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[Political] synthesis is a matter of 

eating one’s enemy. How did we 

synthesize the Kuomintang? Didn’t we 

take in things captured from the 

enemy and transform them! We didn’t 

just kill captured enemy soldiers. Some 

of them we let go, but the large part 

we absorbed into our ranks. Weapons, 

provisions, and all kinds of things 

were taken in. What was of no use we 

eliminated, to use a philosophical 

term… Eating is both analysis and 

synthesis. Take eating crabs for 

example. You eat the meat and not the 

shell. One’s stomach absorbs the 

nourishment and expels the waste… 

Synthesizing the Kuomintang was a 

matter of eating it up, absorbing most 

of it and expelling a smaller part. 

-excerpt from a speech by Mao 

Zedong to Party leaders in 

Hangzhou, December 1965 (qt. in 

Solomon, 159) 

 

In 1968, a series of struggle sessions in 

China’s Guangxi Province ended in the 

immediate execution of those labeled 

“counterrevolutionaries” and the division 

and consumption of their flesh by a new 

“revolutionary” ruling class. Thirty years 

later, in the capital of Beijing, a series of 

Cultural Revolution-themed restaurants 

appeared, in which memories and 

imaginings are consumed, both 

nostalgically and ironically, by the new 

elites of China’s reform-oriented society. 

This article reinterprets these group 

phenomena through the novel angle of 

individual desires: precisely the types of 

desires denied in these acts. Analysis of 

the broader political economic contexts 

and the resulting struggle for power, 

combined with interpretations of the role 

of individual desires in social production 

and reproduction, illuminate the complex 
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social and psychological phenomena 

constituting these two vastly divergent yet 

conceptually related incidents of pseudo-

revolutionary consumption. At the same 

time, these analyses illustrate the defining 

role that an ambivalent relationship to 

political power and the burdens of the 

past has played throughout modern 

Chinese history and its revolutionary 

cycle of destruction and recreation, 

wherein a new class of aristocrats has 

never ceased to emerge from the ashes of 

the supposedly destroyed “old world.” 

 

The Ambivalence of Revolutionary 

Power 

In Totem and Taboo, Freud describes 

ambivalence as a conflict between a 

simultaneous desire for something and a 

hatred for that desire (Freud, 38). 

Considering the contradictions within 

Maoist ideology between the aim of 

obliterating power to realize an egalitarian 

utopia and a blatant will-to-power in the 

formation of a new and pure 

revolutionary ruling class, Maoism could 

be characterized succinctly as having an 

ambivalent relationship with power. As 

expressed in the befuddling concept of 

“liberation” through a “people’s 

democratic dictatorship,” one faced, on 

the one hand, a fantasy of a classless 

utopia of infinite brotherhood, and on 

the other hand a fantasy of the creation 

of new masters with power to suppress 

those deemed to be the “bad elements” 

of society.  Thus, despite the Chinese 

Communist movement’s claims of the 

establishment of a new and classless 

society, its transformation from a 

revolutionary movement to a ruling 

power resulted in the establishment of a 

new ruling class of bureaucrats. 

Reminiscent of the stifling control of 

bureaucratic aristocrats in communist 

revolutions throughout the world in the 

twentieth century (Djilas, 29, 36, 40-42), 

this “new class” exercised even greater 

control over Chinese society than many 

rulers of the dynastic past (Xiao 2009). 

Mao’s personality and political leanings, 

however, made the exercise of 

revolutionary bureaucracy vastly more 

complicated for the Maoist movement 

than for many other state socialist 

movements: from a young age, Mao had 

displayed a rebellious attitude towards 

authority (Chen, 98) which combined 

with his fascination with ideological 

purity to create a marked hostility to both 
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Chinese tradition and bureaucratic 

retrenchment (Meisner, 44, 293). While 

Mao recognized the necessity of the Party 

in order to administer the new China, he 

also saw the Party as a significant 

hindrance to the perpetuation of a 

revolutionary tradition through 

voluntarism and mass action. 

Such ambivalence was also embodied 

in the Maoist era in a cyclical alienation of 

power through a mutually false humility 

on the part of both the leaders of the 

revolutionary movement and the people 

who empowered these leaders: all of 

Mao’s powers were to be attributed to the 

people, and more specifically the 

peasantry; yet these same people, 

imagined as the source of Mao’s power, 

attributed all of their power in so-called 

revolutionary practice to him and his 

Party. Such ambivalent denial of power 

and romantic imaginings of “the people” 

spawned a cycle of conflicted mass 

movements between 1949 and the mid-

1960s, rhetorically romanticized as a cycle 

of permanent revolution. These 

movements, which continued and 

accelerated the dynastic cycles of 

destruction and recreation that had 

characterized the course of Chinese 

history throughout the millennia, have 

been labeled “compliance cycles” due to 

the cyclical relations of actions between 

superordinates and subordinates (Skinner 

and Winckler, 411). It is precisely these 

relations which make these movements 

unique, for while originating from above, 

the aim was to mobilize the “people” as a 

means of overcoming the retrenchment 

of newly-forming power bases and the 

growth of complacency and routinization. 

Yet, despite the emphasis upon 

voluntarist mobilization, the key role of 

policymakers in the construction of these 

movements ensured that whenever the 

Party-state had nearly reached its limits in 

terms of turmoil, radicalism would recede 

to be replaced by eras of normality 

(Skinner and Winckler, 425), as illustrated 

by the well known example of the de-

radicalization of agriculture following the 

Great Leap Forward, or later, the sudden 

return of the Party bureaucracy following 

the chaos of the Cultural Revolution. 

Despite this succession of mass 

movements designed to “shock” 

(Solomon, 476) the power structure, the 

continual return to normalcy left Mao 

increasingly concerned throughout the 

1960s about the loss of the 
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“revolutionary spirit” and the 

repercussions of the rise of a new 

bureaucratic ruling class for China’s 

future (Meisner, 300-301). Similar to 

Zizek’s analysis of ideology, Mao had 

come to sense the contradictions within 

the practice of revolutionary governance, 

wherein his fantasy of a revolutionary and 

egalitarian society became an “element 

which represents within it its own 

impossibility” (Zizek, 127). However, as 

Zizek has pointed out, impossibility only 

made the desire for this final goal greater: 

Mao’s romantically grandiose vision of 

his own role within the Chinese nation, 

combined with his glorified image of the 

Chinese nation’s messianic role in the 

world, turned his revolution into a 

seemingly endless “epic, drama, and 

passion play” in which Mao came to 

embody the nation’s and even the world’s 

dreams and destiny (Tu, 158).  

Following innumerable cycles of the 

construction, destruction, and eventual 

reconstruction of power structures, these 

contradictions of bureaucracy and 

populism, egalitarianism and power, and 

narcissism and humility finally reached a 

tipping point in the Great Proletarian 

Cultural Revolution, which lasted from 

1966 to 1976. The new ruling 

bureaucracy who had come to power in 

the name of the Maoist revolution was to 

be obliterated in the name of the Maoist 

revolution, supposedly to be replaced by 

a new ruling class of those who had 

struggled against the bureaucrats, again 

sanctified in the name of the Maoist 

revolution. The Cultural Revolution was 

thus a continuation of the cycle of 

destruction and recreation, and the final 

and ultimate revolutionary act of Mao, 

the rebellious son and ambivalent 

administrator. Hidden behind all of the 

egalitarian and utopian rhetoric, however, 

was a power struggle which was rooted, 

on the ground, in the desire to become 

new masters: many aspects of the 

Cultural Revolution were in fact exercises 

in mass narcissism (masked, of course, by 

the incessant discussion of the “collective 

good’), a trend that is particularly evident 

in individual imaginings of relations to 

“the sacred” of the time and the struggles 

that resulted from conflicting egos. 

 

The Sacred and Power 

Ambivalence to power, at the official 

level and the popular level, as well as the 
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attendant cycle of change, never extended 

to Mao himself (at least not consciously). 

Instead, despite the disasters of his Great 

Leap Forward policy, Mao came to 

represent “the sacred” as described by 

Maurice Godelier in The Enigma of the Gift, 

in that he and his Party were imagined to 

have given a nation to “the people,” 

constituting the “greatest gift” ever. The 

creation of this debt which could never 

be reciprocated (Godelier, 186) through 

alienation transformed Mao into a god-

like living figure embodying the nation 

and its sense of identity, an image which 

in slightly varied form still lives on to this 

day. Such a sense of indebtedness and 

gratitude were actively cultivated in the 

years following “Liberation” in suku 

(telling bitterness) meetings, in which 

individuals recounted the hardships of 

the old society and expressed their 

gratitude for the creation of the often 

over-embellished “new society” 

(Solomon, 238). As the Party bureaucracy 

became increasingly discredited in the 

Cultural Revolution (Solomon, 406), 

Mao’s already imposing figure came to 

encompass the vacuum of indebtedness. 

Historical records of this era abound with 

offbeat examples of such deification: 

Mao was widely referred to as the 

nation’s “great savior star” (Lin, 111); Lin 

Biao, briefly Mao’s designated successor, 

once commented that “one word from 

Chairman Mao’s mouth is worth ten 

thousand words” (Lin Biao, unpublished 

speech, May 18, 1966); and Mao Zedong 

Thought was even granted healing 

powers at the height of the Cultural 

Revolution, reportedly enabling a school 

full of deaf mutes to hear and speak again 

(Morning Sun). In this sense, echoing the 

ambivalence towards and thus splitting of 

the exercise of power in its repeated 

construction and destruction, Mao was 

similarly elevated above the bureaucracy 

(the bad, authoritative father or negative 

power) to establish a direct relationship 

with each one of his subjects (as the 

good, caring father and positive, healing, 

and empowering source of authority). 

Mao’s role as a holy father is even 

more apparent in individuals’ imagined 

intimate relationships with the Chairman. 

Many in fact came to believe that they 

were able to interact with Mao, as images 

of “the sacred” were reproduced 

everywhere one went: statues and study 

centers were erected throughout China; 

Mao’s picture hung on the walls of 

houses, much like images of gods or of 
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revered ancestors had once hung from 

the same walls in the past; and the little 

red book, or the red treasure book as it is 

called in Chinese, became an 

indispensable and even sanctified 

possession carried everywhere, so as to 

be prepared for the probability of 

spontaneous Mao Zedong Thought study 

sessions. The most remarkable example 

of such intimacy was the practice known 

as making a statement in the morning and 

making a report at night (zao qingshi, wan 

huibao), whereby individuals would begin 

their day by reporting their planned 

“good deeds” to a portrait of Mao 

hanging in their homes, and end the day 

by reporting on their activities (Yang, 

250). This ritual mirrors other forms of 

interaction with the sacred witnessed 

around the world, such as praying or 

pledging allegiance to the flag, but the 

sacred portrayed here was a still living 

being capable of providing new guidance, 

both real and imagined, on a daily basis. 

It would be all too easy to romantically 

imagine that this cult and its imaginings 

of close personal ties to the figure of Mao 

created a united people rallying under the 

Great Helmsman’s leadership. However, 

from the perspective of personal 

experiences and individual psychology, 

such analyses, of which there are many, 

overvalue the communal and egalitarian 

rhetoric of those years, such as the 

campaign to “criticize self-interest” (Mi, 

93), to the detriment of considering 

individual desires and the often bloody 

conflicts that characterized this era. In a 

sense, such analyses have fallen into the 

traps of Maoist ideology, taking for 

granted the concept of “the people” and 

thus failing to see through the widespread 

claims of collectivism which were in 

many cases covers for the dogged pursuit 

of personal interest and self-

aggrandizement through a number of 

social capital-collecting trends.  

The development of competition over 

closeness to the sacred originated from 

the fact that the Cultural Revolution was 

a rare historical period in which the 

sacred was still present, such that direct 

embodiments of this sacred were 

exchanged, traded, and collected, 

retaining their value as holy objects 

amidst their circulation. One newlywed 

during the Cultural Revolution recounted 

receiving seven or eight busts of 

Chairman Mao and countless copies of 

the little red book as wedding presents 
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(Yang, 250). Lapel pins with images of or 

quotations from Mao were mass-

produced and traded amongst Red Guard 

Youth: a famous image of one model 

worker from the Cultural Revolution 

shows his army jacket and hat completely 

covered with over 170 pins bearing Mao’s 

image (Li, 215). Some, in a painful 

attempt to display their loyalty to 

Chairman Mao, went a step further by 

inserting their Mao pins directly into their 

skin so as to be closer to their heart 

(Yang, 249). Clearly, these were more 

than just simple commodities: they were 

holy items that represented an imagined 

relationship with the sacred Mao and thus 

possessed an inexplicable holy power. 

Any disrespect to these objects, whether 

intended or unintended, was punished 

harshly with prison time and in some 

cases execution, further indicating their 

holiness. Connection to such holy items, 

as analyzed by Godelier, brings power 

(Godelier, 131, 186), and in the case of 

the Cultural Revolution, the mass 

proliferation and collection of such holy 

items suggested a unique relationship to 

the sacred and its power, thereby creating 

fertile ground for mass narcissistic 

competition masked by an ideology of 

egalitarian fanaticism. 

Beyond the possession of sacred 

items, the heady ideologies of the day 

also drove egotism, particularly amongst 

activist youth. In a famous comment, 

Mao praised the young people of China, 

telling them that “the world is yours, as 

well as ours, but in the last analysis it is 

yours. You young people, full of vigor 

and vitality, are in the bloom of life, like 

the morning sun. Our hope is placed on 

you” (qt. in Jiang and Ashley, vii). While 

youth clearly flattered Mao by fawning 

over his every move, Mao also 

symbolically flattered China’s young 

people through statements and actions in 

the Cultural Revolution, in which he 

suggested an intimate, nurturing, and 

almost fatherly relationship. Following 

Spiro’s analysis of spirit-birth in the 

Trobriands (Spiro, 66) and Sangren’s 

discussion of the will to self-creation 

(Sangren, 19), Mao became imagined as a 

non-biological nurturing and empowering 

father or pater who provided a means to 

overcome some of the tensions created 

by the dependency upon one’s biological 

parents: such a release would have been 

particularly appealing for young people in 

the awkward stages of adolescence, 

characterized by inevitable tensions with 

parents and other authority figures. Thus, 
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one finds that the exaltation of the 

young’s “Great Helmsman” during the 

Cultural Revolution was concurrent with 

widespread attacks with immense Oedipal 

overtones on parents and other authority 

figures, such as teachers, all of whom 

were individuals whose existence would 

have frustrated adolescents’ sense of self-

creation and mastery. Mao, however, was 

not just a lovable pater replacing past 

authority figures and helping individuals 

overcome the tensions of human 

creation, but also a holy pater, an 

embodiment of the ultimate social capital, 

permitting, as shall be discussed below, 

self-aggrandizement through an imagined 

personal connection with the holiest of 

holy fathers.  

The supreme fantasy for many Red 

Guard youth during the Cultural 

Revolution was to take part in one of 

Mao’s mass receptions in Tiananmen 

Square (Gao, 112), as he stood in typical 

sanctified style atop the Gate of Heavenly 

Peace to receive the crowds below. The 

connections with the sacred produced in 

these pilgrimages created a sense of self-

aggrandizement and religious fervor, as 

seen in the following excerpt from a 

spectator’s letter to friends four hours 

away in Yizhen:  

Comrades: Let me tell you the great 

news, news greater than heaven. At five 

minutes past seven in the evening on the 

15th of September 1966, I saw our most 

most most dearly beloved leader 

Chairman Mao!... Comrades, how can I 

possibly describe to you what that 

moment was like?... Having seen 

Chairman Mao, I made a silent pledge to 

definitely become Chairman Mao’s good 

pupil… How can I possibly go to sleep 

tonight! I have decided to make today my 

birthday. Today I started a new life!!! (qt. 

in Schoenhals, 148-149) 

 

This passage presents three useful 

points of analysis for understanding 

young people’s relationships with Mao 

beyond the customary tropes of 

exhilaration to the point of being unable 

to sleep common throughout this era. 

First, the “silent pledge” to become a 

“good pupil” echoes religious conversion 

stories and the silent pledges made to 

one’s god, thus reinforcing the image of 

Mao as the sacred and the dedication to 

Maoism present in the Cultural 
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Revolution as comparable to a religious 

faith. Second, the author’s assertion that 

he had started a new life and even 

intended to change his birthday repeats 

the theme of Mao as surrogate father and 

the individual’s newfound role in his own 

creation, thus allowing for the 

establishment of a form of radical 

autonomy via interaction with the pater of 

the nation. Third, and perhaps most 

important for the analysis that will follow, 

is the question that the author proposes 

to his friends: “how can I possibly 

describe to you what that moment was 

like?” While this may seem like an 

innocent statement of exhilaration, or 

even an expression of the inability to 

express the Maoist imaginary fully within 

the symbolic order, from the perspective 

of those who remained home in the 

probably less than exciting town of 

Yizhen, such a comment could contain 

elements of social distinction. 

Considering the descent into factional 

fighting in the years that followed, with 

each Red Guard gang justifying their 

violence and extermination of their 

enemies through declarations of their 

own loyalty and closeness to the sacred 

Chairman Mao, a more cynical reading of 

this letter would see foreshadowing of 

these tensions in this simple question: the 

author here differentiated his recreated 

self from his classmates as a new and 

pure revolutionary man with a closer 

personal tie to the almighty sacred. 

The Red Guards’ passionate 

dedication and self-aggrandizement were 

only further intensified by the 

undoubtedly lofty Maoist mission of 

destroying the old world, represented by 

the “Four Olds,” old thinking, old habits, 

old culture, and old customs (Solomon, 

489), and creating a new world. As 

suggested by the cycles of destruction 

and reconstruction that had characterized 

the history of the People’s Republic since 

its founding, Mao had long believed in 

the need for destruction in order to 

achieve creation. Such ideas are present 

in one of his influential earlier essays “On 

Contradiction,” from 1937, in which he 

writes: “It is always so in the world, the 

new displacing the old, the old being 

superseded by the new, the old being 

eliminated to make way for the new, and 

the new emerging out of the old” (Mao, 

299). The frustrations emergent within 

the cycle of seemingly partial destruction 

and latter reconstruction that had 

characterized the history of the PRC had 
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perhaps convinced Mao of the need for 

much more thorough annihilation, thus 

explaining, from a macro-perspective, 

why the Cultural Revolution emphasized 

destruction of the past at a level unseen 

in any other movement in the PRC’s 

history: temples were ransacked, books 

were burned, national treasures were 

shattered (Li, 99-101, 178), and entire 

generations of intellectuals, “bad 

elements,” and Red Guard youth 

journeyed together through one of the 

most destructive periods of recent 

history.  

Yet in terms of individual 

participation, the mass enthusiasm to 

engage in such destruction, on a scale 

unforeseen by many in the central 

leadership, shows that these social trends 

were much more than orders from above: 

they appealed to something within their 

young actors (Tu, 164). While such 

widespread destruction could have 

released frustrations and aggression, as 

well as fostering visions of autonomy and 

mastery, the factor of self-

aggrandizement is present in the much 

more esteemed mission of creation that 

necessarily followed: the young people 

tasked with the destruction of the old 

world, released from the tensions of 

authority represented by their family and 

teachers, were also to be the key players 

in the creation of a new world, liberating 

the “two-thirds of the world still living 

under oppression” (Mi, 69) and coming 

to lead this new world together with Mao 

(Lin, 20). If a seemingly intimate 

relationship with the “sacred” bred 

narcissism, such lofty responsibilities 

could only serve to further aggravate such 

trends. The Cultural Revolution’s 

eventual descent into factional armed 

struggle is the best indicator and symbol 

of the intensely self-aggrandizing 

competitions and tensions which 

developed between young Red Guards 

aiming to prove their supreme 

revolutionary purity and the closeness of 

their relations with the sacred.  

Expressing such a competitive spirit, a 

letter from a group called the “old Red 

Guards” from Beijing No. 101 Middle 

School and addressed to another Red 

Guard group referred to as “the fucking 

bastards of the Beijing University Middle 

School ‘Jinggangshan Regiment,’” 

asserted that “today you may be jumping 

for joy, but just you wait! One day you 

crazy donkey-heads and sons of bitches 
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had better watch out! In another twenty 

years, the world will belong to us” (qt. in 

Schoenhals, 183).  Themes of holding the 

world in one’s hands, an actual 

impossibility with deep metaphorical 

implications, abound throughout 

discourses from this period. Reflecting 

upon her experience during the Cultural 

Revolution, another Red Guard stated, 

slightly less aggressively but equally 

directly: “I thought I was going to 

transform the whole world.” (Jiang and 

Ashley, 14). Countless pages could be 

filled with such perplexing tales of mass 

narcissism from the era, but the most 

important aspects of the imaginings of 

this period are (1) the religious nature of 

the cult of Mao and his designation as the 

sacred, (2) the narratives of intimate 

relations with the sacred and rebirth, (3) 

the widespread attacks on parents as well 

as other young rivals for Mao’s attention, 

and (4) the grandiose mission of 

destroying the old world and creating and 

leading a new world together with Mao: 

these phenomena all point to fantasies of 

self-creation, self-aggrandizement, and 

complete mastery over the world as the 

most prominent loci of desire emerging 

in adolescent Red Guard culture.  

Unfortunately, or rather fortunately, 

this new world imagined by the Red 

Guards never came into being. The clash 

of pride inherent in contesting ties to the 

sacred and the task of leading a new 

liberated world led the entire movement 

to rapidly divide into warring factions, 

each vying with the other to reassert its 

role as the leaders and shapers of the new 

China. In the end, no single faction of 

young leaders won, and the central 

government, on the order of Mao 

(Meisner, 334), dispatched the People’s 

Liberation Army to put down all 

rebellions and disputes so as reassert the 

control of central “revolutionary” power 

across the country; however, this seeming 

resolution did not come soon enough to 

prevent struggles and battles that would 

haunt the Chinese nation for decades to 

come (Kleinman, 127-130, 141-142). 

 

Aristocratic Cannibalism:  

Destroying the Old, Creating the New 

The most infamous eruption of 

violence during the Cultural Revolution 

was the mass outbreak of cannibalism in 

southern China’s Guangxi Autonomous 

Region in 1968. As in in other regions 



102 EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF SINOLOGY  8 (2017) 

throughout the country, the Cultural 

Revolution in Guangxi underwent a quick 

descent from a mass utopian fantasy to a 

bloody power struggle, with the acts of 

cannibalism described below growing out 

of a dispute between two rival factions. 

The so-called “Big Faction” in this 

dispute was led by Wei Guoqing, a 

member of the local Zhuang minority 

group who had served as the sole head of 

the Autonomous Region for over a 

decade (Zheng, 3). With the arrival of the 

Cultural Revolution and the call to rebel, 

Wu Chinan, a political rival, led a rebel 

militia known as the Small Faction, 

whose stated aim was to end Wei’s 

monopolization of the region’s 

administrative organs for the purpose of 

establishing a true and pure revolutionary 

regime (Zheng, 11). In a prototypical 

struggle narrative of the era, Wu 

denounced Wei as a 

counterrevolutionary, only to be 

denounced in return as a 

counterrevolutionary. The two factions’ 

militias proceeded to fight, resulting in 

tens of thousands of deaths and the final 

victory of the “Big Faction,” who 

suddenly recreated their decade-old 

regime with a markedly fresh-sounding 

revolutionary moniker: “New Red 

Political Power” (Sutton, 137-138). This 

victory, however, did not put an end to 

the emotions or the desire for power 

inherent in this conflict, and mass killings 

continued unabated throughout Guangxi. 

Over the next six weeks a wave of 

cannibalism erupted in scattered 

locations: dozens of struggle sessions, 

ending in on-the-spot execution, were 

followed by the consumption of their 

victims (Zheng, 24). 

Previous analyses of these events, 

much like the majority of research on the 

Cultural Revolution, have emphasized the 

communal act of killing and consuming 

without particular attention to individual 

action or personal motivations beyond 

aggression and peer pressure. 

Emphasizing macro-political trends of 

loathing for the class enemy, most 

interpretations focus upon the mass 

dehumanization of the victim in the act 

of killing and eating them, and thus 

portray these acts of cannibalism as 

purely destructive acts of hatred. Donald 

Sutton was the first to recognize the 

ritualized nature of the execution and 

consumption of counterrevolutionaries in 

Wuxuan County, and interpreted these 

communal rituals as achieving 



CARRICO, „ POWER IN CONSUMPTION: NARCISSISM, CANNIBALISM...“, IN: EJSIN 8 (2017) 91 - 112 103 

“humiliation of the enemy, expulsion of 

harm, reintegration of community, and 

obedience to the center” through the 

destruction of the victim and the 

potlatch-style sharing of the victim’s flesh 

amongst the community (Sutton, 166). 

Such analysis, focusing upon communal 

trends of dehumanization and 

destruction, pays insufficient attention to 

individual desires, and is thus unable to 

account for either the appearance of 

cannibalism or the massive enthusiasm 

reportedly displayed by participants. 

While “peer pressure” is often used to 

explain, for example, drug use amongst 

teens, such a rationalization ignores and 

externalizes the complexities of individual 

desires in these settings; communal 

feelings and peer pressure would be even 

less persuasive or complete explanations 

for the tragedies considered herein.  

Obviously, there was no official policy 

of encouraging cannibalism: this was a 

phenomenon that developed from 

spontaneous human action and spread 

within the particular social context. A 

new perspective on these events can 

however be developed by considering the 

marked ambivalence towards power that 

characterized Maoist China and the 

emphasis in Maoist thought upon the role 

of destruction in creation, combined with 

the narcissism revealed in many acts of 

“loyalty” to Mao and the collective 

throughout the cycles of PRC history. 

This article thus proposes a closer 

analysis of individual participation and 

motivations in these group actions: did 

those participating really “hate” and wish 

to destroy the counterrevolutionary 

power, or were they obsessed with this 

power and desiring to make it their own? 

Considering the historical evidence 

presented below, both trends are present, 

and this incident is thus best understood 

as a new manifestation of the cycle of 

destruction and reconstruction resulting 

from ambivalence towards power: the 

eaters not only wanted to destroy the 

eaten; in essence, they also wanted to be 

them. Echoing Mao’s ambivalent 

relationship to all power except his own 

and his discussion of “ingesting” the 

Kuomintang cited in this article’s 

epigraph, those engaged in eating the 

“old counterrevolutionaries” wanted to 

rid the world of this counterrevolutionary 

political power, but also strove in this act 

to capture and ingest this power and thus 

recreate themselves as the leaders of a 

new truly revolutionary regime. 
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Traditional Chinese beliefs about 

foods suggest that one derives specific 

powers from what one eats, with a food’s 

effects seemingly largely determined by 

its shape or character. For example, 

according to traditional beliefs, tiger 

penises, bull penises, and rhinoceros 

horns are forms of living Viagra, and 

human afterbirth (either as a meal or as a 

cosmetic) is reported to have rejuvenating 

effects due to its “freshness” 

(http://news.163.com). During my time 

studying and working in China, I was 

often perplexed by the large number of 

hot pot restaurants featuring pig brains 

on their menus, until a friend informed 

me that the consumption of pig’s brains 

is purported to sharpen one’s own brain. 

Analysis of the logic of such culinary 

philosophy would be complex and 

enthralling enough to warrant a study of 

its own, but for the purpose of this 

article, it is sufficient to note that in 

eating something, one is assumed to 

absorb its essence.  

These beliefs about food’s essences 

have important repercussions for 

reinterpreting these episodes of 

cannibalism. As Donald Sutton has 

pointed out, the continued presence of 

“bad elements” such as those consumed 

in Wuxuan County in 1968 eighteen years 

after the founding of the “New China” 

was a blatant affront to the ideal of a pure 

society; for this reason, the 

counterrevolutionaries needed to be 

destroyed completely (Sutton, 160). 

However, viewing this phenomenon 

from a different perspective reveals that 

the continued presence of these 

counterrevolutionary figures was also a 

testament to their eerily unconquerable 

power, and that consuming their flesh 

was not solely destructive, but also 

creative through the ingestion and 

internalization of this powerful essence. 

Tropes of eating opponents to make their 

power one’s own were common 

throughout the Maoist period. The 

quotation from Mao Zedong at the 

beginning of this article provides a 

particularly graphic example of the logic 

of figuratively consuming a past power’s 

essence, expelling the useless parts, and 

then coming to replace that power. 

Similar logic operated in the exhortation 

to “eat up powerful families” during the 

initial stages of the Communist 

revolution and later during the post-1949 

Land Reform Campaign (Solomon, 165). 

This figure of speech, factored into the 
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beliefs about food ingestion and the cycle 

of destruction and reconstruction 

described above, provided an apt 

metaphor for the simultaneous 

destruction of the ruling class of 

landlords and the creation of a new ruling 

class of revolutionary peasants through 

the ingestion of their power. Yet, as 

described in the analysis of the cycle of 

Chinese history above, with the return to 

“normalcy,” the counterrevolutionaries 

continued to reappear and threaten the 

revolutionary power of the people with 

their seemingly invincible evil aura, thus 

returning to the start of the cycle in a 

system of compulsive repetition of the 

type analyzed by Freud in his narrative of 

fort/da (Freud 1961). One young man 

recalled how he envisioned “counterrevo-

lutionaries” to be omnipresent and just as 

threatening as ever nearly two decades 

after the revolution: “I felt that deep in 

their hearts they still wanted to overthrow 

everything and kill all of us. In the village, 

when I saw them I feared them and 

thought they were repulsive to look at” 

(Sutton, 161). A review of the victims in 

this wave of cannibalism reveals that 

most were male authority figures such as 

teachers or school principals who had 

particular aura of power in Chinese 

society. More than internalizing the 

official dehumanizing labeling of enemies 

as “monsters and demons” (Tu, 175), the 

consumers also internalized and made the 

positive essence of the 

counterrevolutionaries’ lingering power 

their own, simultaneously destroying and 

recreating a group of indestructible ruling 

elites in a grotesque initiation ceremony 

that transformed the burdens of the past 

into the victories of the present.  

This theory is perhaps best 

demonstrated by four examples of 

cannibalism from Wuxuan County in 

1968, as recorded by Zheng Yi, a Chinese 

dissident who has conducted extensive 

research on this outbreak of cannibalism, 

in his 1993 book Scarlet Memorial: in the 

first case, Chen Siting, Director of the 

local Taicun Brigade Cultural Revolution 

Group, led a mass struggle session against 

three commune members (Zheng, 68). 

After reading out a list of crimes, Chen 

called upon the “masses” to share stories 

of their oppression by the accused. 

Finally, he asked “what should we do 

with these people,” to which the masses 

responded with a resounding “kill! Kill!” 

(ibid). Chen and members of the leading 

militia proceeded to slice the victims and 



106 EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF SINOLOGY  8 (2017) 

remove their livers for their own 

consumption, while the exalted “masses” 

were left to consume boiled flesh (ibid). 

The distinction between the leaders and 

the masses is performed in the act of 

cannibalism, as those in power guide the 

process and are able to consume the 

internal essence of the 

counterrevolutionary powers, while the 

masses only speak when called upon and 

are left to dine on the exterior flesh. The 

leaders’ consumption of the liver is 

another important point for reflection, 

considering the liver’s filtering and 

purifying role within the body: while 

dining on the poisonous bodies of 

counterrevolutionaries, might not the 

liver have represented the ideal object 

through which to ingest the purified 

essence of power and avoid 

contamination by less desirable elements?  

In the second case, Wang Wenliu, an 

eighteen-year-old single woman who 

lived with her mother, earned renown 

throughout Wuxuan County for cutting 

off the genitalia of males killed during 

struggle sessions and boiling the penises 

in soup which she shared with her elderly 

mother (Zheng, 74). The traditional 

Freudian interpretation of a female in a 

male-dominated society ingesting penises 

as a form of ingesting power is more than 

obvious; yet by far the strangest facet of 

this story is that Wang’s reputation as a 

“man-eater” reaped real political power, 

as her renown brought her one 

promotion after another: she eventually 

ate her way to the exalted position of vice 

director of the Wuxuan Revolutionary 

Committee (Zheng, 75). These two cases 

display a crucial trend in this 

reconsideration of cannibalism: according 

to Zheng Yi, “those who took the lead 

were not crazed nor idealistic teenagers… 

but Communist Party members and other 

cadres trained to be moral exemplars… 

The forces of law and order, not the 

revolutionary rebels, were the killers and 

eaters” (Sutton, 142). In fact, in many 

cases, “governmental units appropriate[d] 

the flesh and share[d] it around a table, 

denying ordinary people” (Sutton, 148). 

This curious piece of information attests 

to the fact that these leaders were not 

only destroying counterrevolutionaries, 

but also consuming and thus internalizing 

power, while creating and displaying this 

power in ritual acts of aristocratic 

cannibalism. 
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The third and fourth cases display 

variants upon the theme of consuming 

power, showing that even when 

cannibalism was not enacted, power was 

the center of concern in these struggles, 

being performed rather than consumed in 

these examples. In the third case, a figure 

from the Small Faction named Zhou 

Weian was killed by members of the 

ruling Big Faction. His killers brought his 

head and legs to his house and threw 

them at his horrified widow, forcing her 

to spend the night embracing his severed 

head in bed (Zheng, 73). The next 

morning, Zhou’s head and limbs were 

displayed at the street market, and his 

wife was again brought to kneel before 

his mutilated remains as she was publicly 

humiliated and assaulted (Zheng, 74). In 

this case, Zhou was not eaten, but the 

goal of establishing power for his killers 

in the “Big Faction” was nevertheless 

achieved through the similarly grotesque 

abuse and humiliation of his widow. 

These acts cannot be explained by an 

acquired taste for flesh, or peer pressure, 

or even a desire to make the 

counterrevolutionary disappear; they can 

only be understood through the lens of 

individual desires to take the 

counterrevolutionary and exercise control 

over his body, using it as a means of 

displaying one’s own power: performance 

replaced consumption, but the 

counterrevolutionary remained the 

primary tool of power creation.  

The fourth case provides another 

counterexample: when an elderly female 

counterrevolutionary was brought on 

stage during a struggle session, an 

organizer scoffed and cried out “old 

women’s flesh! Inedible!” (Sutton, 148). 

One would imagine that an elderly 

woman’s flesh would not be any less 

edible than a younger male’s flesh (veal is 

not necessarily better than steak, just 

slightly different). It thus seems logical, in 

accordance with this reinterpretation of 

cannibalism in Guangxi, that the killer’s 

repulsion sprung from the fact that there 

was no true political power, or indeed no 

vitality, to be ingested from this aging 

victim; yet in making this statement in 

this public forum, the speaker 

distinguished himself from the elderly 

woman as a younger, strong, and 

politically pure male who could not even 

waste his time eating her: thus, that which 

was not worthy of being consumed, 

namely power, was instead enacted. 
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The mixture of destruction and 

creation of power inherent in the act of 

cannibalism is reminiscent of Freud’s 

characterization of the consumption of 

the father by the “primal horde” in Totem 

and Taboo: after killing the father and 

eating him, the horde’s ambivalence 

produced a guilt which led them to 

internalize their father’s law. In the end, 

Freud states, “the dead father became 

stronger than the living one had been” 

(Freud, 178). In a markedly similar 

framework, though the act of killing and 

consuming these 

“counterrevolutionaries,” their power, 

based in supposedly authoritarian and 

oppressive attributes, was internalized by 

their consumers for the creation of a 

“new red political power” that was, as 

stated earlier, even stronger and more 

controlling than the regimes of the past. 

In this sense, the logic of cannibalism fit 

into the cycle of the creation, destruction, 

and recreation of power. And the cycle of 

history continued. 

 

Dining On Revolution 

Just as the seeming egalitarian 

fanaticism of the Cultural Revolution was 

in fact a mask for an ambivalent 

relationship to the exercise of power, it is 

only natural that a similar ambivalence, 

covered by a fanaticism of consumption, 

might continue with the cycle of power 

exchange in China’s post-Maoist reform 

era. Thus, we arrive at the second 

framing point of our analysis: the 

appearance of Cultural Revolution-

themed restaurants in China over the past 

two decades Following the Cultural 

Revolution, rebel groups were dismantled 

and the narcissism of revolutionary 

ideology was confined to the dustbin of 

history. With the onset of ever-expanding 

market reforms, those once exalted as the 

future of the revolution have, over the 

ensuing 30 years, largely been left to fend 

for themselves. In this often bewildering 

social transformation, characterized by 

what many have referred to as a “spiritual 

vacuum,” a growing trend of 

remembering the past has appeared that 

some call “Maoist nostalgia,” of which 

Cultural Revolution restaurants are but 

one manifestation: Maoist temples have 

appeared in the countryside, museum 

exhibits and a flurry of publications have 

remembered the Maoist period, tour 

groups have provided opportunities for 

sent-down youth to revisit their former 
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temporary home villages, and 

contemporary musicians have retuned 

revolutionary songs over contemporary 

rock rhythms.  

Despite such widespread recreations 

of the past, any claim of true “nostalgia” 

would be a premature jump to 

conclusions. No one with whom I have 

spoken during my fieldwork across China 

really wishes to return to the chaos of the 

Cultural Revolution, which is now 

ironically used in government propaganda 

as a negative example of the “chaos of 

democracy.” While no one wishes to 

return to the realities of the Cultural 

Revolution, there are nevertheless some 

elements to which individuals continue to 

relate, particularly the idealist and 

romantic sense of purpose and the self-

aggrandizement that resulted from these 

lofty ideals. The Cultural Revolution has 

thus been split in an ambivalent 

relationship of allure and fear, as 

something chaotic that needs to be 

suppressed on the one hand and 

something vaguely “fun” to be consumed 

in sanitized settings on the other. 

Similarly, these restaurants, decorated 

with colorful Maoist era décor, featuring 

young waitresses dressed as Red Guards, 

and boasting a menu of expensive “rural 

delicacies,” serve as dual conflicting 

vehicles of desire, reminding one of an 

era of self-control and a sense of mission, 

while at the same time indulging in the 

enjoyments of the present: one can show 

off at “revolutionary” banquets by 

ordering expensive dishes, a new sign of 

autonomy and prestige, with single dishes 

in more upscale locations in Beijing 

costing as much as 50 US dollars (Schrift, 

197). One in a sense returns to an 

idealized version of the Cultural 

Revolution without ever leaving the 

comforts of the present and the 

dominant money-power paradigm. These 

restaurants’ rise demonstrates better than 

any other example the complex and 

confused relations to history and the 

present dominant within China today, 

and particularly the narcissism inherent in 

dismissing the possibility of seeking 

national reconciliation to overcome the 

traumas of history, instead opting to 

repackage and commodify this history for 

the amusement of the new elite. In these 

meals, the burdens of the past are again 

transformed into the victories of the 

present. 
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One restaurant in Nanjing features a 

“revolutionary” performing troupe, 

which I and many others viewed from a 

ring of private dining rooms circling the 

exterior of the dining hall. As migrants 

from the rural areas surrounding Nanjing 

sang the revolutionary odes of the past 

for less than a dollar an hour, new elites 

looked on while sipping overpriced 

liquors and chewing fatty pork in a novel 

initiation ceremony for the winners of the 

reform era. Appropriately, in recent years, 

older currencies featuring outdated 

images of “the people” have been phased 

out, so that customers pay for their pricey 

meals with new currencies that somewhat 

ironically, but then again not so ironically, 

feature the image of Mao, suggesting the 

continued presence of the sacred father 

and his reinscription, as currency, within 

the new social order in which 

revolutionary fervor is only something to 

be romanticized and consumed in 

sanitized settings, and money is what 

really matters. 
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