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The Historical Preservation in the Chinese Cultural Revolution

Yao Yuan

What was the extent of damage to China’s cultural properties during the Cultural Revolution? Why
had many cultural properties survived the turbulence of that period and have hitherto been sustained?
No unified opinions have been reached on these matters. Through a careful review of the process of his-
torical preservation during the Cultural Revolution, I found that although the cultural relics were de-
stroyed in some way, the extent and scale were not as great as people imagined. The major cultural prop-
erties on the national-level protection list were basically intact; those on the provincial-level protection
list were also largely preserved. Many ordinary cultural relics were protected as well. This paper suggests
that the damage to cultural relics was not the direct product of political movement during the Cultural
Revolution, and their destruction was not a deliberate plan of the party-state. Large-scale damage to cul-
tural properties took place during the “Destroying the Four Olds” Campaign, when the activities of the
young, unruly Red Guards exacerbated the political and social chaos of 1966. Due to the rapid change of
target of the Revolution in 1967, the duration of the Campaign was short and its damage was relatively
limited. The perception of cultural heritage was far from uniform among the Red Guards. Some had tak-
en the initiative to protect the national-level cultural properties. The State Council and some local au-
thorities also took important measures to avoid damage to cultural heritage. The Central Cultural Revo-
lution Group had never issued any documents to authorize the destruction of cultural properties on the
protection list. In contrast, it even supported the Party Central Committee’s decision in 1967 to issue the
Proposals for Protecting Cultural Relics and Books in Proletariat Cultural Revolution, which prohibited
massive destruction of the cultural relics. After the establishment of the State Council Leading Group for
Affairs of Library and Cultural Heritage in 1970, the cultural preservation work recovered gradually and
many achievements were made thereafter.
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