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Abstract:

A Further Study on the “Sent-down

Youth’s Private Letters”
-focusing on the personal history and life history of

Sent-down youth-

You YOU

Since the 1990s, the creation of individual memoirs and personal biographies
has become popular in Mainland of China. Due to this trend, the study on “Sent-
down Youth™ began to transform and extend towards personalization and
privatization. Many scholars advocated defining this period as a new stage of
“Sent-down Youth” study - “Private Writing”. Sent-down Youth’s memoirs and
audio autobiographies were included at this stage as the main research
materials. The personal history of Sent-down Youth also began to appear in the
historical framework as a new topic.

By the end of the 1990s, the number of Sent-down Youth’s memoirs was too
large to be counted (including both published and unpublished). With such an
extremely large amount of data, researchers gradually realized the limitations
of memoirs for studying personal histories and life histories. Therefore, finding
new research materials has become another research core. The need for new
materials should solve the problem of simplifying and subjectivizing the
research results brought by similar literary descriptions in memoirs or oral
history. For this purpose, letters and diaries began to receive increasing
attention as another form of private writing.

By the 1950s, private letters had become the most important method of
information exchange for ordinary Chinese people. In particular, the Educated
Youth, who participated in the “Movement of Going Up to the Mountains and
Down to the Countryside”, wrote a large number of personal letters during
their sent-down career.

In recent years, many research results based on the letters of the Sent-down

Youth have been published. These provided the personal history of Educated

1 Sent-down Youth: also known as “Educated Youth” (Zhi Qing).
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Youth with many details of their daily life, such as production, study, marriage,
changing jobs, returning to the city, and so on.

However, it was very difficult and time-consuming to collect and sort out the
original letters. Additionally, due to the loss and damage of some original
materials, many of the collected information is fragmented. On the other hand,
some people thought that the Educated Youth had a strong subjective
consciousness when writing these letters or diaries, therefore they can
whitewash and cover up some objective facts. As a result, some scholars
doubted the authenticity and objectivity of the letter materials.

This article is an in-depth review based on this doubt. The suspicions of the
early scholars are correct and well-founded. The strong subjective feelings of
the Educated Youth will indeed affect the objectivity and fairness of historical
research. However, this article believes that if the research framework is
narrowed down to the category of the personal history of Educated Youth, their
subjective consciousness based on some reasons is an effective way to
understand their real opinions. This is only a hypothesis of this research. As to
whether it is feasible, more cases of interpretation of the original letter
materials, as well as research and discussion are needed. Meanwhile, it is also
necessary to reinterpret the existing research information from a new

perspective.
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