Song and Dance



Chinese propaganda is not, nor has not always been exclusively concerned with mobilizing the people into huge mass movements. On the contrary, over the decades many posters have appeared that illustrate how happy the Chinese could be. In 1959, for example, when the People's Republic celebrated its tenth birthday, a celebratory poster was issued.
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In the early 1960s, and during the Cultural Revolution, there were few opportunities to really rejoice. The revolutionary operas (yangbanxi), sponsored by Jiang Qing, were among the few moments where people could enjoy music and dance. Many scenes from these operas made their way to posters. Of course, many other posters were published which showed the people praising the merits of socialism.
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When the Gang of Four was arrested in October 1976, and the Cultural Revolution was officially called to an end, the people did go out in the streets to celebrate. Not necessarily because they were pleased with Hua Guofeng's rise to power, as below, but because they were convinced that things would now improve.




Before the situation did improve, with Deng Xiaoping taking over from Hua in 1978, the Chinese still had to endure some leftover movements from the past. One of these was the official campaign to go out and celebrate the publication of the fifth volume of Mao's Selected Works, as the poster below illustrates.
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Once Deng embarked on his policy of modernization and reform of the economy, things truly did change. New attention to science and technology, culture and the arts succeeded in revitalizing Chinese society. The famous Peacock Dance, illustrated below on a 1980 calendar, was quite the official rage in the early 1980s, showing a boundless faith in progress.




As a result of the reforms, Chinese society did truly change. People engaged in activities that had been unthinkable only a few years earlier. One of the crazes that swept China in the mid-1980s was disco (disike) dancing and music. I have never understood whether the poster below was intended to show the people that henceforth, they were allowed to dance, or to signal to local functionaries that dancing from now on was accepted.
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Towards the end of the 1980s, many people considered disco already old-fashioned. Inspired by Japanese business people, and following the custom already fully developed in Hong Kong and Taiwan, karaoke became the favored pastime for many. 
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The Party adroitly put this new technology to its own uses. The poster above, part of a set to commemmorate the 70th anniversary of the founding of the CCP, illustrates that people have the Party's blessing to engage in singalongs. That is to say, they should preferably sing along with tunes that have been approved by the Party. 

