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Life under Mao:  

The Cultural Revolution and the “Barefoot Doctors” 
 
  

 
 
On April 9, 2009, Julie Zhu, one of the “Barefoot Doctors” during the early 1970s in China, was 
invited by the China Health Partnership to speak about her experience as a health care worker in 
rural China. Originating in 1970s, the Barefoot Doctor initiative in China aimed to bring health 
care to rural areas, where urban-trained doctors was not available. Barefoot doctors usually only 
had secondary school education and then received some medical training on epidemic disease 
prevention and were dispatched to a rural area to provide primary and preventive care at the 
grass-roots level. They were able to treat simple ailments and practice some basic western 
medicine.  
 
As one of the Barefoot Doctors, Julie Zhu vividly told her life story in Yanchuan county, Shaanxi 
province. In her presentation enriched by many photographs from the era, Julie discussed her 
experiences of learning and working as a health care worker under the most famous Barefoot 
Doctor, Lee Sun, who was praised by Mao and whose stories were widely spread. Her stories 
illustrated a harmonious relationship between patients and their doctors which many observers 
say is lacking in China now.  
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The Barefoot Doctor model was successful in China and their work effectively improved health 
outcomes at a low cost. Beyond treating illness, they also initiated health promotion and health 
education among the rural population.  
 
In the discussion, many participants raised questions comparing the health system of the past 
with current day challenges such as over-reliance on hospitals and treatment, instead of 
prevention and health promotion. Given the current soaring healthcare expenditure, the 
government has realized the importance of a strong primary care system and many provinces 
are currently running pilot programs including strengthening the primary delivery system and 
preventive care. However, reestablishing such systems still face significant difficulties, including 
recruiting and retaining village doctors or patients’ distrust of village doctors. Ms. Zhu’s 
reflection on the Barefoot Doctor approach provides an interesting example for policy makers 
and the academic community to consider.  
 
 
 


