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From Revolution to Everyday Life
An Analysis of the Process of the Cultural Revolution Slogan
“To Rebel Is Justified” (Zaofan-youli)
Becoming a Four-Letter Idiom in Japan

CHO Chi-Hang

The Chinese University of Hong Kong

ABSTRACT

“To rebel is justified” was the revolutionary slogan of the Red Guards
during the Cultural Revolution, and later became a four-letter idiom in Japan.
This article examines the localization of Mao Zedong’s revolutionary slogan “to
rebel is justified” (Zaofan-youli) and “Rebellion” (Zaofan) in Japan, based on
mainstream Japanese newspapers, column articles, magazine articles,
publications of student organizations and left-wing groups as well as popular
fiction from the late 1960s onwards, and explains how “to rebel is justified” was
first received by the Japanese as a foreign language, and then gradually became
a four-letter idiom often used in less politically relevant contexts. It became a
four-character phrase often used in less political contexts and localized in Japan.
The incorporation of the original revolutionary slogans into the Japanese
language system is a phenomenon that reflects a facet of the Japanese acceptance
of Mao Zedong thought and shows how a political thought can leave its non-
political legacy in Japan.

KEYWORDS: To rebel is justified, Cultural Revolution, Japan, four-letter

idiom, buzzword



