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Chapter 5 

Case II: Dazhai, a rural settlement

The second case we are examining here is the transformation and development 
of a rural-based settlement – Dazhai1. Like many small traditional agricultural 
villages scattered in the mountain ranges in northern part of central China, 
Dazhai had remained unknown to the outside world for centuries due to 
such isolated geographic location. What made it a unique and interesting case 
for our study is the rapid transformation that took place during 1950s and 
1970s. Different from the previous case of Caoyang where the new settlement 
program was largely initiated and organized by the public housing sector at 
the municipal level with full professional supports during the whole process, 
the initial programming for Dazhai’s new settlement was mainly organized by 
the local community at the grass root level. With little external help in technical 
and financial means, what Dazhai people had achieved during continuous 
reconstruction efforts in transforming the old village into a new one was 
officially announced as a national model in 1964.

Comparing to the enormous amount of indirect literatures on Dazhai, including 
many official reports, editorial articles and other media formats like posters and 
paintings published in newspapers and small leaflets during the nation-wide 
campaign of the well-known “in agriculture, learning from Dazhai (nongye 
xue dazhai )” since late 1960s, and some recent reviews and critics on such a 
historical campaign (Miao, 2001; Tan 2004; Wu, 2004; Xiao 2005) within China, 
not many have focused on the development of Dazhai itself. Nevertheless, 
some primary scholarships stand out for their detailed documentation and in-
depth analyses on this rural settlement itself in different angles. Some have been 
focusing on the social organization in general and the practice of mass line in 
particular (Meisner, 1978; Tsou, Blecher, Meisner 1979), some try to look at the 
combination of social and agricultural development within the context of rural 
China (Hinton, 1983, 1990, 1999)2. More recently, Song Liansheng, a Chinese 
historian, has reviewed both the historical development of Dazhai and the 
campaign around it afterwards (Song 2005a). All these literatures and studies 
have provided quite detailed data and interesting arguments. Yet little attention 
has been paid to the interrelation between its social and spatial development, 
which in my view, must be studied in order to get a clear picture of the concrete 
transformations happened to the community.

Therefore, this chapter aims to provide a detailed review and preliminary 
analysis on the historical process of Dazhai’s socio-spatial transformation before 
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it became the national model. This includes its major four-phase development, 
starting with an initial land reform in late 1940s, a social reorganization in 
early 1950s, the initiation and implementation of a ten-year land reform plan 
between 1953 and 1962, and finally the most crucial reconstruction of a new 
settlement after a destructive flood in the summer of 1963. The examination has 
focused on how these step by step and continuous efforts had helped reshaping 
local community’s everyday living and working. Although it is necessary to 
distinguish Dazhai’s own development from the followed-up “learning from 
Dazhai” campaign, it is important to understand the close relations between the 
two, which together had left quite widespread impact on other rural settlement 
transformations in China until the model itself became controversial leading 
to the end of the campaign in early 1980s. Some preliminary analysis is made 
based on historical and contemporary debates around the subject in the hope 
to get a more objective and proper evaluation and interpretation of the true 
legacies and limitations of the case.

5.1 Early land reform and mutual aid team since 1946

Located at the foot of a small mountain named Tiger Head within the Taihang 
Mountain Range in central north China, Dazhai was no more than an ordinary 
small village with little recorded history on its early settlement formation. 
[Figure 5-1] According to locally spread legends, Dazhai is believed to be 

Figure 5-1: location of Dazhai, south to the Xiyang County and west to the Taigang Mountain 
(source: based on Google Earth image)
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named following an early military barrack set up in the nearby Hongqiao Pass 
by the Chinese troops against nomadic invaders from the north during the 
Northern Song Dynasty (960-1127) (Song, 2005a:3). It is possibly to assume that 
after the war was over the abandoned barrack site became occupied by refugees 
who gradually turned it into a small settlement. Nevertheless, its isolated 
location and harsh geographic and climate conditions had hindered much of its 
development. Despite the fact that Dazhai settlement was only five kilometers 
away from the Xiyang County, its name remained left out in the local Xiyang 
County Record  when its revised edition was produced during the republic 
period as the compilers claimed “there was nothing to be talked about” (Song, 
2005a:4)3.

According to local statistics, by the end of Japanese occupation in mid 1940s, 
there were some 64 households and about 190 people living in Dazhai, which 
occupied a total territory of some 1.88 square kilometers (about 188 hectares), 
including some 800 mu 4 (about 53 hectares) of agricultural land divided into 
some 4,800 pieces due to natural topography of valleys and ridges. If the land 
were to be equally divided among its original households, every household 
could have possessed about 10 mu  (0.83 hectares) of cultivable land (Song, 
2005a:3). But the real situation was quite different. According to figures that 
Song has quoted from the Dazhai Exhibition Hall, around 60% of the total 
cultivatable lands were possessed by four wealthiest families at the time, around 
22% belonged to some twelve families, and the rest forty-eight families were to 
share the remaining 18% of cultivatable land5. As the conventional average grain 
yield of each   was not more than 70 kilograms annually, most families remained 
to live an extremely difficult life. It is therefore not surprise to find a popular 
saying among the local population that “Dazhai used to have ‘three poverties’ 
and ‘five lots’: ‘three poverties’ was referred as poor people, lean soil and hence 
the poverty of the whole village; and the ‘five lots’ was referred as lots of rented 
hands (both long-term and short-term), lots of debts and arrears, lots of beggars, 
lots of people forced to sell their children, and lots of people committed suicide 
(Song, 2005a:3).  

Chen Yonggui, the leading man in Dazhai’s reconstruction in later years and 
made Dazhai known to the rest of the world, was said to have suffered from 
such horrible experiences with his family in the past. Born in another village 
within the same region in 1915, Chen lost all his family members after his 
mother and two sisters were sold and his father hanged himself in desperation 
in the year of 1920. As an orphan Chen was received by two elder women in 
Dazhai, where he started to work as rented hands for wealthy households with 
a contrasting experience between the loving and care given by his adopters 
and the cruelty and hostility of the landlords until the land reform started 
in 1946 (Wu, 2002; Song, 2005a). As argued by Wu Si, such a family tragedy 
and personal experience in early years may have become the first and most 
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important lesson for Chen Yonggui. Fighting against famine and against the 
existing system featured with unevenly distributed resources thus became a 
natural desire for Chen, who later showed great passion and interest in land 
reformation and agricultural production in the rest of his life (Wu, 2002, 2007)6. 

Because of such chronically accumulated poverty, most families could only 
build very simple shelters into the slopes along the valley, while a few wealthy 
families could afford building in the form of vernacular cave-house with extra 
masonry works. [Figure 5-2] Frequently occurred threats from nature such as 
drought, flood and sometimes even frost would lead to severe soil erosion and 
very low yield as to 35-40kg per mu , about 600kg per hectare. Such extreme 
poverty and hash living environment was reiterated in a local ballad, which 
sings: “(Rather) being long-term hired hands, with no quilts, selling daughters 
and sons, being beggars, but never let daughters marry into poor Dazhai”7. 
Nevertheless, it is important to keep in mind that such a situation was by no 
means a special case of Dazhai itself but a common experience shared by many 
villages located in various mountain regions in China.

Figure 5-2: vernacular cave-housing in central north China region (source: Hua, 2006)

a: typical cave-housing resided by poor peasants in early days
b: semi cave-housing resided by well-off peasants or small landlord, sketched by Liu Dunzhen

a

b
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5.1.1 Early land reform

During the Japanese occupation between 1940 and 1945, the region became 
under increasing influence of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) and its 
Red Army. As soon as the WWII was over, a new local authority was formally 
established under the CCP leadership in Xiyang County. The immediately 
followed land reform campaign in the whole region in late 1945 had brought 
the first big change to the social hierarchy and relations in Dazhai. As the vital 
living resource and symbol of social status in such a rural agricultural society, 
the level in possession of farmland became a decisive parameter and symbol 
in marking the hierarchy among its members within the 64 families in terms 
of their socio-economic status, which were later divided into three major 
social classes: 1) the landlord and rich peasant class at the top referring to the 
richest landlord family and three other rich families respectively, who were 
later condemned for their exploitative behavior through unfair labor rental 
and taxation system, 2) the middle rich peasant class in the middle referring to 
the 12 self-contained families and 3) the lower-middle and poor peasant class 
referring to a majority who live at the bottom.

As we have reviewed already, under the conventional landlord system, the 
possession of farmland was sharply contrasted between a small numbers of rich 
families and the poor majority. The latter often composed the majority of labor 
force to work on the land for the richer families under long-term or short-term 
contracts. Such innate tension and inequality between the two groups were 
clearly reflected through the sharp contrast in their basic living conditions and 
not to mention other social rights like access to primary education and health 
care. By equally redistributing basic living and production materials – houses, 
farmland, cattle and farming tools – among all its villagers on per capita basis, 
new social relations and hierarchy was gradually established in Dazhai. It is 
recorded that 35 poorest families in Dazhai had been reallocated with 26.5 
hectares of farmland, 41 normal rooms and 32 cave houses (Song 2005:4). 

5.1.2 Two mutual aid teams

In 1946, the first mutual aid team - “shifting job team (biangong zu )” was set up 
by Jia Jincai, one of the few local communist party members at the time. It was 
agreed among its initial 15 families members that while each family could work 
on their own fields during slack seasons, but they had to help each other’s fields 
on daily shift during busy seasons. The outcome of such mutual aid team work 
was quite positive. In 1947, already 20 families had joined in such a seasonal 
and task-based cooperative team. But because the organizational principle 
was based on free will, which meant one household wanted to join, the others 
wanted to receive, it was then a common phenomenon that only families who 
had similar degrees of possessions in terms of labors, cattle and tools were able 
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to accept each other and form a cooperative team. For families that were mainly 
composed of elderly, women and children and short of strong male labor or 
other means, it was difficult to be accepted by others members due to former’
s obvious disadvantages in productivity in a conventional view. It was at such 
an occasion that Chen Yonggui, the orphan who had already grown into a 
strong labor with quite some farming experience, decided to quit from Jia’s and 
organized a new mutual aid team together with those less advantaged families. 
Started with his own family, four elders in their fifties and six young men 
between the age of eight and fourteen out of ten other less advantaged families, 
the second cooperative team was set up, which was later known as “elder and 
youth team (laoshao zu )” (Song 2005:4-6). [Figure 5-3] 

According to Song Liansheng’s research, although never had a chance to go to 
school, Chen showed a great strength in leadership and good understanding 
of commonsense in human psychology and dialectics. He knew very well 

Figure 5-3: Dazhai’s people (source: www.China-Dazhai.com)
a: Chen Yonggui, from a village party secretary to a vice prime minister on agriculture;
b: the “elder and youth team” with Chen in the middle; c: the “iron women team” with Guo 
Fenglian in the front 

a b

a
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that in such a team composed of elderly and youth except for him, the most 
important assets were solidarity and enthusiasm, which could generate strong 
will in compensating the physical disadvantages. When his team was sneered 
by others at the beginning, he comforted his members, “No worry! The elderly 
have more experiences and the youth will grow up and we will for sure exceed 
them” (Song 2005:6). Because no one in the team wanted to fall behind others, 
they had no complain to work for longer hours everyday. Chen was also taking 
a lead in helping other’s workload. In order to reduce the excessive workloads 
of transporting organic fertilizers to the fields, Chen proposed to align members 
with similar strength along the road so that the load could be passed on section 
by section between people. With less running around and more chance of 
chatting between members, the hard labor work became a more relaxed event. 
With both pragmatic and creative solutions, Chen’s less advantaged team 
showed even greater strength in a hidden competition with the Jia’s first team. 
The result of competition was win-win as both teams had improved their 
efficiencies and productivities, which again confirmed on the importance of 
cooperative organization.

When looked more closely, the achievement Chen’s team had reached seemed to 
be more impressive: their yield output per mu  had increased from 50kg before 
the team work to more than 100 kg with few reaching even 250kg. And the 
average output per mu  was also 15kg more than the other team (Song 2005:7). 
With no surprise, Chen’s team was extended to 49 households (70% of the total 
households) by the end of 1949, which gave him a broader base to demonstrate 
his organizational capacity (Song, 2005a; Wu, 2007). By then Chen was not yet 
but a ready-to-be communist party member, hence such an achievement was 
not only physically and economically important but also socially and politically 
encouraging. 

Towards Chen’s early achievements, there have been different interpretations 
especially in later periods under some extreme political climates. Some had 
interpreted the competition between the two teams as a competition between 
two social classes – the class of upper middle and rich families, and the class of 
lower middle and poor families. Hence it was more of a competition between 
development models in general rather than between two specific groups 
within certain context (Song 2005:7; Wu, 2007). As analyzed and argued in Wu 
Si’s research, two important factors are most decisive. One is like what Guo 
Fenglian, a later female leading figure of Dazhai, has recalled that as an orphan 
who was brought up by the elderly people in Dazhai, Chen sincerely hoped to 
pay back the kindness of many Dazhai people, especially those less advantaged 
ones. The other is what Wu has pointed out that Chen also sincerely abominated 
polarization between rich and poor according to his own experience (Wu, 
2007).As commonly perceived, Chen’s high morality and leadership capacity 
gradually shown in this cooperative process had helped him gaining the 
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confidence from and authority over the majority people in Dazhai.

In short, this initial land reform and reorganization based on mutual aid 
principles had helped to create a more or less equal distribution of productive 
materials and economical status within the whole population. And the success of 
Chen-led team further confirmed the advantage and importance of cooperative 
and collective methods among locals. By redistributing socio-economical related 
materials among all its members and setting up of two cooperative teams, a 
power shift was realized and the community was initially reorganized. People 
like Jia Jincai and Chen Yonggui, both with poor family background, became 
unquestionable new leaders in guiding Dazhai’s development in coming years. 

5.2 Social reorganization in early 1950s

Convinced by Chen’s great leadership potential, Jia Jincai, the former leader 
and the introducer of Chen to the CCP in 1948, decided to recede and had Chen 
elected as the successive party branch secretary of Dazhai in 1952. This move 
was later regarded as vital for the development of Dazhai as well as to Chen’
s personal life8. Following the nationwide agricultural collectivization process 
of establishing the formal establishment of preliminary agricultural production 
cooperation (chuji nongye shengchan hezuoshe ) started in 1952, a majority 
of families in Dazhai, including those 49 families who already formed a fixed 
production team under Chen, were anxious to join the new organization. When 
challenged by the policy that maximally 30 families in the initial set up of such 
cooperation, Chen showed again his flexibility and capacity in leadership. While 
allowing all families who wanted to join the cooperation to participate the real 
work on daily basis, he only claimed 30 families as registered to the upper level 
of party-administration. In Chen’s own words, this was a necessary solution to 
respect demands from both sides, which some later suggested that if Jia was in 
the leadership position, he would not take such a risk (Song, 2005a:17). 

By adopting its “semi-socialist” principle in the production and distribution 
system: a combination of real working hours (55%), stocks of the collectivized 
land (40%), and other pension funds (5%), was applied to all cooperative 
members, which made people even more motivated. And in order to strengthen 
the leadership over those non cooperative families, Jia Jincai was assigned to 
remain his leadership over the three mutual aid teams and four independent 
families (Song, 2005a:17)9.

With an almost doubled average annual yield capacity from earlier 70 kg per 
mu  to 131 kg within the cooperation itself, and also a higher productivity by 
the cooperation than the average 125 kg per mu  of Dazhai, more families joined 
the cooperation  (Song, 2005a:17). By the end of 1955, except for one former 
landlord family, all other 73 households joined in the agricultural production 
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cooperation, which was named as Xinsheng Advanced Agricultural Production 
Cooperation10. As soon as every household joined the cooperation in 1956, 
Dazhai was no longer a village in its traditional sense where individual families 
worked separately on their own land, but a new type of rural community in 
which everyone worked side by side. This structural and organizational change 
also produced great mentality change among its members. And it is arguable 
that this gradual but steady change was vital in holding the community 
together with unprecedented confidence and power when it was challenged 
by successive natural disasters and when more cultivatable lands was to be 
reclaimed and new settlement was to be reconstructed. 

5.3 Ten Year Land Reclamation Plan: 1953-1962

The disadvantages of Dazhai’s existing topographic condition were quite 
obvious. Because most of its cultivatable land had been scattered in small pieces 
along various slopes, they lacked necessary reinforced edges against floods yet 
difficult for regular and efficient irrigation, which was summarized by locals 
as “crops will turn yellow if there are no raindrops in three days, but a harsh 
rain will easily flush away the soil”11 (Song, 2005a:24). With its low grain yields 
and family-based small agricultural economy in the past, most people could 
hardly manage to maintain basic food supply than to think of any large-scale 
treatment towards the topography. But as both productivity and solidarity grew, 
the new leader started to gestate an audacious plan as early as the preliminary 
cooperation was set up in early 1950s.

As stated in his later Ten-Year Land 
Reclamation Plan ,  Chen Yonggui 
proposed to transform the surrounding 
l a n d s c a p e  a n d  t o  t u r n  t h o s e 
underutilized areas - small gullies and 
slopes - into cultivatable land. In his 
eyes, mountainous environment has its 
own unique potential in its numerous 
gullies and slopes. According to him, 
by building dams in the gullies, it is 
possible to reserve certain flooding 
water to irrigate nearby fields, and by 
regulating scattered cultivatable land 
along slopes into reinforced terraced 
fields, it is possible to get connected 
and larger pieces of agricultural 
land. In more concrete terms, he first 
proposed to build stone-dam layer 
upon layer in the gully zone to be 

Figure 5-4: “terraced field”, transformation 
in agricultural landscape (www.china-
daizhai.com)

a: in early 1950s; b: in late1960s
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filled with soil from nearby slopes (Song, 2005a:24). When these small pieces 
of “terraced fields” were later joined into larger pieces of cultivatable land, it 
became the most symbolic agricultural landscape of Dazhai model. [Figure 5-4]

It is recorded that in order to convince local people that it is possible to achieve 
something unthinkable by continuous efforts of generations, Chen was quite 
creative in quoting the widely known fable story of “Yugong moved mountains 
(Yugong yishan )” within his limited historical knowledge12. In his own words, 
he argued: “If three yeas are not enough, then five years, five years not enough, 
then ten years. If we cannot accomplish it in our own lifespan, there are still our 
children and grandchildren.” (Song, 2005a:24) Soon Chen’s proposal became a 
hot topic among many adults at their daily lunch meeting (fanchang hui ) next to 
the fields. Started with speeches of people with earlier experiences in reclaiming 
land, rounds of discussions and debates took place at such meetings. When 
Chen was challenged again by those who complained about labor shortages, 
he answered with what he had learnt from the Yugong story: “No matter how 
big the mountain is, how deep the gully is, treating one mountain a time, one 
mountain less, transforming one gully a time, one gully less” (Song, 2005a:25).

5.3.1 Transformation of Baituo Gully

After the initial plan had reached an agreement by the majority, the first 
action was to start with the smallest Baituo (white camel) Gully. In order to 
transform this 750-meter long and 10-meter wide gully into a terraced field, 
it was estimated that 24 dams needed to be built and to then filled with soil. 
In the winter (the annual slack season in agriculture) of 1953, with the full 
participation of all Dazhai’s fifty adult male labors and the logistic supports 
from the female members in preparing and delivering food from home13, they 
finished the job with their bare hands and simple tools by reclaiming 5 mu  (0.33 
hectares) of new land and built 24 small dams, which helped to protect a total 
of 12 mu  of land from flooding. As Song Liansheng commented, although the 
total area of this initial land reclamation had remained small in comparison 
with what was to be achieved later, it was a symbolic and important victory 
for Dazhai people who for the first time in its recorded history that managed 
to succeed in transforming the landscape and fighting against the nature with 
their own will and power. In order to memorize this success achieved upon the 
collective power organized by the cooperation, the Baituo Gully was renamed 
as Cooperative Gully (Song, 2005a:25-27).

5.3.2 Detailed proposal and implementation 

With more experiences and lessons accumulated during this first land 
reclamation, Chen’s Ten-Year Plan  became clearer and definite. In early 1954, 
he submitted his plan to party’s internal meeting for discussion. In the plan, 
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he stated the main objectives included turning all underutilized gullies into 
cultivatable terrace fields and turning the “three-running fields” (easy loss of 
soil, water and fertilizer) into “three-preserved fields”. More concrete working 
method included 1) building dams in sections in the gully while building posts 
and edges for the slopes, 2) transporting more soil to the area where existing 
surface soil is too thin, and moving earth from higher level to lower level 
to reduce the sloping ratio. He suggested that with an overall planning, the 
implementation should be more concentrated work, starting from easy ones to 
more difficult and from smaller ones to bigger ones.  Regarding the working 
schedule, Chen also proposed to concentrate on gully treatment after the 
autumn harvest, working on land leveling before spring cultivation, and using 
spare time in maintaining existing fields during the summer and autumn season 
(Song, 2005a:27).

As soon as the plan was approved by the local Party Branch, Chen began to 
mobilize his cooperation members based on his faith in collective power and the 
ancient wisdom behind that Yugong story. He also tried to convince people that 
as a large-scale project, the Ten-Year Plan  required to be implemented as soon 
as possible. As he stated, “only actions can bring changes. Afraid of actions but 
passive waiting, Dazhai would remain the same after generations. Give up any 
imagination and be ready for long term combating. … Only if we follow old 
Yugong’s example and his non-stopped digging the mountain, there will one 
day that Dazhai would change dramatically”(Song, 2005a:27)14.

5.3.3 Challenge of Wolf Shelter

This time Chen received support from the whole community. Between the 
winter of 1954 and the spring of 1955, they managed to treat four more gullies. 
Yet the biggest challenge facing Dazhai people was the transformation of the 
largest and most difficult gully – Langwozhang  (Wolf Shelter). With its 1.5 
kilometers in length, 13 meters in width and a height difference of 200 meters, 
the gully was said to be a wild place where wolves used to frequently appear. 
And whenever it rained heavily, a flood or mud flow was mostly likely to occur 
in this most dangerous gully. After the first two attempts had failed when newly 
built dams and reclaimed land in the Wolf Shelter Gully were flushed away by 
fierce flood during the rainy season in the year 1956 and 1957, almost everyone 
lost confidence except for Chen Yonggui.

As a commonly told story, after making a careful examination on earlier 
practices, Chen got a new solution from the inspiration of the arch-structure 
commonly seen in vernacular cave-houses and bridges. In his new proposal, he 
suggested that instead of laying the dam in straight lines, an arch-shaped curve 
line would make the dam more solid and resistant if its convex was towards 
the direction of coming flood (Song, 2005a:30). It is said that it was this easy-to-
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understand solution helped to persuade many people to participate for the third 
trial. Restarted in the winter of 1957, it is recorded that all seventeen couples 
and all members of seven families had joined the first day construction. During 
the whole process, although there were only some sixty male labors available 
at the time, more than seventy people took part in the construction when most 
of work had to be done by hands and shoulders. After some twenty-seven days 
of intensive working in the freezing weather, eating the icy food, Dazhai people 
finally completed this most difficult job (RMRB, 1964; Liang, 1995; Song, 2005a; 
Wu, 2007)15. 

As a result of continued and intensive work during the five successive slack 
seasons between the winter of 1953 and the spring of 1958, it is recorded that 
Dazhai people had built some 180 stone-dams in a total length of 15 kilometers 
in the seven gullies. Meanwhile, they also built two canals around the mountain, 
two reservoirs, and more than 3,000 small fish scale-shaped ponds. Above all 
these, they had transformed 300-mu  (20 hectares) of sloping land into terraced 
fields, rebuilt the earlier 4,700 scattered pieces into 2,900 pieces with the newly 
reclaimed 80-mu (6 hectares) cultivatable land from those gully areas (Song, 
2005a:35). It is worth to mention that all these works were self-initiated and 
organized before the start of Great Leap Forward campaign. As a result of such 
hard work, the average annual yield per mu had raised considerable from initial 
65 kg to 387 kg in 1962 despite of the well-known nation-wide famine between 
1959 and 1961 and the living standard of all families were all improved with 
not only enough food to eat but also with reserved food and savings (Song, 
2005a:35). [Figure 5-5]

F i g u r e  5 - 5 :  m a s s 
p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n 
transforming the land 
(www.china-dazhai.
com)
a:  arch-shaped dam 
built at the Wolf Shelter 
Gully;  b,  c ,  d:  mass 
participation with bare 
hands, simple tools and 
limited cattle

a

b

c

d
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5.3.4 Creation of “sponge land”

According to the first national census conducted in 1953, the Chinese population 
then was about 600 million. When divided by the 1.5 billions mu  (100 million 
hectares) of cultivatable land, the average cultivatable land per capita was only 
2.5 mu  (0.17 hectare), which was far below the world average level. As Wu Si 
argues in his research, constrained by the same condition of 2.5 mu  cultivatable 
lands per capita, there was a similar challenge facing the local leader Chen 
Yonggui and the country leader Mao Zedong (Wu, 2007). And the answer has 
to be found, at least partially and pragmatically, through raising the land unit 
productivity with the available sources and means.

With no modern knowledge on agriculture, no irrigation system, no electric 
power and no mechanic tools, what local farmers could rely on were their 
accumulated empirical practices on daily basis. After various experiments in 
searching for proper methods to enhance the soil cultivation level during the 
Ten-Year Plan period (1953-1962), Dazhai people found an effective two-step 
method, including the above mentioned land reclamation and dam-layering to 
maintain water and soil in position, and then to improve soil structure through 
deep ploughing and the use of organic fertilizers made of fermented straws and 
manures. Following such a method in continued years, it became obvious that 
Dazhai’s soil was much deeper and looser when compared with other regions, 
which led to the naming of such type of land as “sponge field (haimian tian )” 
(Song, 2005a:36-38). [Figure 5-6]

Figure 5-6: “sponge filed” in Dazhai (www.china-
dazhai.com)
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As recorded in a discussion between Chen Yonggui and William Hinton on 
agricultural practice during latter’s first visit to Dazhai in July 1971, as an 
American mechanic, Hinton was impressed by Dazhai’s achievement with their 
limited technology and means. But when Hinton tried to convince Chen to 
given up deep tillage but learn from the American way of conservation tillage 
or minimum tillage so that land could be better protected in long terms, Chen 
insisted that with the very limited cultivatable land per capita in Dazhai (as in 
China in general), it is vital to apply deep tillage method in the Chinese context 
(Song, 2005a:40-43, 182-183). In the end Hinton seemed to have been convinced 
and concluded that in most parts of China, such a deep-tillage method was 
still needed for the time being and could only gave it up when a higher level 
of agricultural mechanization was reached  in the future. According to Hinton’
s own explanation, his Dazhai experience was an important reason that made 
him using this special Chinese agricultural term “deep-tilt (shenfan ) as the title 
for another influential book he published later in 1983 (Hinton, 1983)16. 

According to Song Liansheng’s research, between 1953 and 1963, the labor input 
in agricultural related activities was in a continuous increase. Especially after 
entering the 1960s, the annual workloads reached 30,000 labor days, which 
almost doubled the workloads before cooperation. For most male labors in 
Dazhai, the average working days in one year was above 300 days with the 
most reaching 340 days and real workloads equaled to more than 380 days. 
Within the ten-year period, basic agricultural land construction such as land 
reclamation/transformation and irrigational works were conducted during 
the five months of slack season including three months during the most 
harsh winter climate. By working, they also concluded with several effective 
measures, including: preparing stone material year round; choosing to construct 
on the sunny side; clearing up the foundation for the edge of land right after the 
harvest season; digging loose a surface layer on slopes for needed soil before the 
frost season so that the digging after frost season would become easier; etc. It 
was the invention and application of these simple and easy methods that helped 
to guarantee the speed and efficiency of the winter season construction (Song, 
2005a:51).

According to Song, except the 7,000 RMB loan Dazhai received from the 
government in 1954 to buy cattle and paid back in 1955, Dazhai received no 
further loan or investment from the state. But this doesn’t mean that there had 
been no support and cooperation from outside. For example, by buying coals 
from neighboring coal mine for everyday use had saved more organic fertilizers 
to return to the fields, by renting large scale mechanics available at the time 
such as thresher, weed eradicator and other processors for rice and noodles, 
as well as renting trucks in transporting taxed grain, quite a lot of labors were 
saved to invest in basic agricultural construction, which could only be done by 
human labors at the given time (Song, 2005a:52). All these have suggested that 
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following the gradual development in agriculture, especially after the emphasis 
on agricultural mechanization and modernization in late 1950s, despite of the 
geographic isolation, modern equipments and technologies became gradually 
accessible to villages like Dazhai. But the choice Dazhai people had made 
under Chen Yonggui’s leadership was not to rely on external aid but mainly 
rely on their own strengths and creativities despite all kinds of difficulties and 
challenges.

Encouraged by central government’s call on the people’s commune campaign 
in 1958, Chen and his counterparts in neighboring villages/cooperatives soon 
reached agreement in setting up the first people’s commune in Xiyang County 
and named it Red Flag People’s Commune, later renamed as Dazhai People’s 
Commune. In a similar way like other rural commune’s organization, the new 
commune was composed of seven advanced agricultural cooperations with a 
total population of 1,370 people in 809 households. Because the commune center 
was located in Wujiaping, another village near Dazhai, there was no substantial 
increase in public facilities in Dazhai. Yet this reorganization helped local people 
to be aware of the necessity of setting up collective facilities to transform the 
rural life more fundamentally that goes beyond pure agricultural production by 
introducing other types of activities related to people’s daily life.

As the most common scene at the time, a collective dinning hall was set up 
in Dazhai too. Unlike some cooperations that soon lost control in such public 
dinning hall service and suffered greatly during the “three years of natural 
disastrous” (1960-1962), Dazhai managed to continue its dinning hall operation 
throughout the most difficult years with its careful calculation and planning in 
balancing the demand and supply for everyday meals within the community. 
All these early experiences had provided Dazhai people with great confidence 
and strong will, which proved to be vital in their response to a new round of 
challenge and reconstruction in 1963.

5.4 Settlement reconstruction since 1963

After a continued seven days and nights of heavy raining in the summer of 
1963, with an equivalent of the total rainfall of the whole year in 1962, the area 
of Dazhai was severely damaged by the flood. According to related records, 
except for those last built dams in the Wolf Shelter Gully, almost every piece 
of the farming land was damaged to different degrees, among which about 
540-mu  (36 hectares) farm land were flooded, 180-mu  (12 hectares) were 
severely damaged. About three quarters of people’s housing were also severely 
damaged, including 113 out of 140 cave houses, 77 out 125 normal houses 
collapsed (Song, 2005a:74-75). 

5.4.1 Self-reliance as a principle



246

DO N
OT C

OPY

Faced with such a great tragedy to their livelihood, how to start the 
reconstruction? As suggested by a young fellow, an agreement was soon 
reached among the Dazhai people that the reconstruction priority should be 
given to restoring and reinforcing farming land to ensure production output of 
the year, which was summarized in a short phrase by Chen Yonggui as “fixing 
fields first, fixing shelters second”17.  Labors were then divided into three parts, 
in which 60% was to engage in restoring both land and crops and preparing for 
new crops, 20% was to cut weeds for making organic fertilizer needed for the 
next year, and the rest population was to prepare building materials like bricks 
and limestone and constructing cave houses as well as the common ones. When 
a fellow you man suggested that people could work at night with gasoline 
lights in preparing the foundation and transferring big stones to increase the 
speed of home construction, it was approved by everyone and the earlier phrase 
was revised into “fixing fields during the day and fixing shelters at night”(Song, 
2005a:78)18. 

But when some people were still discussing on how to calculate and organize 
necessary labors for extra hours in shelter construction, Chen stopped the 
talking and made an exemplary move by carrying a big stone back to destined 
construction site every time when he finished working in the field. As 
commented by Song Liansheng, although it is unknown if party cadres like 
Chen at the grass root level would have read Confucius’ books and aware of the 
master’s analectic words on the principle of teaching or governing by personal 
example as well as verbal instruction (yanchuan shenjiao ), it is for sure that 
Chen must have learnt a modified version from lectures or meetings organized 
by the Communist Party at the Xiyang County level that personal example is 
more important than verbal instruction. As he often said to his fellow men: 
“action talks better than words” and “party cadres shall always move ahead 
of others and contribute more than other”, it is more likely that it was the 
combination of the party’s moral education and the modest and pragmatic 
mentality largely existed in ordinary Chinese farmers that have guided people 
like Chen in practicing such “personal examples” in their daily work and life20.

As a result of such determination and continuous efforts, Dazhai managed 
to reinforce all the agricultural fields before the insemination season started 
within the same year and completed the basic settlement reconstruction in the 
followed four years. Despite of the extremely high working intensity for every 
Dazhai people in the followed reconstruction process, no one seemed to have 
complained. During this reconstruction process, a special team composed of 
young female members emerged known as “iron ladies”. While women were 
not considered real labors in agricultural production in the past and only 
capable of doing some housework, this team composed of young and middle 
aged women started to learn basic agricultural works including uprearing 
grains and carrying water and fertilizers at first, then learning more skillful 
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works like seedling, thinning out seedling, top dressing and deep tillage. When 
the young ladies started to overtake the work of their fellow men in followed 
competitions, even the most andocentric man Jia Laiheng admitted that the 
female fellows had become an indispensable force for the community (Song, 
2005a:81-82).

After the initial recovery 
f r o m  t h e  f l o o d e d 
agricultural landscape, 
Dazhai people continued 
a n o t h e r  r o u n d  o f 
landscape transformation. 
Between 1970 and 1974, 
they removed 37 heads of 
small hills, moved about 
700,000 cubic meters of 
soil and stones, filled 15 
gullies to generate another 
200-mu extra cultivatable 
land. The earlier 2,900 
pieces of land (the largest 
being less than 5 mu, 0.33 
hectares in area) formed 
before were merged into 
900 pieces, with dozens 
of them over 10-mu (3.3 
hectares) each. With the 
increase in grain yielding 
o u t p u t  a n d  a r t i f i c i a l 
forestation, the application 
of agricultural mechanics 
and the installation of new 
spraying and dripping 
irrigation systems, the 
economic situation and 
working condition had 
been improved step by 
step. By the end of 1974, Dazhai had achieved some remarkable progresses: 1) 
a 7,000-meter long aqueduct around the mountain; 2) three reservoirs on the 
Tiger-head Mountain filled with channeled water; 3) five ropeways in a total 
length of 2,400 meters; 4) more than 400 livestock; 5) some 40,000 fruit trees and 
80,000 pine tress; 6) 770 rooms for its residents with an average of 1.5 room per 
head; …(Wang, 2005). [Figure 5-7]

Figure 5-7: changes in Dazhai 1950s-1970s

a: later made model of Dazhai territory until late 1940s; b: 
changes in the landscape by 1974 (source: Wang Zhihui, 2005)
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5.4.2 On external “helps”

It is quite natural from people to be suspicious when first hearing such figures 
and to ask whether the whole story was true and whether they really did it 
on their own with its limited labors and tools. In fact Dazhai had been offered 
with external helps from the beginning when neighboring villages, the people’
s commune and Xiyang County had learnt about the flooding (Song, 2005a:82). 
Yet Dazhai’s carders led by Chen Yonggui insisted that they should rely on 
their own strengths to recover because neither others nor the state was affluent 
enough at the time. When local cadres learnt about complaints among some 
people about such a decision, seven mass meetings were organized in successive 
days to exchange ideas with those who couldn’t understand and see through the 
situation. Finally at a plenary meeting of the entire community, after recalling 
the history of Dazhai and the earlier achievements all members had made with 
self-reliant hard work, Chen put forth his summary on ten advantage points of 
“self-reliance” for public discussion (Song, 2005a:86-87).

Chen’s explanations seemed to have convinced everyone and people stopped 
complaining and joined the reconstruction process with different contributions. 
For example, between the summer of 1963 and fall of 1964, in addition to all 
conventional agricultural production work, Dazhai’s 105 men and women 
labors also helped to recover and reclaim an average 4.9-mu cultivatable land 
and an average 40 laboring-day in the building construction. In order to obtain 
necessary materials and tools for the reconstruction, families started to buy 
them with their own savings and to lend money to the cooperation (brigade). 
It is recorded that among Dazhai’s 83 households, 57 had loaned more than 
12,000RMB in total, quite a lot in those years (Song, 2005a:83).

Nevertheless, this doesn’t mean that Dazhai received no help from outside. 
According to Song Liansheng’s research, neighboring communes provided 
extra craftsmen and saplings, factories in Yangquan City also provided building 
materials such as steel, tiles and timber. Although such “helps” were never free 
but always carried out via mutual and equivalent exchanges between Dazhai 
and the “helpers”, they certainly created more favorable conditions for Dazhai’
s self recovering process (Song, 2005a:90). The largest external help Dazhai had 
received was probably from the army, who once provided two bulldozers to 
transform the hilly landscape in a more effective way, and at another time a 
company of soldiers  to construct an aqueduct and a reservoir in 196520 (Song, 
2005a:170). That’s why the aqueduct and reservoir are respectively named as 
“army-people aqueduct (jun min qu )” and “support-agriculture reservoir (zhi 
nong chi )”. [Figure 5-8]

While Dazhai’s earlier development had already made itself an exemplary 
model at the local level within the Xiyang County, the self-reliant reconstruction 
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since 1963 made it soon a model within the province of Shanxi and finally to 
the whole country. But before continue our discussion on the impact of this 
nationwide campaign on Dazhai and elsewhere, it is necessary to take a closer 
look at the spatial configuration of the new settlement formed after the 1963 
reconstruction.

5.4.3 The new settlement

Different from earlier tasks in land transformation, the one after 1963 flooding 
also demanded the provision of new homes and other public facilities in built 
structures. It is recorded that following the method of building homes at night, 
within the first three months some 40 new rooms of 人-shaped houses and 
20 new cave houses were built. And the party branch at that time already put 
forth an audacious plan: to recover all land within five years and to build a 

Figure 5-8: external help received in late 1960s (source: www.china-dazhai.com)

a: two bulldozers from the army; b: “Hard Bone No.6 Company” working at Dazhai; c and d: an 
aqueduct and a reservoir built in Dazhai with the help from soldiers 

a

b

c d
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new village in ten years. In reality, they accomplished all tasks much earlier 
than planned. The land recovery task was completed in two years and they had 
already fixed 62 old rooms and cave houses, built 72 new tile-roofed houses 
and 36 new cave houses by the end of the first year. In 1965, the new village 
was already in shape, which means within three to four years Dazhai people 
all moved into their new homes within a new settlement (Song, 2005a:84). 
This of course only refers to the basic construction of the settlement comprised 
mainly of housing. As we shall see in followed analysis, construction had been 
continued during the following decade to build more houses as well as public 
facilities.

Since no clear records are currently available on how the new settlement was 
planned and built step by step after 1963, we here try to sketch out a main 
framework and time line following a crossed reading on related information 
available in texts, images and plans. Although it may not be 100% accurate 
due to still limited data, it shall help to identify major stages of settlement 
construction, the building method and logic, and more importantly, relations 
between these new spatial configurations and their social where the initial 
buildings were located.

According to several panorama views of Dazhai in aerial photos taken around 
mid 1970s, the new settlement was located at the entrance of a valley with 
terraced fields and small hills around it. Such spatial relations between the 
new settlement and its surrounding landscape are slightly exaggerated when 
represented in a color painting produced around the same time. [Figure 5-9] 
Within the limited site of the entrance valley, the built space of the settlement 
can be roughly divided into two sections: the residential zone in the back 
and the public zone in the front. Interestingly, two quite different building 
orientations can be found in the residential quarter. One refers to the free stand 
one floor brick buildings located in the central strip in a more or less south-
north orientation. The other refers to the double floored cave houses located 
along slopes on both sides in an east-west orientation. and 

When read together with texts and other historical photos, it is clear that the 
residential quarter was firstly built based on two vernacular housing typologies 
commonly seen in the region - the free stand housing in north China plain and 
the cave housing in north-west China plateau. As a joint region between the 
two, it is not surprising that Dazhai people built both according to the available 
topography yet reorganized them in a more compact pattern. If we take a 
look at a more complete site plan redrawn by professionals in late 1970s, it is 
obvious that such principle had been continued in later construction as well. By 
keeping most houses facing south (free standing house) or east (cave house), 
disadvantageous factors such as heavy wind from the north and strong sun 
light from the west can be avoided. And only a few of west-oriented buildings 
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Figure 5-9: Dazhai’s continued development in 1970s 

a: Dazhai in mid 1970s; b: Dazhai by late1970s; c: artistic representation on Dazhai(source: www.
china-dazhai.com )

a

b
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were built for public facilities where such factors are less crucial, including the 
cooperative shop, the warehouse and the factory, etc. [Figure 5-10] 

In my reading, besides such the pragmatic concern on building orientation, 
another fundamental principle behind this anonymous plan is also clear: to 
organize the whole settlement as compact as possible so that more agricultural 
production land could be maintained. This is a logical explanation based on 
the fact that to reclaim more cultivatable land had always been the central task 
of Dazhai people under the leadership of Chen Yonggui. And when viewed 
together with the common practice in people’s commune planning during the 
same time, it reflected the same concern towards a more intensive land use 
pattern, where a new residential quarter was built in dense and concentrated 
way so that more space can be used for agricultural use and prepare for future 
mechanization. Meanwhile, in addition to housing and agricultural production-
related facilities, more buildings were built and more programs were organized 
to provide other public services following the people’s commune principle, 
such as day care, kindergarten, primary school, night school, clinic, library, 
bookstore, youth club, shop, restaurant, post office, and even an auditorium, all 
to be invested by members’ collective savings and realized by their own labor 
inputs. [Figure 5-11]

If we try to link all these activities to their locations within the new spatial 
configuration, it is obvious that some major socio-spatial transformations 
occurred on several occasions. Firstly, there is a strong centralization and clear 
division between working and living space for the whole settlement based on 
the cooperation principle. While a new living quarter was constructed on a 
rather small piece of land with a much higher building density, the immediate 
outcome was not only the efficiency in organizing and managing the small 
community with the introduction of new social services, but also the provision 
of a maximized area of land for agricultural production with a potential for 
agricultural mechanization. While families were to live side by side in rows 
of semi-cave semi-ground houses, more buildings were built to house other 
community-based activities, all within walking distance. [Figure 5-12]

Secondly, spaces for supplementary facilities were arranged between these 
two major zones, reflecting a rational understanding of the site condition and 
the functions of such facilities. More local-based resources and facilities such 
as the collective accommodations for cattle and warehouse for mechanic tools, 
were to be constructed on one side that is closer to the fields, while those with 
more reliance on the external world, such as the shop, bookstore, post office, 
guesthouse, and mechanic repair factory, were to be constructed on the other 
side next to major road that links the settlement to the external world. Thirdly, 
certain area of open space was also planned for multiple purposes – drying 
crops, temporary storage of goods, basketball court, open-air cinema, any large-
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Figure 5-10: Dazhai’s settlement between 1960s and 1970s

a: section of a new housing typology; b: typical unit plan; c: ground floor facade; d: settlement 
plan; e: front view of the entry path; f: front view of the central court; g: the two-floored “train-
like” housing; h: overview of the central court and the settlement (source: a-d, g-h from Hua, 
2006; e-f from www.china-dazhai.com)
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Figure 5-11: everyday activities and life scenes in Dazhai in 1970s

a: children listening stories told by former village secretary Jia Jincai; b: performance given by 
local propaganda team; c: group gathering in front of the memorial tree; d: basketball court 
turning into a working site during the harvest season; e: modern transportation of harvested 
grains; f: night meeting; g: group studying at a working break; h: semi-military training; i: 
children playing; j: small group study at night (source: www.china-dazhai.com)
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Figure 5-12: land-use analysis (source: by author)
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scale meetings or cultural activities. 

In short, if we put such a settlement pattern into a larger perspective, 
an interesting scheme can be drawn, which could help to get a better 
understanding of its socio-spatial implication. It is clear that within the physical 
boundary of the settlement itself, organization was focusing on agricultural 
production, which tried to densify the land use of residential quarter so larger 
agricultural land became available for potential mechanization. But such 
internal reorganization was nevertheless induced and reassured by the external 
conditions, including inspiring ideas and programs that appeared to be “new 
and modern” to local cadres like Chen during his many study tours since 1950s. 
At the interface of the two lies the compact settlement, comprised of residential 
space and public services. More than a silent stage for locals to carry out their 
everyday life, all kinds of collective activities promoted in the public realm 
suggested that it also functioned as a place where ideas and thoughts were 
exchanged among its members, especially during its early development years. 
As soon as it became the national model, the exchange became intensified more 
between the local and the outside through hundreds and thousands of visitors 
every year and numerous media reports. [Figure 5-13] 

Figure 5-13: socio-spatial implication (source: by author)
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5.4.4 Becoming a national model

After some provincial leaders reported Dazhai’s story to top leaders including 
prime minister Zhou Enlai in late 1963, Chen Yonggui was soon invited together 
with several other model figures to Beijing to give reports to more than 10,000 
representatives from the party, government and army at the People’s Congress 
Hall on January 19, 1964. Chen’s report started with the organization of “elderly 
and youth team”, the three trials of reclaiming Wolf Shelter, the reconstruction 
after 1963 flood and ended with his ten advantage points of self-reliance. 
Although received little education and still a half-illiterate, similar to an earlier 
experience at a provincial meeting in the fall of 1963, Chen impressed the 
audience with his unique way of speaking, simple, clear and direct. After the 
repetitive broadcasting of his speech via both wireless and wired radio systems, 
Chen Yonggui and Dazhai became known to the whole country. Within one 
month, Dazhai’s story appeared for the first time in People’s Daily , the most 
widely circulated media at the time, on February 10th, 1964, in which their self-
reliant and collective spirits together with their unimaginable achievements 
were reported in details (RMRB , 1964:2-10). Its editorial article became the 
first official document to encourage people to learn from Dazhai’s moral and 
spiritual ethics, which became the prelude of the famous nationwide campaign 
of “learning from Dazhai in agriculture”. 

As recent studies have revealed, Mao Zedong only learnt about the story of 
Dazhai and Chen Yonggui during an inspection tour one month later after 
People’s Daily ’s special report. But as soon as Mao read through the materials 
on Dazhai and Chen, he immediately considered it as a representative case and 
started to use it as a great example in his discussion with local cadres wherever 
he stopped on that tour. It is also recorded that in order to confirm the reliability 
of Dazhai’s story before making it a national model, Premier Zhou also sent a 
special investigation team to Dazhai on April 20th, 1964. Led by Liao Luyan, the 
Minister of Agriculture at the time, the investigation team lived with Dazhai 
people for more than twenty days following a “three-together” principle - eating 
together, living together and working together. By studying the local climate, 
geological and soil conditions, inspecting the basic agricultural construction, 
labor management and cadre participation in collective productivity work, 
and checking Dazhai’s production and external support, the investigation team 
concluded that Dazhai’s self made report was reliable with no exaggeration and 
false (Song, 2005a:105-106).   

In two successive meetings of the central committee organized in April and 
June 1964, Mao also made his view even clearer that China’s agricultural 
development must follow Dazhai’s spirit of self-reliant. Although Mao’s 
personal praise on Dazhai was not officially announced at the time, it was later 
made clear by Prime Minister Zhou Enlai at the national people’s congress 
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meeting held in December of the same year. In Zhou’s official report, Dazhai 
was highly praised for its achievement through self-reliant and hardworking 
spirit and its political faith in communist ideal by emphasizing collective and 
state interests. It is also in this report that all working units and party carders 
were requested to learn from Dazhai, together with other models including 
Daqing and the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) (Song, 2005a:114). Similar 
signal was also spread out through another well reported birthday dinner of 
Mao Zedong taking place at the same time. By inviting Chen Yonggui and other 
model figures, including oil worker Wang Jinxi from Daqing, scientist Qian 
Xueseng, educated youth representatives like Xin Yanzi and Dong Jiagen, etc, 
Mao explained that the gather was not meant to be a birthday party for himself 
but rather an important occasion to meet people’s representatives from different 
fields (Song, 2005a:116-117).

In fact, as early as from 1962, different counties and villages in central Shanxi 
Province had already started a local campaign of learning from Dazhai as 
encouraged by local party-governments. But it was after the continuous and 
carefully organized propagandas on Dazhai by the central government in the 
year of 1964 that a national campaign of learning from Dazhai was ready to 
launch from 196521. [Figure 5-14]As summarized in the 1964 investigation report, 
the core of Dazhai experience lies in its focus on the continuous input in basic 
construction of agricultural fields through land reclamation and an integrated 
application of the so-called “eight word constitution in agriculture (nongye bazi 
xianfa )” as proposed by Mao Zedong in 1958 – soil, fertilizer, water, seedling, 
density, maintenance, management and labor (Song, 2005a:108). In one year, 
some fifty two representative cases were selected from thousands of advanced 
working units that had emerged during this campaign at a national exhibition 
held in the Agricultural Exhibition Hall in Beijing in November 1965 (Song, 
2005a:155-156). It is worth to mention that in order to help spreading Dazhai’
s experience to all Chinese peasants whose majority remained illiterate or half-
illiterate, materials used in this nationwide campaign had been produced in the 
most easy-to-understand manner, including a series of colorful posters with 
vivid illustrations on major events in Dazhai’s history with brief explanations 
under each picture. [Figure 5-15] 

Confronted with such an unprecedented propaganda orchestrated by the state 
medias on a national level, Dazhai people seemed not so overjoyed but more 
on the stretch. According to Song Liansheng’s research, while the nationwide 
campaign was going on like a raging fire, Dazhai was to face new challenges 
from both nature and society, from outside and within. The uneasy experience 
of fighting a sever drought in the summer of 1965 and Chen Yonggui’s visit to 
other model cases as presented at the national exhibition later that year made 
Dazhai’s leader realize the pressure. In a letter sent to his fellow men back 
in Dazhai, Chen raised the question: “What shall Dazhai do when the whole 
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Figure 5-14: external visits to Dazhai during the “learning from Dazhai” campaign

a: group visit from Hunan Province in 1966; b: visitors waiting to enter the exhibition hall; c: 
Chen Yonggui receiving the red guards; d: a guided visit to the field (source: www.china-dazhai.
com)

a b

c d

Figure 5-15: poster series titled “Road of Dazhai” (www.china-dazhai.com)

a b
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country is learning from Dazhai?” As an immediate answer, he urged that 
Dazhai should learn from others and suggested that such reflective question 
should be asked for ever (Song, 2005a:150-155). 

Despite the overwhelmingly positive media reports on Dazhai as a flawless 
model during this campaign, there had been suspicions on the degrees of 
external help Dazhai had received and the credibility of some production 
figures Dazhai had provided. And when such a suspicion began to be turned 
into a fierce attack on Dazhai in a series of articles published official media 
between 1979 and early 1980s, the real controversy of Dazhai started. According 
to these reports, Dazhai was described as a fraud model in general. William 
Hinton, author of two important works on rural development in Mao’s China - 
Fanshen  (1966) and Shenfan  (1983), vividly recorded such a situation in his later 
works, “Far from being self-reliant, they said, the village had received massive 
aid from the state. Far from reaping bumper crops, Dazhai had falsified yield 
figures. Far from showing the way forward, Dazhai had wasted countless hours 
of labor moving dirt aimlessly from one place to another” (Hinton, 1999).

But were these charges true? The answer Hinton provides is “no” except for 
some over-optimistic yield estimates that had been released prior to harvest time 
in some years. In his eyes, Dazhai’s harvests were excellent, better than what his 
farm in Fleetwood, Pennsylvania ever achieved. As an agricultural mechanic 
who lived and worked in rural China and tried to help its rural development for 
many decades, he saw the great contribution of Chen in leading Dazhai people 
making new lands out of wastelands and big fields out of little ones, opening 
a road to mechanization. In the chapter “Dazhai Revisited” as appeared in 
The Great Reversal  (1990), Hinton provided a convincing reading and analysis 
based on detailed documentations on Dazhai’s development in terms of 
production, as he recorded during his many visits between 1970s and 1980s 
(Hinton, 1990:124-139). By comparing major agricultural production figures 
and the development of other subsidiaries,  he concluded that “since 1979 the 
Chinese media have consistently misrepresented Dazhai, disparaging collective 
achievements on the one hand and idolizing reform achievements on the other, 
with equal disregard for facts in both cases” (Hinton, 1990:126).

In the same book, Hinton provided another important information according to 
an official survey conducted by a group of young Chinese economists in 1980. 
According to this survey, some 30 percent of the village collectives were said 
to be doing well, another 30 percent were doing very poorly, and in the middle 
the remaining 40 percent could be said to be neither thriving nor collapsing by 
then. As Hinton argued, although the mainstream Chinese scholars had made 
an analysis that led up to the reforms, one could make various statements based 
on the same figures: “One could add the bottom 30 percent and the middle 40 
percent together and say that the majority were doing poorly. One could add 
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the top 30 percent and the middle 40 percent and say that the majority were 
at least viable. Or one could say that the successes and the failures were about 
equal (top and bottom 40 percent), while mixed results predominated (middle 
40 percent)”. By taking the last one as the most realistic situation, he argued 
that “a cooperative movement that is 30 percent successful is an extraordinary 
achievement in a country the size of China”, which “means that some 240 
million people have done well as cooperators. If this many people could 
do well working together cooperation was certainly a viable way of life for 
Chinese peasants. The 240 million peasants who were doing badly could, with 
government help, reorganization, and hard work, also learn to do well” (Hinton, 
1990:141-142).

Despite of the fact that Hinton’s views on communist China in general and 
the Cultural Revolution in particular had gone through three periods of 
development based on personal observations and available materials (Pugh, 
2005), he insisted giving high credits to Dazhai as well as the associated 
campaign based on his personal observations and analysis. In a short article he 
prepared for a special issue “Visions on China” of Time (Asia) magazine, he 
wrote:

Mao chose Dazhai as a model in 1964 with good reason. Here was a 
poverty-stricken community tucked away in a steep mountain valley 
in Shanxi province with no known resources other than the drought-
prone loess soil piled up on eight ridges and washing out from seven 
gullies on Tigerhead Mountain. (…) two decades after the communists 
introduced land reform, Dazhai, led by the chain-smoking, gravel-voiced 
Chen Yonggui, had transformed itself into a prosperous village with high, 
stable yields of grain from improved loam--humus-rich, water-absorbent 
sponge soil. Fruit and nut orchards, conifer plantations, a piggery, a bean 
noodle plant and a machine repair shop together added enough income to 
support an eight-grade village school, a health clinic, a cultural center and 
extensive experimental plots. (…)The heart of Chen’s program was making 
big fields out of little ones by moving the deep soil on the ridges into the 
gullies. Ingenious arched rock dams held the soil in place. Such ambitious 
construction involved the whole community. Dazhai peasants put politics 
in command, serving “public interest first, self interest second” (Hinton, 
1999). 

When viewed together with results in other contemporary researches, such an 
observation and comment is well grounded (Song, 2005a; Wu, 2007). But if we 
try to identify an individual authorship behind such dramatic transformations, 
or specific names of planners and builders of the new settlement planning and 
architecture, it brought another question. It remains unclear to what extent that 
planning and design professionals had been involved in the reconstruction 
process of Dazhai. According to Song Liansheng’s study, when Dazhai 
became frequently visited by domestic and foreign visiting groups, external 
organizations and professionals had been invited to design and construct special 
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guest houses for important guests including foreign leaders and high rank 
officials22. The best example of this kind is the first guest house for domestic use 
located next to the main entrance road and managed by China Travel Agency at 
the time. Built with local materials and structures, all top Chinese leaders had 
stayed when they visited Dazhai23. Later a new and more modern hotel was 
built further to the east with a newly built road for access for foreign visitors. 
Other than these, little evidence can be found for other professional involvement 
in Dazhai’s reconstruction. 

Evidence on this topic came also from Hua Lanhong’s review on Dazhai in 
early 1980s. As he puts it, it is a great pity that Dazhai people didn’t seek or 
were not willing to seek for help from any certified technicians or engineers in 
constructing the new case houses, which was in his eyes cost more materials 
with less usable space. Also, in his view, if there had been any help from 
architects or urban planners on the design, it is likely to avoid building those 
long but boring row houses along the slopes and the careless layout of simple 
one floored houses on the low land (Hua, 2006:110). If Hua’s information is 
reliable, then it is quite possible that the planning and construction of the new 
Dazhai after the 1963 flood was based on local decisions and knowledge with 
no involvement of external professional support.

To understand this, it is important to keep in mind the particular community 
culture Dazhai people had formed under the leadership of Chen Yonggui, 
which is “self-reliant”. As we have mentioned earlier, all production-related 
supports and aids that Dazhai had received were by no means free or forced 
but on a mutual exchange basis24. It is then easy to imagine that external 
support in settlement planning and building design probably wouldn’t be 
considered crucial and especially there were little options for exchange. With 
the achievement they had already accomplished during the first ten year plan 
period, it is even more logic to assume that the locals, especially the leaders, 
were probably too confident in their knowledge and skills to take external 
advices in the second planning stage. 

Summary: legacy and limitation 

When viewed from the modern history of rural China, what Dazhai had 
achieved between 1950s and 1970s was a crucial step: to transform the age-old 
family-based agricultural economy and social life to one that was collectively 
owned and organized. Along side their continuous efforts in fighting against 
the disadvantages inherited in its natural geographic locations, Dazhai 
people reorganized the morphology for its both social and spatial structures, 
development and transformation mode and housing typology, which all worked 
together to produce an exemplary model from the level of county and province 
to the whole country. It is not an exceptional example of rural transformation 
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in Mao’s China as there were other villages, brigades and communes recorded 
with similar achievements. But its long lasting self-reliant and hardworking 
principles certainly served well as the best example to remobilize the rural 
modernization after the bad experiences following the Great Leap Forward 
campaign and the financial difficulties in early 1960s. The “learning from 
dazhai” campaign between mid 1960s and late 1970s made Dazhai one of the 
holy lands in Mao’s China, which demonstrated all major aspects of the People’
s Commune concept. But as soon as the collective cooperation system was 
replaced by the family responsibility system by post-Mao reformers in early 
1980s, Dazhai as well as the People’s Commune suddenly disappeared from the 
public view, which only became a rising topic in recent years following a new 
round of calling for agricultural cooperation from the central government.

Based on our review and analysis on Dazhai’s transformation history between 
late 1940s and late 1970s, we are confident to argue that neither the blunt copy 
of Dazhai during the learning campaign nor the ridicule of it as a symbol of 
ultra-leftist zeal was justified. As a case whose socio-spatial transformation was 
initiated from the local grassroots level and became perfected following both 
internal desires and external pressures and supports, it deserves careful studies 
from different angles.  

The faith and action in self-reliance is to be appreciated when no external help 
was available in early days and even more plausible when the Dazhai people 
had indeed made quite remarkable achievements based on local knowledge and 
skills, and through hardworking. It is also understandable when people insisted 
on such principle when they were not convinced that external help could bring 
any substantial improvements25. Later investigations suggest that as a result of 
such long-tern intensified physical labor works, many Dazhai people did suffer 
some sort of accumulated illnesses in their legs and waists. Nevertheless, local 
residents expressed little regrets towards these earlier practices even till today. 
Such phenomena may be explained further by studies based on psychological 
analyses. It is our interest to pay more attention on the planning and design 
of Dazhai’s new settlement, where both the legacy and limitations lie in the 
absence of professional assistance and consultation.

In terms of its settlement planning and dwelling architecture that appeared 
in the new settlement of 1960s, both legacies and limitations can be identified 
following Hua Lanhong’s comments in four angles. The first has to do with 
design and construction of the cave-house. While admiring the local creativity 
in transforming the one floored half-ground half-cave houses, a vernacular 
dwelling tradition in the Loess Plateau region, into a two-floored (later even 
three) new housing typology with an extra upper floor built in regular wood 
structure. But he points out that if there had been help from more experienced 
engineer, the existing thickness of the building rood can be reduced to save 
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more materials. In addition, by replacing the arch-shape with oblate or 
flat shaped roof based on new experiments and knowledge could create a 
vernacular cave-house instead of building the neither beautiful nor economical 
common brick-tile houses (Hua, 2006:110).

The second has to do with the site planning in general. To Hua, there could 
have been a better planning to avoid the strange composition between the 
extremely long and dull rows of cave houses and the chaotic short row houses 
in the center. The third has to do with the excessive pursuit in certain formalistic 
expression in later built auxiliary buildings like the cooperative shops, hotels, 
and entertainment center, which to him have achieved little in neither aesthetic 
nor economical goals. The last point has to do with the efficiency of social 
service planning. Hua argues that there should be more carefully calculation in 
the relation between certain services and the population scale. With 83 families 
and less than 500 people in total in 1970s and the foreseeable natural population 
growth in Dazhai, it would be difficult to make full use of the primary school, 
the clinic and the shop. As he suggested, either the village were to be expanded 
in five or six times, or to share such public services together with other villages 
to increase the use efficiency. However, Hua also admitted that either option 
would then produce daily traffic problem, which certainly became even more 
challenging than those in the plain regions (Hua, 2006:111).

Based on available sources, it is clear that while the first two points were likely 
to be related to the limitation of local knowledge and skill of Dazhai’s leaders 
and people, the third point was certainly an external phenomenon caused 
by the predominant trend in architectural practice in China in general as we 
have reviewed in chapter three. The last point remains debatable as how to 
balance the demand for ‘efficiency’ and those basic needs in people’s daily life. 
When relevant technology and infrastructure remained unavailable to ensure 
the real effect of such ‘efficiency’ in planning, it then becomes a distant vision 
for communities in rural mountain regions. It is then more logical to provide 
such facilities at reasonable cost to meet the demand and to be upgraded or 
restructured at later stage. Other invented programs like barefoot doctors and 
open-air cinemas moving around villages were other representative forms of 
such pragmatic solutions at the time.

In brief, by properly arranging activities of its primary agriculture, secondary 
industry, basic commerce, education and even civilian defense training in the 
everyday life of all its members, Dazhai in 1970s seemed to have marched closer 
to the ideal of people’s commune at the smallest scale, which would fit into 
Mao Zedong’s early utopian proposal – a “model village”. Different from the 
urban case of Caoyang, where professionals like planners and architects had 
been greatly involved from the very beginning stage throughout its following 
stage development, what Dazhai had demonstrated is exactly the opposite 
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about what can be achieved with local knowledge and skills when organized in 
a cooperative manner with the faith in self-reliance. In the nationwide process 
of “learning from Dazhai”, despite those who failed to come up with the real 
understanding behind the strength of Dazhai, there had been quite successful 
cases in various regions in China, which contributed to a period of rapid 
development in rural economy as well as rural landscape. Even till today, major 
spatial configurations and infrastructures in many rural settlements can still be 
traced from those built during this period.

1 It is also known as Ta’chai as mentioned in many other western literatures following a 
different pinying  system.
2 William Hinton (1919-2004) was most known for his book Fanshen: A Documentary 
of Revolution in A Chinese Village  (1966), which remains the definitive documentary 
of what the revolution meant to the ordinary Chinese people who took part in it. In his 
later book The Great Reversal , he used again concrete figures and data collected from 
his many times visits to several Chinese rural areas during 1970s and 80s to defend 
the advantages of agricultural collectivization during Mao’s era against the purposely 
distortion of the pre-1978 legacy by the Chinese mainstream media since 1979. The essay 
“Dazhai Revisited: 1987” (pp.124-139) further proved the great achievement Dazhai had 
achieved during the first three decades after 1949.
3 Normally it is always possible to find some traces of the history of a small settlement 
via the local county record as compiled by local historians at different times of history. It 
is therefore rather rare that Dazhai was not mentioned at all in the local record revised in 
early 20th century. But on the other hand, it also suggests the insignificance of Dazhai in 
its early history.
4 Mu  is a Chinese unit of area that is related to the traditional calculation of agricultural 
yielding. 1 mu  is about 1/15 of a hectare.
5 There is a slight difference between Song’s figures and those mentioned in Wu Si’s 
biographic book on Chen Yonggui, the leading man in Dazhai’s post-1949 development. 
The latter claims among the 800 mu cultivatable land, 50% belonged to the four richest 
families, 30% belonged to middle and upper families, and the rest 20% belonged to 
the lower middle and poor families. But nevertheless, both authors estimated about 
three quarters of households were in the poor category. See: Wu Si, Chen Yonggui: Mao 
Zedong de nongmin (Chen Yonggui: Mao Zedong’s farmer ), published by Beijing Youth 
Daily (Beijing Qingnian Bao ) in series since April 23, 2002. 
6 This is based on the first section of Wu Si’s biography on Chen, titled Chen Yonggui: 
gaizao zhongguo de shiyan (Chen Yonggui: an  Experiment in Reforming China ), a 
revised edition of the earlier version mentioned above, which is currently only available 
from the website http://new.china-review.com/scholar_person.asp?channelID=1627 as 
accessed on July 11, 2007.
7 The original song in Chinese is: 扛长工，没铺盖，卖儿女，当乞丐，有女不嫁穷大寨.
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8 Jia’s move was highly credited especially after Chen did prove his capacity in leading 
Dazhai to become the national model. When Mao Zedong and other top leaders learnt 
about this story, they all highly praised Jia Jincai for his behavior. Jia was regarded by 
many people as a modern version of Bole, a wise and selfless gentleman with high moral 
esteem who is able to discover and support real talented people.
9 According to Song Liansheng’s research, Jia Jincai also planned to join the cooperation 
at the beginning. But when asked to help guiding the other groups, he agreed to stay 
outside the cooperation so that he could play a bigger role among the non-cooperative 
families. 
10 The announcement was especially made on December 26th, the birth date of Mao 
Zedong. And in the next year, all families in Dazhai joined the cooperation.
11 The original Chinese text is: 三天无雨苗发黄,下点急雨地冲光.
12 This fabled story was first recorded in one of the ancient classic books Lie Zi . In this 
story, an old man named Yu Gong (literally meaning “stupid man”) was determined to 
remove two big mountains that stood in front of his house and blocked their way out. 
When he started working together with all his family members, another man named Zhi 
Sou (“wise man”) questioned Yu Gong for he considered the whole thing as a mission 
impossible and wondered why Yu Gong was so confident in doing it when there was 
little chance of success. Yu Gong replied that every small piece of removal work would 
count, as the mountain was unlikely to grow. Although it was not possible to accomplish 
the task within his generation, even generations of his sons and grandsons, the continued 
efforts made by endless future generations would finally achieve the goal. Later when t 
Emperor of Heaven (a Chinese versioned God) learnt about the story, he was so touched 
and sent two immortals to help removing the two mountains to another location.
13 When the delivered warm food arrived at the hands of the working men, its surface 
was often frozen and thus became called “icy food”.
14 This is Chen Yonggui’s speech to all members of the cooperative at a general meeting 
in 1954.
15 The story of reclaiming the Wolf Shelter has been widely recorded in many media 
reports, memoirs and researches based on interviews with local people. Although it 
seems to be unthinkable in an outsider’s eyes, there has been no evidence yet available to 
question the reliability of the story.
16 William Hinton, Shenfan: the Continuing Revolution in a Chinese Village . New York: 
Random House Inc.1983. Comparing to the earlier book titled Fanshen: A Documentary 
of Revolution in a Chinesn Village  (1966), the change was substantial. In the preface he 
wrote for the Chinese version of the later book in 1993, Hinton explained the double 
meaning of the term “shenfan ”, which literally means deep tillage in agricultural 
practice, but also has a symbolic meaning of the impressive achievements the cooperation 
and people’s commune movements had produced during the agricultural collectivization 
process in China between 1950s and 1960s.
17 The original Chinese text is 先治坡, 后治窝.
18 This is known in Chinese as 白天治坡, 晚上治窝.
19 As recorded in Lun Yu (The Analects of Confucius ):13, Confucius once said, “If a man 
is correct in his own person, then there will be obedience without orders being given; 
but if he is not correct in his own person, there will not be obedience even though orders 
are given” (translated by DC Lau in 1979). And with further development upon the 
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topic, the classic thinking was condensed into an idiom “yanchuan shenjiao ”, which 
stresses the equal importance of personal example and verbal instruction. Following the 
communist revolution discourse, this idiom was reiterated again by stressing more on 
the effectiveness of personal example rather than verbal instruction.
20 According to Song’s research, the two bulldozers were provided by No. 38 Army from 
Beijing Military Zone, and soldiers who participated in constructional works were from a 
military model company, the “Hard Bone” No. 6 Company from Nanjing Military Base. 
See: http://www.china-dazhai.com/Article_Show.asp?ArticleID=472
21 In an editorial article of People’s Daily commenting on this exhibition, “Learning from 
Dazhai spirit in Agriculture” appeared as the title, which echoed Zhou’s idea in his 
government report. But the exact phrase “learning from Dazhai in agriculture” was only 
announced officially in a CCP congress report in August 1966. According to Xiao Kezhi’s 
research, this phrase was also inscribed by Mao Zedong in his own calligraphy style and 
became widely used for many followed agricultural exhibitions, including the first one 
held in Albania in 1970. See: “ ‘Zui gao zhishi: nongye xue Dazhai’ de youlai (The Origin 
of ‘The Highest Direction: In Agriculture Learn from Dazhai’)”, in: Dangdai zhongguo 
shi yanjiu (Research on Contemporary Chinese History ). 1996, No.5, pp. 92-93.
22 According to Song Liansheng’s study, the high tide of visiting Dazhai was mainly after 
the Cultural Revolution. But at early as in 1966 and especially in early 1970s there were 
already foreign visitors who had been to Dazhai.
23 The list of visitors to Dazhai between 1960s and 1970s include political leaders such 
as Zhou Enlai, Liu Shaoqi, Deng Xiaoping, Jiang Qing, Hua Guofeng, high rank officials 
from the army, and important figures from literary circle such as Guo Moruo, etc.
24 Recorded in Song’s book, an example of such local “stubbornness” can be reflected 
through a discussion between Chen Yonggui and his new foreign friend William Hinton 
during his first visit to Dazhai in July 1971. As an agricultural mechanics himself back 
in USA, Hinton tried to convince Chen that it is unnecessary to tilt the soil like what 
commonly happened in the US, yet Chen was insisting that with very limited cultivatable 
land per capita in Dazhai, it is vital to apply deep-tilt method. In the end Hinton seemed 
to be convinced by the Chinese reality and concluded that it is true that in most parts of 
China, such a deep-tilt method is still needed for the moment and can only avoid it when 
there is a higher degree of agricultural mechanization in the future. Such a discussion 
may be a direct reason that Hinton had used the Chinese agricultural term “deep-tilt 
(shenfan ) as his book title.
25 Examples of voluntarily accepting external help and knowledge can be easily found 
when local people were convinced by new scientific ways in preventing disease 
and insect pest damage to the crops after experiments. Under the general climate of 
“production first, livelihood second”, the local people may easily give priority and more 
attention to the production-related activities than the so-called “non-productive” ones 
such as settlement planning and building design.


