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Workers’ New Villages and the Making of the Socialist Working Class in Post-Liberation 

Shanghai 

 

In the 1950s, Shanghai’s municipal government directed the construction of so-called “Workers’ 

New Villages” as part of a state-directed project to create idealized models for working class life 

under socialism. In 1951, the city government began to plan and construct these new residential 

housing complexes as part of an effort to alleviate Shanghai’s massive housing shortage that 

would, according to then mayor Chen Yi’s directive to “serve production, serve the laboring 

people, and, most importantly, serve the working class.” Caoyang New Village in Shanghai’s 

Putuo District was constructed in 1951 as the first New Village in both Shanghai and all of 

China. Caoyang was an ambitious experiment in providing 20,000 workers and their families 

with comfortable, hygienic, and modern housing that would combine living quarters with easy 

access to services, cultural opportunities, workplaces, and the rest of the city. 

During the 1950s and early 1960s, Caoyang New Village was celebrated in Shanghai 

newspapers, was the subject of songs and poetry, appeared in novels and films, and was the topic 

of various educational and propaganda pamphlets. The 1960’s educational pamphlet “Beautiful 

Caoyang New Village” provides a typical example of the types of representations of Caoyang 

that appeared across these different mediums: 

In 1951, the first set of housing in Caoyang New Village started to be built. This 

information immediately spread across all of Shanghai. Shanghai’s more than a 

million workers heard this happy news and were all overjoyed. Everyone 

exclaimed: “Workers living in a New Village has never been heard of before. 

Now that we are liberated, workers are masters of their own house, the people’s 

government is making new houses to give to us, this is all the good leadership of 

the party and Chairman Mao; oh how do the party and Chairman Mao care for 

us!1   
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 张仲清，美丽的曹杨新村 （上海：上海教育出版社，1960） 



 

Quotations such as these had a clear propagandistic and didactic purpose to use Caoyang New 

Village as an example of how the revolutionary state materially served the working classes. 

According to the representations in “Beautiful Caoyang,” such service, here in the form of 

housing construction, was intended to embody the ideological premise that workers were the 

masters of the nation. This pamphlet was written in simple Chinese and intended for elementary 

school students (or those with an elementary school-level reading ability). It ultimately reads as 

an effort to create in its young audience both sense of belonging to an admired community—the 

“we” of the working class—and a sense of trust in the party and Mao Zedong to do what is best 

for that community through projects such as constructing Caoyang. This paper addresses 

representations of Caoyang in propaganda sources of the 1950s and early 1960s such as 

“Beautiful Caoyang” as part of a project of creating certain symbolic meanings for Shanghai’s 

New Villages and their residents that existed in a complicated and often contradictory 

relationship with the material circumstances of life in those model communities. Here my focus 

is specifically on Caoyang because, as the first New Village constructed, it generated the widest 

array of propaganda representations and archival sources. I take it to be generally representative 

of how other New Villages were conceptualized at the time. 

 “Beautiful Caoyang New Village” was quite literally telling stories to children, but that 

should not lead us to write those stories off as fairytales. Studies of propaganda in China have 

long highlighted that the term propaganda, or xuanchuan, should not be understood as the state 

simply lying to or misleading the people, but rather as efforts to disseminate orthodox values that 

one believes to be true.2 Of course, propaganda and propagandists were not merely describing 
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reality, but were also intending to shape it, and the masses, through processes of education that 

reflected the ideological values of Marxism-Leninism.3 Texts such as the pamphlet quoted above 

were efforts to disseminate a certain set of ideological values—e.g. that the workers were the 

masters of the country and the drivers of its development and that the party and Mao served the 

workers through projects such as housing construction—and then hopefully convince the 

pamphlet’s students (actual schoolchildren in this case) to uphold those values. Such propaganda 

efforts were part of a project of instilling shared ideological values that produced loyalty to the 

party, Mao, and communist development. This process helped shape sometimes contradictory 

notions of individual socialist subjectivity, ideal socialist families, as well as productive 

revolutionary communities that fused daily life with the goals of furthering industrial production. 

Caoyang was not only used to shape these ideological values in China, but was also used to 

present them as an idealized model of socialist Chinese society to the outside world, as it became 

one of the most common sites in Shanghai for foreign delegations to visit when touring the PRC. 

 Unsurprisingly, the realities of peoples’ lives did not always match up with those 

propaganda representations. Residents struggled to live up to their designation of model workers 

with correct ideological values. Even more telling, archival sources reveal that government 

officials sometimes criticized the facilities of Caoyang themselves for being less than ideal and 

sometimes helping to produce issues for residents. The New Villages might have been designed 

as socialist spaces, but that does not mean it was easy to achieve the goal of producing model 

revolutionary communities with politically correct residents. 
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 This paper explores the distance between propaganda and daily life. However, it is not 

my intent to use such gaps to either fetishize resistance or merely highlight the failures of 

propaganda.4 Instead, the process of building the New Villages and representing them in 

propaganda exemplified a model of bureaucratic revolutionary development that was particular 

to the 1950s and early 1960s. This model sought to make socialism materially appealing at the 

same time that it produced political narratives seeking to help Shanghai’s residents—including 

those dwelling both inside and outside the New Villages—understand themselves as members of 

an idealized working class that was a key element of a state-directed revolutionary project that 

served them at the same time that they served it. 

 

Narratives of Transformation 

Caoyang was used as a factory to produce a variety of political meanings that can be generally 

said to have functioned in two ways. First, Caoyang’s very existence as well as its relatively 

superior housing conditions produced a narrative of revolution where the CPC had enabled its 

working class residents to go from living in destitute slums to comfortable, hygienic, and modern 

accommodations. Second, the representations of Caoyang’s residents created an image of them 

as model socialist workers and their families, both as individuals and as constituents of the 

industrial working class. Apartments in Caoyang were initially reserved for “model workers” 
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(laodong mofan) and their family members, whose household labor was represented as playing 

an indirect role in facilitating enhanced productivity in the factories. Everyone from the model 

workers in factories, grandparents and retired workers doing housework, to students in school 

had a role to play in serving production. Caoyang was represented as a place where daily life and 

industrial production had been fused as well as improved, and its residents were presented as 

having obtained socialist subjectivities that reflected those achievements. In all of these 

iterations, the symbolic functions of Caoyang were not static, but rather served as a model to be 

celebrated and then emulated elsewhere. At least in propaganda, Caoyang New Village became a 

representative for both domestic and foreign audiences of the socialist utopia that the CPC was 

building in Shanghai and across China. 

 Propaganda pamphlets produced in the years following Caoyang’s construction were one 

method used to construct the basic narrative of how the revolution and the party had changed the 

lives of workers. Propaganda pamphlets produced in the years following Caoyang’s construction 

were one method used to construct the basic narrative of how the revolution and the party had 

changed the lives of workers.5 The title song of the 1953 illustrated song booklet Caoyang New 

Village’s Beautiful Scenery presented a clear statement of the role the party’s construction of 

Caoyang played in improving the workers lives. Written in the voice of a worker, the song’s 

lyrics conclude: “We are fortunate for the coming of the coming of the Communist Party/the 

workers’ lives have changed like this/ oh the poplars/oh the poplars’ green leaves/many thanks 
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Chairman Mao!/You have built public housing on behalf of us!”6 This opening song represents 

the residents of Caoyang as being overwhelmingly thankful for their new housing conditions, in 

the process creating a narrative where the credit for improving workers’ daily lives rests squarely 

with the party.  

Other songs in the booklet provide more specific representations of how workers living 

conditions have improved from pre-liberation times. The song titled, “We Have New Public 

Housing,” goes as follows and was accompanied by the below image:  

Previous public housing was cramped and dirty, 

When it rained, there would be a thick liquid of mud all over the floor, 

Millipedes and snails would climb the walls, 

Flower snakes would sometime come and pay a visit. 

 

Every summer would be miserable, 

The rooms seemed like food steamers, 

More than 20 people crowded in a room, 

The mosquitoes and bedbugs were the most furious. 

 

Now in the new public housing, 

Four-story tall buildings are great and grand, 

On the rooftops there are terraces, 

Studying and activities are all convenient. 

 

Spacious rooms with glass windows, 

The rays of light brightly illuminate the air, 

They enter the public housing and hearts are free from worry 
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Think and compare the past and the present, 

How can one not love the Communist Party? 

As long as we increase our efforts in production, 

Then the lucky days will be long.7 

   

The lyrics to this song create a narrative of party-directed fanshen, or emancipation, whereby 

workers have been able to leave the dilapidated housing provided under GMD-rule. Though the 

relatively few workers receiving any type of public or factory-provided housing might have 

counted themselves lucky in comparison to the majority of workers living in makeshift slums 

pre-1949, the song depicts this housing as dirty, hot, bug-infested, and mercilessly crowded. In 

comparison, the new apartments of Caoyang are depicted as spacious, clean, and comfortable, 

filling inhabitants with happy feelings towards the CPC. The end of the song depicts the happy 

residents both feeling goodwill towards the party and possessing a new, and related, resolve to 

contribute towards production. The lyrics makes it clear that there is a relationship between 

workers being satisfied with their living conditions and their resolve to contribute to industrial 
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production goals. Caoyang was represented as a site that produced both improved living 

conditions as well as increased enthusiasm amongst workers. 

 To what extent songs like “We Have New Public Housing” described reality is a moot 

point; they provided narratives for residents to understand their transformed living situations that 

emphasized the generosity of the party. Such songs also suggested to workers the correct 

affective stance that they should take to such transformations; namely that they should be 

inspired to work even harder at increasing industrial production, especially because doing so 

would ostensibly facilitate the construction of more New Villages.  

 Propaganda about Caoyang and other Workers’ New Villages made it clear that the twin 

goals of “serving production and serving the laboring people”—a phrase that appears again and 

again in planning documents from the 1950s—were mutually dependent. According to an article 

in the newspaper Wenhui Bao, As workers moved into the new apartments that impressed on 

them the benevolence of the Chairman Mao and the party, they were greeted by signs at the 

doors to buildings that read: “Workers are the most glorious and are called the heroes of 

production,” and “While living in the New Village, do not forget Chairman Mao; intensify 

production, support the volunteer army.”8 These signs celebrated workers and suggested that 

their successes as “heroes of production” had earned them their new living arrangements as a 

reward. Workers were reminded that it was their duty to continue to make their heroic 

contributions to production, which was also tied to the project of defense against the imperialist 

impositions of the United States in the Korean War.9    

Wenhui Bao’s account of the ceremony thrown to celebrate the completion of Caoyang 

made especially clear the connections between the party’s ability to “serve the workers” and the 

                                                        
8 “沪西区各厂先进生产工作者 一百余户昨续迁入曹杨新村，”文汇报 （6/27/1952） 
 



workers efforts to serve production. At this ceremony, the vice-mayor Pan Han gave a speech 

saying that the city government was performing “the greatest efforts to improve the lives of the 

workers” despite the nation’s present financial difficulties. The vice-mayor then added that they 

should “go a step further in increasing the urgency of production and start a labor competition to 

struggle for a more satisfactory life.” Pan Han’s speech was followed by a speech from the vice-

chairman of the Shanghai Federation of Trade Unions were he argued that the type of “more 

satisfactory life” to be struggled for would include more New Villages: 

 Although today is just the first time workers are moving into New Villages to 

live in western-style apartments, after we make great efforts at production and 

create even more riches, in the future there will be a second time, a third time, and 

countless other times when even more beautiful workers’ housing will emerge.10  

 

These speeches argued that the way to achieve the construction of more New Villages—a goal 

which of course materially “served the workers” and was obviously very desirable for the scores 

of workers still living in slums—was through increased urgency at production. Here, the goals of 

building more New Villages and increasing industrial production are dependent upon each other, 

and both types of material transformation could only be achieved through an inspired working 

class, which of course the improved conditions of the New Villages would help create.  

 

Socialist Spaces and the Material Conditions of Everyday Socialist Life 

According to propaganda representations of the New Villages, their improved 

material conditions were a key factor in the creation of a working class 

committed to serving production and the party. Without a doubt, Caoyang and 

other New Villages did provide improved material conditions compared to the 

                                                        
10
 “上海工人举行庆祝大会，”文汇报 （6/30/1952）。 



slums that millions of Shanghai’s poor and working class continued to live in 

throughout the 1950s and 1960s. They also provided a type of communal space 

that was presented as key to creating socialist values. These “socialist 

spaces” might have initially been reserved for labor models, but as more new 

villages were built throughout the 1950s they came to impact a wider range of 

working class lives. The actual success they had at “serving production and 

serving the working classes” is of course hard to attain, but archival 

documents reveal that life in the new villages unsurprisingly did not always 

match up with the propaganda representations.  New Villages like Caoyang might 

have been preferable to slums, but material limitations meant that many people 

were still living in cramped and simple quarters, which inevitably produced 

conflicts amongst neighbors. Services were also always limited and residents 

found that their daily needs were often not met satisfactorily. Furthermore, 

government officials bemoaned that residents often failed to live up to the 

political standards placed on them as labor models. If the new villages were 

partially efforts to shape ideal working class social relations and political 

consciousness, than their realities in the 1950s reveal that political and 

social project was always incomplete and always in the process of realization. 

 Caoyang’s apartments were small and standardized, with all residents able to rest safe in 

the knowledge that their neighbors shared similarly cramped conditions. In the original 

development at Caoyang in 1951 (built for 1,002 households), three households would share one 



kitchen (meaning one on each floor) and each household would have its own small toilet. These 

toilets as well as washbasins were located in the corridors to maximize the use of space.11 Later 

additions to Caoyang were built according to even lower standards. The apartment buildings of 

the 1952 “20,000 Households” project, consisted of ten units spread over two floors, four of 

which had one large and one small room while six were just one large room. Five households 

were to share one toilet and one kitchen.12 By 1956 two new styles of apartment building were 

added to Caoyang’s repertoire, but they were all still very simple and required at least three to 

four families to share kitchens and toilets. In 1957, the average living space for residents across 

all of the different apartment styles was only about 3.5 square meters per person, just half a 

square meter greater than in 1937 (and it should of course be remembered that conditions in 

Caoyang were better than average for Shanghai in the 1950s).13 Living conditions in Caoyang 

were cramped and communal, just as they had always been for Shanghai’s poor and working 

classes.  

New Village residents were of course told that their new apartments were a reward for 

their services to production and were the future of socialist urban space. The apartment buildings 

were standardized and residents could be fairly sure that their neighbors all shared similar 

conditions. According to the propaganda, this proximity should have contributed to a sense of 

shared community as residents both reveled in conditions that were superior to those of the slums 

and embraced the collective project of national production that could help produce more new 

villages. Caoyang was specifically designed to produce community and collective identity. 

This sense of community was meant to be partially produced by the small and communal 
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nature of the apartments themselves and, indeed, residents who grew up in Caoyang do recall 

fondly the sense that there were always friends and family around.14 According to a 1954 

“Report on an examination of the situation in Caoyang New Village’s No. 1, 2, and 3 Villages,” 

some households did possess a communal spirit and “not only mutually helped each other 

overcome every type of difficulty with housework, but also made sure that when workers got off 

of work they got adequate sleep in body and mind, making everyone concentrate on production 

unanimously and also raising productive energies.”15 The report provides an example of 

residents of one unit working together to make dinner in the communal kitchen for one married 

couple who were both workers and did not have enough time to cook themselves.16 Such 

examples revealed the New Villages to be delivering on their ideological promises as socialist 

spaces. At least some residents really were working together to help each other overcome 

difficulties in ways that would ultimately contribute to production—regardless of whether that 

was the intended goal.  

 At the same time, the same 1954 report makes it clear that relations were not always so 

friendly between residents and that conflicts often arose at least partially as a result of the 

crowded conditions of the apartments. The report describes how residents often lacked unity 

which led to a variety of disputes, some large and some small:  

As for the reasons for these conflicts, some are over the communal water meter, 

some are because nightshift workers’ rest times are not respected, some are 

because women make mischief, and wander around bickering, and some reasons 

are because of children squabbling. Also, marriage issues and abnormal male-

female relationships give rise to problems. The small results are friends and 

relatives falling out and not speaking to each other, the big results are people 

going and committing suicide and endangering their lives, all of which seriously 

influence production. For example, a labor model named Zhu Fa at the No. 1 
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National Textile Factory said: ‘in the home there are often small quarrels over 

water and electricity, which leads to people in the factories having worries about 

home…In between apartment three and apartment six of number 28, number one 

village, a conflict started between families because of children shoving each other 

down. The worker in apartment three came to resent his wife, who as a result left 

and took the children to the countryside. The worker then killed himself with a 

cleaver. Taking this year’s fourth quarter for an example, there were 83 incidents 

of conflict, but this is much reduced from before neighborhood rectification.17 

 

This report shows that neighbors in cramped residencies often, and unsurprisingly, were in 

conflict with each other. These conflicts were partially caused by the communal conditions of the 

apartment that forced residents to be in constant contact with each other and to share key 

facilities such as water and electricity meters (water and electricity fees were not included in 

rent).  

 As the example of the worker committing suicide shows, the human stakes of initially 

minor conflicts could be quite high. At least for the party work team composing the report, the 

political and material stakes were also high: conflicts between residents jeopardized the 

collective goal of increasing industrial production. According to the quote from the worker Zhu 

Fa, problems at home led to anxieties at the factory and the report makes clear that all of these 

conflicts had a negative impact on production. Caoyang’s apartments were intended as ideal 

socialist spaces for model workers that could help stimulate faith in the collective project of 

socialist production, but their actual conditions still left something to be desired. The very sites 

that were held up as models for future housing construction and shown off to visitors from 

around the world as examples of socialist achievement were still so materially lacking that they 

helped produce numerous conflicts between residents. 

 

Conclusion 
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The ultimate political and functional uses of New Villages like Caoyang as models to 

stimulate loyalty to the party, shape model socialist subjects, and serve production (in addition to 

providing a model for reshaping urban space) exist in some tension with the stated goal to “serve 

the laboring people.” Residents immediately discovered that the New Villages could not satisfy 

all of their material needs and that conditions could still be cramped, noisy, and lacking in the 

services necessary to satisfy the desired needs of daily life. Such dissatisfaction suggests that the 

state may have prioritized the New Villages political functions over their material conditions, 

though the very real improvements granted to poor workers and their families who had 

previously been living in slums should not be overlooked. The political functions of the New 

Villages also existed in tension with the supposed ultimate goal of the Chinese revolution to 

transition from a state-managed socialist society to a collectively-managed communist one. 

These were government-directed projects through and through that required relatively high 

investments from a financially-strapped state that prioritized industrial production. The nature of 

their construction also stimulated a reliance on the state that ran counter to the ideological 

emphasis on self-reliance and collectively making do with less that would emerge in the 1950s 

and 1960s as the core of Maoist revolution, especially at moments like the Great Leap Forward 

and Cultural Revolution. These political contradictions as well as the material limitations of the 

state, even in arguably China’s most materially well-off city, would ultimately derail the use of 

New Villages as a model for building socialist space in Shanghai. 

 


