
Red Scarf Girl:

A Memoir of the Cultural Revolution

By Ji Li Jiang

Mao Zedong, the leader of Mainland China and head of the communist party launched the Cultural Revolution in 1966 in an attempt to purify the nation and secure his control of the country.  During the 10 years of the movement the entire country was remade, with young Chinese people leaving schools (which were often closed) and joining the Red Guard to ensure Mao’s orders were followed out. Ji Li Jiang was 12 years old when the Cultural Revolution began in China and the account below describes early aspects of the Revolution.

Grandpa Hong’s bookstall was on the corner at the entrance of our alley. All the children in the neighbor​hood loved the stall and Grandpa Hong, with his gray hair and wispy beard. He would look at us through his old yellowed glasses and smile. He knew just which books each of us liked best and that I would choose fairy tales, Ji-yong would get adventure stories, and Ji-yun would want animal stories. If you read the books at Grandpa Hong’s bookstall, you could rent sixty pic​ture books for thirty fen. Two books for a fen! What a deal! After helping us with our choices, Grandpa Hong always gave us each an extra book for free.

Against the walls in the place were hard wooden benches that rocked on the uneven mud floor. We would sit in a row on one of these benches, each of us with a pile of twenty-one picture books, and read them, one after another. Then we would trade piles and read again. This was how I met many beloved friends: the Monkey King, the River Snail Lady, Snow White, Aladdin, and many others. Inside the bookstall I traveled to mysteri​ous places to meet ancient beauties or terrible monsters. Often I forgot where I was. When the sky was almost dark, the three of us would have finished all sixty-three books, and Dad would have finished his nap.

This Sunday there were no other children at the stall when, we arrived. We had just settled down to read when An Yi rushed in. An Yi and I had known each other ever since we were babies. She came to the book​stall quite often and knew just where to find me on a Sunday afternoon.

“Come on, you guys!” she wheezed. An Yi had severe asthma. “They’re breaking the sign at the Great Prosperity Market!”

We dropped our books and rushed out with her.

This was our first chance to watch the campaign to “Destroy the Four Olds” in action.

Our beloved Chairman Mao had started the Cul​tural Revolution in May. Every day since then on the radio we heard about the need to end the evil and pernicious influences of the “Four Olds”: old ideas, old culture, old customs, and old habits. Chairman Mao told us we would never succeed at building a strong socialist country until we destroyed the. “Four Olds” and established the “Four News.” The names of many shops still stank of old culture, so the signs had to be smashed to make way for the coming of new ideas.

The Great Prosperity Market was on Nanjing Road, Shanghai’s busiest shopping street, only two blocks from our alley. Nanjing Road was lined with big stores, and always bustled with activity. The street was full of bicycles and pedicabs and trolleys, and the side​walks were so crowded with shoppers, they spilled off the sidewalk into the street. We were still quite a dis​tance away when we heard the hubbub and ran faster.

A big crowd had gathered outside the Great Prosperity Market, one of the most successful food stores in the city. It was full of good things to eat, with rare delicacies from other provinces and delicious items like dried duck gizzards strung up in its window. But today the window was bare. The store was deserted. All eyes were riveted on a dense ring of people in the street. Some young men were cheering excitedly for the peo​ple inside the circle, but half the crowd were merely craning their necks and watching.

We wriggled our way between the bodies.

Lying on the dirty ground inside the circle was a huge wooden sign, at least twelve feet long. It was still impressive, although the large ‘golden characters GREAT PROSPERITY MARKET had lost their usual shine and looked dull and lifeless on the red background.

Two muscular young men in undershirts, probably salesmen from the store, were gasping next to it.

“Come on. Try again!” shouted the taller of the two.

He spat into his palms and rubbed them together. Then, with the help of the other, he lifted the board to shoulder height. “One, two, three!” They threw the board to the ground.

The board bounced twice but did not break. The two men threw the board again. Nothing happened.

“Put one end on the curb. Stamp on it. That’s bound to work,” someone suggested.

“Good idea!”

“Come on! Try it!”

Amid a clamor of support, the two men moved the board half onto the sidewalk. Then they jumped onto it. “One…two…three…” We heard their shoes strike the hard wood. But the board did not yield.

“Damn! This four-olds is really hard. Hey! Come on. Let’s do it together!” the tall fellow shouted at the crowd.

I looked at An Yi to see if she would like to join me, but while I was hesitating, the board became fully occupied. Ji-yong had moved faster and was one of the dozen people on it. They stamped, bounced, and jumped with excitement. One stepped on another’s shoes. Hips and shoulders bumped. We all laughed.

The board refused to break. Even under a thousand pounds it did not give way. The crowd became irritated and started shouting suggestions.

“Take it to a carpenter and let him use it for something!”

“Let’s get a truck and drive over it!”

Someone started pushing through the circle. “Hey, I’ve got an ax. Let me through! I’ve got an ax!”

We stood back to give the man room. He lifted the ax to his shoulder and paused. The blade flashed in the sunlight as it began to move faster and faster in a shin​ing arc until it crashed into the sign. The wood groaned with the impact, and we all cheered. The man gave the sign another blow, and another. At last the sign gave way. With another groan and a crack it broke in two.

Everyone cheered. People rushed forward to stamp on what remained of the sign. An Yi and I had found a few classmates in the crowd, and we all embraced, jumped, and shouted. Although what we had smashed was no more than a piece of wood, we felt we had won a victory in a real battle.

Bathed in the evening’s glow, we jumped and gig​gled all the way home. Inspired by what we’d seen, we noticed that other stores we passed also needed to change their names.

“Look. ‘This is called the Good Fortune Photo Studio. Doesn’t that mean to make a lot of money, just like Great Prosperity? Chairman Mao told us that was exploitation. Don’t you think this is four olds?” Ji-yong asked enthusiastically.


“Right. We should change it to the Proletarian Photo Studio.”

“Here’s another one. The Innocent Child Toy Shop,” An Yi exclaimed. “Innocent is a neutral word. It shows a lack of class awareness. What should we change it to?”


“How about the Red Child Toy Shop?”

“That’s great,” I said. “And we should change the Peace Theater to the Revolution Theater. After all, without revolution, how can we have peace?”

We felt proud of ourselves. We were certain that we were bringing a new life to China.

Questions: Be sure to give specific evidence
1. Why are the Four Olds dangerous to China and need to be removed?

2. How is the store sign a symbol of the Four Olds?

3. How do Ji Li and her friends view the campaign against the Four Olds?

4. Imagine the Cultural Revolution took place here in the US today.  What aspects of Bronx Science would be considered Four Olds and need to be destroyed?  Give specific examples and explain why they would be seen as one of the Four Olds.

Source:

Red Scarf Girl: A Memoir of the Cultural Revolution by Ji Li Jiang; Publisher: Scholastic; City: New York; Date: 1997.


