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The important philsophical influence of Confucianism throughout China’s

long history encouraged a hierarchical society that assumed inequalities as
basic to an orderly society with men and women playing very traditional,
family-based roles. As the revolutionary spirit erupted in China during the
early 20th century, women’s rights became an important issue, resulting in

a ban on foot binding and an increase in educational and career opportunities
for women. When Mao Zedong instituted the egalitarian values of communism
in China, one effect was to create more equal roles for men and women.

Mao was committed to women’s equality because, in his words, “women

hold up half of the heavens.”

Even before Mao’s Communist Party took over the country, women actively
advanced the revolutionary cause by serving as teachers, nurses, spies, laborers,
and occasionally as soldiers on the front line. Mao’s commitment to women’s
rights extended to his personal life as well, with his wife, Jiang Qing, playing
an increasingly prominent role as an adviser and eventually implementer of his
policies. Despite these changes, after Mao’s death traditional values remained,
with foot binding still practiced among some elites. However, the expectation
that women work outside the home continued, and opportunities for educational
and professional careers have remained open to women.

THE LEGEND OF THE LONG MARCH

Strength for Mao’s Communist Party was gained by the Long March — the 1934-36 pursuit of Mao’s army
across China by Chiang and his supporters. Chiang was trying to depose his rival, but his attempt to find and
conquer Mao had the opposite effect. Mao eluded him until finally Chiang had to turn his attentions to the
invading Japanese. Mao emerged as a hero of the people, and many of his loyal friends on the March lived
to be prominent leaders of the People’s Republic of China after its founding in 1949.

THE FOUNDING OF THE PEOPLE’S REPUBLIC OF CHINA - 1949-1966

The Japanese occupied China during World War II, but after the war ended, the forces of Chiang and Mao
met in civil war, and Mao prevailed. In 1949 Chiang fled to Taiwan, and Mao established the People’s Re-
public of China under communist rule.

The People’s Republic of China was born from a civil war between the Nationalists under Chiang Kai-shek
and the Communists under Mao Zedong. After many years of competitive struggle, Mao’s army forced
Chiang Kai-shek and his supporters off the mainland to the island of Taiwan (Formosa). Mao named his new
China the “People’s Republican of China,” and Chiang claimed that his headquarters in Taiwan formed the
true government. The “Two Chinas”, then, were created, and the PRC was not to be recognized as a nation
by the United Nations until 1972. The PRC, like the Soviet Union, was based on the organizing principle of
democratic centralism.






