Explain Like I'm 10

What was the Cultural Revolution?

KS3 Ages 11-14 & 2 minread

Between 1966 and 1976, China went through one of the most chaotic periods in its

history. The 1 was started by Mao Zedong, China's communist leader, who wanted to
reshape Chinese society completely. What began as a political movement turned into
ten years of upheaval that affected nearly every person in the world's most populous

country.

Why Did Mao Start This Revolution?

By the mid-1960s, Mao felt that China was losing its revolutionary spirit. He worried
that educated people, government officials, and even some Communist Party members
were becoming too comfortable and forgetting the principles of communism. Mao
believed that Chinese culture itself — its traditions, art, literature, and ways of
thinking — was holding back progress toward his vision of a perfect communist

society.

Rather than work through normal government channels, Mao decided to bypass them
entirely. He called on China's young people, particularly students, to rise up and
challenge authority figures everywhere: teachers, parents, local officials, and anyone

who represented the "old ways" of thinking.

The Red Guards Take Over

Millions of students formed groups called the 1. Armed with Mao's "Little Red Book"
of quotations, these teenagers and young adults began attacking what they called the

"Four Olds": old ideas, old culture, old customs, and old habits.

Imagine if every teenager in your country suddenly decided that all adults were
wrong about everything, and they had permission from the most powerful person in

the land to prove it. That's essentially what happened in China.

The Red Guards closed schools and universities, destroyed ancient temples and
artwork, and forced millions of people from cities to work in rural farms. They

publicly humiliated teachers, intellectuals, and anyone they deemed an enemy of the



revolution. Families were torn apart as children denounced their own parents for

having "incorrect" thoughts.

The Devastating Results

The Cultural Revolution brought China's economy to a near standstill. Education
stopped for an entire generation — schools remained closed for years. Countless
historical artifacts, books, and cultural treasures were destroyed forever. Most
tragically, historians estimate that between 500,000 and 2 million people died during

this period, many by suicide or violence.

When Mao died in 1976, China's new leaders quickly ended the Cultural Revolution.
They recognized it as a disaster that had set back China's development by decades.
Today, the Chinese government officially considers the Cultural Revolution a serious
mistake, though discussing it openly remains sensitive. The scars from this period
remind us how dangerous it can be when political extremism replaces reason and

respect for human dignity.
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