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“Have you read a book lately?” In the era of 
the Internet and cell phones, this question 
has become less and less relevant. The 
enjoyment of reading books is overtaken by 
texting, tweeting, and selfie-posting. Once 
upon a time in China, reading was also not 
fashionable, but for different reasons. The 
author of this essay shares her experience 
growing up in China during a time when 
school was closed indefinitely, books were 
banned, reading was punishable, going to 
college was wrong, and being knowledgeable 
was considered stinky. 

Yanmin Yu, a professor at the University of 
Bridgeport, teaches mass communication 
courses for undergraduate students and 
global media and communication studies 
courses for graduate students. She has 
authored a number of journal articles, book 
chapters, and books including Digital Power: 
Public Participation in an Environmental 
Controversy, Market Economy and Social 
Justice: The Predicament of the Underprivileged, 
China: U.S. Partner, Competitor, or 
Threat—What Do the Americans Think?
and Corruption, Impact of Corruption, and 
Measures to Curtail Corruption. She is a three-
time Fulbright Scholar and did research in 
Egypt, Israel, Australia, and Senegal. Dr. Yu 
was also a recipient of Freeman Fellowship 
for Japan Studies and a Philip S. Weld 
Fellow and a Rolan D. Melton Fellow of the 
American Press Institute.
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My Long Awaited Homecoming

   I was born in China, grew up in China, and went 
to college in China. But my college life was nothing like any 
college life one could imagine. At the time I was supposed to go 
to college, colleges and universities in China admitted only stu-
dents who were workers, peasants, and soldiers. This was based 
on Mao’s directive.i Since I wasn’t a worker, peasant, or soldier, 
but instead a high school student, I was not qualified to go to 
college. 

Fortunately, the Premier of China at the time, Zhou Enlai, pro-
posed to Mao Zedong, the “great leader” of China, that for spe-
cial fields such as music, ballet, and foreign languages, exceptions 
should be made and students could be selected at a younger age 
from high schools. Zhou also made the argument that China 
needed its own diplomats on the world stage and that it would 
take years to prepare good ones. Mao accepted Zhou’s proposal 
and Shanghai was chosen to carry out the experiment.

Out of hundreds of thousands of students from the graduating 
class in Shanghai that year, a total of 200 students were selected. 



2

Yanmin Yu

The selection process was not an open competition. We first had 
to be nominated by our primary homeroom teacher (I forever am 
grateful to my teacher),ii then endorsed by all the teachers at the 
school, and then we had to pass several rounds of exams, both 
oral and written. Additionally, there were background checks 
and face-to-face interviews. When the admissions letter came, I 
was so overwhelmed I couldn’t sit down and focus on doing any-
thing for a few days. “I’m going to college!” “I’m finally a college 
student!” I would make the announcement to my friends and 
relatives whenever I had a chance.

My parents were even happier than I was. Neither of them had 
the opportunity to go to college. China had been struggling for 
a long time—the invasion and occupation by Japan, the Civil 
War between the Communists led by Mao Zedong and the 
Nationalists led by Chiang Kai-shek, the isolation of China in 
the world, the Cultural Revolution, and more. So higher educa-
tion was more than a luxury for most people. I was the very first 
in my family to go to college.

My parents helped me pack, although there wasn’t much to pack 
since I was from Shanghai and the college I was going to attend 
was also in Shanghai, about 30 kilometers away. We were told, 
however, that I had to live in a dorm, so we had to bring our own 
bedsheets and pillows. When my father accompanied me to the 
campus, I was all geared up for my college life and my bright 
future of becoming a diplomat. Not incidentally, the university 
has since been known as the cradle for diplomats. In fact, several 
ministers of foreign affairs in China and many ambassadors to 
other countries are this university’s alumni. 

At the entrance of the university were crowds of people—incom-
ing freshmen and their families. But other people were also 
there—college students who were already studying at the univer-
sity. “Are they there to welcome us?” I wondered. It didn’t seem 
like it, though. At the gate of the university and over some build-
ings were big banners—“Go home! You are not worker-, peas-
ant-, or soldier-students!” “Your coming to the university violates 
Mao’s directives!”
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Their criticism was not completely farfetched. The 200 of us were 
not enrolled as worker-, peasant-, or soldier-students. Apparently 
Premier Zhou’s idea had not reached the college students there, 
and university authorities had not explained the situation to them 
either. There was no place for us at the university, no professors, 
no classrooms, and no dorms. There were no people to greet us. 
My college dream was over before it started, let alone my dream 
of becoming a diplomat. I went home with my father, both of us 
upset and heartbroken. 

Some authorities at the Shanghai Municipality, however, did not 
want to give up on us. They came up with the idea of sending the 
200 of us to a “cadre school”iii temporarily. Once the situation 
turned around, they argued, we could come back to the campus 
in Shanghai again. This cadre school was located in a rural area 
about 600 kilometers away from Shanghai. That place was one 
of the most underdeveloped counties in China. The cadre school 
belonged to the university we were to attend, and it was a place 
for professors from the university to get reeducation by doing 
manual labor. So we were asked to join the professors there to 
get our education by doing farm work and maybe once in a while 
some schoolwork as college students since we were still consid-
ered college students.

We repacked, took a train, then a truck, then a tractor, and then 
went by foot to get to the cadre school. We finally arrived on May 
7th at the Cadre School of the university. This time we were wel-
comed by the professors, not truly as students, but as their work 
partners. The professors were happy to see us because we could 
share their work and they would have the opportunity to teach us, 
even if it was the minimum they were allowed to do.

At the cadre school, the routine was to get up at 6:00 in the morn-
ing and work for two hours till 8:00, come back for breakfast, 
and then work again till noontime for lunch. After lunch would 
be a short break, and then one hour of class time, and then back 
to the fields again till sunset.



4

Yanmin Yu

In the following few years at the cadre school, we learned to do 
a lot of different farm work. Each major/class was assigned to do 
one type of work, which included growing vegetables, rice, and 
wheat; raising chickens, ducks, and pigs; building simple houses, 
and preparing food (three meals a day) for all the people in the 
cadre school. My class was assigned to grow rice, wheat, cotton, 
peanuts, and sweet potatoes. Growing rice was a challenging task. 
We had to plant rice seedlings in the rice paddy (we were often 
bitten by leeches, and I learned how to get them out correctly so 
their heads would not be buried in my leg), pull out weeds in 
the fields from time to time, carry manure to the fields, spread 
manure across the fields, and harvest rice when it was ripe. All 
these were done by our bare hands. The manure barrels were 
huge, and we had to carry two barrels at a time with a bamboo 
carrying pole on our shoulders to balance the weight. We had 
to make multiple trips a day. Each barrel weighed at least 50 
kilos. As there was not much protection on the shoulders except 
the shirt we wore, most of us had bleeding blisters. One of my 
classmates could not take her shirt off at shower time because her 
shirt was stuck with her blood and flesh. In winter when nothing 
was growing in the fields, we would dig ditches and ponds, and 
we even expanded reservoirs, all for the purpose of containing 
water for irrigation.

In addition to the work we did on our farm, we had to go out of 
the cadre school and help local peasants with their work, espe-
cially during the busy seasons such as the planting and harvest-
ing seasons. For that type of work, we usually would go to the 
fields directly and return to our sleeping quarters on the farm in 
the evening. But we also had the experience of spending three 
days with a peasant family, three of the students in a group with 
one family. We had meals with the family members and worked 
alongside them in the fields.iv The idea was for us to experience 
firsthand the life of peasants so that we could be reeducated. 

Two of my classmates and I were assigned to the Cai family. Our 
host family consisted of two members, a mother and her son. The 
mother was around 40 years of age and her son was about 12. 



5

My Long Awaited Homecoming

The kid’s father had passed away, and we did not dare ask about 
the cause of his death. The 12-year-old kid did not go to school 
because he was the main workforce for the family. The hostess, 
while only about 40, looked over 60 with a slightly hunched back. 
The family had its own house with two rooms, a front room and 
a back room. The back room was for sleeping and the front room 
was for everything else. The house was built with mud and sor-
ghum stems; it had a door but no windows, just a hole in the wall. 
There was a table in the front room; it was made of mud. There 
were two wooden benches and we were honored to be permitted 
to sit on them.

We had a total of six meals with the host family—three lunches 
and three suppers. All six meals were about the same, a bowl of 
sweet potato soup and a small piece of corn pancake with pick-
les as a side dish. The only difference was that the lunch soup 
was a little thicker—or less watery, to be more accurate. It con-
tained a few more pieces of sweet potatoes than the supper soup. 
Although I was hungry most of the time for those three days, 
the other two students who stayed with the family had a much 
harder time overcoming their hunger and dizziness since they 
were male students who had to do a lot of farm work during the 
day. Nonetheless, I appreciated the experience because I saw what 
a peasant’s life was like in one of the poorest places in China. 
I was struggling to stand up straight after three days of sweet 
potato soup; they had to eat that year after year after year.

Our presence at the village generated a great deal of excitement. 
Children were running around trying to tug at our clothes to get 
our attention. Neighbors came to chat with us and see the “col-
lege students from Shanghai.” Big deal! We shared with them our 
lives in Shanghai and why we were in the cadre school and why 
we were at their village. I could tell they really did not care about 
why we were there. They were just fascinated about the city life 
since none of them had been to Shanghai, and most had never 
travelled beyond the village.

Did I say we were still considered college students? Yes, we were. 
The 200 students were divided into 10 classes and assigned to 
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seven different majors. Each major was to study a particular for-
eign language and its literature. The languages included English, 
Russian, French, German, Spanish, Japanese, and Arabic. All the 
other languages had one class each while English had four classes. 
I was assigned to major in English and English Literature. My 
professor had a real task in front of him because I couldn’t even 
recite all 26 letters in the alphabet correctly. (Chinese is a com-
pletely different language.) For a number of years in the begin-
ning of the Cultural Revolution, all the schools in China (from 
elementary schools to universities) were closed. Later when they 
reopened, teaching and learning were interrupted by one politi-
cal movement after another. Teachers were either not encouraged 
or not allowed to teach, and students were simply left alone. All I 
could say in English at that time was “Long Live Chairman Mao” 
and “We love our motherland.” The exams I took before I was 
accepted into the program tested aptitude more than knowledge. 
So my college education of the English language started literally 
with ABC, the alphabet.

At the cadre school there was time for us to “go to class” to study 
every day, about an hour a day. There was not much in a class-
room, a roof with some chairs, a professor, and a simple textbook. 
When we sat down, most of the time we were exhausted because 
of the hard labor we were doing, but we still wanted to learn. In 
fact, we were very eager to learn, and the professors could not 
wait either. They had been deprived of the opportunity to teach 
in a real classroom on a real college campus. Now they were per-
mitted to teach this group of youngsters; they couldn’t have been 
happier.

The routine did not last long because there came yet another 
nationwide political movement. Class time had given way to 
political study time. We had to study Mao’s teachings, his direc-
tives, the CCP’s documents, and the Red Flag’sv articles. We had 
to engage in criticism and self-criticism. We still wanted to learn 
the academic part, but we had to pretend we didn’t. If we were 
caught reading foreign novels or books, we would be criticized. 
My way of dealing with this was to put a cover, a Mao’s red book 
or a Red Flag magazine, over the English book to shield it when 
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I was reading something in English. Another way was to read 
under a quilt with a flashlight when lights were out at night. But 
that could not be done too often because of the risk of being 
caught. Secretly we would also sometimes listen to the BBC or 
VOA on short wave radio since that would give us the authentic 
British or American accent. That by far was the most dangerous 
act. One could be labeled a spy if one was caught. 

Young minds were very much twisted at that time. Learning was 
a bad thing? Students were not allowed to study? That’s not what 
my parents had taught me. But clearly learning was not the right 
thing to do; it was not practiced, encouraged, or commended. 
Being knowledgeable was almost a sin: one was punished for it 
by being paraded in front of large crowds of people, criticized 
constantly, stripped of the right to teach, sent to the countryside 
to do manual labor, and separated from one’s family. Numerous 
intellectuals were unable to bear the humiliation and ended their 
lives early. 

Initially, we were supposed to be at the cadre school temporar-
ily, but in the end we spent four and a half years there. While 
there was political turmoil in China during the time we were 
there, since the cadre school was far away from any big city, we 
lived in relative peace and were able to go on with our daily lives. 
Although we did not have a regular classroom and textbooks, we 
were able to spend most of the daytime hours with the displaced 
scholars; we worked together and had meals together with them. 
As such, most of the professors were able to impart a great deal of 
knowledge to us—not just book knowledge, but also knowledge 
of life.

When Mao died, China’s Cultural Revolution also officially 
ended. Slowly, China started to open its doors to the outside 
world. Diplomatic relations with many countries were established 
and traveling to a foreign country gradually became permissible. 
As a result, I was able to come to the United States to under-
take my graduate studies. After years of studying and teaching in 
the United States, I thought I needed to pay a visit to my cadre 
school—the farm in China. Two years ago when the invitation 
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came for me to give lectures at a university located in the capital 
city of the county where my cadre school had been, I accepted 
the invitation immediately.

After I finished my lectures, I asked the person in charge of for-
eign affairs at the university if I could visit my cadre school. The 
answer was “Definitely.” The foreign affairs director provided me 
with a car, a driver, and a graduate assistant, and we ventured out. 
But when the driver asked me how to get there, I did not know 
how to answer because I had no address, no phone number, and 
no contact person. All I knew was we took a train to a city, then 
a truck to the county capital, then a tractor to a big village, and 
then walked to our cadre school. We did not have maps at that 
time and the cadre school was not officially part of the county 
or under the jurisdiction of the county. So the school would not 
have been on the map had I had one. I gave the driver the name 
of the village where I spent three days, hoping that would be 
helpful. The graduate assistant searched on the Internet on her 
cell phone, but there was no such village in the area. The driver 
stopped at multiple locations to ask for directions. Most people 
did not know, but eventually one elderly store owner said he 
knew the cadre school and gave us directions. 

Some 30-plus years after attending the cadre school, I had my 
first “college” homecoming of sorts, with only a driver and a GA 
by my side. Nobody was there to welcome me. The cadre school 
was long gone and the farm no more. The land was returned to 
some village no one knew about. The dorm where I lived for four 
and a half years was still standing. Along with two other small 
buildings, the site was now the Institute of Forestry Research, 
even though there was no forestry in the vicinity. I wanted to cry, 
but there were no tears.

Then I asked the driver if he could take me to the village of my 
host family where I spent three days. He graciously said he would 
help even though I had no idea where the village was located 
and the GA could not find it on the web either. Again the driver 
was extremely patient. He tried and tried until he found an 
elderly farmer who pointed the right direction to the village. As 
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we drove into the village, the driver asked me where to stop. I 
honestly didn’t know what to tell him. The village had changed 
and the changes were enormous. In fact, the past three decades 
had witnessed the most tremendous changes in Chinese history. 
Also I only spent three days with my host family in the village, 
so I was searching frantically for something—anything—that 
looked familiar. 

Suddenly, I heard myself saying, “Stop here.” As I got out of the 
car, I realized the car stopped right in front of my host family! 
The door of my host family was open (it was summer), and a mid-
dle-aged woman was inside. I gingerly introduced myself. The 
woman said she was the wife of Mr. Cai and Cai was now work-
ing in the city as a migrant worker. Mrs. Cai also said her mother-
in-law passed away a few years ago. So neither of the two in the 
family I knew was around that day. As we were chatting about 
life in the village, some kids and neighbors saw the car and came 
to the house to join us. One man in his 70s looked at me and said, 

“Isn’t that the little Yu girl from Shanghai?” I couldn’t believe a 
neighbor in the village could recognize me and still remember 
my name after so many years! This time I couldn’t hold back my 
tears. Decades ago, I came to this place as a young student to get 
my education and reeducation. I spent three hungry yet memo-
rable days with the host family. I was able to tell the driver the 
exact spot to stop the car, and a neighbor remembered my name.

That was my homecoming—no game, no dance, no fanfare, no 
crowds, and no celebration, yet it was sentimental and over-
whelming. I found myself thinking about China and China’s 
education. In particular, I was thinking about the lost years for 
my childhood friends and schoolmates who never got a chance to 
go to college, the lost years for tens of thousands of teachers and 
professors who were denied the opportunity to teach in a class-
room, and the lost years for millions of Chinese who never even 
received a basic education. It was truly ironic that a nation that 
valued education for thousands of years could treat intellectuals 
as “the stinky ninth.”vi China had paid tremendous prices for the 
mistakes its leaders made.
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i - That directive, also known as the July 21 Directive, was issued on July 21, 
1968. The directive says in part that “College students should be selected from 
workers, peasants, and soldiers.”

ii - If my teacher (Mrs. Kong) had not nominated me, I would have been sent to 
the rural area directly, without the shield of a cadre school or any opportunity 
for a college education until after the Cultural Revolution. She knew I loved 
learning and I was a good student. Thank you, Teacher Kong!

iii - A cadre school, also known as a May 7th school (because Mao’s directive 
was issued on May 7, 1966), was a creation of Mao. It is somewhat like a farm 
where intellectuals were sent for reeducation during the Cultural Revolution. 
The Cultural Revolution started in 1966 and ended 1976 when Mao died.

iv - We brought our food money to our host families so our reeducation would 
not overburden them.

v - The Red Flag was a magazine of the CCP. It was the official voice of the Party 
during the Cultural Revolution in China.

vi - Mao once called intellectuals “the stinky ninth,” the ninth class citizen in a 
society. Beggars were the tenth class of people.
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The Commons: UB Faculty Essays

The School of Arts and Sciences publishes faculty essays on topics 
that address a general audience in order to encourage the dissemi-
nation of ideas, to increase the dialogue between the disciplines, 
and to support the core curriculum. There is a four-member edi-
torial board that will vote on acceptance and suggest editorial 
advice where necessary and/or helpful.

Once accepted, these essays will be published in two ways. A 
small run of 100 saddle-stitched copies designed by SASD Design 
Service will be printed. These can be used at the discretion of the 
professor, but should primarily be given to majors and other pro-
fessors. The essays will also be published in PDF form and made 
available online.

These essays can and should be used for UB classes. Once enough 
essays are collected, a bound anthology may be assembled and 
printed. Again, this could be used for future UB core classes like 
Capstone or First Year Seminar, or an Honors course designed 
specifically around the material. These essays are published by 
the School of Arts and Sciences but submission will be open to 
all UB faculty.
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Guidelines

1. The essay should be between 2000-5000 words, though excep-
tions can be made for slightly longer ones.

2. Essays should not have had prior appearance in print or in
digital form. The author will retain the copyright for future pub-
lication.

3. Essays should engage a general readership. They should be
influenced by scholarly training and experiences related to our
disciplines, but not be scholarly writing. For example, an essay
on “Henry Miller and Jean Francois Lyotard: The Aesthetics of
‘The Inhuman’ in Tropic of Cancer” would be inappropriate both
because it is too narrow a topic, and because it would be too
technical for a general audience. However, this is also not a blog
entry. Instead, locate it somewhere between a personal essay and
a semi-formal essay on a general topic of interest.

4. The citation method will be end notes (a style sheet is avail-
able), although it is certainly possible to write an essay without
notes at all or with a list of sources for further reading.

5. Faculty should also provide a biographical paragraph and a
photo.

6. A proposal or query letter is encouraged, with or without a
draft of the essay. Certainly, if there is a completed essay you
think is appropriate, send it to the editorial board. But before
starting an essay, we encourage you to consult the board in the
planning stages.

7. Send all materials to thecommons@bridgeport.edu.
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