What can this novel teach us about trying to change 
people’s ideas and ways of life?

Balzac and the Little Chinese Seamstress teaches us that trying to change people’s ideas and ways of life will inevitably have negative consequences, some of which will be unexpected.

Dai Sijie shows the effects of the cultural revolution on the narrator: the narrator remarks
I had turned into a sadist

which clearly depicted the adverse effects of the cultural revolution on the boys. Dai Sijie uses this to show the irony of the situation, that instead of improving in character and learning, the narrator in fact worsened character due to the hate directed to the policy of re-education and the harsh working conditions that the boys had to endure, and I feel resentment towards the policy of re-education since in the narrator’s case, it leads to moral decay

Dai Sijie uses the technique of humour. Luo says that

Mozart is thinking of chairman Mao

which shows that Luo is quick-witted  yet deceitful as a result of re-education. Sijie uses re-education as a catalyst for the boys growing up as they have to fend for themselves and as a result in Luo’s case instead of using his attributes (intellect) to improve his character, he becomes sly and resorts to deceit as a means of coping with the peasants. Dai Sijie also uses this to show irony since even though the boys are more intellectually gifted they are sent to be re-educated by peasants who don’t even realise that Mozart is a deceased music prodigy. I feel the Dai Sijie’s criticism of the cultural revolution is justified.

Dai Sijie criticises the cultural revolution. The narrator remarks

It would obviously take more than a political regime to stop a 
woman from wanting to be well dressed

which shows that the policies imposed in the cultural revolution are ineffective, Dai Sijie uses this to show irony since although the peasants are supposed to be communist and therefore individuals that are equal, they still want to dress well and therefore look more appealing than others and not be equal in looks. This also instils the notion that even though the communist party attempted to change people’s ideas and way of life through policies of re-education. They cannot suppress basic human wants and desires. I feel that the re-education policy are futile and harsh since they force individuals to go against their basic human instincts of want.
Dai Sijie shows the adverse effects on the character of individuals as a result of re-education. Four eyes says to the boys

I haven’t got any books hidden away

which shows that Four eyes mistrusts the boys and therefore resorts to deceit in order to conceal the truth. Dai Sijie uses this to show the toll of the re-education  policies have on youth and how it results in moral decay. Since Four eyes is so desperate to escape the harsh conditions, many youth are subjected to in re-education, he even conceals the truth from his friends. Once again I feel resentment toward Mao’s policies of re-education since it doesn’t change people for the better, but makes them loose their sense of ethics.
Dai Sijie emphasises the effects on the boys, the narrator remarks

Even today the fearful phrase of the little 
coal mine sends shivers down my spine
which reflects the torment of re-education. Dai Sijie uses this to instil the harsh working conditions the boys faced during re-education and the hazards which accompany it. This also conveys that the narrator is haunted by his experience of manual labour in the mines since it demands great physical strength. I feel that it is ironic that the boys have to undergo such a strenuous ordeal instead of learning in re-education. I sympathise with the boys and feel that the traumatic experience in re-education is unnecessary.

Dai Sijie shows that trying to change peoples’ ideas and ways of life forcibly results in adverse effects. 
