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 Liang Heng and Judith Shapiro's Son of the Revolution is an extraordinary work that 

offers an on-the-ground perspective of the bubbling tensions of the Cultural Revolution in China. 

The effects of Mao Tse-tung and the Chinese Communist Party's (CCP) policies are found 

everywhere. The book offers the reader a glimpse into the early upbringing of children, the 

extensive propaganda system, the monopolization of force, as well as individual and popular 

resistance to these often brutal policies. In the end, one is left wondering, could it happen again? 

 The upbringing of the children of Mao's China was unique. Schoolchildren were exposed 

to CCP propaganda very young; earlier, in fact, than they were able to process it as such. 

Revolutionary songs and games were an integral part of a child's formative experiences, and set 

the stage for further education in Party history and ideals (3). In fact, the first written word Liang 

learned was Chairman Mao's name (6). In addition, praise for good behaviour was related directly 

to Mao's CCP and the upholding of “Revolutionary Discipline”, and Liang thought of Mao as 

“like the sun itself” (6). In these ways, the Party was tied inextricably to the early joys of 

childhood, and positioned itself as the font of goodness and reward. This approach, with 

propaganda starting early, allowed the Party first crack at the beliefs of its citizens, and offered no 

competing views to conflict with the Party line. 

 Political labelling and division was another facet of CCP control. Early in the Cultural 

Revolution, the anti-Rightist movement swept up many people, including Liang's mother. The 

label of “Rightist”, conferred for a minor slight, had dramatic ramifications throughout her life as 

well as those of her husband and children. Societal pressure, under Party influence, conspired to 

force Liang's father to condemn his wife, as “he believed it was the only course that could save 

the family from ruin.” (9). Defending her reputation in the face of Party denunciation would have 

been disastrous for himself and his children. Liang's mother's political life was over, as “the Party 

will never trust her again.” (14). 

 Some of this power was made manifest in the behaviour of Liang's classmates and friends. 

They tormented him and his sisters based on the political wrong-doings of their mother, and their 

teachers permitted it (15). Soon, many schoolchildren became irrepressibly eager to denounce 

“black intellectuals” alongside their parents when the dictate came down from the Chairman to 

do so. Imagery of struggle and revolution was employed by their teachers, who recommended 

they “take out [their] notebooks and 'open fire'.” (40). The children were excited to be able to take 

part in the thrill of revolution under the guidance of Chairman Mao. 

 So why was there such widespread adulation for Mao and the Party, even when some of 

their policies ran counter to the well-being of the people? Part of the answer lies in the well-

developed system of propaganda administered by the CCP, but this does not wholly explain it. 

Another facet of public consent came from the domination of political life by the CCP. 

Advancement in society was at the express consent of the Party, and was based strictly on proper 

political performance (which often meant toeing the Party line). Thus, “success in the political 

arena was a prerequisite for success in anything else,” (15). Children were expected to first join 

the Young Pioneers, then the Communist Youth League, with the ambitious seeking a coveted 

place in the Communist Party itself. Liang's sister Liang Feng turned against her family after her 

father was denounced as an intellectual, as he had jeopardized her chances of political success 

(56). This control helps explain why the anti-Rightist campaign was so devastating: the political 

performance of “Rightists” had been deemed suspect, and there were few blacker marks to bear 

than that. 

 As the Cultural Revolution proceeded, the government became even bolder in its moves 

to decry the Four Olds, going so far as to change street names in cities to more adequately reflect 

revolutionary fervour. It wasn't long before people started changing their own names, as well, to 



better demonstrate their loyalty and enthusiasm. Liang mentions a man who changes his name 

from “Chiang” lest he be seen as sympathizing with the Kuomintang leader Chiang Kai-shek 

(69). 

 It wasn't just moral authority stemming from their leadership of the 1949 revolution that 

kept people beholden to the Party, though. The use of violence, or threats of violence, were 

important tools in the CCP toolbox as well, especially as the Cultural Revolution heated up and 

the Red Guard movement gained steam. The populace was offered a concrete villain to fear and 

despise in Chiang Kai-shek (24), while suspicion was fomented among the people about friends 

and neighbours, shoring up the Party as the only source that could be trusted (12). The CCP 

insisted that when “enemies were uncovered China would be much more secure.” Public 

denunciations continued with gusto: every day, new enemies of the state were uncovered and 

publicly punished, thanks to “the telescope of Chairman Mao Thought.” People couldn't help but 

wonder who would be next (45). 

 The search raids conducted by enthusiastic Red Guards helped sow fear, as well. They 

would loot and destroy property in the name of revolutionary purity: even beatings were not 

uncommon (75). Despite being distinct from true Party cadres, they were a strong symbol of the 

force the CCP was able to wield, and played a role in the culture of distrust and terror that fuelled 

this period of political turmoil. 

 There was much Party control in the era of the Cultural Revolution that Liang documents 

in his book. Of course, there was resistance, as well, on the individual and communal levels. This 

dissent was quiet and subdued, but very real. Fear of reprisal kept such opposition 'underground', 

but it persisted nonetheless among threats of Party censure.  

 Sometimes, individuals chose to ignore Party dictates and proceed with practices that 

were no long permitted by the official organs of government. Waipo maintained the practice of 

burning incense in the names of the ancestors whenever somebody went to the Heng Mountain 

temples. She hinted to Liang that many peasants keep the old traditions too, as “they have many 

things to worry about,” despite the fact that “the army asked the people to stop believing in 

superstitions.” (22). This type of behaviour shows that CCP control was not as tight as they 

perhaps would have liked to believe, especially amongst the peasants, for whom the politics of 

the cities were a distant, if at all relevant, concern. 

 Other types of dissent were more opportunistic, as Liang learned when he became a 

factory worker, ostensibly a member of the great proletariat moving China's economy forward. 

His colleagues saw the corruption of Party collaborators who would “give away truckloads of 

coal and steel to cadres in the countryside so they themselves could eat watermelon in summer ... 

no one criticized them, so why shouldn't ordinary workers 'eat socialism' too?” (221). This semi-

institutionalized corruption on the parts of the cadres prevented much real work from being done, 

so Liang and his co-workers spent their time playing cards or reading books as the leaders held 

meetings and wrote reports (222). Workers were inclined to take advantage of the inefficiencies 

of the bureaucracy, knowing that “whether they worked hard or did nothing, they would still earn 

the same low salaries.” (221). 

 Many of these corrupt cadres had a similar perspective, seeking to gain advantage for 

themselves wherever they could, as Liang found when he went outside the prescribed routes of 

political standing in order to pursue an education. When the universities re-opened in 1970, he 

knew that the “back door” was the only way to convince the leaders to nominate him as a 

“worker-peasant-soldier”, (that is, a candidate for university enrolment) (254). Together with his 

girlfriend Little Gao, who had access to difficult-to-acquire consumer goods to use as bribes, he 

painstakingly approached each of the five leaders with gifts and flattery in order to secure the 



nomination for himself (256). This process of bribery and 'greasing the wheels' was an important 

factor in social promotion at the time. (Soon, though, examinations were re-instated and Liang 

was able to win a place in school “in a dignified fashion” rather than through the gratification of 

profiteering bureaucrats (265).)  

 One other glaring example of contravention of government policy comes later, from 

Liang's attempts to secure a marriage license for himself and his fiancé Judy Shapiro. Liang's 

teacher's college forbade student marriages, and their efforts were rebuffed to such an extent that 

Liang considered dropping out of school rather than forfeit the opportunity to marry. In a last 

ditch effort, however, Judy wrote “an impassioned letter to the highest leaders in Peking,” 

including a copy addressed to Deng Xiao-ping himself, in the time-honoured tradition of the 

upward visit. Deng personally intervenes, overturning the decisions of the levels below him and 

allowing the match. Even in a venture like that, going through the “back door” still had its 

advantages (284). 

 But what explains the vehemence of this period? Today, many of China's youth are 

politically apathetic – the fever pitch of the Cultural Revolution is scarcely comprehensible from 

our present perspective. The cult of personality surrounding Mao Tse-tung played a large role, 

certainly. It was an accepted truism at the time that Mao and the CCP were the revered 

benefactors of the people, the generous protectors of hard-won revolution. Mao himself was 

particularly deified and mythologized: the climax of Liang's father's wedding, for instance, was a 

duet sung about the Chairman (33). His overwhelming presence in the political sphere, coupled 

with the undying loyalty many young people felt toward him, gave him the power and prestige 

necessary to order such a sweeping upheaval. Furthermore, excitement about Revolution was 

foremost on the minds of young people who had grown up after Liberation. The legends of the 

Long March and the defeat of the evil Chiang Kai-shek were vivid and exciting, part of an 

adventurous history many had been born too late to take part in. Thus, when Mao asked the youth 

of China to participate in their own struggle against the Capitalist Revisionist Line and be a part 

of the constant revolution, they were eager to do whatever was asked of them. (Indeed, their 

passion soon got out of control.) State propaganda helped reinforce these public perceptions of 

the Party, and put pressure on people to go along with the new normal, lest they find themselves 

labelled reactionaries, and thus, targets. 

 So, given the continued propaganda in the classroom, and the presence of the CCP in the 

lives of every Chinese citizen, is another massive societal shake-up like the Cultural Revolution 

possible? In this author's opinion, it is unlikely. The figure of Mao as the omnipotent father of the 

nation has faded with reflection and hindsight, while capitalist ideals have taken the place of 

constant revolution. There is no longer an appetite for a wholesale purge of the bureaucracy, nor a 

beloved dictator to order it. The youth of today do not feel the same personal connection with 

Mao as their counterparts during the Cultural Revolution, and nobody has arisen to take his place. 

As well, more and more financial interests are becoming entrenched in the status quo of growth 

and commerce, such that a period of years where students do not attend classes and workers do 

nothing in factories would be devastating to the economy. Party propaganda continues, yes, but in 

an effort to normalize one-party rule rather than breed a new generation of revolutionaries. The 

current capitalist approach is far more tenable to the CCP brass than riots and warring factions 

disrupting trade and production, so this author foresees no coming Cultural Revolution 2.0. Does 

this suggest there will be no fundamental change in the political order of China in the years to 

come? Not necessarily, as no regime lasts forever. But if turmoil does arise and the desire for 

change boils over, it will not be the result of a powerful individual offering license to eliminate 

“revisionist reactionaries” from the Party; it is much more likely to stem from a popular uprising, 

a

 

b

o

t

t


