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 The proposed project will cover the experience of women across China during the Great 

Proletarian Cultural Revolution. From 1966 to Mao Zedong’s death in 1976, The People’s 

Republic of China experienced substantial socio-political upheaval and turmoil, largely in the 

form of inter-factional conflict among party members, workers, and radicalized student groups. 

The primary goal of the Cultural Revolution was to rid the newly formed Communist China of 

any lingering trace of the old imperial system. This saw several facets of life come under heavy 

scrutiny by zealous students and radical contingents of the Communist Party, including 

traditional gender roles and the conception of gender itself. The proposed project will examine 

the lives and experiences of Chinese women during this period to see how conceptions of 

gender—particularly femininity—were challenged by the Cultural Revolution, and whether these 

challenges resulted in any meaningful change or progress toward gender equality in Communist 

China.  

 The Cultural Revolution’s advocacy of State Feminism is a thoroughly discussed topic, 

though the angles through which it is examined are often limited to two very particular 

government programs: the Eight Model Operas and the Iron Girls. Writings on the Model Operas 

and other forms of state propaganda typically emphasize the party’s efforts to depict women 

more broadly as equal participants in the ongoing proletarian revolution, and, by extension, the 

role female figures such as Jiang Qing played in both the Cultural Revolution and broader 

Chinese Communist movement. Works concerned with the Iron Girls are similarly propaganda-

centric, though often incorporate a top-down view of women’s mobilization during the period. 

The proposed project seeks to fill in the gaps by comparing and contrasting the experiences of 

various women to elucidate the realities of womanhood and femininity at the time.  



 The most detailed firsthand accounts the proposed project will analyze come from three 

memoirs: Snow Falling in Spring by Li Moying, Spider Eaters by Rae Yang, and When Huai 

Flowers Bloom by Lu Shujiang. Additionally, the project will utilize specific, shorter narratives 

from two collections: The Red Mirror by Wen Chihua (ed. Bruce Jones) and Wild Swans by 

Zhang Rong. Lastly, the project will make use of retrospective essays written by several Chinese 

women scholars and translated by Hui Wu found in Once Iron Girls, as well as interviews found 

in Carma Hinton’s documentary Morning Sun. Analysis will compare the experiences detailed 

therein to one another, highlighting how and the extent to which state-sanctioned gender rhetoric 

effected these women in their day-to-day.  

 Scholarly works the proposed project will consult fall into two categories: histories of 

gender in China, and histories of the Cultural Revolution itself. The former cover the ways in 

which gender was conceived in China in the late imperial period, brief Republican period, and 

ensuing Communist period. The latter largely detail the events of the Cultural Revolution and 

give context as to both how and why they occurred, as well as their effects and lasting legacies. 
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