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THE CURRENT CHINESE leadership has been particularly vehe-
ment in its denunciations of the radical experiments in higher
education of the early 1970s. No other single issue gained equal atten-
tion in the 1977-78 campaign to pillory the “Gang of Four,” and no
other sphere of governmental activity since Mao’s death was so quick
to be overhauled.

This ought not to have been surprising, since even before Mao’s
death the controversy among the leadership over higher-education
policies was evident in China’s newspapers. Essentially the dispute
concerned whether China should use higher schooling more as a re-
distributive mechanism or more as a development tool. The Chinese
revolution had come to power in 1949 on the strength of two appeals
that had won mass national backing: a nationalist promise to restore
Chinese pride and prosperity; and a social revolutionary pledge to in-
crease the opportunities available to China’s great majority of have-
nots. From the early 1950s onward all of the Party leaders supported
both goals. But whenever new policies were determined, there was
controversy over where and how to draw the balance between the
goals. The moderates—the several groupings within the leadership
which presently share power in China—have defined the revolution
more in terms of its nationalist/development goals; Mao and the rad-
icals, on the other hand, seem to have become willing by the mid- and
late-1960s to sacrifice fast development if such development meant
abandoning the redistributive goals which favored the “proletarian”
classes.

This issue of development versus redistribution had begun to
focus in the 1960s on China’s university-admissions policies—and for
a simple reason. The mass education efforts of the 1950s had allowed
greatly expanded numbers of children into high school, and for the
first time there were far more candidates for enrollment in China’s
universities than there were university openings available. For the
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first time, too, the high-school student bodies included large numbers
of young people from semi-literate working-class homes. Such stu-
dents tended to have considerably greater problems with their studies
than their classmates from the households of the urban intelligentsia
(chih-shih fen-tze).'

Placing great weight on performance in the university entrance
examinations had given a fair percentage of the university openings
to these children of the intelligentsia. With growing numbers of work-
ing-class families finding their children’s expectations disappointed in
the tightening contest for university places—and with the revolu-
tion’s commitment to its redistributive goals thus put to the test—
left-wing members of the Party had begun arguing with increasing
vigor that the criteria for university admissions had to be shifted
more in favor of the “good class” youths. But until the Cultural Rev-
olution the majority of the leadership remained convinced that the
revolution’s modernization goals precluded any policy that markedly
discriminated against the chances of the most academically capable
of the intelligentsia’s children.

One of the first decrees pushed through the Central Committee
by Mao in the Cultural Revolution’s first months proclaimed the
abolition of the university entrance examinations and
a new method of enrollment, a combination of recommendation and selec-
tion in which proletarian politics are right to the fore. . .. The old examina-
tion system is a serious violation of the Party’s class line, shuts out many out-
standing children of workers, former poor and lower-middle peasants and
revolutionary cadres . . . and opens the gates wide to the bourgeoisie to culti-
vate its own successors.’

The Party radicals were aware that these proposals to disregard
academic achievements in university admissions would do harm to
the teaching of advanced university-level courses. But they did not
see any pressing need for the universities to prepare a corps of highly
trained technocrats and “experts.” In part this was because the radi-
cals wanted to pursue a new approach to economic development. The
Party’s left wing was oriented toward an economic strategy of smaller
and technically less sophisticated factories. They argued that with
such industrial development it would be enough simply to educate
greater numbers of politically reliable “socialist laborers” with on-

! Jonathan Unger, Anita Chan, and Stanley Rosen, “Students and Class Warfare, Part I
The Social Roots of the Red Guard Conflicts in Canton” (forthcoming).
2 People’s Daily (Peking), June 18, 1966.
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the-job resourcefulness in handling non-advanced technologies.

The radicals’ preference for this kind of economic strategy derived
partly from their “class struggle” perspectives. Since those best at
handling “expertise” and theoretical constructs were the “bourgeois”
professionals and their offspring, neither the schools nor the factories
were to be allowed to be arenas in which they could excel at the ex-
pense of the workers and their children.> Education at all levels was
to be used as a mechanism for eradicating the gaps between students
from different backgrounds. No longer was it to serve as a means for
sorting and stratifying students.

The Party radicals had another reason for downplaying theory
and stressing the tangibly practical. While they realized, of course,
that at least some personnel would have to have scientific and techni-
cal knowledge, they seem to have had scant comprehension of what
scientific training entailed. They were convinced that knowledge was
purposely “mystified” by experts to bolster their professional status,
and that a simple common-sense approach—mingling plain ex-
planations with practical demonstrations and shop-floor practice—
could reveal the secrets of science within a short space of time. Ad-
vanced theoretical training was not only disadvantageous to the
working classes and politically suspect for perpetuating a tech-
nocratic elite. It was also unnecessary: scientific technology was noth-
ing but common-sense knowledge dressed up in fancy clothes; and
much of it had already been learned by children in lower schooling.*

THE FIGHT OVER UNIVERSITY RECRUITMENT PROCEDURES

There was hence little need, thought the radicals, to be worried
about the “quality” of university entrants. Many of the young people
accepted for university training could be chosen simply for being po-
litical enthusiasts, and might include peasant youths with merely jun-
ior high school or primary school educations. Since no attention need
be paid to applicants’ academic backgrounds, the examinations on

3 For several years after the Cultural Revolution, the Chinese press was filled with tales of
semi-literate but politically devoted workers devising simple machinery superior to the overly
sophisticated ones which discredited technicians had proposed; the message was that technical
advances henceforth could largely be of this intermediate kind.

* Mao’s own disdain for “abstruse” learning was expressed clearly in a talk in the summer of
1968: “As far as I can see, the basic courses of junior and senior high school and the last two
years of primary school are about the same as those offered by universities. One should go to
school for six years, at most ten years . . . . All basic courses are repetitious. As to courses of
specialization, even the teachers don’t understand.” Mao Tse-tung Szu-hsiang Wan Sui (Long Live
the Thought of Chairman Mao) (n.p., 1969), p. 693.
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which the children of the middle-class intelligentsia had done so well
could be entirely abolished.

Among urban applicants to universities, moreover, at least two
years of full-time work—proletarian “practice”—would become a
prerequisite. Ironically, this idea of an intervening period of work had
been Khrushchev’s. He and other Russian leaders had been worried
in the 1950s that Russia’s high-school graduates often looked down
upon the manual labor jobs that many of them would have to as-
sume. In 1958 the Russian government had passed regulations (soon
rescinded) stipulating that after the seventh or eighth year of school-
ing all youngsters should spend time working at a factory or farm,
and only after that would be able to take the entrance exams for a
higher—usually vocational—stage of education. In addition, in 1959
Russia had adopted a university system where for the first 2-3 years of
college, students would participate part-time in labor. Only in the
last years of university would they devote themselves entirely to their
studies.” These Russian initiatives had attracted a great deal of atten-
tion in China during the late 1950s, and the radicals had apparently
reworked them over the years into their own package of prescriptions
for Chinese education.

After 1968, under the radicals’ new scheme, urban education
through senior high school was shortened to nine or ten years (de-
pending upon the city) and was made available equally to all urban
youths. All the new senior-high graduates were then assigned directly
to jobs, without taking into account their academic records when de-
termining their job destinations. The choice of who went on to higher
learning was made at the workplace, on the basis of one’s on-the-job
performance. It is clear that “class-line” purposes were served by this
new selection process. The youth of proletarian family background
now had a considerably better chance than his or her academically
superior workmate of “petty bourgeois” origins, since the political
leaders of the workplace, themselves of “good” class background,
could be expected to take class into account with appraising the dedi-
cation of applicants.

There was so much trouble and infighting in getting the universi-
ties reorganized that most did not open till the early 1970s. Every
summer thereafter, each province established a temporary “enroll-
ment office,” which sent out teams of cadres and professors to each of
the cities and county capitals. There, the teams were augmented by

® Alex Inkeles and Raymond Bauer, The Soviet Citizen (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard
University Press, 1961), p. 100; John Zepper, “Recent and Contemporary Soviet Educational

Thought,” and Ina Schlesinger, “Soviet Educational Change,” in School! and Society” (January
1972).
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the addition of several district- and county-level cadres and teachers.®
Applications then passed through a local procedure that was de-
scribed by an official jingle: “The applicant applies,/The masses rec-
ommend,/The leadership approves,/The college [enrollment office]
reviews.” In reality, the “recommendation of the masses” was always
pro forma, at least in the knowledge and experience of people I inter-
viewed.” It was the local-level political leadership who actually de-
cided—and in some cases without the nominee having even to apply.

During the later stages of the Cultural Revolution in 1968, several
million former high-school students had been shipped out of the cities
to settle in the countryside. It had been a means of putting an end to
the Red Guard conflicts. In addition, it had been an attempt by the
government, which could not provide new factory jobs for most of the
cities’ young people, to cut back on urban unemployment.® The
urban-based Party officials and the university staffs preferred that the
university enrollments from the countryside came mostly from
among these rusticated urban youths rather than the ill-educated
peasant youngsters. Thus, to the extent that the Party bureaucrats
and colleges gained control over the selection procedures, the real ru-
ral youths tended to lose out. The 1970-71 enrollment figures for Wu-
han University in Hupei Province suggest the degree to which this
could occur. (See accompanying table. This case, admittedly, is the
most extreme one of which I am aware.)

WUHAN UNIVERSITY: ENROLLEES OF 1970-1971 BY PLACE
AND TYPE OF RECRUITMENT®

From factories 37%
Rusticated urban youths 34%
Peasant youths 4%
PLA soldiers 6%
Others (barefoot doctors,

cadres, etc.) 20%

(Total N = 1,245)

6 A. Casella, “Recent Developments in China’s University Recruitment System,” China
Quarterly (June 1975), pp. 300-01; also Canton Radio, in Foreign Broadcast Information Service: China
(hereafter, FBIS), July 10, 1974.

7In Hong Kong during 1975-76 I interviewed several dozen young people and former
teachers from China. Some had swum to Hong Kong illegally to escape working in the country-
side. Most, however, were legal emigrants: either Chinese from Southeast Asia who had re-
turned to China with their families in the 1950s and were now in transit back to their home
countries, or young Hong Kong residents whose parents had sent them to China for their edu-
cation.

8 Jonathan Unger, “China’s Troubled Down-to-the-Countryside Campaign,” Contemporary
China, Vol. 3, No. 2 (Summer 1979).

9 Tour notes of Gordon White, in F. C. Teiwes, “Before and After the Cultural Revolution,”
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