign is being 
waged throughout the country to urge the young 
not to get married until they are in their late twen-
ties. The importance of this issue was stressed every-
where we went on our visit. But the explanations 
we were given for it weren’t always very convincing. 
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For example we were often told, sometimes by offi-
cials, that late marriage was a way to keep the birth-
rate down. But to say that is to ignore the main aim 
of family planning: the advancement of women’s 
emancipation.

Family planning in China is explicitly linked to 
women’s liberation, as Han Suyin confirms; 

Voluntary motherhood must be founded on 
the emancipation of the woman, on her equal-
ity, her right to study and to participate in 
all political decision-making, as well as on her 
increased social awareness. The political and 
economic emancipation of women has been 
the first condition for the success of any mass 
family-planning campaign.65

We must also realize that abstinence as a “contra-
ceptive” method is a bit rudimentary. Which makes 
it difficult to understand how the one and only 
goal of reducing the birthrate could justify delay-
ing marriages. The same extensive propaganda cam-
paign could just as easily be used to encourage the 
young to use other contraceptive methods and to 
put off having a child until their late twenties. There 
is no reason to believe that the masses of young 
people who have voluntarily put off getting mar-
ried couldn’t have married when they wished and 
refrained from reproducing themselves by methods 
other than abstinence.

65 La Nouvelle Chine, I, 39.



302

Half the Sky

But despite these objections, late marriage in 
China remains a revolutionary measure of great 
importance, for altogether different reasons. These 
reasons are worth considering.

I have repeatedly said that equality between the 
sexes is never complete during the socialist period. 
Without any doubt, late marriage is a means of 
promoting equality which takes account of this 
inequality. It’s easy to understand that a woman of 
twenty-six who has worked and been self-sufficient, 
who has taken part in various cultural activities and 
youth work, who has shouldered political and social 
responsibilities, who has spent a year or more in a 
people’s commune, who has been a member of the 
people’s militia, who has then gone on to university 
or various study schools, who has made many friends 
from many different walks of life and who has, in 
short, broadened her outlook on society, will have 
carved out for herself a firm foothold from which to 
resist any future pressure from husband or society 
to “keep to her kitchen.” The economic, political, 
and ideological independence gained over a period 
of ten or so years is a powerful motive force for wives 
and mothers to continue the active struggle for their 
emancipation. The fact that Chinese women don’t 
throw themselves blindly into marriage, that they 
don’t escape their parents’ nest just to start their 
own, is refreshing, but even more, it’s enviable. If 
this were all, it would be enough to show that late 
marriage is a revolutionary measure. But there’s even 
more to it than that.
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14. A New Idea of Love

The wide-ranging knowledge and practical expe-
rience of Chinese youth have given them a new per-
spective on love and the family. That’s not to say that 
they have rejected love as a futile gesture, but that 
they can now struggle against idealism in love from 
the position of strength of materialism. Oppressed 
women are particularly prone to this idealist disease. 
For them love becomes the bearer of all hopes and 
all disappointments—the extent of its idealization 
is in direct ratio to their lack of social experience, to 
their being cut off from other social activities. As a 
consequence, every interaction with their husband 
is distorted, as is every judgement about reality.

The proper perspective on love doesn’t devalue 
it. On the contrary, love seen in context is revalued 
in the light of its practice. If love entails withdrawal 
from society, the abandonment of the revolution 
and complete devotion to one’s partner, then it will 
be rejected, for it can only be damaging. But if you 
see love in its context, relative to all other aspects 
of social life, you see it as part of everything else 
you already wish to do. The special relationship 
you have with this man must help you and him to 
reach a complete and conscious fulfillment of your 
social roles.

The advantage of prolonged celibacy, as it is prac-
ticed in China, is to avoid the privatization of love 
and to give it back its context in a revolutionary 
society. The warmth and affection the Chinese cou-
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ple give to one another arise naturally out of their 
devotion to the people and the warmth they give 
to all their comrades. The progressive transforma-
tion of the work situation, which we have already 
discussed, means that both partners can expect the 
other to be politically committed to his or her work. 
Since the family is no longer the center of interest, 
each partner is expected to be involved in a variety 
of areas. Since relationships between parents and 
children are no longer run on authoritarian and 
self-centered lines, each partner is expected to have 
a responsible and fraternal attitude towards the chil-
dren. Of course the social experience of the young 
is an enormous stimulus to the growth of practical 
knowledge about one another—knowledge that can 
be used to gauge objectively the different qualities 
people require of their partners. There can be no 
doubt at all that late marriage can contribute only as 
much to the revolution as that experience will allow. 
Without such experience, late marriage would be 
worse than useless. 

How could a convent girl of the nineteenth cen-
tury, unmarried at twenty-five, have learned any-
thing that would motivate her own emancipation? 
How could a son of the bourgeoisie, advised to 
remain a bachelor until his late twenties, bring to 
his late marriage anything but the corrupt morality 
of his parents? She would have spent a vital period 
cloistered with nuns. He will spend it in a highly 
lucrative job or as an officer doing military service 
in an imperialist army, ensuring his future marital 
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bliss by bedding any and every girl he can, learn-
ing through the exercise of this “inalienable right” 
that women are no better than the contemptible 
objects of his own juvenile pleasure. In our society it 
would actually be progressive for such a young man 
to break with tradition and marry, at eighteen, the 
young student he so “innocently” loves.

In her commentary on the Marriage Law, Deng 
Yingchao writes: 

Nevertheless we oppose the idea that “love 
is supreme” just as much as we oppose those 
who trifle with love. Besides, we are opposed 
to those things that are insufficient to guaran-
tee a lasting love, such as social status, money, 
appearance, etc., as conditions of love and 
marriage.66

There is a story about a young Chinese student 
leader during the Cultural Revolution. He was filled 
with the spirit and fire of revolution and was wor-
shipped by a whole group of women students. One 
day some of the women got together to talk about 
why the comrade had so many women admirers. 

Several of you are in love with this comrade, 
[said one of the women.] I’ve been told that 
you love him for his revolutionary qualities, 
but I’m not convinced of that. I think there’s 
another reason which I’d like you to consider 
carefully. Because of his qualities this comrade 

66 Deng, The Marriage Law of the People’s Republic of China, 40.
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has great prestige among the intellectuals. We 
have given him important responsibilities. He 
is listened to. Those who are troubled or con-
fused willingly go to see him, to talk to him 
and to ask for his advice and help. This is only 
natural. But, I ask you, isn’t it precisely because 
he is such a luminary that he is “loved” by so 
many girls? Isn’t it really his leadership that 
they love? That’s what I feel. And that’s why I 
think there’s something bourgeois about this 
infatuation. It seems to me that our comrade 
students are copying a bourgeois male-female 
relationship.

This story illustrates the meaning of class love 
better than I could. It is not enough simply to state 
that you couldn’t love a counterrevolutionary to 
destroy the class aspect of love and to transform it. 
You must also make sure that love is no longer full 
of bourgeois attitudes.

Good Looks Don’t Escape the Class Struggle

As Deng advocated, and as should by now be 
obvious, a person’s looks are irrelevant to marriage. 
But how does the bourgeois image of beauty reveal 
its class nature, so that the canon of good looks can 
be discarded? In class society female beauty is always 
the prerogative of the ruling class. It decrees, for the 
whole of society, what a beautiful woman should 
look like. To be beautiful in the West is to look 
like a bourgeois woman, an indolent lady of means 
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whose status is announced by her attitude and ges-
tures, her clothes and hairstyle. And this is no nat-
ural beauty (if such a thing exists), but a confection 
of purchasable ingredients—a pinch of hairdressing, 
a dash of couture and a spoonful of low-calorie food 
all garnished with a sprinkling of makeup and a 
heavy dose of plastic surgery. The world of women’s 
magazines is a hymn to this type of beauty. In “my 
lady’s” account books you can usually find one col-
umn for the “beauty budget.” The ostentatious lux-
ury of such beauty reflects not only the power and 
prestige of money in our society but also, and most 
significantly, the role of sex object that has fallen to 
women. All this is almost brazenly translated in the 
advertiser’s image of women, in which “a woman’s 
face and figure are her fortune.”

Beauty like this is beyond the reach of most 
women, not just financially but also because of the 
lifestyle it entails. Even when she’s dolled up the 
woman who works in the fields or on an assembly 
line won’t be able to hide her calloused hands and 
her arms and body, which have become muscular 
with work. The housewife who spends her life wash-
ing clothes, ironing, cooking, cleaning windows 
won’t be able to cover the marks of physical or ner-
vous exhaustion with makeup, and no finery will 
disguise her weariness when evening comes. And yet 
the man she lives with, just like all the others, is 
conditioned to desire the very type of beauty which 
she can’t afford—and that too is a significant facet 
of sexual repression.
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This image of woman no longer exists in China. 
You will be greeted by a completely different image 
there—on wall posters, in newspapers, on the stage, 
everywhere. It is the picture of a worker or a peas-
ant, with a determined expression and dressed very 
simply. She is always shown doing one of the daily 
tasks that the millions of Chinese women know 
from experience. You can see her working, studying, 
taking part in a demonstration, or simply laughing, 
but you will never see her in any of the unreal and 
mystifying situations and stances that the advertis-
ing imagemakers construct for us. This transforma-
tion of the female image reveals the new place of 
women in society, and undoubtedly also serves to 
focus men’s attention on to the changes that are nec-
essary in their relationships with women.

Contemporary Chinese theater is concerned 
both to criticize the idea of love as a refuge and to 
advance the practice of the new love. This is par-
ticularly striking in The White-Haired Girl. The 
co-author who revised it at the time of the Cultural 
Revolution discussed the play with us in great detail 
during our stay in Shanghai.

He told us that the kind of love that was depicted 
in the first version of the play had been the subject 
of bitter controversy. The two main protagonists are 
Xier—the white-haired girl—who is a poor peas-
ant and an ardent revolutionary, and her fiancé, 
Dachun, who is also a poor peasant and a soldier 
in the PLA. The two meet again after the Japanese 
invaders have been driven from their village, and in 
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the original ending, marry and live happily ever after. 
Some people approved of this ending and tried des-
perately hard to keep it, arguing that it was normal 
and right and proper that the couple should think of 
themselves once they had struggled against the Jap-
anese and finally won. The revolutionaries, on the 
other hand, condemned the ending as sentimental 
and wanted it to be radically rewritten. Eventually 
the revolutionaries won this particular artistic battle 
and a new ending was written. In this version the 
victory over the Japanese leads to Xier and Dachun 
deciding to continue the struggle, but this time 
against Kuomintang troops. Now the play stresses 
that no one can “live happily ever after” while his 
or her country is being put to fire and sword. A love 
born out of common hatred against oppression can-
not grow freely under the yoke of that oppression, 
be it domestic, colonial, or imperialist. This idea of 
love closely linked to social reality is diametrically 
opposed to the bourgeois idealistic conception of 
love. There is nothing mystical or magical in Xier’s 
and Dachun’s love, there is no magnetic attraction 
and no love at first sight. But there is an identical 
background of suffering, a shared anger, and a com-
mon will to struggle. They love one another because 
they share the same hatred of the old society and 
the same determination to create a new one. In her 
refusal to conform to the traditional stereotype of 
the seduced, fragile, and submissive woman, Xier 
loves Dachun as an equal. He doesn’t protect her—
they help one another. We don’t have to choose 
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between love or struggle, but only between the ways 
in which we will love one another. We can do it self-
ishly, escaping from reality, or we can do it by living 
in the real world and struggling to change it. Love 
can then become encouragement and mutual sup-
port in that struggle. Xier’s feelings are not incom-
patible with her revolutionary commitment; they 
are an expression of it.

We Must Not Conclude. . .

It would be an obvious mistake to conclude from 
all that has gone before that love and sexuality no 
longer present problems in China. For one thing, 
how could any society produce a perfectly satisfac-
tory or even an exemplary sexual culture when its 
women aren’t yet fully liberated? As Mao Zedong 
has said, “Every kind of thinking, without exception, is 
stamped with the brand of class.” What miracle could 
allow sexuality to escape this rule? For example it’s 
clear that strictly demographic interpretations of late 
marriage can only diminish its revolutionary scope. 
But on the other hand it’s one manifestation of the 
class struggle that all things are open to a variety of 
interpretations, and such diversity is unavoidable.

It seems to me that revolutionaries often make 
the mistake of not criticizing right-wing interpreta-
tions firmly enough, so that “peaceful co-existence” 
appears to be the watchword in what should be the 
arena of ideological struggle. Naturally this absence 
of polemic can only have negative results in practice. 
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Take the case of late marriage that I discussed above. 
The failure to criticize the overt rationale given for 
late marriage has resulted in many Chinese people 
accepting it and adhering to strict monogamy not 
because of their revolutionary convictions but out 
of moral conformity—which is not the desired state 
of affairs.

The revolution and the people—men and 
women—who make it have nothing to fear from an 
open ideological struggle about love and sexuality. 
Why aren’t the Chinese waging this struggle? Some 
Chinese comrades themselves attempted to give us 
an answer. “Sexual education,” they said, 

Is difficult, because even our political cadres 
have an inadequate political and ideological 
grounding in the subject, because the people 
are reticent, because the myth of virility is still 
strong, because the old mentality that sees 
this area as shameful still survives. . .

All the more reason, surely, to open the debate! 
There can be little worry that love and sexuality will 
become central preoccupations to the exclusion of 
other, more immediate, concerns. Chinese society 
manages to conduct many debates without any of 
them becoming popular and political obsessions.

In spite of these criticisms, the Chinese policy on 
love and sexuality is in no way comparable to con-
ventional Judeo-Christian morality. This is another 
case where separating some social phenomenon from the 
new social relations underlying it results in a failure 



312

Half the Sky

to understand anything at all about it. And judging 
policies on the basis of ostensible ideological expla-
nations alone is less satisfactory in this area than in 
any other. For such judgements will always be mis-
guided if they ignore the practical results of political 
decisions. With love and sexuality, for example, we 
must look at the effects of Chinese policy on the 
emancipation of women.

A society cannot conceal the evidence of its treat-
ment of women as sex objects, and China shows no 
such evidence. I don’t doubt that the new sexual 
attitudes held by Chinese youth, judged by some to 
be too severe, have actually had an enormous influ-
ence in helping Chinese women to shake off their 
former status. Furthermore, if sexuality and love are 
closely bound up together—as they are in China—
sexuality will be altogether more valued and more 
valuable—as it is in China. To lose sight of these 
things would prevent us from making any judge-
ment with a materialist basis.

We can have some idea, albeit embryonic, of 
what love, sexual morality, and the family will be 
like in the future by taking what exists today as a 
starting point. But the Chinese experience has 
taught us that there is no “natural” or “innate” rev-
olutionary morality that is simply waiting to be 
applied to concrete situations. A new and revolu-
tionary sexual morality and a proletarian viewpoint 
in sexuality, love, and the family can only be grad-
ually constructed (and not necessarily in a linear 
fashion) through the practice of the class struggle, 
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and within the revolutionary movement against the 
ancient traditions, divisions, and reactionary func-
tions that have enslaved women.



In Place of a 
Conclusion
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The road to women’s liberation via the Chinese 
revolution has been only roughly sketched. To see 
it in greater detail requires a clear understanding of 
Chinese society, its past history as well as its present 
contradictions—an understanding, clearly, that we 
have yet to achieve.

We also need to understand more about all 
manifestations of women’s oppression in our own 
countries. Such understanding comes only with an 
unlimited awareness and ever closer contact with 
the mass of our women compatriots. To the ques-
tion, “What is to be done?” the only proper answer 
is, “Everything!”

The women of today are involved in their own 
struggle because in the past their oppression has 
always been denied, and their revolutionary hopes 
and dreams have always been reduced to a slim 
catalogue of legislative and budgetary demands 
appended to the end of any self-respecting party 
manifesto. And yet that struggle will not be under-
stood, and therefore will not succeed, as long as we 
in the women’s movement ignore the other forms 
of exploitation suffered by other oppressed people. 
Some members of the Women’s Liberation Move-
ment have attacked this idea in the mistaken belief 
that it would be mere charity. But to pay heed to 
others’ oppression doesn’t mean acting “charitably” 
to those who are oppressed. Rather it means under-
standing that women’s oppression is like all oppres-
sion—the product of an exploiting society, in our 
case a capitalist society. It means that the only way 
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women have of achieving their liberation is via the 
revolution.

Whether we like it or not, women as a group 
and the proletariat are interdependent—not like two 
playing cards that support one another, nor like two 
nations allied together, but in the same way as the 
links of a chain are interdependent. If criticism of 
female roles and functions is our starting point, and 
if our aim is truly to expose the real link between the 
specific oppression of women and the entire social 
edifice of exploitation, then we must raise our sights 
to a global critique of society.

Seen in such a light this book stands as a contri-
bution to the vital debate on the role of women in 
our revolution—a debate that is only just beginning.





Appendix
Some Statistics on the Participation of 

Women in Administration (1971 figures)
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In general it is Party policy that a minimum of 
30 percent of women should work in administra-
tive departments. For example we were told that 30 
percent of the national minorities organizers were 
women. In practice, whenever an administrative 
post falls vacant a woman will be chosen in prefer-
ence to a man with equal political qualifications, if 
no man is found with higher qualifications.

The factory at Zhaoyan

total women men
workers 360 288 (80%) 72 (20%)
party cell 9 8 1
revolutionary committee 8 6 2
teams (5 teams of four 
members each)

20 16 (80%) 4 (20%)

It’s useful to compare the ratios of men in 
positions of administrative responsibility to the 
total number of men, and of women in positions 
of administrative responsibility to the total num-
ber of women.

total women men
inhabitants 360 288 72
party cell 9 8 (2.7%*) 1 (1.4%)
revolutionary committee 8 6 (2.1%) 2 (2.9%)
teams 20 16 (5.5%) 4 (5.5%)

*percentages of total male and female populations 
respectively.
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The Gynecological Hospital in Beijing

total women men
workers 442 420 (95%) 22 (5%)
party cell 9 5 (55%) 4 (45%)
revolutionary committee 24 10 (40%) 14 (60%)

teams (12 teams of 8 
members each)

96 77 (80%) 19 (20%)

Because of the surplus of women in the hospital 
as a whole, the above figures are not as significant 
as the figures given in the table below, which shows 
percentages of the total male and female popula-
tions:

women men
party cell 5 (1.2%) 4 (19%)
revolutionary committee 10 (2.4%) 14 (64%)
teams 77 (18%) 19 (86%)

Since membership of party cell, revolution-
ary committee, and team overlaps (in fact all cell 
and committee members are also team members) 
there are only 77 individual women and 19 indi-
vidual men altogether in administrative positions. 
While the degree of participation of women usually 
decreases the higher you go up the leadership ladder, 
in this case the gap between men and women is nar-
rower at the higher level of party cell than it is in the 
revolutionary committee. It may be that, given the 
small total of men, their participation has been arti-
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ficially increased by a policy of sending male party 
cadres to this hospital.

The People’s Commune at Shawan (near Hangzhou)

total women/girls men/boys

inhabitants 22,926 11,926 11,630

labor force 12,252 5820 (47.5%) 6432 (52.5%)

party committee members 110 49 (45%) 61 (55%)

“the vanguard” (elected for 
a term of one year)

300 287 13

youth league 422 280 (66%) 142 (34%)

women’s committee members 5500 5500 –

revolutionary committee 260+ 44 (16%+) 216 (84%)

permanent office of the 
revolutionary committee

5 2* 3

* including the vice-president

The Sino-Albanian People’s Commune

total women/girls men/boys

labor force 10,400 5300 (51%) 5100 (49%)

party 35% 65%

revolutionary committee 25% 75%

team officers 50% 50%
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The Children’s Palace in Shanghai

total girls boys
full-time members 200 100 100
revolutionary committee 45% 55%

brigade member (in 4 brigades) 50% 50%

League of Red Guards 20 65% 35%





Afterword: 
Against the Eternal 

Woman67

67 This is the complete text of an article written by the author 
in 1973 and published in the French periodical Chine 74 
(April, 1974).
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“Confucius has been dead for more than two 
thousand years, but his rotten ideology, according 
to which men are lords and women their subjects is 
still influencing people and constantly shows itself.”

Here is an example of what can be read daily in 
the Chinese press. It is hardly surprising to see pub-
lic recognition of the fact that ideas and doctrines 
against women still exist in today’s China—that 
has been known for a long while. What is striking 
about these articles, and they are particularly com-
mon, is their tone, which doesn’t shy away from 
the blunt truth, and the fact that they confirm the 
idea that much remains to be done before sexual 
equality is reached.

This stands in strong contrast to the rightist ten-
dency that was becoming blatantly obvious until 
recently. This tendency held that men and women 
were already completely equal in China. It even led 
some people to come round to the view that there 
was no need to revive the inactive women’s orga-
nization, because sexual equality was an established 
fact—no oppression, no problem.

This trend, fundamentally aiming to deny the 
class struggle and therefore the need to struggle, could 
have had grave consequences because it arises from 
the mistaken ideas of the people. In fact it some-
times did. Apparently paradoxically, the rightist 
tendency coexisted peacefully with what could be 
called classic and universal anti-feminism—the sort 
of anti-feminism that consists of plainly and openly 
preaching contempt for women, on the grounds of 
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alleged “biological” and natural inferiority. These 
two trends in anti-female thought clearly differed 
in their terms and arguments, but both agreed on 
the central point: that women’s initiative was to be 
blocked so that women would be prevented from 
following the recommendation printed in the Peo-
ple’s Daily68 editorial of March 8, 1973, “to get down 
to action.”

This reactionary offensive is not confined to 
women but has the restoration of the old social 
order as its primary objective and demands the rel-
egation of women to their former inferior status as 
an inevitable consequence. It has met with a revo-
lutionary counteroffensive, begun in early 1972. At 
that point, a few months after the death of Lin Biao, 
you could find calls in the press for more concern 
over the women’s question. The March 8 editorial 
in the People’s Daily gave a real boost to the grass-
roots revival of the Women’s Liberation Movement. 
This revival was marked a few months later by the 
regional reconstruction of the Women’s Federation, 
and the campaign has broadened as it has contin-
ued. The launching of the “Pi Lin Pi Kong”69 cam-
paign at the beginning of 1973 called for massive 
participation by women, as we shall see.

68 The People’s Daily (Renmin Ribao) is the official newspaper 
of the Chinese government.
69 “Pi Lin Pi Kong”—an abbreviation used in China to denote 
the campaign of criticism waged against Confucius and Lin 
Piao. [The Chinese name for Confucious is Kongzi.—Ed.]
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By drawing up a provisional balance sheet of 
this campaign, we can see clearly enough the areas 
in which the bourgeoisie has been trying hardest 
to effect its restoration, and how the revolutionary 
counteroffensive has been put into practice. At a 
time when women in the West are daily becoming 
more aware of their oppression and are joining the 
fight in greater and greater numbers, this new wave 
of the Women’s Liberation Movement in China 
must be of interest to us.

Must Women Be Liberated from Housework?

To claim that men and women are already 
equal is to prevent the necessary practical steps 
being taken for the achievement by women of true 
equality. Those who express the arrogant and age-
old contempt for housework find that completely 
to their taste. The development of domestic ser-
vice workshops, which are material measures of 
very great political significance for the liberation 
of women from domestic tasks, has been slowed 
down and sometimes even halted altogether, on 
the pretext that men and women are now sharing 
housework equally.

This pernicious tendency is doubly mistaken. 
Firstly, because it treats the avant-garde (although 
fairly widespread) practice of housework sharing as 
though it was universal. Secondly, and most impor-
tantly, because the disappearance of women’s work 
(that is domestic work) results mainly from the 
socialization and mechanization of specific house-
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hold tasks, and not from a new egalitarian distri-
bution of tasks between husband and wife, though 
such a distribution is still necessary for several rea-
sons (see Part Two). The importance of this question 
is stressed in a Red Flag article called “Make Ener-
getic Efforts to Train Women Cadres.”

With regard to the question of family compli-
cations of women, we must also conduct con-
crete analyses. In the old society, women were 
downgraded into “slaves in their families.” 
For several thousand years the basic guiding 
thought of the feudal landlord and bour-
geois classes was to take women as slaves and 
appendages, to put them in the kitchen, to tie 
them up with heavy household chores, and 
to deprive them of the right to participate in 
social production and political activities. One 
of the important tasks of the proletariat is to lib-
erate women from this slavery. After liberation, 
the establishment of the socialist system and 
the participation in productive labor by the 
masses of women have brought fundamental 
changes in this situation. However, due to the 
influence of the idea of the exploiting classes of 
looking down on women and the restrictions of 
the material conditions, the question of heavy 
household chores has not been completely 
solved.70

70 Red Flag, XII (December 1, 1973).
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In fact it was not just for the reasons expressed 
here that domestic tasks were overlooked in the 
revolutionary process. I have been able to discover 
others in the course of recent visits. For example the 
contempt in which any and every form of house-
work was held, although vigorously denounced 
today, obviously slowed down the socialization 
of housework. Some of the then-current ideas are 
also revealing. For example: “Working in a service 
workshop is not serving the people, it’s serving the 
private interests of the people.” Or, “The only pro-
ductive work is factory work, and only productive 
work is noble,” which was a fairly widespread atti-
tude among young people at a certain date.71 Then 
again there was the other side of this coin in the old 
Liuist demagogy: “It’s also a revolutionary task to 
look after your household and your children.”72

71 The women workers in the Zhaoyan factory in Beijing that 
I had visited in 1971 and returned to in 1973 told me that 
during the Cultural Revolution four out of the six qualified 
young women in the kindergarten left their jobs because they 
thought the work “too inglorious,” and not noble enough. 
It was, at that time, impossible to convince them that the 
people could be served in places other than the factories. It’s 
easy to imagine the repercussions their attitude could have 
had on the functioning of the daycares, and therefore on the 
liberation of women.
72 It’s worth mentioning in this connection an important 
article in the March 1974 issue of China Reconstructs, “How 
we women won equality,” in which the author, Zui Yulan, 
smashes this “theory.”
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But the service workshops are only the beginning 
of the abolition of housework. Once the domestic 
tasks have been taken out of family hands and col-
lectivized, they still have to be mechanized. This 
mechanization has its roots in two separate areas. 
Firstly, it clearly depends on the basic improvements 
effected by service workers themselves. Secondly, it 
depends on the development of light industry in the 
relevant fields. One instance where the two areas 
have borne fruit is in the development of collective 
automatic laundries. In the same way, if the actual 
domestic needs of the masses are not sufficiently sys-
tematized and recognized by the industrial sector, it 
may be difficult to appreciate that producing this 
or that object could be important for the liberation 
of women. The Women’s Federation has a vital part 
to play in all this—organizing the mass of women, 
researching and pointing to their needs, acting as 
a pressure group to push for change. The present 
“restrictions of the material conditions” referred to 
in the Red Flag article will have to be broken down. 
And to this end political and ideological mobiliza-
tion is essential.

Training Women Cadres

This topic is especially interesting because it 
allows us to see the extent to which two allegedly 
opposed ideas, “men and women are perfectly equal” 
and “women are inferior to men,” actually meet and 
coexist in perfect harmony.
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The Red Flag article I have already cited makes it 
very explicit that 

the growth of women cadres still fails to keep 
pace with the objective requirements of Chi-
na’s socialist revolution and socialist construc-
tion. In some localities the number of women 
party members is much too low compared 
with the number of revolutionary women, 
and there are too few women cadres in lead-
ing bodies. This unavoidably affects the devel-
opment of the movement for the emancipa-
tion of women. One who fails to see this cannot 
see clearly the great significance of training and 
bringing up women cadres and developing party 
membership among women, to say nothing of 
taking the necessary measures to solve the rele-
vant problems.

How could measures be taken which specifically 
encourage the training of women cadres when peo-
ple happily reiterate that women already have equal 
rights with men in whatever sphere you care to 
mention? The people who say that will rationalize 
the fact that there is a relatively small number of 
women cadres, will fail to take the necessary steps, 
and will even excuse themselves on the grounds that 
women are naturally backward.73

73 I have noticed a net growth in the proportion of women 
in positions of leadership and in other areas such as higher 
education, since the visit to China which led to the writing 
of this book. In 1971 we were told that the Party’s aim was to 
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To Record or to Reform

As a result, such people can do no more than 
regret that the cultural and political level of women 
happens to be too low, that women happen to have 
too little time because of their household duties and 
that, unfortunately, they can’t be given any respon-
sibilities until circumstances permit. Red Flag takes 
up this point:

Some of the comrades. . . believe that women 
possess “low cultural standards and ability,” 
that they have “family complications,” and 
that “it is difficult to promote women cad-
res.” This kind of thinking greatly affects the 
growth of women cadres.  .  .  . The idea that 
women are less able than men is not justified 
by actual conditions in China. . . . As for saying 
that the cultural standard and work ability of 
some women comrades are not high enough, 
it also has deep class origins and social histor-

have 30 percent women in the various positions of leadership. 
Today many people say that this is only one phase and that 
30 percent represents a figure that must be quickly exceeded. 
The revolutionary committee of Qinghua University gave us 
the following figures for the proportion of women in the stu-
dent population: 27 percent in 1971, 30 percent in 1972 and 
34 percent in 1973. The chairman of the committee added, 
“This progress is encouraging but we can’t be pleased with 
these figures. We must quickly reach 50 percent, really half 
of the sky.” This example is particularly interesting when you 
realize that Qinghua is a scientific and technical university 
specializing in areas which have been traditionally masculine.
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ical origins. It is exactly because of this that 
we must show concern for them, train them, 
and help them improve themselves. We must 
never discriminate against them.

To say that women “have family complica-
tions” is, to all appearances, a neutral and objective 
statement. To conclude from it that they can’t be 
entrusted with responsibility is definitely a reaction-
ary attitude, and one that the Party and the women’s 
committees vehemently criticize. That there must be 
more concern for the actual and particular problems 
of women has been a constant theme of Chinese 
propaganda since the March 8 editorial. Of course 
performing household tasks still conflicts with the 
political, ideological, and cultural tasks that women 
must assume. Denial, as we have seen, serves no 
purpose for women, but to be content with merely 
recording the conflict is not much of an advance 
either. Progress depends on the energetic imple-
mentation of a series of reforms which have already 
shown their value in many vanguard areas.74

That’s why Red Flag reaffirms this necessary polit-
ical stance: 

74 The press is full of reports and tables—not to mention 
critical articles like the one in Red Flag—describing peo-
ple’s communes, districts, and factories where these reforms 
have been implemented and telling of the progress women 
there have made towards actually becoming “half of heaven” 
[rather, “half the sky.”—Ed.]
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It is most essential. . . to solve the contradic-
tions between revolutionary work and family 
work. It is necessary to promote the practice 
that men and women must share household 
chores. At the same time, it is necessary to 
pay attention to the specific characteris-
tics of women and help them solve specific 
problems. Late marriage and planned parent-
hood should be promoted. It is essential to 
do a good job in running social public wel-
fare facilities,75 such as health insurance for 
women and children and nurseries.76 So long 

75 Domestic service workshops (laundries, clothes manufac-
ture and repair workshops, cleaners, and so on), canteens, 
health centers, daycares, and kindergartens attached to vari-
ous productive or housing units are all described by the term 
“social public welfare facilities.”
76 The author of this article could be making a veiled reference 
to difficulties that have actually hindered the efficient provi-
sion of preschool care. The Beijing teacher training school 
for kindergarten teachers has been closed since 1966 and, to 
the best of my knowledge, is still closed. It has produced no 
newly qualified teachers for at least eight years. “This is one 
way in which right-wing policies have shown themselves,” we 
were told in Beijing’s No. 5 Kindergarten. Such interference 
from the right has posed, and no doubt still poses, serious 
problems. The network of daycares and kindergartens needs 
to be extended at a time when the source of newly qualified 
teachers has dried up. Moreover, there are regulations speci-
fying a certain ratio of qualified staff in daycares. Observing 
the regulation is often equivalent to refusing a new intake of 
children. This was especially true three or four years after the 
Cultural Revolution, which saw an increase in the birthrate. 
Faced with this situation, some daycares (especially those run 
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as we adopt the correct attitude and a num-
ber of practical measures, it is not difficult to 
solve the specific difficulties of women.

Only a firm and systematic application of such 
reforms will resolve the contradictions. By the 
same token, there is only one objective criterion in 
contemporary China by which to judge whether a 
policy is revolutionary or not. It need involve no 
theoretical consideration of the “feminist cause,” 
for it is simply whether or not the policy brings 
about reforms.

For a long time to come the training of women 
cadres will remain a key battleground in the struggle 
between revolution and counterrevolution. To have 
women in positions of leadership goes right against 
the old reactionary morality. “If women succeed 
in these tasks, then what use will men be?” writes 
a working-class woman, making a point that had 
been worrying some of the husbands. Some men, 
those who are not really convinced of the need for 
equality, feel self-satisfied and happy in the belief 
that they have accomplished a praiseworthy feat as 

directly by factory or district committees) ignore the regu-
lations and recruit their staff directly from among women 
factory workers or housewives of the district—the daycare in 
the No. 3 textile factory in Beijing has two qualified women 
out of a staff of forty; at Zhaoyan, two out of twenty are 
qualified. However, it seems that daycares run by various 
administrative bodies, further education establishments, or 
even the State suffer from this state of affairs.
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soon as their organizational team is increased by a 
few women: The article in Red Flag retorts:

To select and promote women cadres and 
assign them to the leading bodies at various 
levels is only the beginning of our efforts to 
train and educate them and not the end of 
the work. To enable them to remain vigorous 
and keep their revolutionary spirit, we must 
do a lot of arduous and meticulous work. As 
a matter of fact, organizationally it is often 
relatively easy to select and appoint women 
cadres, but it is no easy task to help them 
really mature. The leadership at all levels 
must, therefore, attach importance to carry-
ing out education in ideology and political 
line in training women cadres. It is necessary 
to encourage them to make progress and help 
them overcome their shortcomings and take 
up their responsibility with courage. . . . The 
essential step in training women cadres is to 
let them participate in the three great revolu-
tionary movements and temper themselves in 
the struggles so as to raise their consciousness 
and work ability.  .  .  . The party committees 
at all levels should create favorable conditions 
for them so as to enable them to learn more 
from their work and improve themselves 
through training. . . . It is necessary to place 
confidence in them when we employ women 
cadres. It is also necessary to give them ade-
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quate support in critical times and actively 
help them to solve their difficulties.  .  .  . To 
train women cadres is the task of the whole 
Party, and it cannot be considered to be work 
of only certain departments. . . . Party com-
mittees at all levels should raise their under-
standing of this question to the level of the 
struggle between the two lines and of consol-
idating the dictatorship of the proletariat. . . . 
While adhering to the principle of studying 
on the jobs, it is necessary to carry out for 
them education on theory in a planned way 
by holding study classes, and sending them to 
“May 7” cadre schools. . . . The broad masses 
of women cadres should also fully understand 
their honorable duties in the socialist revo-
lution and construction, acquire the deter-
mination to fulfill their tasks, dare to prac-
tice—and study assiduously so as to mature 
rapidly, and contribute their share in striving 
for still-greater victories in socialist revolution 
and construction.

Production units throughout China have sent 
reports to the national press about the changes 
brought about by following this policy and recti-
fying their style of work. A people’s commune in 
Jiangsu77 told how all its work team leaders had been 
men, although twelve of the teams were composed 

77 “Report from a production brigade in Jiangsu,” Red Flag 
(March 1973).
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mainly of women. This had led to bad feeling. The 
men would treat the women’s problems lightly or 
even completely ignore them. The women, still in 
the grip of age-old tradition, didn’t have the cour-
age to air their own points of view, their differences, 
and their difficulties. During the movement of 
criticism against Lin Biao and the rectification of 
styles of work, “the brigade conscientiously studied 
this problem.” New team leaders, all women, were 
elected. The results soon began to show. Leaders 
and led are more closely united; it’s now possible 
to investigate and solve concrete problems as they 
occur; and the teams have made great advances in 
their political studies. Productivity and output have 
both increased by leaps and bounds. From being 
shy at the outset, these women have steeled them-
selves to their new responsibilities. Their victory has 
revalued the status of all other women. The lesson is 
clear: those who believe that nature or destiny have 
created women to be docile and obedient and sec-
ond-rate workers are, consciously or unconsciously, 
taking the road of counterrevolution.

Reconstructing the Women’s Federation

The campaign to put the women’s question back 
into the center of the political arena is the context in 
which Chinese women have entered the movement 
of criticism against Confucius and Lin Biao. But 
another influence has been of great positive value to 
women in the current struggle—the reconstruction 
of the Women’s Federation. Grassroots committees 
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of the Women’s Federation were revived all over 
China and immediately became very active. Since 
June 1973, Women’s Federation conferences have 
been held throughout the country.

There had been no formal organization for the 
majority of women since 1966. The Federation’s 
lengthy absence can perhaps be attributed to the 
“egalitarian” tendency mentioned above. Other tra-
ditional organizations were also inactive for some 
years, but such inactivity must have been more 
harmful to women than it was to other sectors of the 
population. While the Youth League, the unions, 
and the Women’s Federation were all temporarily 
suspended, young people and workers had their 
own revolutionary organizations, which were neces-
sary to that phase of the struggle which started with 
the great proletarian Cultural Revolution. In the 
Red Guard organizations, among the revolutionary 
rebels in the factories and later in factory confer-
ences, young people and workers could put forward 
their problems and discuss them. However, women 
didn’t usually have their own political meeting place 
where they could work out together their criticisms 
of what was still oppressing them.

Because they suffer a specific form of oppres-
sion, women need organizations which will help 
them to participate fully in the total movement of 
the revolution, just as they will help the revolu-
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tion to grasp the importance of any movement of 
half the people.78

Women Were a Motive Force in the Movement of 
Criticism Leveled Against Confucius and Lin Biao.

The reactionary ideology of the four Confucian 
contempts has become a common talking point 
since the beginning of the campaign of criticism 
leveled against Confucius and Lin Biao, which has 
comparatively recently become nationwide. The 
contempts are these: for manual work, for women, 
for the young, and for those who are governed.

It’s a safe bet that the new campaign will put 
the women’s question in the forefront of the class 
struggle even more forcefully than the Cultural 
Revolution did.

78 On our visit to the Sino-Cuban people’s commune, near 
Beijing, the leader of the commune recounted its experiences 
in this area—difficulties as well as successes. He concluded: 

The main tasks of the women’s committee are 1) to carry 
out ideological work among women; 2) to speak for all 
women and to defend them in their family or elsewhere; 
and 3) to be responsible for women’s work. For instance, 
women can’t do exactly the same work as men during their 
periods. Yet because feudal ideas still persist women don’t 
want to talk about their periods. The women’s committee, 
which knows the women well and knows the dates of their 
periods, can speak for them. The women’s committee also 
intervenes if the equal pay principle isn’t correctly applied—
which does happen. Without a women’s committee, there is no 
guarantee of women’s equal rights.
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The women who wrote the following words 
in the People’s Daily hit the nail on the head: “We 
working women suffered most from the doctrine of 
Confucius. . . so we have the greatest right to speak 
out in the struggle to criticize Lin Biao and Con-
fucius.”79

The committees of the Women’s Federation have 
gone to war against Confucius. Through study and 
otherwise, Chinese women have started to settle 
their accounts with an ideology that is over two 
thousand years old. This was so widespread and deep 
rooted that you could have taken it for “common 
sense”; it held on for as long as it was appropriate 
to the material base of the old Chinese society, but 
it still maintains a hold in China, even after obvi-
ous and fundamental social change. Confucian ideas 
are deeply ingrained in Chinese culture, in Chinese 
thought, and in the Chinese people. Moreover there 
still exist material vestiges of the old society which 
continue to support the existence of these old ideas.

To put this criticism into practice will inevita-
bly lead to a reform of all existing archaic social rela-
tions. And to mount the offensive it is imperative to 
mobilize the masses, men and women alike, for the 
criticism of old customs and the promotion of new 
socialist mores—even while relying on the revolu-
tionary relations of production that are already estab-
lished. Women must be given the chance to “free 

79 Yang Bolan and Chen Beizhen, Xinhua News Agency (Feb-
ruary 22, 1974).
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their minds” and, step by step, to overthrow the 
“eternal woman.”80

The women of the Yuanping Street Federation, 
in Fujian, have written:

During the mobilization of the women in the 
district to criticize Confucius, we worked out 
“the five destructions and the five reconstruc-
tions,” taking into account current expres-
sions of the class struggle on the ideological 
level.81

1.	 To destroy feudal superstitions and to 
establish the thesis that work creates the 
world.

2.	 To abolish the old matrimonial system of 
arbitrary (or “forced”) marriages arranged 
as a business transaction by parents on 
their children’s behalf, and to strengthen 
the freedom of choice in marriage that is 
now exercised in a new form.

3.	 To eliminate the ideology of male suprem-
acy and female submissiveness, thus 
abolishing patriarchal authority, and to 
replace it with the concept of equal rights 
for both sexes. To practice the principle of 

80 I shall just mention here the example of the problem of 
housework, which I have already discussed at length.
81 In reading these five points the reader must, of course, 
bear in mind that they refer to a continuous process of rad-
ical change, started at the very inception of the Chinese 
revolution.
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equal pay for equal work, and to practice 
birth control.

4.	 To eliminate the theory of women’s back-
wardness, attacking it with the idea of 
women as “half of the sky.”

5.	 To eliminate the attitudes of “studying to 
make yourself somebody” and “going to 
work on the land so that you will be well 
thought of”—opposing them with the 
ideas that “studying serves the people” 
and that agricultural labor must be given 
its proper value.

The women of Yuanping Street organized a cam-
paign centered on these “five destructions and five 
reconstructions.” They gave some indication of the 
extent of their mobilization in the course of a few 
weeks. They held study sessions, criticism meetings, 
assemblies, and debates. They edited newspapers, 
wrote articles in the press and on dazibaos (wall 
posters written in large characters). A total of 1200 
women from Yuanping Street played an active part 
in this campaign. Extra evening classes in politi-
cal study had to be organized, since the number 
of women attending doubled, and in those classes 
women who had felt too insignificant to talk in pub-
lic before at last dared to speak out.

Other newspaper articles record the fact that the 
offensive against male chauvinism is being carried 
out simultaneously on three fronts.
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Firstly, the real activities of women are publi-
cized, thus demonstrating how times have changed. 
The achievements of women for their communities 
in one area or another are now written up on wall 
posters. One such poster comes from Yuanping:

Following the appeal of the May 7 directive, 
the women in the district undertook to pre-
pare new fields for planting. They have pre-
pared them. For three consecutive years they 
have harvested a crop yielding 75 quintals per 
hectare.82 Relying on their own strength, they 
have built small factories, and in that way 
have considerably increased industrial pro-
duction. They have transformed the district 
from an area of “consumption” to an area of 
“production.” These undeniable facts consti-
tute an irreversible refutation of the doctrine 
of contempt for women put forward by Con-
fucius, Liu Shaoqi, Lin Biao, and others.

Women will often affirm their membership of 
vanguard women’s units across the country. National 
newspaper articles glorifying their exploits are com-
mented on, studied, and posted locally.

Secondly, there is a simultaneous denunciation 
of the Confucian doctrines according to which 
“women are created to serve” and are “difficult to 
manage.” “Women and children must have rules of 
conduct to keep them on the straight and narrow”; 
“a woman belongs to her husband as a hen belongs 
82 75 quintals = 7,500 kilograms.—Ed.
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to the rooster”; and “the greatest happiness comes 
with the largest number of sons.”

The People’s Daily editorial of March 8, 1974 is 
specific on this point: “The theory of male suprem-
acy and the theory of female slavery and dependence 
must both be mercilessly condemned and their sin-
ister influence must be eliminated. Not only women 
but men as well must criticize these theories.”

Most of the time these criticisms are made 
by means of the example of actual cases known 
throughout a given locality. One such example tells 
how Xie Shouyin had four daughters. She kept try-
ing for a son to carry the family name and therefore 
refused to practice contraception. Another woman 
refused to become a cadre because she was afraid of 
not being equal to the task. Yet another didn’t dare 
go out to work because she considered that her fate 
was to stay at home. Such examples are remnants 
of Confucianism and are not uncommon. Cases are 
studied by the local Women’s Federation. All the 
women help to find a collective solution, and every 
success is publicized to encourage the others.

Thirdly, and finally, concrete steps are being taken 
for the long term. In particular small workshops are 
being set up. I recently visited an old quarter of 
Beijing where the housewives still stayed at home. 
For the most part they were fairly elderly women, 
retired workers, or women who were handicapped 
or in delicate health. It was impossible in practice 
for these women to participate in the work of the 
neighboring small factories. The residents’ commit-
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tee, having studied the problem, set up a small fac-
tory (a May 7 workshop)83 to manufacture theatrical 
props like paper flowers or garlands. The workshop, 
situated right in the center of a network of small 
streets, makes it possible for women to work when 
they can and for as long as they can. They organize 
the production themselves and they get a wage for 
work, which is not only useful and necessary to the 
State, but which also enables them to meet together 
and to break through the isolation that they would 
otherwise suffer.

A critique of the three obediences and the four 
virtues has recently emerged. The three obediences 
were preached by Mencius and Confucius and 
demanded that a woman should obey her father 
and her elder brothers before marriage, her husband 
during marriage, and her sons when widowed. The 
83 The May 7 workshops, created after Chairman Mao’s direc-
tive of the same name, have a different function from that 
of the small street factories. Their main task seems to be to 
organize collective productive labor for people who are either 
too old or too weak to cope with factory schedules and work. 
The internal division of labor in these workshops is loosely 
defined, so that one person’s absence, for example, doesn’t 
upset the work of others. They are usually subcontracted by 
small street factories or state factories to produce parts. Not 
only does such a system of production meet the real needs of 
society but, and this is perhaps most important, the collec-
tive set up immediately allows women working there to take 
charge of the workshop and to organize political and cultural 
study groups so that they, too, can participate in the socialist 
reconstruction [see also the article on women tackling this 
question in Beijing Information, XII (1973)].
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four virtues rigidly determined a woman’s public 
behavior—her conduct, conversational subjects, 
dress, and domestic tasks. A woman was obliged to 
be moderate in all circumstances and to observe the 
proper attitudes in her speech and her conduct. Her 
conversation was to be demure and restrained, so as 
not to bore men. When laughing she was obliged to 
cover her mouth, because it was considered immod-
est to show her teeth and tongue. Her choice of 
dress was dictated by the single need to please men. 
Last but not least, she had to fulfill all her domestic 
chores with good grace.

“Away with this decadent ideology!” can be heard 
and read everywhere—even though you won’t find 
many people in China today84 openly defending the 
literal interpretation of these feudal rules.

But as I said at the beginning of this article, these 
ideas are still influencing people at every turn. Con-
fucian doctrine has weighed the Chinese masses 
down for 2500 years and they still bear its marks. 
It is an extremely elitist doctrine, almost racist in 
its treatment of the people, and of women in par-
ticular. Today, the Chinese bourgeoisie still relies on 
Confucianism for its counterrevolutionary projects 
and the current anti-Confucian movement is, there-
fore, of crucial importance to the future of the Chi-
nese revolution. To radically discredit Confucianism 
among the masses is to deal a crippling blow to reac-
84 I mean of course mainland China. Under Nationalist rule, 
the non-liberated part of China still sees Confucian doctrine 
as the infallible and rigid governing code for the people.
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tion. But this is no mean task and will involve a pro-
tracted struggle. In fact this struggle has not ceased 
in the whole fifty years of the life of the Chinese 
Communist Party. The difference is that this time 
the assault is planned and thoroughgoing.

Women are at the heart of the struggle. All the 
patriarchal relations inherited from feudalism are 
disrupted when age-old submissiveness is rejected. 
Solidarity comes to life among those women who 
struggle against the “total power” of husbands, who 
fight against respect for the authority of education-
alists, and who reject the religion of material incen-
tives. The most important ideological themes of the 
struggle have profound consequences for women. 
Take, for instance, the radical critique of genius. 
Apart from the fact that “geniuses” everywhere are 
usually men, the very idea of genius, of an innate 
and overwhelming predisposition for certain tasks at 
the expense of others, is at the root of all theoretical 
systems supporting discrimination against women. 
It is, therefore, understandable that women have 
much to say and much to gain from denouncing the 
idea of genius. Or take another example: the attack 
on contempt for manual work and for the governed 
masses. It is inconceivable that this attack could 
succeed unless the female masses, oppressed man-
ual workers since time immemorial, by the dictate 
of ancient practice, fuse their experience with the 
ongoing revolution.

The “Pi Lin Pi Kong” campaign is another means 
by which the people learn to delve below the surface 
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in their attempts to reach and understand the fun-
damental nature of phenomena. 

It is essential to criticize the feudal thinking of 
looking down on women. . . . They were the 
most oppressed among the oppressed people. 
Such economic and political status of women 
gave rise to their strong desire for the revolu-
tion.  .  . and they are imbued with extremely 
great enthusiasm for socialism.85

Seeing only the superficial inferiority of women 
is not just an illusory vision, but will in practice 
deprive the revolution of its greatest enthusiasts.

The March 8, 1973 editorial of the People’s 
Daily denounced those who believed that women 
wouldn’t be able to play a significant part in the “Pi 
Lin Pi Kong” campaign because of their low cul-
tural standards. These people would really like the 
campaign to remain no more than a mere academic 
exercise, an intellectual debate on the finer points 
of ancient history. As the struggle develops it will 
become obvious that women, far from being back-
ward, are actually a vital motive force behind the “Pi 
Lin Pi Kong” campaign. 

Once again the Chinese revolution reminds us 
of the central role played by the class struggle. To 
deny that women are still discriminated against, 
to settle for legalistic verbiage, in other words to 
suggest casually that women’s liberation has finally 
been victorious, is to run counter to the movement 
85 Red Flag (December 1973).
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of history and to impede the struggle of women for 
their emancipation. It is to oppose Mao Zedong, 
who has explicitly and constantly reaffirmed that 
the emancipation of women demands a protracted 
and continuous struggle. “Only in the course of the 
socialist transformation of society can women grad-
ually liberate themselves.” Until this transformation 
is complete, the liberation of women will be partial 
and still susceptible to a defeat that would return 
women to their earlier oppression.

Chinese women today have profoundly improved 
their position. That’s the crucial point from which 
all their contemporary struggles start. Denying this 
change or underestimating it; limiting your vision 
to the surface of the matter or taking a few facts 
in isolation; refusing to see the overall direction of 
the revolution means, like it or not, adopting the 
viewpoint of a dead metaphysic. And to do that is to 
align yourself with the Chinese tendency that denies 
“socialist innovations” and the gains of the Cultural 
Revolution.

This tendency has two phases. First of all there is 
the effort to impede or distort the changes brought 
about by the Cultural Revolution (the educational 
reforms, for example). Then, confronted by the 
temporary difficulties so created, there is the disin-
genuous exclamation: “The Cultural Revolution has 
changed nothing and has served no purpose. What a 
waste, what a mess!” Women suffer the same indig-
nities. The tendency opposes their initiatives as it 
opposes the revolution. Measures helping women 
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are thwarted or sabotaged, and then comes the cry, 
“Women are worried about nothing but their own 
little families. That’s part of their nature and noth-
ing can be done about it.” But Chinese women have 
risen against this tendency. Once more they con-
front reactionaries and reactionary nostalgia. Yet 
again they attack the eternal woman. One thing you 
can be sure of—this time won’t be the last.
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