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The Formation and Evolution of the Re-education through Labor,

1955-1961

Xu Hetao*

Abstract

Most studies of the formation of the Re-education through Labor system
simply mention that it first appeared in 1955 and became a formal system
during the 1957 Anti-Rightist period. But this interpretation is based only
on a brief overview of a small number of Chinese Communist Party Central
Committee documents and does not rest on any real historical study of the
political situation and institutional structure. This article shows that
Re-education through Labor was not originally designed for the purpose of
political purges, but was actually a method to solve the problem of
unemployed public staff. Only due to personnel changes did Re-education
through Labor become a means to purge “internal bad elements.” However,
because of the moderate political climate in mid-1956, the implementation of
re-education was almost shelved. Then in 1957, with the impetus of the
Anti-Right movement, this system was finally promoted in a major way.
After the beginning of the Great Leap Forward, Re-education through Labor
quickly departed from its original design and became a “second labor
reform” without formal trial procedures under the control of the Public
Security Department. The basic institutional characteristics of Re-education
through Labor that we are familiar with were thus formed. On this basis,

this article makes a further analysis of how politics affected the system.

Keywords: Re-education through Labor, political situation,

institutional structure, the formation of a system
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