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Popular Propaganda?
Art and Culture in Revolutionary China1
BARBARA MITTLER
Chair, Institute of Chinese Studies
Center of East Asian Studies

University of Heidelberg

POPULAR JOKE from the 1940s runs like this: "Goebbels is
sent back at the gate of heaven: he should go to hell. In order to

L. incite him to go, Saint Peter allows him a gaze at hell through
binoculars. What Goebbels sees is a beautiful, elegantly decked-out bar
with expensive drinks and smashing girls. When he finally arrives in
hell, however, he finds something completely different: a place of horror, suffering, and pain. Quite annoyed, he complains and asks whatever that was he had seen. The devil answers: 'Propaganda.'"2
What this joke shows very clearly is that, at least to German ears,
propaganda is evil. It amounts to nothing but blatant lies and false pretense. Propaganda is manipulated and manipulative. Whenever propaganda has an effect, this is bound to be negative; an enthusiastic recipient of propaganda cannot but be deluded. A system creating propaganda
is to be despised; everybody hopes for it to end. The times in which
propaganda flourishes are considered unhappy times, times that everybody hopes will pass very quickly.
Considering all this, it is unsettling that the propaganda from one
of the most tragic periods in Chinese history, the Great Proletarian Cul-

tural Revolution, which is linked very closely to one important figure
in Chinese history, Mao Zedong (1893-1976), is so very popular today.
The radical politics of the Cultural Revolution brought suffering and
death to many, especially intellectuals. But still, the propaganda products
from this time continue to thrive. For the Chinese public, Maoist propa-

ganda art has been rehatched and modernized for almost two decades
1 Read 27 April 2007. This paper summarizes some of the ideas contained in a forthcoming
study: Barbara Mittler, A Continuous Revolution? Rethinking Cultural Revolution Culture.
2 Thymian Bussemer, Propaganda und Populärkultur. Konstruierte Erlebniswelten im Na-

tionalsozialismus (Wiesbaden, 2000), 133.
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6 Interview Beijing, 22 March 2004, artist couple, she (born 1959) working-class background, he (born 1954) intellectual background: She: "I had a good throat, so in the school
I would sing the role of Aqingsao (from the model opera The Village Shajiabang). Both this
and the model opera The Red Lantern were performed in our school." He: "The most important experiences we had during this Cultural Revolution were all these cultural activities."
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9 Michael Schönhals, review of The Cultural Revolution: A Bibliography, 1966-1996, in
China Quarterly 59 (1999): 744-45, 744.
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1. How Does Propaganda Become Effective?

Subjective Reception
In Jacques Ellul's classic 1965 definition, propaganda is "a set of methods employed by an organized group that wants to bring about the active or passive participation in its actions of a mass of individuals, . . .
unified through psychological manipulation and incorporated in an organization."14 This definition has been developed and questioned many
times. One of the elements common to nearly all of the more commonsensical conceptions of propaganda is the idea that propaganda is evil,
that propaganda reduces the recipient to reflex reactions: he is manipulated, even forced to do what the propagandist tells him; his reactions are
foreordained and planned in every minute detail.15 As we have seen, the
reception of Cultural Revolution propaganda, on the other hand, appears

to be completely different. This propaganda is being discussed, played
with, and parodied. It is itself manipulated in people's reactions to it.
There are jokes on citations from the Little Red Book; talk shows and
quiz shows in which memorized quotations from Mao's works and the

14 Jacques Ellul, Propaganda: The Formation of Men's Attitudes (New York, 1965), 61.

15Bussemer2000,v.
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Figure 2. Model opera Taking Tige
postcards ([Peking]: Foreign Langu

the final scene, in which a group of
Bottom: This postcard shows the ma
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logical at all, «fllttÄ«a#aa.w19

16Ibid., 135.
17 For two thorough studies of this and other anti-Confucian campaigns throughout the

twentieth century, see Kam Louie, Critiques of Confucius in Contemporary China (New
York, 1980), and idem, Inheriting Tradition: Interpretations of the Classical Philosophers in

Communist China, 1949-1966 (Hong Kong, 1986).
18 Interview Shanghai, 11 March 2004, female intellectual, rich family background: "A
very strong influence on me was in the 1970s, the anti-Confucius movement. Then, nobody
believed it, we took it for black humor!"
19 Interview Shanghai, 10 March 2004, male historian of China, family land-owning, parents intellectuals, cadres.
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20 Interview Shanghai, 10 March 2004,
21 Interview Beijing, male artist, intelle
22 Interview Shanghai, 12 March 2004,
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form a human wall to mak
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tion from the works of M

this citation. And the two artists I visited in 2004 even showed me how

they had danced it. Yet whether the citation was effective or not, they
could not agree.

He: We would sing the quotation songs (yiiluge, songs based on
quotations by Mao), "Be resolute," for example. Everybody can
sing this, and everybody of course knows that it is taken from
one of the "Three Old Stories" by Mao.
She: But we did not quite believe what these stories told us, they did
not really give us support.

He: Yes, of course, they did, for example when I was performing
ballet (one of the model works, the Red Detachment of Women),
this quotation would keep me going when I was tired.23

What we have here is very obviously subjective interpretations of
propaganda. Thus, we must question the idea that propaganda is univalent and forces the recipient to interpret it in one way only. Propaganda during the Cultural Revolution was neither simply received in a
reflex reaction, nor only used parasitically. The audience responded as
it did with all other art: reading and enjoying it in a critical as well as
creative way.

2. Why Is Propaganda Effective? Objective Reflection
Why was this so? Why does Cultural Revolution propaganda not evoke
more resistance? I would suggest three possible answers to this question and will give more detailed examples for each of these below.
First, propaganda art was the most prevalent, but by no means the
exclusive fare one could hear, see, or watch during the Cultural Revolution. It was effective because it appeared as a dominant and constantly
repeated element in a spectrum that would have been officially restricted

but would, unofficially, have allowed for quite a lot of variation. On
the part of the population, the people in the countryside, for example,
would have had more regular opportunities to take part in cultural performances than ever before (or after), even if they were offered mostly

23 Interview Beijing, 22 March 2004, artist couple, he born 1954, she born 1959, intellectual and worker background respectively.
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Figure 3. Comic based on the model opera Ode to the Dragon Riv

ond image, the Mao quote "Be resolute, fear no sacrifice" is printed i

Longjiangsong: Shanghai Renmin Meishu 1974, 83-84.
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Yes, there are people who dislike them, too, but r
Indeed, when I was young, eighteen or so, I neede
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32 Interview Beijing, 22 March 2004, artist couple, he born 195
tual and worker background respectively.
33 Interview Beijing, 22 March 2004, male artist, intellectual b
34 Yuen Yan-Ting, dir., Yang Ban Xi - The Eight Model Works (
2005). The director again uses the polemical term "eight mode
customary even in textbook writings about the Cultural Revolut
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The subjective pleasure experienced by each of them may be derived from sources that have nothing to do with the original message of

the text at all.36 One artist, documented in the film, remembers how
much he liked to watch the model ballet Red Detachment of Women,
not for its political content, but because the women were wearing very,
very short shorts, and he thought this extremely sexy. All of this may

also explain why the generation born after the Cultural Revolution, in
a kind of Art Retro movement, also finds some of the art and culture of

the Cultural Revolution fascinating, why they flock to Cultural Revolution restaurants, buy some of the more expensive collections of the
model works and Red Sun CDs, and visit Cultural Revolution flea markets. When it comes to Cultural Revolution propaganda, the concept of
pleasure has explanatory power at least equal to, if not greater than,
ideas about forceful seduction and brainwashing manipulation. What
we observe here is semiotic competition for the interpretative power of

propaganda. People engage in it, to the present day, because this competition is fun, a game, almost. Messages and contents of propaganda
are being negotiated between those who create the propaganda and
those who receive it, and this is all the more so, because the recipients
in fact do not have to be forced to take part in these negotiations, but
willingly and happily do so.37
Why? Because many different needs are served by the propaganda:
those who like Beijing opera have the revolutionary model operas; those
who prefer ballet get that; those who like symphonic music have something for their tastes, too. Whoever likes oil paintings will find a Mao,
or even several, to put in his living room. If one prefers ink painting,
another is to be had; woodblock prints or a peasant painting style, too,
can be found.38 And for those who would prefer a button to everything
else, there is one for every taste. Clearly, the makers of Cultural Revo-

35 Interview Shanghai, 9 March 2004, male musician, parents factory workers.

36Cf.Bussemer2000,69.
37Ibid.,71.

38 For a broad vista of all different Mao posters see the relevant sections in Pierre-Loic
Lavigne and Pierre Budestschu, eds., Chinese Propaganda Posters, http://dbl.maopost.com/
wcat=mao&wlan=en&wreq=backhome, last accessed 6 December 2007; Katie Hill, ed., University of Westminster China Posters Online, http://home.wmin.ac.uk/china%5Fposters/, last
accessed 6 December 2007; Stefan Landsberger, Stefan Landsberger's Chinese Propaganda
Poster Pages, http://www.iisg.nl/~landsberger/, last accessed 6 December 2007.

This content downloaded from 128.197.26.12 on Thu, 22 Dec 2016 19:56:30 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms

POPULAR

PROPAGANDA?

483

lution propaganda art are very
art popular. They know how to
types to make sure that they c
popular text, to be popular mu
of readers in a variety of socia
itself."39 By creating a propaga

in a myriad of different cultural
state, in the attempt to prevent

produced

precisely

sight,

so

The

did

rather

state's

such

art

fr

successfully.

claims

for

Chines

pires to be popular art and high
dependent on how well it "serves

ology (and in complete negatio
sense theory), the more popul
achievement. And, indeed, the
Tiger Mountain by Strategy, Ya
more of a Superman. Compared
than high art, i.e., elite art and
ganda begins to make sense. Po
brush strokes are crude, its col
those who reject and despise po
"melodramatic," "superficial,"
of these are descriptions that w
Revolution as well. According t
the same time, broad condesce
ally evidence that the piece of
taking the example of popular
games, but we will still be amu
is criticized for its lack of aest
ated from the vista of so-calle
The rhetoric of the "deficient c
Cultural Revolution is identical
offers of popular culture. And
is: popular culture. It is effect
nothing

39

Fiske

but

is

popular

cited

in

coding/decoding'

-

Rainer

Modell

40Bussemer2000,78.
41Winterl997,74.

42 Fiske is cited
43 Cf. ibid., 76.
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since 1949, while the pictu
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ever-changing
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mation. According to Ellu
vidual's capacities for atten
of resistance. This trait of
dulge in sudden twists and
tent of propaganda can be

what it condemned yesterda
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caugh

These observations are di
present day, even under an
capitalism," Mao plays an (

love for Mao is, paradoxicall
during the Cultural Revolu
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were more honest than toda
today in this egotistical wor
sively interested in his ow

cherished

values
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makes

Chinese

that
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world
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of socialist capitalism, hol
particular feeling is associa
of Cultural Revolution pro
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but to loosen the reflexes. It is no
to arouse an active and mythical b
Propagemes like Mao represent a
turally dependent needs. They are
They are, à la longue, shared for
tional, cognitive, and mental needs.
have effects, and those include soc
retical description tallies with wha
propageme serves to fulfill people's
of the propageme creates a feeling o
lished that makes it possible for soc
(born 1946) contends that "[t]here
today. One reason is the fact that
always loved Mao; he was for a ver
are nostalgic for that time becau
the differences are much, much gre
are nostalgic for Stalin."49
A musicologist, from the same gen
talgic for the equality during the C
The relationships between people at
was much greater social cohesion, an
considered very high in the hierarc
better than now (indeed, worse), b
better. Now their position is just
able that people have this kind of
dangerous."50

Finally, a Shanghai musician (born 1942) reckons: "Why is Mao
popular again? Well, it may have something to do with the massacre
on Tian'anmen. ... We realized that in spite of Deng Xiaoping's reform policies, there would still be political trouble. In Mao's time
everybody was the same, everybody wore the same clothes. But now,
everybody is different, of course now everybody has a telephone etc.,
but so many people now have much, much more than others, so those
remakes of revolutionary songs in praise of Mao, for example, were in
part nostalgic."51

The new Mao (and Cultural Revolution propaganda) cult that has
been blooming since the 1990s is supported by the Chinese government

46 Ellul 1965,25.
47Gries2005, 32.
48
49
50
51

Ibid., 31-32.
Interview Shanghai, 11 March 2004, journalist.
Interview Beijing, 19 March 2004, musicologist.
Interview Shanghai, 9 March 2004, musician.
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In a recent article in the
up very well the different

China

memoirs,

moved to London in the mid-1990s:53

is

told

by

"I can make the Queen laugh or frown!" a Chinese student boasted
during a party at my flat. Then she used a £10 note to show how she
could change the Queen's expression from a big laugh into a frown
simply by making two folds in the note. "Have you tried this on Chi-

nese money with Mao's face? How would his face look?" asked a
Western guest. "Oh, let's try it! Mao's face must be very funny." Some

of the students became very excited. I, too, was curious to see what
Mao's face would look like. I had never seen him make any public display of anger or sadness. Even though people have painted him very
differently, all have shown him smiling, unceasingly.

So I raised my hand to tell the students that I had a Chinese note
with Mao's face on it. I was stopped by the middle-aged woman next
to me. "Don't be silly, Xinran," she said. "Do not let them deface Mao,
it is not good for you." "It's just a joke," I said. "And this is London,
not China, and we are free to have our own views." I went to get the
note. She stopped me before I could hand it to the students.

"Do you want to be hated by the Chinese?" she asked. "You
think the Chinese would hate me for playing a game with Mao's face?
Do you believe they still regard Mao as God?" I was surprised by her
attitude; she is, after all, a career woman living in the West, and has
family with a Dutch man. "You often go back to China, so tell me
why Mao's picture still hangs on the walls of so many people's houses,
shops and offices," she said. "You think it is because the Chinese Government orders them to display them, or because those people have
never heard Western views? Or do you think they don't know that
Mao did terrible things to his people and how much he damaged his
country?"
"Be honest to our history, Xinran. I know your family has lost
people under Mao's cruel policies, I know your parents were sent to
prison for years. I am sorry to remind you of your unhappy memories.
But don't look down on what Mao did for Chinese national pride

52Gries2005,22.
53 "Great Helmsman's Role Still Has Currency," Guardian,

in DACHS Heidelberg http://www.sino.uni-heidelberg.de/archiv

050919.txt.
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Mao."

Chinese who died under his rule?" "If Westerners still believe their

I

stop

God is just after he flooded the world for his own purpose, or George

Bush could invade Iraq for moral good, why shouldn't Chinese believe in Mao, who did lots of positive things for the Chinese but also
lost lives for his own mission for good?" Her voice grew angry. A student snatched the note from my hand. "I told you, don't let them use

Mao's face to play with!" She was so angry that she left at once.
I was so shocked by her loyalty to Mao that I couldn't enjoy the
game with Mao's face and the note. A few weeks ago I heard some
news. Peasants near Beijing, who had been campaigning since 2003 to
stop a power station being built on their land, were attacked and six
were killed by an armed gang. It was said to have been arranged by
corrupt local officials. I rang a journalist friend in Beijing to ascertain

exactly what had happened. He told me what he had heard: "Many
wounded peasants held Mao's picture and cried, 'This would never
have happened when Mao was alive.'"
All of this made me think that it would be very difficult for a lot

of Chinese people to change Mao's face in their memory or in their
hearts - even in a time when their children were happy to play a game

with a picture of Mao's face on a banknote that would have seen them
jailed when Mao was alive.

3. Conclusion: How to Deal with Ghosts from the Past -

The Ambiguous Love of Mao

A paper like this can easily be misunderstood, because the "rec
tion of a fascination" that one executes is understood to be a

nated reconstruction," which it by no means is.54 In this pap
my forthcoming book I am not out to deny or beautify the h
the Cultural Revolution. I am interested in understanding the
nisms that make the propaganda that accompanied it attract
cause to the present day Chinese politics, and, what is more im
the everyday experience of life in China, are determined by this

ganda. Jung Chang, in her voluminous biography of Mao, M
Unknown Story,55 which was recently so well received in the
media world-wide56 - many of you may have heard or read a
nowhere addresses this issue. Few Sinologists would disagree
54 Rolf Felbinger and Katja Scherl, "Flieger sind Sieger," in Gries and Schmale
65, here 126.
55 Jung Chang and John Halliday, Mao: The Unknown Story (New York, 2005).
56 For a number or critical reviews, see the selection in the Heidelberg Digital Archive tor
Chinese Studies (DACHS Heidelberg, http://www.sino.uni-heidelberg.de/dachs/, last accessed
6 December 2007), searching for Mao: The Unknown Story.
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so
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57Thomas Bernstein's article is to be
uni-heidelberg.de/archivel/ZOOÓ/Ol/Sl/
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