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Abstract

The takeover of the city by the People’s Liberation Army in May 1949 marked the
beginning of a process of transformation of all commercial and industrial companies
in Shanghai. The funeral business companies represented a small sector, yet one that
had great significance in everyday life. The ccp sought to control the private funeral
companies almost as soon as it took over the city. The new authorities envisioned a
radical transformation of the whole funeral business.While they exhibited remarkable
efficiency in conducting the process of progressive elimination ofmany companies and
placing the whole funeral business under strict guidance, the ‘socialist transformation’
resulted in a system riddled with inefficiency, mismanagement and mistrust. The ccp
built on the experience it had acquired previously, but with Shanghai it also needed
to adapt to the challenge of managing a large and complex metropolis. I argue that the
ccp successfully enlisted the trade associations to implement its policy throughmeans
of ideological dominance, persuasion techniques, threat and sheer coercion. The short
but strong protest of the former managers of companies during the Hundred Flowers
Movement made visible the powerful political machine that drove their companies
into public–private joint management, then full socialisation.
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The takeover of the city by the People’s Liberation Army in May 1949 marked
the beginning of a process of transformation of all commercial and industrial
companies in Shanghai. The funeral business companies represented a small
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specialised sector, yet one that had great significance in everyday life. The
process of transformation followed several successive steps, first under the
supervision of the Bureau of Public Health, and then under the Bureau of
Civil Affairs after the funeral companies had been thoroughly reorganised.1
A decisive factor in the process was the decision to keep the community
organisations (guilds, charities) and the commercial funeral companies apart.
The guilds and charities had beenmajor actors in the management of death in
the city, but their transformation followed a very different path.

The new authorities envisioned a radical transformation of the whole
funeral business. From a commercial service that had thrived under the spe-
cial conditions of war, including during the civil war period, the new regime
planned to turn this activity into a form of community or public service. It
was very critical of the profits made from people in need of facilities to dis-
pose of the dead, especially when the quality of service did notmatch the price
extracted from the bereaved families.2 Although the criticisms were unfair, the
commercial funeral companies catered only to the needs of the upper middle
classes and above. Most of the population relied on the guilds or charities to
take care of the dead. With the planned demise of the guilds and the reori-
entation of the field of action of charities, the management of death would
become the exclusive realm of the commercial companies, though under a
thorough transformation. Thus the funeral business offers an interesting angle
from which to observe post-1949 change because it brought together issues of
economic/political reorganisation as in other sectors, but also issues of social
customs and beliefs. In this paper, I shall focus mainly on the first aspect as it
sheds light on the very process through which the ccp managed to take over
the private sector despite a limited pool of cadres.

Themodalities the ccp implemented in Shanghai followed the samepattern
as in other cities, which the leadership had defined on the eve of the takeover
in late 1948 and further refined in the early phase of implementation. The ccp
built on the experience it had acquired previously, but with Shanghai it also
needed to adapt to the challenge ofmanaging a large and complexmetropolis.3

1 Letter,wsj/mzj-rmzf, 14April 1953, b1-2-841, sma. This file includes all thedocuments related
to the transfer of competence between the two bureaus.

2 XinminWanbao (Xinmin Evening News), 21 May 1950.
3 Although they do not examine the reform process at the level of companies or commercial

sectors, the following works provide a solid background on ccp policies in the early phase of
taking over major cities. Kenneth Lieberthal, Revolution and Tradition in Tientsin, 1949–1952
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1980); James Zheng Gao, The Communist Takeover of
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In the first part, I examine the role played by the Funeral Business TradeAssoci-
ation (fbta) in placing the funeral companies under strict government control.
I argue that the ccp successfully enlisted the trade associations to implement
its policy through means of ideological dominance, persuasion techniques,
threat and sheer coercion. The fbta became the privileged and knowledgeable
instrument of political dominance and socialist transformation. The second
part focuses on the various measures the authorities implemented to circum-
scribe the realm of private funeral companies. The main instruments of this
policy were the sale of government bonds and taxation to extract increasing
resources and to force some of the companies into bankruptcy or reconver-
sion, as well as fines and political pressure during the Five Antis Campaign.
In the third part, I study the process of ‘socialist transformation’ that led to the
complete elimination of the private sector in the management of death and a
drastic reduction of the number of companies.

The ccp sought to control the private funeral companies almost as soon as
it took over the city. Although the initial measures (control of rates) followed
in the steps of the previous administration, the ccp enforced them for good.
One of its main concerns was to have a grip over who lived and died in the city.
While the new authorities exhibited remarkable efficiency in conducting the
process of progressive eliminationofmany companies andof placing thewhole
funeral business under strict guidance, the ‘socialist transformation’ resulted in
a system riddled with inefficiency, mismanagement and mistrust. The smooth
and unopposed transformation as heralded in the press and even in the official
documents of the fbta was no more than a thin veneer cast over a process
based on political pressure and coercion, the political elimination ofmanagers,
and the implementation of an economic organisation based on administrative
principles. The short but strong protest of the former managers of companies
during the Hundred Flowers Movement made visible the powerful political
machine that drove their companies into public–private joint management,
then full socialisation.

Hangzhou: The Transformation of City and Cadre, 1949–1954 (Honolulu: University of Hawai’i
Press, 2004).
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Funeral Business Trade Association

The fbtawas established in 1943 in response to the growing number of funeral
companies in the city. It was dissolved and reconstituted in 1945, and again re-
created on a new basis after 1949. The commercial funeral companies included
five sectors: funeral parlours, coffin repositories, coffin shipping companies,
cemeteries and crematoria. The authorities wavered over the status of the pri-
vate cemeteries, as they were not yet included in the re-created fbta. Yet they
all joined at a later stage.4While the constitution of the governing bodies of the
fbta had previously been a bottom-up process, in 1950 the new government
monitored the course of action very closely. Even before the first meeting, the
supervising body for the private industrial and commercial sector, the Shang-
hai Federation of Trade and Industry (Shanghai shi gongshangye lianhehui)
gave its imprimatur to the list of committeemembers.5 The first meeting of the
preparatory committee took place on 3 July 1950. It was a formal and tightly
controlled exercise for which all the steps had been carefully planned. The
chairman addressed the 24 representatives of the funeral companies who in
turn each made a short perfunctory speech. The meeting discussed the chart
that hadalsobeenpreparedbeforehandandelected its sub-committees (super-
vision, advisory, etc.).6

Under the ccp the trade association lost not just its autonomy but also its
substance. Long-standing members of its governing body decided to quit one
after the other. Hua Ronghai, one of the co-founders of the fbta, resigned in
June 1951.7 One year later, bothGaoHuaizhi andWang Beiwu resigned at a one-
month interval.8 Although they usually gave health problems for their decision
towithdraw, onemay surmise that these directors didnot feel comfortablewith
the new organisation. Othermembers resigned at a later stage, mostly after the
beginning of the process of ‘joint management’ (gong-si heying), sometimes
because the People’s Government closed down their company.9 Still othersmet

4 ‘Shanghai shi binyi jijiu yunzang shangye tongye gonghui zhangcheng’ (Charter of the Shang-
hai trade union of funeral businesses), July 1950, s440-4-1, sma.

5 Letter, Federation of Trade and Industry-fbta, 28 June 1950, s440-4-1, sma.
6 Minutes, 3 July 1950; 4 July 1950, q118-1-1, sma.
7 Letter of resignation, Hua Ronghai, 5 June 1951, s440-4-1, sma.
8 Letter of resignation, Gao Huaizhi, 20 June 1952; letter of resignation,Wang Beiwu, 1 July 1952,

s440-4-1, sma.
9 Letter of resignation, Shen Shigang, Puji Cemetery, 6 January 1956; letter of resignation, Shen

Sishui, 1 June 1956, s440-4-1, sma.
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a less fortunate fate, either owing to alleged offences in the past, as in the case
of Qian Zongfan, manager of the Shangtian Funeral Parlour, who was accused
of collaboration with the Japanese, or for a minor breach of regulations, as in
the case of Shen Maozhen. Shen took it upon himself to remove 77 unclaimed
coffins from its premises and bury them in the Anping Cemetery at his own
cost. There were no details as to why Shen took this initiative, as the official
report simply statedhe admittedhaving committed a felony. ThePeople’s Court
sentenced him to one year’s imprisonment, suspended for two years, and a
2,000 yuan fine. The fbta expelled him from the association.10 Politics defi-
nitely interfered with the normal operations of both the trade association and
its members.11 In late 1958, probably as a sequel to the Anti-Rightist movement
that followed the Hundred Flowers Campaign, the fbta was required to root
out rightists in positions of responsibility from its ranks. In its report to the Fed-
eration of Trade and Industry on 15 September 1958, the fbta fully complied
and claimed to have identified two people, Chen Zizhen, a regular member,
and Chen Zhaoquan, a member of the executive group. Both were stripped of
their positions in the fbta.12

The fbta served the same purpose and function as before, namely as the
intermediate body between the People’s Government and the funeral compa-
nies. To a certain extent, the trade association also assumed the same responsi-
bilities it was entrustedwith under the Nationalist administration, for example
collecting data and raising taxes. There was a major difference, however, as
under the communist regime the authorities turned the fbta into a compli-
ant organisation that no longer represented and defended the interests of its
members. On the contrary, the authorities used the fbta skilfully to achieve
their goal of incremental transformation of the funeral business. The People’s
Government did not have the resources and competence to exercise direct con-
trol and make sure the funeral companies followed its injunctions or policies.
Victory had come too soon to give the ccp any chance to recruit new cadres in

10 Letter of resignation, Shen Maozhen, 25 June 1956, s440-4-1; minutes, fbta, 9 July 1956,
s440-4-8, sma.

11 Kuisong Yang, ‘Xin Zhongguo “Zhenya fangeming” yundong yanjiu’ (A Study of New
China’s Suppression of Counterrevolutionaries Campaign), Shixue yuekan, No. 1 (January
2006), pp. 45–61; Xiaocai Feng, ‘Shenfen, yishi yu zhengzhi: 1956 nian hou Zhonggong dui
zibenjia de sixiang gaizao’ (Class, ideology and politics: the thought reform of capitalists
by the Chinese Communist Party after 1956), Huadong Shifan Daxue Xuebao (Journal of
East China Normal University), No. 1 (2012), pp. 32–38.

12 Report, fbta, 15 September 1958, s440-4-1, sma.
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sufficient numbers.13 There was no alternative to using the people in place in
most organisations, but bymaking them accountable to the ccp—the arrest of
a fewmembers drove the point home—it succeeded in harnessing key organi-
sations for its purpose. The fbtabecame the strong armof the governmentpre-
cisely because the trade association had a solid knowledge of how the funeral
companies operated. The key to the successful implementation of the reform
policywas simply tomake thosemost knowledgeable about a given field—here
the funeral industry—the actors in charge of its transformation. The decisive
element of official policy was to keep a tight control on the fbta itself and to
co-opt into its governing body leaders who were willing to go along with the
tide. The trade associationwas under the dual supervision of the Shanghai Fed-
eration of Trade and Industry and the Bureau of Public Health, especially its
Funeral Management Office (Weishengju binyi guanlisuo).

In the immediate aftermath of the communist takeover, the fbta actually
expanded. On the one hand, the People’s Governmentmade it compulsory, and
effective, for all funeral companies to join the trade association. On the other
hand, the fbta included a whole new sector with the inclusion of the private
cemeteries, especially with the rise of new cemeteries after 1950, both within
andoutside the Shanghaimunicipality. Thereafter, the fbtawas organised into
five sections that met separately as need arose to address specific topics.

table 1 Membership and Income of the Funeral Industry (1949–1953)

Funeral Coffin Coffin
Year Members Workforce parlour repository Cemeteries shipping Crematorium

1949 40
1950 55 800
1951 60
1952 50 487
1953 53 411 15 28 8 2
1954 50 408 10 3 27 8 2
1955 45 230 11 4 28 2

Source: 1949–1953, Report, fbta, 13 April 1954, s440-4-2, sma; 1954, Report, fbta, 12 August
1954, s440-4-2; Annual Report, fbta, 1954, s440-4-2–18; Work Report, fbta, July 1955, s440-4-
21; Minutes, fbta, 24 December 1955, s440-4-8, sma.

13 Gao, The Communist Takeover of Hangzhou, p. 18.
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The increase in thenumber of companies, however,masked a steadydecline.
The workforce involved in the funeral industry shrank from more than 800
people in 1950 to fewer than 500 three years later.Management and staff respec-
tively totalled 65 and 422 people.14 This was the result of a natural process
of attrition with the continued and inevitable loss of business that resulted
both from more stringent regulations on the handling of coffins and, more
fundamentally, from the return to a pattern of burying or shipping the coffins
outside the city shortly after death. The Anle Company, for example, closed
down its three operations—funeral parlour, coffin repository and cemetery—
in September 1950. It turned over its properties to themunicipal government.15
Moreover, the membership of the fbta shrank further as members closed
down or came under state ownership.16

In December 1952, the Bureau of Public Health enacted a new version of its
regulations on coffin repositories with new stricter rules. It not only banned
them from the city area, but it required them to relocate to one of the cemetery
zones defined by the municipality. There were three areas: Dachang (Miao-
hang), Pusong (Gaogenglang) and Pudong (Zhangjiazhai). The second major
constraintwas thedurationof storage. Itwas strictly limited tooneyear. Beyond
this deadline, if nobody claimed the coffin, it had to be cremated within a
month. Coffin repositories had to get prior approval from the Bureau of Public
Health for all new admissions.17 The coffin repositories were actually phased
out. The People’s Government was reluctant to maintain facilities that had
resulted in ahuge inventoryof unclaimedcoffins during thewar.18 In viewof the
persisting custom of repatriation for burial among the population, it allowed
only a small number of coffin repositories to stay in business, provided they
were located in the outskirts of the city, but basically with the return to a sta-
ble situation across the country the exceptional situation that had nurtured the
rise of commercial coffin repositories no longer existed. The coffin storage busi-
ness quickly came to a halt. In August 1954, there remained only three private
repositories in activity.19

14 Report, fbta, 13 April 1954, s440-4-2, sma.
15 Minutes, fbta, 14 September 1950, s440-4-5, sma.
16 Minutes, fbta, 26 December 1950, s440-4-5, sma.
17 Shanghai shi bingshe guanli guize (Regulation on the management of coffin repositories

of the Shanghai municipality), 8 December 1952, s440-4-18, sma.
18 Christian Henriot, ‘Scythe and sojourning in wartime Shanghai’, Karunungan—A Journal

of Philosophy, Vol. 27 (2007), pp. 127–131.
19 Report, fbta, 12 August 1954, s440-4-2, sma.
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The funeral companies met with increasing financial difficulties that led
many to default on paying their membership fees. In July 1955, after the closing
down of the coffin shipping companies, there remained 25 companies on the
register of the trade association.20 In December, the fbta received successive
letters from several companies that requested waiving their membership fees.
The fbta had no alternative but to write off their fees, even if it asked them
to resume payment from December 1955.21 The trade association’s budget fell
short of its projected income by one half. The most direct consequence was
a reduction of its staff.22 The fbta was more and more an empty shell that
would soon face its complete demise. The decline of the trade association is
perceptible even in the documentary trail it left behind. In July 1956, when the
various funeral parloursmerged and left a very small group of companies under
joint management, the fbta lost a significant chunk of its membership. When
the private cemeteries became municipal cemeteries, it wrote off the main
remaining component of the trade association.23 From this point it is safe to
assume that the fbta lost its remaining members definitely and simply faded
away. It had served the purpose of the ccp and was no longer needed.

The Funeral Industry in the Claws of Reform

The policy of the People’s Government in the field of funeral business was to
turn the commercial services into a form of public service. Before the socialist
transformation of the companies, however, the authorities chose to proceed by
steps that increasingly curtailed the autonomy of the funeral companies.

From the beginning, the People’s Government pursued a policy of attrition
in order to keep only the number of funeral companies it considered sufficient
tomeet the needs of the population. The decrease in the number of institutions
involved in the management of death was also directly related to the concern
by the People’s Government to finally have a grasp on life and death in the city
and to establish a reliable system of vital statistics. As long as people died in
the hands of organisations over which the authorities had little control and
that made no report, as had been the case heretofore, it was simply impossible
to figure out what the needs of the city were, what to improve to prevent the

20 Minutes, fbta, 23 July 1955, s440-4-8, sma.
21 Minutes, fbta, 12 December 1955, s440-4-8, sma.
22 Minutes, fbta, 20 December 1955, s440-4-8, sma.
23 Minutes, fbta, 9 July 1956; 22 September 1956, s440-4-8, sma.
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high incidence of infant mortality, and how to understand the broad demo-
graphic dynamics in Shanghai. Eventually, in December 1953, the Bureau of
PublicHealth adopted its first regulation on the processing of all dead bodies. It
imposed to all institutions—hospitals, funeral parlours, benevolent societies,
courts—a uniform set of directives about the procedure that should be fol-
lowed after the death of an individual. They made the registration of all deaths
before burial compulsory.24

Direct control, however, was more crucial than drafting regulations. The
funeral companies actually lostmost of their autonomyevenbefore theprocess
of public–private joint management (gong-si heying) began. First they were
subject to the compulsory purchase of government bonds. Although this was
not implemented by force, the funeral companies were made aware of their
responsibility towards the nation. In July 1949, when the first military bonds
were issued, the fbta showed moderate enthusiasm and left it to each com-
pany to purchase bonds. In February 1950, when the government issued the
Victory Bonds (shengli gongzhai), it sought the ‘democratic cooperation’ of the
funeral companies. In practice this meant that the fbta was compelled to
devise a distribution scheme among its members.25 Later, the companies were
also subject to the ‘Korea Tax’ instituted to support thewar effort.26 The govern-
mentbondswere a straightforward instrument and theywere farmore effective
than taxation in collecting money from the private companies and withdraw-
ing currency from a market still in the grip of inflation. The heavy hand of
the government was clearly visible in the financial accounts of the Dazhong
Funeral Parlour. The funeral company purchased between 1,400 and 600 yuan
of government bonds in 1954 and 1955.27

The ccp engineered the actual takeover of the private funeral industry
through twomajor policies. The firstwas price control, bywhich the companies
could no longer determine by themselves the price of their services. The second
andmost lethal instrumentwas taxation. Yet the authorities could achieve their
objective only if they managed to get a good grasp of the internal operations,
revenue and expenses of the private companies. Under the Nationalist admin-
istration, the fbta had served as the main channel to fix price ranges and to

24 Shanghai shi shimin shiti yidong chuli zanxing banfa (Temporary rule on processing the
removal of corpses in Shanghai municipality), 21 December 1953, s440-4-18, sma.

25 Minutes, fbta, 1 February 1950; 7 February 1950, s440-4-5, sma.
26 The government abolished the tax inMay 1955. Minutes, fbta, 6May 1955, s440-4-8, sma.
27 ‘Shanghai shi ge ye gongshang yehu 1955 nian yingyu fenpei shenqingshu’ (Application form

for the distribution of profit of calendar year 1955 for all industrial and commercial units
in the Shanghai municipality), 13 January 1956, s7-4-16–45, sma.
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assess and collect taxes. It continued to play this role, but the new administra-
tion was not satisfied with the existing setup, in which it basically depended
on the efficiency of the fbta and the good faith of the funeral companies. In
the early years of the communist regime, most companies still did their own
tax reporting to the trade association. Most actually kept two different account
books, one for official reporting, that served to hide revenue and assets, and
one that served the internal management of the business.28

InMay 1950, the fbta held a generalmeeting of itsmembers in the presence
of a representative from the Federation of Trade and Industry. The delegate
reported to the assembly the decisions made by the People’s Assembly about
inflation and taxation. The focus of his speech, however, was on the 15 million
forms the Tax Bureau (Shuiju) had issued to all the companies and shops in
the city. The delegate emphasised that it was important to reduce tax evasion
based on the voluntary reports by the companies. The process was defined as
‘democratic assessment’ (minzhu pingyi) of the tax base. If companies made
mistakes, they would have the opportunity to correct them at a later stage.
The discourse of the delegate was clearly tainted by the new vocabulary of the
regime, from ‘correctingmistakes’ to ‘criticismand self-criticism’ for the funeral
companies and to co-opt ‘enthusiastic and loyal advanced elements’ into the
fbta.29 In a subsequent meeting, the chairman of the trade association, Mao
Jing’an, expressed his support of the new tax system, arguing that the new
government now served the people instead of cheating companies and ruining
taxwork. Therefore, itwas the responsibility of each to support the government
in its move to build a new China and to liberate Taiwan.30

Yet this was just the beginning of a clever approach by the authorities. Once
the first phase of tax reporting was completed, the municipal government
added one more layer of control by introducing the employees into the tax
assessment process.31 It proffered a reasonable argument that employees were
competent and knowledgeable and could contribute to better reporting. The
movewas designed to offset the temptation by the private companies to under-
report their business turnover. Even if self-reporting was the expression of the
confidence of the government in the people, it assumed a minority was still
cheating. It was time therefore to correct thesemistakes, which would be done

28 Lieberthal, Revolution and Tradition in Tientsin, 1949–1952, pp. 20–21.
29 Minutes, fbta, 16 May 1950, s440-4-5, sma.
30 Minutes, fbta, 27 May 1950, s440-4-5, sma.
31 The ccp used the same ploy in Tianjin. Lieberthal, Revolution and Tradition in Tientsin,

1949–1952, p. 84.
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by ‘accounts examination teams’ (chazhangdui) that included both manage-
ment and employees.32 What is truly impressive in the approach the People’s
Government implemented to acquire knowledge and to reform the economy is
its extremely apt choice to have the job done by those most knowledgeable in
the trade. Basically, the fbtawas entrustedwith running a process based on its
complete grasp of the issues and business practices, but also of the tricks of the
trade. It could side with its members and try to shield them from government
interference, but in the new political context this could expose the fbta and
its leaders to a serious backlash. The second ploy was to involve the staff under
the guidance of their trade union to supervise the management of companies.
This placed the managers under the threat of sanctions if they did not come
clean with the government.

The system of close government control and political education, however,
did not translate into genuine cooperation on the part of the private compa-
nies. InMay 1953 the fbta had 48members under three different legal statuses:
14 companies (gongsi), incorporated under the Company Law of the previous
administration, 20 partnerships (hehuo), and 14 sole proprietors (duzi). Alto-
gether, 40 different people had invested in the companies and partnerships.33
The companies had 147 employees and 335workers on their payroll. Therewere
also 57 people who belonged to management and actually worked, as well as
another ten family members. Altogether, this represented a group of 559 peo-
ple.34 This was of course a minor sector compared to the main industrial or
trade sectors. The 23 funeral parlours and coffin repositories represented a total
capitalisation of 3.95 billion yuan, while the 23 cemeteries and the two crema-
toria owned an equal amount of capital at 3.58 billion. The funeral parlours
and coffin repositories, however, generated a much higher income—4.127 bil-
lion vs 2.14 billion—even if the level of profit, as reflected in the amount of tax
paid to the governmentwas almost identical.35 Yet therewere significant differ-
ences among the various companies. The three largest funeral parlours, Anle,
Xieqiao and Guohua, represented 75 per cent of the total capitalisation of the
funeral parlours and coffin repositories. By May 1953, 17 companies had come
under the new system of ‘democratic assessment’.36

The fbta remained in the front line as the privileged intermediary between
the companies and the government. Of course, its role had by then changed

32 Minutes, fbta, 4 September 1950, s440-4-5, sma.
33 Report, fbta, 19 May 1953, s440-4-2, sma.
34 Report, fbta, 19 May 1953, s440-4-2, sma.
35 Report, fbta, 19 May 1953, s440-4-2, sma.
36 Report, fbta, 19 May 1953, s440-4-2, sma.
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completely from representing the interests of the members to educating its
members to cooperate fullywith the government for the sake of building social-
ism. Therewere regularmeetingswith representatives of theTaxBureau to clar-
ify for both sides the new measures introduced by the authorities.37 This was
not merely to discuss technical issues. The Tax Bureau did not fail to observe
persistent tax evasion or, willingly or not, a lack of enthusiasm to comply with
the demands of the administration. In January 1955, an official from the Tax
Bureau stated that tax evasion had been quite serious in 1954 (for the 1953
fiscal year). The criticism targeted at least three companies, whose managers
(Zhang Xikun, Xu Shixun, Hu Yuxiang) made a public act of contrition. They
each acknowledged their mistakes, declaring that they had improved by ‘seek-
ing the truth from facts’ and would strive to help others correcting their own
mistakes.38 The Tax Bureau meant to discipline the companies on the eve of
tax reporting for the 1954 fiscal year.

On 22 January 1955, the fbta and theTaxBureau called a general assembly of
all funeral companies to discuss the implementation of the new tax reporting
system. The speechesmade by the representatives of both the trade association
and the Tax Bureau exhibited a strong political rhetoric, but the real issue
at stake was still tax evasion. Even if the officials emphasised the notion of
belonging to the same big family under socialism, individuals clearly vied
for their own benefit first. Before the general assembly, the fbta and the
Tax Bureau had held seven meetings to define a set of best practices for tax
reporting. Thesemeetingshad revealed that somecompanies—coffin shipping
companies—didnot evenbother to keepaccount books. Itwas thus impossible
to do accurate tax reporting or enforce tax control. Whether this was specific
to the coffin shipping companies or a deliberate attempt to circumvent official
control is hard to know. The serious concern of the Tax Bureau about tax
evasion, however, certainly reflected a problem that was far more extensive. It
also reflected the lack of a uniform tax system as well as insufficient knowledge
on themanagement of the companies. The Tax Bureau admitted that, owing to
differences in the situation of the various branches in trade and industry, it was
not possible to implement the same tax rates at the municipal level. Local tax
offices at the level of district were empowered to assess the tax base according
to the situation of each company.39

37 Minutes, fbta, 3 January 1955; 13 July 1955, s440-4-5, sma.
38 Minutes, fbta, 14 January 1955, s440-4-8, sma.
39 Minutes, fbta, 27 February 1955, s440-4-8, sma.
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Somehow, this reflected the lack of a proper tax administration, as both
before and after 1949 the state organs relied on the trade associations for
the collection of taxes. There was as yet no modern fiscal apparatus with
the capacity to monitor and tax the companies directly. There was also a
relative confusion as the ultimate purpose of the government was less one of
developing a modern tax administration than of bringing all the companies
into its fold under a system of state planning that would do away with taxes. In
the intermediate phase, when private companies were still allowed to operate,
the local authorities sought to find out how best to extract tax money from the
companies or, to put it more bluntly, squeeze as much as they could to actually
weaken them andmade themmore prone to give up private management and
convince themthat joining the state systemwas thebest option.40 Since theTax
Bureau was unable to get a full grasp on how the funeral companies operated,
it decided with the fbta to select six companies that would serve as test cases
on an experimental basis.41

Nevertheless, a month later the Tax Bureau decided that the coffin shipping
companies would be assessed separately from the other companies. Each com-
panywould negotiate with its district tax office.42 A fewmonths later, however,
the government enforced a far more radical solution. Five years into the new
regime, the coffin shipping companies seemed to be quite successfully evad-
ing the attempt by both the fbta and the government to regulate their activity.
In March 1955, the trade association adopted a common charter for all ship-
ping companies to define their rights and obligations towards customers.43
This failed to produce a real uniformity among the shipping companies, which
continued to charge their customers diverging rates. The fbta relayed criti-
cal comments from ‘various sides’, mostly officials, to the companies.44 One
company was reprimanded for accumulating 80 coffins in its premises. These
different issues (tax,management, prices, coffins)may explainwhy the author-
ities eventually adopted a fairly brutal and sudden measure that put an end to
the shipping companies, as we shall see below. In fact, in early May 1955, the
Bureau of Public Security arrested Yao Xiuzhang, the manager of the Su-Zhe-
Wan Shipping Company, for counter-revolutionary activities and closed down

40 Squeeze was an obviousmechanism through which the ccp forced companies to comply.
See Jon Howlett in this issue.

41 Minutes, fbta, 27 February 1955, s440-4-8, sma.
42 Minutes, fbta, 2 March 1955, s440-4-8, sma.
43 Minutes, fbta, 15 March 1955, s440-4-8, sma.
44 Minutes, fbta, 18 April 1955, s440-4-8, sma.
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the company. Two other companies met the same fate, one because it applied
floating prices and refused to pay its fines.45

The Tax Bureau continued to encounter persistent difficulties in raising the
income tax. The nature of these difficulties, euphemistically termed ‘contradic-
tions’, was notmade explicit, but the issuewas clearly the default of payment by
the funeral companies. In July 1955, the fbta discussed the new scheme (chu-
cun) trialled by four funeral companies (Hunan, Liyuan, Xieqiao, Haihui) by
which the companies paid their income tax on a monthly basis.46 The scheme
had previously been introduced in five major industrial sectors (cotton weav-
ing, wool weaving, tobacco, pharmacy, cotton textile). Instead of an annual
one-off payment, the companies paid their income tax on a monthly basis to
prevent any difficulty they might have in meeting their annual tax payment.
The government also hoped this would put a stop to tax evasion, for which the
Xieqiao Funeral Parlour had just been caught and fined.47 In fact, the system
was primarilymeant to ensure a regular income to state coffers throughout the
year. Yet in the autumnof 1955, the systemofmonthly paymentwas not in place
in all the funeral companies. The fbta observed that while some companies
weremaking a genuine effort in the assessment process, others, like the Liyuan
Funeral Parlour, tended to procrastinate. In fact, some were in such financial
difficulties that they were no longer capable of meeting their income tax, let
alone their business tax. Themanager of the LiyuanFuneral Parlour, Xu Shixun,
even had to borrow money to keep his company afloat.48

The control of prices and tax, however, was not the only mode of operation.
Politics dictated more straightforward measures to press the government’s
message to the companies. In 1952, the owner of the Shangtian Funeral Parlour,
QianZongfan,was accused of collaborationwith Japan andbranded as a traitor
(hanjian).49 Qian’s activities had been questioned right after the war, but at
that time the fbta had defended him and rejected all the accusations.50 Qian
was charged with organising gambling in the Badland area (Huxi) during the
war. He was not in Shanghai at the time of his trial. There was no indication

45 Minutes, fbta, 6 May 1955, s440-4-8, sma.
46 Minutes, fbta, 18 July 1955, s440-4-8, sma.
47 Minutes, 23 July 1955, s440-4-8, sma.
48 Minutes, 26 October 1955, s440-4-8, sma.
49 On another ‘hanjian’ (traitor) case during this period, see Xiaocai Feng, ‘Zhengzhi yundong

de jiceng luoji yu richanghua: Yi ge “hanjian” de faxian yu shencha’ (The basic logic and
normalization of political campaigns: the discovery and investigation of a ‘traitor’), Ershiyi
shiji (Twenty-first Century), No. 134 (December 2012), pp. 38–48.

50 Letter, fbta–Fei Xizhen (lawyer), 14 July 1947, s440-1-9, sma.
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as to when the funeral parlour had come under the watch of the authorities.
Qian was dealt with according to the regulation on counterrevolutionaries
( fan geming fanzui caichan banfa). On 9 September 1952, the Bureau of Public
Health took over the premises and confiscated all the account books from
1940. The staff was reassigned to other work units.51 More generally, the funeral
companies went through the Three Antis and Five Antis campaigns. This was
not just a one-off affair. In the official forms each company filled in thereafter, it
had to declare its ‘status’ in the course of the FiveAntis Campaign. Ifwe take the
three largest funeral parlours in Shanghai, Guohua was labelled ‘law-abiding’
( jiben shoufa hu), while Xieqiao and Anle both received a lesser grade as
‘half law-abiding, half violating the law’ (banshou banwei fa hu).52 Altogether,
the People’s Government collected 13.87 million yuan worth of fines from the
funeral companies during the Five Antis Campaign.53 It was definitely an
instrument in the hands of the party to bring compliance among the private
companies and their managers.54

The Socialist Transformation of the Funeral Companies

In 1955, the municipal government started increasing its pressure to move
away from private management.55 Already, by June 1955, the Bureau of Public
Healthhad initiateddiscussions about the issue of socialisation, even if nothing
concrete came out of the first round of meetings. Each section of the fbta was
involved separately in these discussions and followed a different agenda.56 The
first signal that the municipal government was serious about its plans came

51 Shangtian binyiguan, 1952, b242-1-489; Report, Caizhengju, 15 October 1952, b242-1-489-1;
letter Caizhengju–Weishengju, 4 December 1951, b242-1-489-51, sma.

52 Report, fbta, 19 May 1953, s440-4-2, sma.
53 Annual report (1954), s440-4-2–18, sma.
54 JohnGardner, ‘The “Wu-Fan” campaign in Shanghai: a study in the consolidation of urban

control’, in A. Doak Barnett (ed.), Chinese Communist Politics in Action (Seattle: University
of Washington Press, 1969), pp. 477–539.

55 On the changing policies of the ccp towards the Chinese capitalists, see Kuisong Yang,
‘The evolution of the Chinese Communist Party’s policy on the bourgeoisie (1949–1952)’,
Journal of Modern Chinese History, Vol. 1, No. 1 (August 2007), pp. 13–30; Kuisong Yang,
‘Jianguo qianhou Zhongguo Gongchandang dui zichanjieji zhengce de yanbian’ (The evo-
lution of the Chinese Communist Party’s policy toward the bourgeoisie before and after
the establishment of the People’s Republic of China), Jindaishi Yanjiu, No. 2 (March 2006),
pp. 1–25.

56 Minutes, 2 June 1955, s440-4-8, sma.
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with the abrupt transformation of the coffin shipping companies. At the end
of June 1955, the Bureau of Public Health called a meeting of the companies
to instruct them to close down on 1 July. The managers were taken aback, but
there was no room for negotiation. It was a clear and non-negotiable order. The
closing down came under the wide encompassing notion of ‘transformation’
(gaizao). The fbtawas not even consulted.57 The eight companiesmerged into
a single unit, the Coffin Dispatching Station (guanjiu wanyunzhan) on 1 July
1955.58

In July 1955, the delegate of the Tax Bureau stated plainly before the fbta
that the realm of the free economy was shrinking while that of the state-run
economywas expanding. In this context—he argued that state-run companies
represented 39 per cent of the tax on income (suodeshui)—the commercial
companies needed to adjust and to improve theirmanagement—whichmeant
producingunder better planning—or theywerebound tomeetwithdifficulties
that in turnwould affect the national economy. The planned objective of trans-
forming thewhole systemof productionmeantmaking every effort tomobilise
all resources in a timely manner to support the state’s effort to reach the tar-
gets of its five-year plan. It was a top-down decision throughout the country.59
The delegate made plain that the funeral companies were not well prepared,
not even in the Songshan District where they had experimented with the new
fiscal scheme (chucun).60 The transformation of the funeral companies from
private to joint management (gong-si heying) was initiated precisely at this
moment. It followed a top-to-bottom pattern, with most of the political and
technical preparatory work done within the trade association. By the end of
July all the companies had been brought into the process of ‘socialist reform’
(shehuizhuyi gaizao).61 The fbta held ten meetings to design the assessment
of property and assets that would provide the basis for the distribution of com-
pany income among the original managers/owners or stakeholders and the
newly transformed company and its staff.62 On 11 August 1955, the chairman,
Chen Zhaoquan, stated unambiguously that ‘today’s report is about the social-
ist transformation of private capitalism, how to love the country and respect
the law, how to receive and embrace transformation, how to accept the control

57 Minutes, 21 July 1955, s440-4-8, sma.
58 Report, 30 January 1957, s440-4-23, sma.
59 Gao, The Communist Takeover of Hangzhou, p. 308.
60 Minutes, 23 July 1955, s440-4-8, sma.
61 Work report, fbta, July 1955, s440-4-21, sma.
62 The survey of assets was standard procedure in the transformation of private companies.

Gao, The Communist Takeover of Hangzhou, p. 166.
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of the working class’. The assessment would be based on the situation of the
companies in the first seven months of the year.63

In early December 1955, the funeral companiesmet to discuss the next stage
of transformation. They all expressed their support for public–private joint
management and merging (hebing).64 The companies met by section, with
the funeral parlours and coffin repositories on one side, and the cemeteries
and crematoria on the other. The two sections met for two days and came up
with full acceptanceof governmentpolicy,without exception.65 Each andevery
company expressed its full support. The cemetery section left each member
to send a letter to the fbta to convey its decision to the Federation of Trade
and Industry. The funeral parlours adopted the more formal mode of writing a
joint letter to the People’s Government to apply for their transformation into
public–private joint companies. The chair of the section committee even took
the letter himself to the Federation and to the Municipal Party Committee.66
All the companies applied their seal to confirm their assent.67 ThePeople’sGov-
ernment established a Joint Management Work Committee (Heying gongzuo
weiyuanhui) to implement the evaluation of the properties, instruments and
capital of the funeral companies. In fact, the original owners were required
to prepare their own assessment, which they submitted to the trade associa-
tion and then to the Joint Management Committee for examination.68 In the
course of the process, all the funeral companies again sent a letter stating that
they ‘enthusiastically looked forward to the prospect of becoming joint compa-
nies’.69

The following year saw an acceleration of the pace towards socialisation
even if the fbta initially failed in implementing the expected measures. The
process of property evaluation did not even start as planned. At the begin-
ning of March 1956, the Federation of Trade and Industry expressed strong

63 Minutes, 11 August 1955, s440-4-8, sma.
64 On the larger process in Shanghai, see Xiaocai Feng, ‘Zhengzhi shengcun yu jingji shengcun:

Shanghai shangren ruhe zoushang gongsi heying zhi lu?’ (Political survival and economic
survival: how Shanghai businessmen took the road to public–private joint ownership), in
Gang Han and Haiguang Wang (eds), Zhongguo Dangdaishi Yanjiu (Research on Chinese
Contemporary History) (Beijing: Jiuzhou Chubanshe, 2011), pp. 91–138.

65 Minutes, fbta, 6 December 1955, s440-4-8, sma.
66 Minutes, fbta, 10 December 1955; 12 December 1955, s440-4-8, sma.
67 Joint letter (shenqingshu), funeral companies, 15 December 1955; letter, Shanghai shi

binyiguan jigui yunzang shangye tongye gonghui, 16 December 1955, s440-4-23, sma.
68 Shanghai shi binyi jigui yunzangye qingchan hezi shishi banfa (Funeral Business Trade

Association), s440-4-23, sma.
69 Joint letter, funeral companies, 18 June 1956, s440-4-23, sma.
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criticisms for the lack of progress and lack of preparation by the trade asso-
ciation. This spurred the fbta into action with a full spate of dispositions to
instigate the evaluation process, in particular the selection of the cadres that
would oversee the evaluation work. One month after the official reprimand,
the fbta had shaped up and was prepared to complete the evaluation pro-
cess within a month.70 Despite detailed prescriptions about the method for
evaluation, it proved to be a daunting task, not least because of the massive
amount of collected data.71 Moreover, there was the sensitive issue of how
to treat the former managerial group, the ‘capitalist side’ (zifang) in polit-
ical jargon. The ccp defined three criteria to reassign people to jobs, with
no clear hierarchy. One was the actual need of companies for staff. Another
was the application made by each individual. The third was the examina-
tion of the résumé of the person, not so much to assess professional skills as
to gauge political views.72 The other potentially sticky point about the for-
mer managerial group was of course the mode of calculation of profit sharing,
even if this was by and large framed by decisions from the State Council and
municipal regulations.73 The process of evaluation and transformation of the
funeral companies took virtually a whole year, from January 1956 to February
1957.74

The transformation of the private funeral companies entailed as much a
change in management, from private to public–private joint management, as
a radical restructuring of the whole industry. Generally, the Bureau of Pub-
lic Health reduced the number of funeral companies drastically by merging
the smaller ones with the larger companies.75 Hence Liyuan, Lianhe, Jin’an,
Tonghai, Hongqiao, Hong’an and Hunan all merged with Anle, Xieqiao and
Datong.76 In January 1956, the Liuhe Machine Factory took over the premises
of the Dazhong Funeral Parlour.77 The manager of the Leyuan Funeral Parlour

70 Minutes, fbta, 19 March 1956; 19 April 1956, s440-4-8, sma.
71 For examples, see the following files: s440-4-24, s440-4-25, s440-4-26, s440-4-27, sma.
72 Minutes, fbta, 30 May 1956, s440-4-8, sma.
73 Minutes, fbta, 15 June 1956, s440-4-8, sma.
74 Minutes, Qingchan hezi xiaozu, 26 January 1956–11 February 1957, s440-4-23, sma.
75 Datong andAnle had a total capital value above 110,000 yuan andXieqiao stood at half this

value. Three companies averaged about 10–12,000 yuan and the others were below 5,000
yuan. ‘Binzangye heyinghu zhangmian yu zigu shu’e he bai fen zhi bi’ (The accounts, assets
self-evaluation and percentage of funeral public–private joint businesses), 16 May 1956,
s440-4-23_1, 91, sma.

76 Minutes, fbta, 9 July 1956, s440-4-8, sma.
77 Letter, Bureau of Heavy Industry No. 1, 13 January 1956, q1-6-437, sma.
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made the unusual proposal to turn his business into a chemical plant, but the
Bureau of Civil Affairs denied the proposal on the grounds that the Leyuanwas
one of the best parlours in town.78 Eventually, there remained only twomunic-
ipal funeral parlours (Wanguo and Xijin) and five joint public-private funeral
parlours (Leyuan, Anle, Guohua, Xieqiao and Yong’an) in the city.79 Cemeteries
followed adifferent path. Therewas nopoint in finding suitable public partners
to create jointmanagement companies. It was not feasible tomerge cemeteries
that weremade up of various plots of land around the city even if management
could be merged. The course of action the authorities followed was one of a
straightforward municipalisation. The private cemeteries all came under pub-
lic management on 1 July 1956, except for the Buddhist Cemetery. The Funeral
Management Office and the Bureau of Religious Affairs were unable to agree
on which bureau should be responsible.80 Eventually, most cemeteries were
bound to become inactive once theywere filled up, owing to the ban on acquir-
ing more land to expand.81

At the end of the reformprocess, while the committee eventually brought all
the companies under a unified management under the control of the Funeral
Management Office, it left several issues unresolved. The quality of service did
not improve as expected from the transformation of the funeral companies. On
theonehand, although theydealtwith an increasedworkload, the funeral com-
panies had to mobilise during the various campaigns. In the case of the ‘four
pest eradication’, the challenge was to fight rats, which called for moving and
sorting out the stored empty coffins. Each funeral parlour dutifully reported
to the fbta about its course of action and the number of coffins moved in
and out.82 In some cases, difficulties resulted from the disconnection that the
grouping of the companies under different trade unions produced. One of the
issues was that of the quality of coffins, which the funeral parlours obtained
from the workshops that produced them. In June 1955, the Bureau of Public
Health sent a stern warning to two companies for selling coffins as new that
were in fact made out of old wood. The funeral parlours blamed the produc-
ing company, which belonged to the Trade Association for Funeral Products
(Shouqi tongye gonghui).83 In August, the Bureau of Public Health organised

78 Letter, Minzhengju–Shiweihui, 26 June 1956, b2-2-73, sma.
79 Minutes, fbta, 9 July 1956, s440-4-8; work report, 19 December 1956, s440-4-21, sma.
80 Minutes, fbta, 9 October 1956, s440-4-8; report, 30 January 1957, s440-4-23, sma.
81 Minutes, fbta, 9 July 1956, s440-4-8, sma.
82 Minutes, fbta, 3 March 1956, s440-4-8, sma.
83 Minutes, fbta, 9 June 1955, s440-4-8, sma.
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a meeting of the involved parties, producers, wood company and representa-
tives of the two trade associations. They discussed the different standards that
should apply when using old or fresh wood in the production of coffins, but
eventually all parties agreed that it was best to discontinue the production of
coffins with old wood altogether. Thereafter, producers would use only fresh
wood from the northeast.84

Yet this did not solve all the issues between the funeral parlours and the
coffin providers. The Hunan Funeral Parlour entered into a dispute with its
coffin provider about issues of quality. The rift was serious enough for the
Funeral Management Office to call a general meeting of the two parties and
the two trade associations.85 Apart from the issue of quality, some companies
complained about being overcharged for the coffins they ordered.86 Another
annoying issue remained—one that would have been irrelevant in the past—
that of purchasing varnish for the finishing of the coffins. After the body was
placed inside, the staff of the funeral parlours needed varnish to add polish to
the part that had been sealed. As the production of varnish had come under
national planning, the funeral parlours were denied access to varnish because
they did not belong to the Trade Association for Funeral Products. In Septem-
ber 1955, two funeral parlours, Yong’an andHunan, complained to the fbta and
asked for its mediation.87 The absurd situation resulted from the rigidity the
planned economy and bureaucratic procedures introduced into the economic
system.

The merger also caused tensions within the newly formed companies. It
was especially acute between Liyuan and Xieqiao. Liyuan was forced into a
merger with a company that both the managers and the staff considered as
inferior. The Liyuan Funeral Parlour had a longer history and was larger than
the Xieqiao company, at least before the process of reform started. There
was clearly strong resentment between the two groups across ‘social classes’
as the whole personnel of Liyuan had not accepted the conditions of the
merger. As one report put it, ‘big ships carry the small ships’ (da chuan dai xiao
chuan), whereas the merger had produced the opposite. The latent rivalry was
compounded by an actual problem of physical communication. Even though
the two parlours were located side by side, no gate had been opened in thewall
that separated them, which caused real inconvenience to the families of the

84 Minutes, fbta, 19 August 1955, s440-4-8, sma.
85 Minutes, fbta, 19 August 1955, s440-4-8, sma.
86 Letter, Anle Funeral Parlour–fbta, 20 August 1955, s440-4-8, sma.
87 Minutes, fbta, 20 October 1955, s440-4-8, sma.
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dead. There was also a dispute resulting from the time lag between the social
merger and the merger of the financial affairs of the funeral parlours.88

TheBureauofCivil Affairs pointedout the dispersal and lack of coordination
between the various companies involved in funeral services. There was a gap
between the needs of the funeral parlours and the production of funeral mate-
rials, especially coffins. There were problems between funeral parlours and
cemeteries that hampered burials. Funeral parlours complained that some-
times it was not possible to get a vehicle to pick up a body on the same day.
The Coffin Shipping Station did not keep up with the flow of coffins, which
accumulated for weeks and months in the open air. Delays of three to five
months were not uncommon.89 Worse, the Coffin Shipping Station refused to
ship coffins that violated the regulations of the Funeral Management Office.
The report did not say explicitly what constituted the violation. It seems it was
because the coffins came in too late and the Coffin Shipping Station might
be fined if it shipped coffins beyond the deadline set by the Funeral Manage-
mentOffice. The report dutifullymentioned ‘thought problems’ (sixiangwenti)
that needed rectification, but the gist of the argument highlighted the fact that
funeral parlours could no longer intervene as the Funeral Management Office
was in chargeof bothmanaging anddirecting all funeral business.90 Yet thepro-
duction of funeral artefacts remained extremely decentralised. A 1956 report by
the Trade Association for Funeral Products mentioned the existence of more
than 400 shops specialising in providing coffins, shrouds, etc. A few funeral
companies produced their own funeral gear, but the majority purchased their
necessities from these small shops and provided it to customers at a premium.
The lack of uniformity and the various layers between producer and customers
produced unnecessary commissions (from 30 to 40 per cent) and high prices.91

The socialist transformation of funeral companies appeared to have been a
fairly smooth process, despite the dysfunctional relationships between sectors
as discussed above. Such a view, however, does not reflect the actual course of
action that resulted from the use of blatant force and political coercion. The
minutes of the period of ‘socialist transformation’ only recorded and reflected

88 Minutes, fbta, 27 July 1956, s440-4-8, sma.
89 Minutes, fbta, 3 March 1956, s440-4-8, sma.
90 Report (huibao), Minzhengju, 30 January 1957, s440-4-23, sma.
91 ‘Shanghai shi shouqi shouyi shangye tongye gongshouhui guanyu biangeng binyiguan fudai

jingying shouqishouyi de yijianshu’ (Proposals of theTradeAssociationof FuneralArtefacts
of Shanghai municipality on reforming the sale of funeral artefacts by funeral parlours),
September 1956, s439-3-33–15, sma.



the socialist transformation of funeral companies in shanghai 209

European Journal of East Asian Studies 13 (2014) 188–213

all that happened in correct political terms, suchas the ‘enthusiastic embraceof
socialism’ by the funeral companies in 1956. The Hundred Flowers Movement
in the first half of 1957, however, unleashed a powerful wave of criticisms from
many sectors of the population and empowered those who felt they were
victims of government abuse to denounce their fate and claim redress. The
minutes of the fbta between February and May 1957 report on a succession
of meetings during which the representatives of various funeral companies,
especially the shipping companies, expressed serious criticisms against the
process of socialisation and its main agent, the Funeral Management Office.
One recurrent claim was being denied the right to establish an industrial
branch like the other commercial sectors. Obviously, this was a ploy by the
authorities to erase the funeral industry as a business sector and to turn it into
a service within the socialised economy.

One of the major criticisms, however, was the loss of jobs and income dur-
ing and after the process of socialisation. ShiHuimin, themanager of theXianle
Cemetery, lost all income during January–September 1956. The Funeral Office
resumed payment in October, but Shi never recovered his loss.92 Other peo-
ple, however, were simply left behind. The former management of the Andong
and Anyun shipping companies lost all positions after the takeover of the com-
pany.93 Twomembers of the management at the Huaiyang Shipping Company
remained without a job after the forced closure of their company in 1954.94
Previous requests and even mediation by the fbta itself had failed to mollify
the authorities into assigning them to new positions. They and their fami-
lies ended up in dire straits.95 At the Huadong Shipping Company, part of the
management was retained but some were left behind, for no explicit reason.96
Hu Yuxiang expressed strong grievances about the unfair treatment of for-
mer managers. The shipping companies had been closed down for more than
two years, but many people, those from management, remained without a job
and had to endure serious difficulties. He also questioned the compensation
procedure and requested that all people be given jobs and that the ‘produc-
tion materials’—the confiscated property—be re-evaluated correctly.97 Obvi-
ously, the takeover of companies by the state had led to the exclusion of some

92 Minutes, fbta, 11 February 1957, s440-4-8, sma.
93 Minutes, fbta, 11 February 1957, s440-4-8, sma.
94 Minutes, fbta, 11 February 1957, s440-4-8, sma.
95 Minutes, fbta, 9 October 1956; 20/10/1956, s440-4-8, sma.
96 Minutes, fbta, 24 May 1957, s440-4-8, sma.
97 Minutes, fbta, 24 May 1957, s440-4-8, sma.
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members of company management. There is no way of knowing why some
peoplewere targeted, but it is reasonable to assume that political factors played
a part in the attitude of the authorities.

The lack of adequate compensation for the property transferred to the new
socialised companies was also a major source of discontent. Shen Maozhen
complained bitterly about the arbitrary confiscation of several property items
in the name of ‘takeover’ ( jieban). He claimed not to have received any salary
after August 1956. All his cash was transferred to the authorities, while his car,
typewriter and other items were all taken over. He had an outstanding debt
from Huadong Shipping that was never repaid. Shen tried to obtain redress
from the Funeral Management Office, but in vain.98 Wang Zhongliang pro-
tested against the ban on the activity of the shipping companies, especially the
arbitrary power of the Funeral Management Office to impose fines. He also felt
he had not received proper compensation, adding that he had not fully under-
stood the implications of the takeover.99 XueWencai also denounced the unfair
and unequal treatment of the shipping companies. For his own company, the
authorities seized 1,000 yuan of cash, to be distributed among the workers, but
they never received anything.100 Xie Baohua, manager of the Anle Funeral Par-
lour, received notification to close down immediately on 18 June 1956, without
any consideration of the 100 coffins stored in its premises. It took six months
to organise their evacuation.101 The Haihui Crematorium denounced the pres-
sure and even actual threats from the Funeral Management Office to force the
crematorium to part with its temple hall. The Office qualified its reluctance
as a ‘thought problem’. The crematorium stalled and even wrote twice to Mao
Zedong, in December 1956 and February 1957, to obtain the payment of a rent
on its temple building.102

The former managers of shipping companies criticised the operation of the
unified Coffin Shipping Station. There were long delays and 80 per cent of the
coffins lay outside on the roadside.103 Another critic pointed out the delays, but
also the overloading of ships. In one case, a ship even capsized in the Huangpu
River.104 There were of course accusations of ‘bureaucratisation’, with criti-

98 Minutes, fbta, 11 February 1957, s440-4-8, sma.
99 Minutes, fbta, 11 February 1957, s440-4-8, sma.
100 Minutes, fbta, 24 May 1957, s440-4-8, sma.
101 Minutes, fbta, 24 May 1957, s440-4-8, sma.
102 Minutes, fbta, 24 May 1957, s440-4-8, sma.
103 Minutes, fbta, 11 February 1957, s440-4-8, sma.
104 Minutes, fbta, 24 May 1957, s440-4-8, sma.
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cisms that explicitly targeted the role of the Funeral Management Office. One
cemetery representative complained that although some cemeteries applied
for joint management, the Funeral Management Office decided to process the
funeral parlours and coffin repositories first. When the time for cemeteries
came, despite their request to follow the Tianjin model, the Funeral Manage-
ment Office chose anothermethod and took over the cemeteries without prior
assessment. Then, after the takeover, the Office returned some money, but
compensation was erratic. Several members of the fbta criticised the lack of
proper accountingmethods at various stages. The Funeral Management Office
adopted the simplemethod of examining revenue vs expenses, but this did not
take into account other issues like the welfare of workers, which led to lack
of motivation and sloppy work, or the crucial issue of debts among the various
companies. They also pointed out the disconnection between the funeral com-
panies and producers of funeral apparel (Shouqi shouyi tongye gonghui), which
in turn caused problems of supply, prices and coordination.

Altogether, the criticisms expressed by many were devastating and shed a
strong light on how the owners and managers of funeral companies actually
experienced the forced transformation of their activity and its transfer to the
state sector. Themost severe and direct expression of dissatisfaction came from
Shen Maozhen, who plainly stated that ‘the government cheated us, we fell in
a trap’.105 Hu Yuxiang stated that socialist transformation was implemented
through orders and cheating, not according to policy. Owners were told they
would keep their salary and benefits, but as soon as the joint company was
established everything was cut by half.106 The window for criticism was wide
open for a few months, but then, after mid-June 1957, there was a reversal
of the tide. During the meeting of 17 June 1957, while the same topics came
up for discussion (job assignment, properties, etc.), the language was more
guarded than in the previous meetings. Four days later, the chairman placed
the emphasis on ‘dealing correctly with the contradictions among the people’,
even if previous topics cropped up in the discussion. Finally, on 24 June the
chairman made it clear that the meeting should discuss new topics and stop
arguing about the ‘old problem of ships’. Thereafter, the fbta returned to a
conventional and politically correct language.107

105 Minutes, fbta, 24 May 1957, s440-4-8, sma.
106 Minutes, fbta, 24 May 1957, s440-4-8, sma.
107 Minutes, fbta, 17 June 1957; 21 June 1 1957; 24 June 1957; 23 July 1957, s440-4-8, sma.
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Conclusion

When the Communist Party took control of Shanghai in 1949, its organs had a
clear idea of what they planned to do about death in the city, even if they did
not have an equally clear idea of how they would be able to achieve their goals.
ThePeople’sGovernment and its bureaus had a limited knowledge of the actual
operation of the various actors involved in themanagement of death in the city.
Facedwith a complex and opaque systemof commercial practices, the People’s
Government made the choice to deal only with the organisation that up to
then had represented the individual companies. Relying on this intermediate
structure to collect information, circulate edicts and regulations and collect tax
wasnot anovelty in itself. These intermediate structures hadhistorically played
the dual role of relaying the directives of the government and representing
the interests of their constituency—not just representing but promoting and
defending theirmembers. After 1949, the rules of the game changed radically as
the organisation that structured the funeral companies became the instrument
throughwhich the People’s Government gathered the information it needed to
have a better grasp on their operations, to monitor their management and to
implement its own policies.

The fbta was made up of representatives of the funeral companies who
were thoroughly knowledgeable about the particulars of the funeral business.
As members of the trade association, however, they were accountable to the
People’s Government more than to their members. The authorities did not
need to coerce them all into an active engagement in its policies. The general
political climate, the arrest of a few selected members (especially during the
Suppression of the Counterrevolutionaries Campaign), the inclusion into com-
pulsory political education and the involvement of the staff through the trade
unions—a skilful way to obtain a ‘private eye’ into the business and accounts
of the funeral companies—combined to give pause to any temptation to go
against the tide. The companies were not without resources and actually tried
to get around official control, especially concerning their accounts, even after
they became jointmanagement ventures, and sometimes even after they came
under state management. Yet, as the People’s Government accumulated data
and knowledge, while it set the political tune, the companies and their man-
agers had no alternative but to enter the new frame defined by the ccp.

Compared to the previous administration, the ccp managed to reach out
far more deeply and effectively through a combination of persuasion, coercion
and selective repression. The People’s Government monitored the economic
performance of the funeral companies very closely, through regular updates
from the trade association. The mass of data, as well as the quantity of forms
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the fbta processed and the funeral companies filled in, was impressive. One
may wonder, however, whether the authorities had the capacity to compile
and process this quantity of very detailed accounting data, especially as the
use of standard forms did not result into uniform reporting. This may explain
some of the erratic and arbitrary measures taken by the authorities when
faced with the evasion tactics of the companies. Yet the transformation of
the funeral business companies highlights the inexorablemechanisms through
which the ccp skilfully succeeded in taming the private sector to its political
and economic agenda. From an emphasis on extracting resources to stabilise
the economy, then to ensure revenue to support its five-year plan, the ccp
movedquite abruptly into implementing thepublic–private jointmanagement
policy, in part because the funeral business represented a small sector, yet one
that had a great significance in everyday life. By 1956, the small number of
companies that remained after themergers all hadbecome socialistworkunits.


