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Protection of Cultural Relics in the Early Years of the People’s Republic of China: from the
Perspectives of the Government, Academia and the General Public

Hu Yuefeng
(School of Archaeology and Museology, Peking University, Beijing 100871, China)

Abstract: In the early years of the People’ s Republic of China (PRC), the Chinese government, academia and the general
public worked together to protect the cultural heritage resources in response to severe issues such as the vandalizing and looting of
cultural relics. Such cooperation gave birth to a tripartite dialogue mechanism that promoted the protection of cultural relics as a social
public service. Centered on the protection of cultural relics, this paper briefly explores the relevant legalization process, analyzes the
characteristics and rules of the academic discourse field and discusses the relevant socialization and publicization process based on
related laws and regulations and materials from periodicals and newspapers.

By reviewing the related laws and regulations and the administrative documents in the early years of the PRC, it can be found
that the government played a leading role in the protection of cultural relics. The establishment of the central and local administrative
systems ensured the formulation of relevant laws and regulations in response to the pressing issues at that moment and their imple-
mentation. This not only effectively curbed the vandalism of cultural relics, but also indirectly guided the general public to pay atten-
tion to and participate in activities concerning the protection of cultural relics. Meanwhile, how the academia served as a medium for
the dialogue between the government and the general public at that time can be traced from academic journals such as the Reference
Materials on Cultural Relics. The political atmosphere and social context diversified the identity of the actors within the academic
discourse field, shaping a discourse paradigm with political characteristics, which extended the discourse field to the social and public
domain and highlighted the status of the general public in the protection of cultural relics. Such public participation was manifested
in the materials from the People’ s Daily, especially in the reports concerning letters to the editor and relevant responses. Moreover, a
systematic review of cases such as the vandalism of an ancient pagoda in Longquan city and the case concerning Yue Bin for cultural
relics crimes reveals the coordination and interaction among the government, academia and the general public in protecting cultural
relics within the special historical context.

In the PRC, the protection of cultural relics on the above-mentioned basis has eventually become a cultural cause shouldering the
responsibility of the times. By reviewing the relevant development process, it can be concluded that both the administrative regula-
tions in the substantive sense and the connotations and spirits behind these regulations constitute the legacy of the past. The protection
of cultural relics with political and public characteristics has had a far-reaching impact on later generations. Rethinking the protection
of cultural relics in the early years of the PRC will help us think about how to improve the cooperation among administrative power,
academia and the general public in the protection of cultural relics in the new era and reflect on where the discipline of cultural relics
is heading, thus taking the protection of cultural relics and related cause to the next level.

Keywords: protection of cultural relics; laws and regulations on cultural relics; discourse field; publicization
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