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Patient Reflection

Bridging the Urban-Rural Divide in China: The
Youth, Peasants, and Mao's Cultural Revolution

Historical Context

In the 1960s, China was undergoing massive social and political change. After the founding of the
PeOﬁle's Republic of China in 1949, Chairman Mao Zedong and the Chinese Communist Party
worked to reshape Chinese society by eliminating class differences and promoting socialist ideals.
One of the most dramatic attempts to do this came during the Cultural Revolution (1966—19768, a
movement launched by Mao to reassert his control and remove elements of what he called “old
culture,” “old customs,” “old habits,” and “old ideas.” A major goal of the Cultural Revolution was to
close the urban-rural divide that had long separated China’s educated, industrial cities from its
poor, agricultural countryside. Mao believed that China's revolution had to be rooted in the rural
peasantry, who made up the majority of the population but had been historically marginalized. To
promote this vision, millions of urban youth were sent to rural areas in a campaign known as the
‘Down to the Countryside Movement.” These young people, many of them students from middle
and high schools, were told to learn from the peasants and re-educate themselves through manual
labor and simple living. The idea was that this shared experience would break down class
differences and promote equality, but the results were mixed. Many young people struggled with
the harsh conditions of rural life and found the work physically exhausting. At the same time, many
peasants resented the presence of outsiders who had little understanding of their lives. While
some young people came to admire the resilience of rural workers and experienced personal
growth, others became disillusioned with the government’s policies and returned to the cities with
a sense of loss or confusion. The effort to bridge the urban-rural divide during the Cultural
Revolution had lasting effects. It disrupted the education of an entire ﬁeneratmn and reshaped how
many Chinese citizens viewed class, labor, and the role of the state. The movement also revealed
the complexity of trying to create unity in a vast and diverse country. Understanding this part of
history helps us see how political ideologies and social experiments can deeply affect people’s
lives, especially the youth who are often caught in the middle of change.

Connection to Habit

The effort to bridge the urban-rural divide during Mao’s Cultural Revolution is a powerful example
of why history requires patient reflection. At first glance, the “Down to the Countryside Movement”
may seem like a bold push for equality, but a closer look reveals a more complicated story filled
with mixed emotions, Conﬂictin%oexperiences, and long-term consequences. Understanding this
moment in history means going beyond surface-level explanations. We need to examine how the
movement impacted both urban youth and rural peasants, how it disrupted education, and how it
shaped people’s trust in government. By carefully analyzing firsthand accounts, official propaganda,
and later reflections, students can better understand the complexity of this time and why
thoughtful reexamination of the past is essential for learning from it.
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Discussion Questions

« What was the goal of the "Down to the Countryside" Movement, and how did it connect to
Mao’s larger goals during the Cultural Revolution?

« Why did Mao believe that poor rural peasants were the right people to “re-educate” urban
youth? What values was he hoping to promote?

« What are some potential benefits of sending urban youth to live and work in rural areas? What
are some possible drawbacks?

e In what ways did the movement succeed or fail in bridging the divide between city and
countryside?

« Why is'it important to listen to different voices (youth, peasants, officials) when studying a
movement like this?

e What role did the hukou (household registration) system play in shaping the long term
outcomes of the movement?

e« Why is it important to reflect slowly and carefully on historical events like the “Down to the
Countryside Movement” instead of forming quick conclusions?

e How can studying this movement help us better understand modern challenges with inequality,
migration, or government policy?

e What lessons does this chapter of history offer about the power and limits of government
programs that try to reshape society?

Suggested Activity

Materials Needed:

Printed/Digital Copies of the Historical Context
Reflection Quotes on Mao's Cultural Revolution
Highlighters/Markers

Notebook paper

Pencil/Pen

Step 1: Understanding the Historical Context of the Cultural Revolution

Using different highlighters or markers they will identify and reflect on key ideas from the
historical context on the Cultural Revolution.

« Red ﬁPolitical Goals): Highlight Mao’s political motivations and goals during the Cultural
Revolution. Look for phrases that describe what Mao wanted to change or accomplish.

e Green (Urban-Rural Divide): Highlight any sentences about the relationship between cities
and the countryside or how the movement aimed to connect them. What does the text say
about the differences between urban youth and rural peasants?

« Blue (Youth Experience): Highlight parts that describe how young people felt, what they did,
or how they were impacted by the Down to the Countryside Movement. Was their experience
positive, negative, or mixed?

e Yellow iLong—Term Effects): Highlight any lasting outcomes or lessons learned from the
Cultural Revolution. Think about how the movement affected education, class, and people’s
view of government.

Step 2: Analyze quotes reflecting on the Cultural Revolution

Choose two guotes. Answer the following questions for both of the quotes you selected:
« What values or lessons did the speaker take from their experience?
« Why is it important to listen to voices with different perspectives when studying history like
the Cultural Revolution?

Step 3: Whole Class Discussion or Exit Ticket (one paragraph):
Have students answer the prompt using their Historical Context annotations and their quote

analysis responses. Prompt: What does the Cultural Revolution teach us about the successes
and challenges of trying to reshape a society through large-scale political movements?
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Primary Sources
Reflection Quotes on Mao’s Cultural Revolution

Quote 1

Context: Some “sent-down” youth gained a lasting appreciation for rural life, manual
labor, and the resilience of the peasant class.

“I was bitter at first, but after a while, | began to respect the farmers. They worked so
hard, and | learned what it meant to earn your food. | left the village a different
person.”

— Sent-down youth reflecting in The Morning Sun documentary archives

Quote 2

Context: For some youth, particularly girls, being sent to the countryside offered a rare
opportunity for independence.

“It was hard work, but in some ways, it gave me freedom. At home, | was told what to
do every minute. In the village, | learned how to survive on my own.”
— Interview from The Gate of Heavenly Peace oral history project

Quote 3

Context: Many young people, especially early in the Cultural Revolution, felt inspired by
Mao’s call to revolution. They believed they were participating in something meaningful
and transformative.

“I truly believed we were building a better China. When we read Mao’s words, we felt
powerful, like we mattered. We were shaping the future, and that gave me pride.”
— Former Red Guard, quoted in Some of Us: Chinese Women Growing Up in the Mao
Era

Quote 4

Context: Years later, some youth reflected on the experience as one that shaped their
understanding of inequality and helped them develop empathy.

“It opened my eyes. | had never seen poverty like that. It made me think about what
kind of China we should build.”
— Former participant, Union College China Oral History Project



