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Chris Milton is an 18 year old American
who spent three years in China.
Our interview with him cannot by any means
be take n to represent a broad picture of the
issues and struggles of the Chinese cultural
revolution or of the entire spectrum of Red
Guard and rebel movements.
It is a slice of his exp e rience at his high
school during the cultural revolution. The high
s c hool was in Peking, and adjoined Peking
University where much of the struggle began,
but it should be remembered that a variety of
events were taking place, including struggles
in the countryside that began much earli er,
struggles within factories, and struggles within
the Communist Party.
We were struck by the intricacy of even the
small part of the cultural revolution Chris
describes and some over-simplification no doubt
occurs in seeking to familiarize an American
audi ence with the events ...
This is the way Chris saw it:
T i ' l:. 'v10\"EMl:.NT: You were a student
\~ ct , ·hi11,:,se high school ?
' ' fi f'1 ::, \lfLTOJ\: Yeh . ni nth gra de. F irst
I ~:.1 ,die-d 1 ·hines!' fo r ~ vear, then was In
~rt, ,,, ,; fron, thP fall o f l 9G5 t o l hesprin g
,, i · _.r.c. T lwn 1hP culwra l re volution
l ··• .i_ ,, )U !. ! spent tw o s r•m<> <;t ers working
Br,, : · !udy 1r.g !n thP cuitura l re vol utior,,
U,c; , I can ,1• ba d; t o I ht> States. M ost
of tl 1,· i-:icls 111 my class were about 14.
/\\ <!\ L MI::l\ T . The Hed Guards said that
tt1t• educa t ion~] sy ste m was screwed up• . .
L' lill!S: V e ry.
MO VI::M ENT: What were some of the
cri ticisms and did people perceive them
be fore the cu ltural revolution started ?
C llfll!:': Yeh, it was growing. We us ed t o
!,avr. n l ot of rap sessions , sitting around
a fter c lass. In the process thes e bullshit
sess i ons so rta evolved into study groups
wnere w e were studying Mao' s works
and trying t o apply them to our school
situati on. On e o f the thin gs that hit us
was the exa ms which were coming up
for the 9th and 12th grade kids. The
whole system o f exam inations, where you
t ook them, how well you did on them
determ ined w h e ther you got Into a bad
high s chool or a ~ h igh school .

MOV E MEJ\ T: tl e vis ioni st ?
C HRIS: T hey wer e most !i <P · 1r,1- r!<.:an
school s, the ni ost bourgeo i I d :P ,n· )s t
hung up I n petty acad em i lt1lll i?,~ ano
the farthest r Pmoved f rt 11 ! ra cti •· ;s I
C hine~ e !ifP. Another \ hin [ .,t-> s1 d,0 .- P:•.
ams that bot he red u s W h · ,, i ,,,.,_ !l ,1·
Y oun g Co mmu ni sts.
MOVEMENT: What w as th( ; , ,, P ti1, r <> ·
C HRIS: You had t o be s ; ... n.-i:; , •I 1,1
an other Young Communi st 1>i 1,. t iist->d
your nam e. I'm not sure "'' "' l!a,J l'Pt u
power, I think th e head of our 1,n! 1til- al
d epartm ent, our philosophy t, -a.-J,er .
MOVEMENT: In other wo 111, , t hP s tu d ents had no voice.
C H R I S: They did. When a na :. ,. ,·:i11w up
usually the class would a gr, ,, .. B ut th en
was one chick In our c l ass wn, , we voc-1 uPd.
M O V E M ENT : What do you If -• ,tn I> \ gono
high s eh,,n l 0
CHR I S: Academicall y good. <: 1,,,.,l s w llh
prestige and good fa c ilities a ·; , ; 1pac l1P r s .
Throu gh exams the worki , 11; ,· J" s~ and
peasant kids were bein g w, ,, 1n1 ·Jin ,.,
these so-called good sc ho(,; , . Jt , / u11n )
be cause these sc hools wp r , 11. , n,o~ t
revi sion ist school s.

We said she could not be a Young Communist.
MOVEMENT: Why not?
CHRIS: Too many hang-ups. We didn' t
feel she served the people at all. She
was much too hung up In getting grades
and we dldn' t think she was the most
advanced person ln the class. We vetoed
her for about a month, but she got in
anyway because the teacher wanted her
in. She was sorta the teachers pet.
MOVEMENT: Has the procedure changed
since then?
CHRIS: Oh yeh •. I don't know I! the Young
Co mmunists are back together again. The
Red Guards sorta took over. Before the
cultural revolution every night the Young
Communists would take a few people
aside. They' d have a criticism-selfcriticism session which really wasn1t.
It was more like a masochistic trip
on the part of the people who were
trying to be admitted. This is really the
first thing that started turning me off.
I said, wait a minute. Because the people
who were getting in didn't seem to me
the most advanced people in the class
by any means. They were usually the
best students and the most dogmatic
and they knew more theory insofar as
ha Ying read more Mao, Marx or Engels.
But the rebels in the class, who I
thought were applying Mao in a much
more dialectical way and who were more
interested in serving the people by
tr ying to make the educational system
better for the people--they almost never
got In. There were a few guys In the
Young Communists who were good heads,
some beautiful people. But a lot of them

were bastards. Their work style was
completely wrong. They didn' t try to
help the so-called screw ups; they just
put them down.

LABOR AND BUREAUCRATS
MOVEMENT: Were there other issues
that bothered students at your school
before the cultural revqlutlon?
CHRIS: The question of physical labor.
It was a tokenistic thing, like two weeks
out of the year. They usually went to
some commune at harvest time. The idea
was to have contact with the laboring
people. That didn't happen. Sometimes it
was patroni zing. Usually there were
more students at the place than peasants,
with all the students in one field. To
find a peasant was a novelty. In the universities it was a little better, with six
months out of every two years spent in
the countryside.
But the education we got dldn' t even
begin to relate to the rest of society,
and most of the guys I knew got most of
their education outside of school. It
seemed like there was a polarization•.•
the whole push of society was toward
making the country more revolutionary
while the educational system was going
against that.
The schools were run by bureaucrats.
We never got a say in it. And one of the
things that got people moving was that
the bureaucracy lied to us , especially
In the last couple of months before the
cultural revolution in our school. There
was a struggle going on in the leadership
of Chinese society and we weren't being
informed of what was going on.

MOVEMENT: Give us an example.
CHRIS: We wanted to have public denunciations of some playrights and newspaper editors who were being criticized
for reactionary writings. The administration of the school didn' t want us to
get involved in that. They loaded us down
with homework so we wouldn't be able tc
get involved.
MOVEMENT : How did the cultural revolution finally start at your school?
CHRIS: It all started with the eruption
at Peking University. We' re only a few
hundred yards away. We used to go
there all the time, but once the fireworks sta rted, the bureaucrats at our
school told us w~ couldn' t go there.
They sent a representative to go and
check out the situation. The University
was torn by faction fights over whether
or not the head of the University was
any good.
The representative, our vice princ!ipal,
came back and gave this big report. The
head of the philosophy department at
Peking University was in the Party. She
and a few other teachers and students put
up this big character poster attacking
the head of the University. He was the
Party Secretary too. She lined him up
with the reactionary . playwrights and
editors and attacked his policy on w:>rk
in the countryside and showed how the
educational system fit right into the
s cheme. He was trying to blunt people' s
·minds and create a social basis for an
eventual takeover.
But we didn' t know what this poster
s aid at all. The people who put it up
got shoved around some. It was pretty
hai r y for a while. Interesting though-they
neve r tore down the poster, even though
eve r yone called. it counter-revolutionary. People jusi put up other big chara cte r posters attacking· her poster.
So our vice principal went there and
did his investigation. He gave us -a long
r e.port about how bad this woman was,
saying -her father was a capitalist and she
was out to get class revenge.
MOVEMENT: What was the reaction?
Did people believe the vice-principal?
CHRIS: Most of the kids did. We took
his word for it. He was more respected
than the principal. One of the· betterliked bureaucrats . He dug sports and was
a Korean War vet. He used to tell us
battle stories. The principal never came
O\lt of her office to see us.

CHRIS: About a week after his report,
the national newspapers reprinted the big
character poster word for word, with
no editorial comment. It took us about
an hour to snap. We figured this woman
wasn't such a reactionary afterall. We
had been bullshitted to and we better
go find out for ourselves.
In no time the whole school was empty
and everyone went to the University.
The bureaucracy tried to stop us by
spreading rumors that the fact that the
poster was publlshed didn't m:ean anything, and that the PEOPLE'S DAILY
wasn't the offical organ of the Central
Committee. We knew they were lying.
That was the first time we realized·
that there was any split between QI.Ir
own bureacracy and the Central Committee. We had faith in the Cenfral
Committee, so our bureaucratsdis~~ited themselves. Also, the vice-Pf'incipal' s report ne ver said what the Poster
contained. When we read it, it made
a lot of points that we agr eed with.
MOVEMENT : What was the scene at Peking University?
CHRIS: Wild. Thousands of people and
thousands upon thousands of big chara cte r posters . Ordinary people, not just
s tudents . There were rallies, people
standing around just talking to each
other, people r eading the posters, putting
them up, people s elling popsicles. It's
a big cam pus and every wall in the
University was cove r ed at least 3 or
4 times with posters ; inside too. We'd
just go around r eading them. Some
posters were put up by individuals,
others by groups.

THE RIGHT TO REI.EL
MOVEMENT: What was the theme of
these posters ?
CHRIS: The main issue, the real is s ue,
was the right to rebel--to rebel against
the bureaucracy and their flunkies, the
Young Communists.
MOVEM ENT : What happened after you
had your first contact with the struggle
at the University ?
CHRIS: We were con vinced that the
woman who had written the first poster
was right, and that there was a conspiracy among the bureauc rats in the
Chinese g<ivernment to not serve the
people. We came back to our school
wondering about the connection between
our bureac rats and those.
About five of us cornered the viceprincipal. We challenged his report. He
became very arrogant and treated us
like a bunch of young punks. The more

llJaEAUCRATEXIIOSE0
MOVEMENT: How did you find out. he
wasn' t telling the truth ?
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questions we asked him, the more he
tried to evade. People started to gather.
Within Jess than an hour we had 1000
people. Everyone was asking questions,
yelling , calling him 11ames. Then we
began to get some answe rs. He tried
to pass the bu ck to the principal. The
4uesti ons started to broaden to hi s toric al things, the Young Com munists,
teach ers who had been transfe rred, etc.
We insisted that he get the principal.
F veryone s tarted asking the principal
the same questions. She tri ed to bl amp
the vice-principal. Back and forth. They
compl etely di sc redit ed each other. Then
the y got hip and the vi ce -principa l made
a •self-critici sm''. He said he was
wrong on three counts : "One is my
class stand; one is that I wasn· t app lying
the principles of Chairman :\lao' s thought
and number three ... blah de blah blah".
Dut he still Insisted that his dec isions
weren·t his alone. •We're communists
and mak e collect! ve dec i sions. I'm not
alone, there' s the Partv Com mittee
(about 5 or 6 people).•
So, Za p. We told him t o shut up right
there and go and get the rest of the
Party Committee. Then the w hol e thing
s tarted again . They werP all fightin g
each other. The impression we got was
that these Party people werP scar ed
shi t less. Some people in the audience
who had been mes sed around made very
e motional statement s lik e , "What kind
of fe eling is this for a.clas s brother ?"
etc.
MOVl::MEJ\T: Did anykindofactioncome
out of this session ?
C HlllS: Yeah. On the spot we decided
that the main reason these part y people
were so off ba se was because they
didn' t follow Mao' s thought; that they
wen• divorced from the working people
and divorced from the students they were
supposed to be leading.
So we set up work details for them.
The next morning each was ordered to
report to some person in the crowd
who we trusted to get work assignments
... cleaning bathrooms, sweeping the yard
etc.
That night there were big character
uosters all over the place. W rc, set up
committees to investigate changes in
the educational system and to get information on what was happenin g in other
schools. This went on for about three
days .

your own?
C HRIS: Yes, but after three days, the
Central Committee sent out work teams
to lend official support to us. They' d
say, "We support your militant actions.
We think your revolutionary spirit is
fine." Then for the next two days they' d
go about telling us how we screwed up.
•we were young and didn' t have their
40 years of revolutionary experience•.
The y tried to organize our spontaneous
revolt . They took over the committees
and put the Young Communists back in
charge . They criticized us for throwing
rocks at the vice-principal and for
shutting down the teachers' cafeteria.
(\\'e figured fa culty had no right to eat
separatel y. If they were going to make
decisions responsive to the people in
the school, then they should know us
and Jive with us .)
These work t eams were the master
coopters and changed the whole drift
of the r evolt. A fter a while things
went ba ck to norm al.
MOVEMENT: If everyone accepted the
work teams, how did the cultural revolution ever get off the ground?

THE REBEL
CHR IS: Thing s started happening. For
example, at C hinois Universit y ( 25,000
students), after the y went out after their
bureaucrats, work t eam s were sent out.
The head of th e wor k team was Liu
Shao Chi's wife. One student and four
of his friends put up a big character
poster attacking the work team the day
th Py arrived . This s tud<:> nt said the work
t eam had no right to come in and lead
the student movement. He cited Mao
that if you don·t investigat e , you have no
right to speak. He told the work team
t o get Jost.
T hey turn ed the whole thrust of the
cultural r evolution against this guy. They
said he was counter-revolutionary, trying to stir up trouble against the Party
etc. They got his four friends to sign
confessions that they had been duped by
him.
lie stood his ground. He wrote poster
after po ster. He went with them unrter
his arm to the cafeteria with a thousa.nd
µeople following him shouting "Traitor"
and " Capitalist Pig" . But he kept on
putting them up . He sent ultimatums to
the work teams saying that some day the
µeople would kick them out. He went on
a hunger strike . He· d stand out tt:ere
and debat e with huge numbers of people.

THE WORK TEAMS
MOVEMENT : All this time you were on
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sJJnall) ang 1·y that the work t Pa11. , pu t
thC>m dc,wn. They fi gur ed il was all in sul t
since the) •1·ere from revolu tionaq backg rounds.
\IU\1~I1:.:S.T: How did the lied Guards
r~l:it<> t r, •he rest of sor i ety ·:

l:.veryone was convinced he was an ahso lut e fool. They pu shed him around
some , but he never got heaten uµ rea l
bad .
;1,I OVl:.Ml:.NT: \\hat turned t he tide In
his favor.
C H HIS: A t th i s tim e the Hed Gua rd s
were being f o rmed in all the other
schools. The Hect Guards were organized
first agamst the work teams. Chou en l ai
cin<i Chiang lhing ( ~lao's wife) and some
others wen t to Peking U ni vers ity t o
discuss the role of the work teams . A
l ot of people went t o this debat e and
s u n, enough the r ebe l at Chino i s Uni versi t y was proved right, He became the
mai n r ebe l. Bea utiful cat , l 9 yea rs ol d.
St one Hebel.

,_- Hli l S: The Hed Guards began to look
lor a llies becaus e all o f them were
m inor iti es in their own schools. So they
began t o mak e alli ances w ith the rebe ls
in th e laclflri es whic h had al r eady sprung
uµ. ·1 he y a lso work ed w ith the var i ous
red guard movement s in the Junior high
sc hoo l s.
:IIO \'l-.:111- l\ r: What rol e did the t op !'ar t y
leade rs htµ p l ay?
C HHI S: When Chou en lai came to Pe king l I nivers it y, he pr o ved by h.is own
exa mple that the work t eams were wrong .
f'or 4 or " days he ta lk ed and deba ted
wit h everyone. He didn't Ju s t come in
and say "}ou' re w r ong" lik e t he wor k
teams d i d. Everything was d iscussed
o n an equal l evel He r eiterat ed the r i ght
t o n · bel and that if som ething is wrong
it s the duty of the peop l e t o po int it out.
Peop!f' learned that c ri t i cism and se lf" ritic-ism s t• ssio ns shoul dn't tx> ego t nµs
- - it they 1, e r e wrong th ey should Just
t r, to r hange . Afte r th.is, the Hed Guards
grP\\ a lot.

RED GUARDS
~I un ~I1:l'sT: What was the rol e of the
1/ed Guards '.'
l IIHIS : .-\t ! irsi, most o f the Hect Guards
,n m,· schoo l were fr r, m cad r e bac k; r oun"cts. One of the hi g Jrgument s t owards the end of the cult ur a l revolut i on
was an eva luation of the firs t Hect
c,ua rds . I t hink th ey played a good rol e
sin,·,· th ey rebelled against th, · work
tPa11Is and made the pc,in t that It was
tilt' dut; of prol etaria11
, vul utic,nan<'S
tc, r, he l. But the prnbh·111 was th:ll th£>Ir
l'!:iss line waswa; off. \l.tny o fth••n, wpn•
r,l·ell 1ng Just l>e ca ust> · !JP) wr> I, • per-

SOME MI STAKES
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~IP\ b :Il l: '.\l': Onc e the Hect Guards grew
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fuck up sometime. The issue was to try
to politicize people through their own
experience. Allow people to experiment.
This was especially important for the
youth. So they messed up the economy
to some extent ... But in two weeks the vast
majority of the Red Guards learned more
about socialist economy than they would
have in 20 years in the classroom.
That experience was more important than
the dislocation in the eoonomy which got
put back together again relatively easily
anyway.
The main issue was that the youth
could directly experiment with the revolution- -it wasn't just something they
were reading about in books or listening
to old men talk about the Long March.
Revolution can' t be programmed into
people, it's gotta be validly proven by
their own experience.
MOVEM ENT: What happened with all the
Red Guards who came from outside
Peking ?
CHRIS: Just as the people from my
hi gh school went to Peking University
to find out what was happening, peopl e
in other cities had that same yearning
to come to Peking. They had heard
about all these groovy people out in
the streets, making revolution, fo llowing
Chairm a n Mao, you got a ritrht to r ebel.
So they ca me. Our school had 1800
r egular students. All of a s udden, there
were 7000 more from Tientsin, living
a ll over the place. We figur ed we could
spread the r evolution by going outside
of Peking. The Central Committee dec ided that it was a good idea for us to
trave l. They figured that the educational
system can only be changed by the students themsleves. And that students
can't make the educational system serve
the people unless they know who they' re
serving. The Central Committee never
gave any orders. Most of the time they
w r ote editorials which, in effect, supported some action that some part of the
masses had already done. The Central
Committee summed up some experience,
concenfrated it and gave it back to the
masses. This was the type of leadership that the revolution~ry wing of the
Cent ral Com mittee gave.

how did they operate?
CHR IS : The work teams were removed
and the Red Guards set up Revolutionary
Com mittees which became the admlnistrati ve bodie s of the schools. They ran
the schools.
They madE some mistakes . They divided the masses Into left, right and
center ver y mechanically, according to
class background. Almost e veryone at
my school was considered right because
they ca me from exploiter backgrounds.
They became the objects of• big struggle
meetings". The revolutionary committees became quite fascist . Theywouldn't
listen to an yone who had an l'xploiter
background.
In fa ct, they became like another
wo rk team. They wouldn't allow people
to become active and learn from their
own mistakes. So there was a split,
between those who only considered backgrounds and those who wanted to consider
mo r e. About this time, everyone decided
that it wa!; tim e to promote r evolutionary
action. So they took to the streets.
For about two weeks they went around
smashing what they considered to be
capitalist hangove rs. They me ssed up the
economy.
MOVEMENT: What do you mean?
CHRIS: Like they would go into a s tore
and see a glass that didn' t have a revolutionary slogan or design. They would
de cide that it was a bour geuts glass
and take it off the market o r brt>ak it.
They did !his in all the store s.
' T hen pe ople began writing big 1'!1ara cter !JOsters on the main business s treet
saying, "We dig the revolution, but you
guys are wrong. We support you, but
you gotta stop busting things up" . This
kind of vi olence stopped after a couple
of weeks, but for the next six months the
Western pre ss talked about violence in
Peking. There we re a few peopl e beaten.
The Red Gua rds were trying to change
a life style of a lot of punks in Peking.
T he dudes with the conks, ti ght pants ,
you know, there wer e some. They had
littl e hustl es. Of course, nothing on the
sca le of thi s country. These hu s llers
werP lik e enem i es of the Red Guards,
apathetic towards the r e volution.

THE CENTRAL COMMITTEE

MASS MOVEMENT

MOVEMENT: Why did the Central l' ummittee allow these things to go on uncontrolled ?
CHRI S: They were prepared to l r ui,t the
masses, even though they made mi~takes.
If you got millions of peopl e moving you
know damn well that somebod y l s gonna

MOV EMl:.NT : l)idn' t all this travei dbrupt thin gs ?
CHfllS: The original idea was to kee p
som e s tudents in Peking to keep up thE:
str uggle thPr e a nd send other group::,
out to exc hange 0 xperience. But ever; -
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.most. ·people were t2.ldllg t.'1.e train. We
went out with the idea of havillg a rectification campaign among ourselves and
develop a collective that coUld work
functionally together when we got back
to school.
We made a lot of mistakes. Here we
were trying to learn from the working
people and we spent 9 or 10 hours a
day among ourselves. When we got to
a village, we' d be so tired. Even though
we might sleep and eat with peasants,
we had no time to find out anything about
them. After a month we split into 5
different groups and went 1n 5 different
directions. We had no Party · or adUlt
supervision.

body wanted to go and everybody left.
I stayed a little . longer and helped
set up depots for people , supplying
blankets and food for everyone corning
in. The population of Peking Is 5 million. 3 and 1/2 million more came.
Ti,ere was absolute chaos, but nobody
starved. There were places for everyone to sleep, If not in a school, then
ln someone's home, People stayed for
two or three months.

STUDENTS AND WORKERS
MOVEM ENT: What was the relationship between students and workers?
CHRIS: Red Guards would go lnto some
factory. Many times they didn't do it
so hot. They'd act like outside work
teams. They'd go in and with little
investigation just say, • Aha, here's a
bureauc rat". They created a lot of disturbanc es and some workers got pretty
pissed off. But this wasn' t neces sarily
typical--it all depended on the political
level of the students involved.
MOVEMENT: Did you personally take
one of these trips ?
CHRIS: Yeah, I was gone for three
months, Part of the time we went to
a coal mine. We didn' t just barge in
and attack people. We just talked to
people and after a while we began to make
contact with the rebels In the mine. They
would come to our dormitory and ask
us how we did it in Peking and explain
their own problems. They e xpected us to
stir up some shit. We would get off
work and there'd be 100 or 200 workers
outside our dorm. We were the first
student group that the workers r espected
because we didn't just start telling them
what to do. We went there and asked
If we could work. Gradually they ope ned
up to us. This work style was invaluable.
There were some groups of students
who did a better job than others. Some
were arrogant , others would go out just
for a good time and there we r e some
who went out to do a specific task,

PARALLELS
MOVEMENT: Do you see much slm1Uar1ty between this youth movement
in China and youth movement in other
countries ?
CHRIS: sure, there's some. E veryone
struggles against what they think Is unjust. But there's got to be a class
analysis. People rebel for different reasons. I'm not sure where to draw the
line. In Czechoslovakia, for example,
rm sure some people are rebelling 1n
the right direction. But it seems that
others are rebelling to try to get back
to what the U.S. has, which is just
what we' re trying to get away from.
MOV EMENT: How has your experience
as a Red Gurad affected your action In
the U. S. movement ?
CHRIS: It has made me quite optimistic.
The Chinese are no supermen. If they
can build socialism, we can too. Also,
I think rm more tolerant of people
after s eeing the rapid changes people
went thru during the cultural revolution.
You can' t say someone Is better than
another because he became a r e volutionary fir s t. And you can• t say some
r e volutionary is better than s o meone who
i s n' t r e volutionary. People cha nge. I
lea rned just how fast that can happen.
MOVE MENT: What• s your fe eling when
people talk a bout a " cultural r e volution"
happening in the U.S. ?
CHRIS: My reaction is, that' s gr oovy.
I'm not going to put the m down or anything. I might point out a few contradictions. It has no political level for
one thing. It's not aimed at powe r. It's
an individual thingwhichdoesn't r e late to
what othe r people who are oppressed are
doing. Talk about libe ration on an Individual ba s is (• smoke s ome dope , get
a lltiie rugo a nd i ' ni 11;,c-···, ted" )--T hat' s
hul!shh -•

THE LONG MARCH
MO VE MENT : What kinds of tasks did
tney have in mind ?
CHRIS: We went out because we figured
we couldn't revolutionize the educational
system because we didn't know a goddamned thing about working pe ople.
We' d been cooped up in a classroom
for years ; how could we know anything?
So we decided to walk and em ulate
the Red Army a nd learn what it was to
s uffer. At the time we decided to walk,
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