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Preface to the Third Edition 

T

HE MANU S C R I P T  for the first edition of Mao's China was com

pleted late in the summer of 197 6, a few weeks before the death 
of Mao Zedong. The fact of the passing of Mao (and, as it turned 

out, the passing of Maoism and the era of peasant revolution) was hastily 

added to the manuscript as I was preparing to send it to The Free Press for 

publication. 

In Mao's China I attempted to evaluate the historical record of the Chi

nese Communists in power by the standards of their own proclaimed so

cialist values and Marxist goals and found that record wanting. The first 

quarter of a century of the People's Republic was a time of immense social 

and material accomplishments, as well as a time of great inhumanities and 

crimes. It inaugurated the modern industrial transformation of the world's 

most populous country, which, over the previous century, had become one 

of the world's most backward and wretched lands. During the Mao era the 

Chinese Communists made a notable, if flawed and ultimately failed, at

tempt to reconcile the imperatives of modernization with the ends of so

cialism. Conspicuous among the failures of what so many once so hopefully 

celebrated as "the transition to socialism" in China was the absence of any 

serious attempt to create the essential democratic political preconditions 

for the envisioned new society. Maoism was not a doctrine that appreciated 

the elemental truth that "the self-government of the producers," to recall 

Karl Marx's famous term, is an essential feature of any society that can 

claim to be socialist. Thus, at the close of the Mao period, China remained 

a bureaucratically dominated order that was neither recognizably capitalist 

nor genuinely socialist. 1 Such, in brief, was the conclusion of the first edi

tion of Mao's China. 

The v?riting of the second edition, which was published in 1986 under 

the title .1\Iao's China and After, was undertaken, in part, to correct errors of 



fact and interpretation on the basis of new information on the Mao period 

that became available in the early post-Mao years, especially about the ill
fated Great Leap Forward campaign (1958--60) and the Cultural Revolu
tion of the late 1960s. In larger part, the second edition was written to take 
into account the unanticipated and far-reaching changes that took place in 

China as a result ofDeng Xiaoping's reforms. Writing in the early 1980s, I 

interpreted the unleashing of market forces as an expedient to serve the na
tionalist and modernizing aims of the Chinese Communist state, a bureau
cratic monolith that seemed to stand as an impregnable barrier to both 

socialism and capitalism.2 
My conclusion proved erroneous. For the fact of the matter is that the 

Communist state, far from being an obstacle to Chinese capitalism, has 

been its essential agent and promoter. Over the past hvo decades, China 
has undergone the most massive and the most intensive era of capitalist de

velopment in world history, whatever Deng Xiaoping and other Commu

nist leaders may have intended in 1979. Thus, the writing of the third 
edition of this history has been undertaken primarily to explore the origins, 
the peculiar nature, and the social consequences of Chinese capitalism. 

The new edition perforce adds fifteen years to the political history of 

post-Mao China, bringing the story of Chinese Communism to the last year 
of the millennium, the year that also marks the fiftieth anniversary of the 
People's Republic. The addition of a decade and a half to the historical ac

count, and an attempt to present an intelligible analysis of the development 
of Chinese capitalism, has made the text longer than it was in the previous 
edition. I have attempted to partially compensate for this by purging super
fluous words and phrases throughout the text and eliminating sections in 
my account of the Mao era dealing with events that seem far less significant 
and interesting today than they did in the 1970s. 

I should also note that the traditional Wade-Giles system of romanizing 
Chinese names and terms has been replaced throughout the book by the 
now more widely used pinyin system, with the exception of books and arti

cles originally published with titles and names of authors rendered in the 
older fashion. 

Most of what is \vtitten on the following pages is based on the labors of 
many scholars and journalists who have produced thousands of books, arti

cles, and reports on modem and contemporary China. My debts to them 

are only partially and very inadequately acknowledged by brief references 

to their writings in the endnotes and bibliography. I fear I have used their 
work to arrive at interpretations many of them do not share. 



I am grateful to many friends and colleagues who have read parts or all 

of various editions of the manuscript over the years and offered insightful 

criticisms and suggestions. Among those who were especially generous 

with their time and 'Wisdom are Donald Klein, James Sheridan, Arif Dirlik, 

Robert Pollin, Lin Chun, Robert Marks, and Cui Zhiyuan. I am indebted 

to Carl Riskin for allo\l.ring me to borrow so heavily from China's Political 

Economy, his superb book on China's post-1949 economic history, and his 

most perceptive other writings. And I owe special thanks to Frederick Van

derbilt Field, a very special friend. 

I appreciate enormously the encouragement and commentaries of many 

of my colleagues in the Department of History at the University ofWiscon

sin-Madison, especially Theodore Hamerov.' and Stanley Kutler. Bill Brown 

and Tom McCormick will never know how many of their insightful com

ments-mostly made informally over lunch at the Caspian Cafe-eventu

ally found their way into this new edition. 

I owe much to the graduate students who participated in my seminar in 

modem Chinese history for more than two decades and contributed greatly 

to the making of this book. They did so by raising and discussing so per

ceptively many of the problems that the book attempts to deal with, by 

commenting on various bits and pieces of the manuscript that I sometimes 

inflicted on them, and by generously permitting me to borrow ideas from 

their papers and dissertations. I learned a great deal from them. I cannot 

name them all here, but I must gratefully acknowledge the specific contri

butions of Bob Marks, Paul Pickowi.cz, Catherine Lynch, Lee Feigon, 

Brenda Sansom, Wang Yaan-iee, C. K Kung, Dan Meissner, Tom Lutze, 

Lisa Brennan, and the late Lin Weinan, who died at a tragically young age. 

I also enormously appreciate the reports of Marilyn Young and William 
Joseph, The Free Press's outside readers of the new chapters that make up 

Part VI. Their comments cheered me considerably at a dreary point in the 

preparation of the final version, and their suggestions saved me from more 

errors of fact and omission than the book now contains. 

Belatedly, I wish to express my warm appreciation to Joyce Seltzer, for

mer senior editor at The Free Press, whose "creative interventions" were in 

good measure responsible for the second edition and who made the initial 

arrangements for the publication of this edition. I am most grateful to 

Bruce Nichols, present senior editor at The Free Press, for his encourage

ment, his professionalism, and his superb management of unruly authors. 

And I was very fortunate at The Free Press to have the editorial assistance 

of Caryn-Amy King, who supplied skill, encouragement, and patience-all 

in abundant measure. 

My greatest debt is to Lyrm Lubkeman, who, on both matters of sub-



stance and style, was as generous with her knowledge and time as she is 
with her love. 

Harvey Goldberg; to whom the second edition of this book was dedi
cated, died shortly after that volume was published. This new edition is 
dedicated in memory of Harvey-the greatest of teachers, the firmest of 
friends, and the most loyal of comrades, in the best sense of that good but 
much-abused term. 

NOTES 

M.M. 
Madison, W1Sconsin 

August 1998 

1. Maurice Meisner, Mao's China (New YOrk: The Free Press, 1977), pp. 386-89. 

2. Maurice Meisner, Mao'r China and After (New York: The Free Press, 1986), pp. 482--85. 
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1 

Western Imperialism and the Weakness 

of Chinese Social Classes 

T

HE HISTORY of revolution in modem China begins in the mid

nineteenth century with a Christian peasant rebellion that failed, 
and climaxes, although it is by no means the revolutionary conclu

sion, v.':ith a Marxist-led peasant revolution that succeeded in mid-twentieth 
century. Significandy, the ideologies of both the Taiping Rebellion of 
1850--1865 and the Communist revolution, nearly a century later, were 
drawn not from the millennial Chinese tradition, but from modern Western 

intellectual sources. Hong Xiuquan, leader of the massive Taiping Rebel

lion that very nearly overthrev..' the reigning Manchu dynasty, was a self
proclaimed disciple of the Christian god (and, he believed, the younger 
brother of Jesus Christ) while Mao Zedong, in his particular fashion, was a 
modern disciple of Karl Marx. However much their respective ideologies 

were "Sinified" and adapted to Chinese historical conclitions (and there 
was much adaptation in both cases), neither Hong nor Mao presented him

self as a Chinese sage in a Chinese tradition of sages. Instead, both ap
peared on the Chinese historical scene as iconoclasts, bearers of new social 
visions and prophets of new social orders based on universal truths derived 
from Western intellectual and political traclitions. 

Reflected in the borrowing of Western ideologies to serve Chinese revo
lutionary ends is the central role of Western imperialism in molding the his-

J 



tory of modern dllna. And one role that imperialism played was pro
foundly revolutionary, albeit unintentionally so. Imperialism was revolu
tionary not only in a social and economic sense but also culturally and 
intellectually. Imperialism not only undermined the old Confucian order
thus making a revolution possible and indeed necessary-it provided, as a 
by-product, new ideas and ideologies which turned the modern Chinese 
revolutionary movement against the traditions and institutions of the past. 
Chinese revolutionaries used Western tools and ideas not only to rid China 
of the foreign imperialist yoke but also to throw off the yoke of the Chinese 
tradition. New visions of the future precluded a Confucian-based social 

order as well as a Western-dominated China. The rejection of the Chinese 
cultural-historical past proclaimed in the Taiping version of radical Chris
tian egalitarianism struck an iconoclastic chord that reverberated for more 
than a century. 

In view of the general historical picture of China as _the land of petrified 
tradition, portraying Chinese in their "response to the West" as virtually im-· 
mobilized because of their conservative attachment to traditional Confu
cian social and cultural values, it is well to keep in mind �t modern 
Chinese revolutionary history began in iconoclastic fashion. The rejection 
of the Chinese cultural-historical heritage in the Taiping version of radical 
Christian egalitarianism ushered in a strongly antitraditional impulse that 
was to be taken up in different fashions by later revolutionary movements, 
especially by the iconoclastic intelligentsia of the May Fourth era, :&om 
whose ranks emerged the founders and early leaders of the Chinese Com
munist Party. 

However much a consenrative defense of traditional cultural values may 
have inhibited conservative Chinese attempts at modernization (and more 
than culture was involved in the failure of Chinese conservatives to change 
China), there is little evidence to support the widespread asswnption that 
modern Chinese revolutionary change can be understood in terms of the 
survival of traditional patterns of thought and behavior. Chinese revolu
tionaries tended to adopt what were perceived to be the most radical ideas 
and ideologies the West had to offer, and to derive from those ideas and 

ideologies radical visions of a future that demanded a fundamental break 
with the ways of the past. The revolutionary concern was always with the 
plight and future of China; yet the aim was not to revitalize old Chinese tra
ditions but to find ways to bury them. 

Yet ideas and ideologies alone do not create revolutionary situations, 
much less revolutions. It was the modem Chinese social situation that was 
potentially revolutionary, making revolutionary ideas (and iconoclastic im
pulses) historically dynamic forces. Again, in the crucial social realm, for-



eign imperialism played a decisive rOle. But it was a contradictory role, both 
revolutionary and counterrevolutionary, one which created a modem revo
lutionary situation and yet, at the same time, inhtbited the consummation 
of a modern revolution. Imperialism, as Karl Marx predicted, served as
"the unconscious tool of history" in creating conditions for a social revolu
tion in China and, indeed, in all of the pre-capitalist societies of the non
Western world upon which it impinged. However vile the motives which 
actuated it and however brutal the methods which characterized it, imperial
ism was a necessary historical force in breaking apart stagnant and tradition
bound societies �emingly incapable of moving into modern history on 
thdr own. For Marx imperialism was a force that "batters down all Chinese 
walls," one that "compels all nations, on pain of extinction, to adopt the 
bourgeois mode of production; it compels them to introduce what it calls 
civilization into their midst, i.e., to become bourgeois themselves. In one 
word, it creates a world after its own image. "1 

But Marx was too sanguine about the ultimate socioeconomic effects of 
imperialism in China. 'Th be sure, the nineteenth-century Western on
slaught did indeed batter down the walls of the old Chinese empire, humil
iating China through repeated wars and the unequal treaties imposed in 
thdr wake, and contnbuting to the disintegration of the traditional political 
structure. And the introduction of modern Western capitalist forces of pro
duction undermined and transfonned much of the traditional economic 
order, particularly in and around the treaty ports where foreign political 
and military power held sway. Yet the new Chinese world was not refash
ioned in the image of the Western bourgeois world, as Marx had antici
pated. Modern capitalism in China, introduced under foreign imperialist 
auspices, retained an alien character and developed only in limited and dis
torted fonn. A modern Chinese bourgeoisie emerged, but it was a numeri
call.y small and economically weak class, and one which remained largely 
dependent upon the forces of foreign imperialism which had given birth to 
it. Moreover, it was primarily a commercial and financial bourgeoisie, and 
not an industrial one, largely serving as an intermediary between the Chi
nese market-and the capitalist world market. In a semicolonial country 
where the modem sector of the economy was dominated by the imperialist 
presence, it is hardly to be expected that the fledgling Chinese bourgeoisie 
could have been anything more than an extension of foreign capitalism, 
however much individual members of that class may have nurtured nation
alist resentments against foreign domination. Quite naturally and in
evitably, a small and weak bourgeoisie-especially one engaged more in 
commerce and finance than in industry-was accompanied by a diminutive 
and ill-funned urban proletariat. When the imperial regime fell in 1911, 



there were no more than 1,000,000 industrial workers in a land of 
400,000,000 people-and most of these worked in small shops lacking me
chanical power. Dra\"\'11 mostly from the peasantry, rather than from the tra
ditional urban artisans, the workers retained strong ties to their native 
villages and to peasant traditions. These factors, coupled ·with the numeri
cal paucity of the working class, militated against the development of a 
modern sense of proletarian class consciousness. 

The modern Chinese social structure was thus marked by the feebleness 
of the modem social classes: a weak bourgeoisie and an even weaker prole
tariat. But it was not only the modern classes who were puny; the modern 
Chinese historical situation was marked by the weakness of all social 
classes. For the emergence of the bourgeoisie and proletariat, both of 
which remained embryonic, was accompanied by a decline in the power 
and prestige of the traditional ruling gentry-landlord class. While imperial
ism undermined the foundations of the imperial bureaucratic state with 
which the gentry was so closely inte�ed, gentry-landlord proprietors 
found it more profitable to continue to exploit peasants in the traditional 
parasitic fashion-and the fashion became increasingly parasitic as tradi
tional opportunities for bureaucratically obtained wealth (and traditional 
bureaucratic and Confucian moral checks on exploitation) declined along 
·with the disintegration of the old political order. Because of lack of vision, 
opportunity, and capital, relatively few members of the old ruling class 
turned to modem commerce and industry or modern forms of commercial 
agriculture. The traditional Chinese gentry thus remained mostly tradi
tional in a post -traditional Chinese social and intellectual world; from its 
ranks there did not emerge any "modernizing elite" capable of promoting 
economic development or exercising political power. Although the gentry 
remained economically and politically dominant on the local rural level 
until the Communist revolution, it was an increasingly weak and parasitic 
class, morally and intellectually bankrupt, and incapable of national politi
cal expression. 

The decay of the gentry was a major factor in preventing the reformation 
of the old imperial order from within, thus hastening the coming of a revo
lutionary situation. That factor, coupled with the absence of a viable bour
geoisie and a strong centralized state, precluded China from follmving 
what Barrington Moore has termed "the conservative route to moderniza
tion," similar to that pursued by Meiji Japan. The attempt was made, of 
course. Following the suppression of the Taiping Rebellion and the humili
ations of the Opium Wars, conservative "self-strengtheners" sought to 
"modernize" China in order to defend the empire from the foreign imperi
alist threat from without and to preserve the old Confucian sociopolitical 



order within. But it was a feeble effort. Its futility was revealed in the crush

ing defeat China suffered in 1895 at Japan's hands and in the last years of 

the century when China was almost partitioned into a half-dozen foreign 
colonies. The moribund dynasty lingered on for another decade, and de
parted quietly from the historical scene in the quasi-revolution of 1911. 

The disintegration and collapse of the imperial order, for which the gen
try had provided the social base for so long, hastened, in turn, the decline 
of the gentry in modern times. The end of the empire removed the political 

symbols of Confucian ideology that -traditionally had sanctified the domi
nant position of the gentry in Chinese society and deprived the members of 

that class of the bureaucratic network upon which they had been so long 

dependent for wealth and political protection. The gentry limped into the 
twentieth century as a dying landlord class, capable of little more than pur

suing the most ruthless traditional forms of socioeconomic exploitation, 

unchecked by traditional political or moral sanctions. The peasants who 

were the victims of that exploitation eventually were to have the opportu

nity to repay gentry-landlord ruthlessness in kind, although in a different 
way-in the ruthlessness of an agrarian social revolution that, in the end, 

was to eliminate the gentry as a social class in the mid-twentieth century. 
For the moment, it is important to take note of a different historical re

sult of the gentry's decay: the tendency, in modern China, for political and 

military power to become divorced from social and economic power. It is 
generally the historical case, at least in Western historical experience, that 

the decline of the power and prestige of a once dominant social class is ac

companied by the ascendency of a new social class. Much of our thinking 
about the rise and decline of social classes, about the relationship between 
economic and political power in general, and about revolution, is domi
nated by categories derived from modern �stern historical experience. A 

most prominent part of our historical consciousness is the transition from 

feudalism to capitalism, an epoch that saw the emergence of new capitalist 
forces of production and exchange, the undermining of the power of the 
aristocracy, and the eventual rise of the modern bourgeoisie to social and 
political dominance. 

Yet in modem China this was not precisely the historical case. Wnile the 
decline of the gentry can be attributed in large measure to the impact of 
Western imperialism, no social class associated with new capitalist forces of 

production arose to assume the dominant position in Chinese society that 

the gentry was forced to abandon. As noted, the modem Chinese bour
geoisie and industrial proletariat were both extraordinarily weak classes. 

Products of WeMern capitalism, they were but pale reflections of their 
Western counterparts. 



There remained, of course, the peasant masses who constituted the 

great majority of the Chinese population. But peasant life remained tradi

tional in an era when the traditional Chinese order was disintegrating; new 

economic forces increased the already staggering burdens the peasants 

bore, adding new forms of exploitation to increasingly oppressive tradi

tional forms, but without changing the old agrarian socioeconomic struc

ture or traditional modes of life and thought. By virtue of the very nature of 

its localized and self.sufficient economic existence, the peasantry was a 

weak social class, provincial in outlook and without the means to politically 

articulate its grievances and interests on the national political scene. fu in 

traditional times, modem Chinese society rested on the foundation of 
peasant labor, but for most of modern Chinese history peasants had little to 

, do or say about the social and political direction that China followed. The  Chinese peasantry had the potential for effective political action-and, in

deed, for revolution-but it was not a potential that could be realized on its 

own accord; it required the leadership, organization, and ideology pro

vided by members of other classes to make Chinese peasants modern his

torical actors and not simply the victims of modern history. As a class by 

itself, the peasantry was politically impotent as well as ·without social or eco

nomic power. 

What was crucial, however, was the decline and decay of the landlord

gentry, the class that had been dominant in Chinese society for more than 

two millennia, coupled with a modern bourgeoisie that was too embryonic 

to establish itself as a truly independent social class. An increasingly para
sitic gentry survived the fall of the old imperial order in 19 1 1  only because 

the Chinese bourgeoisie was unable (and, indeed, unwilling) to remove it 
Here we find the social basis for a modern Chinese historical phenome

non of crucial importance: the relative independence of political power 

from social and economic power. In a situation in which no social class was 

dominant, in which all were weak, political pmver tended to be increasingly 

independent of social class and to dominate society in generaL This ten

dency is apparent in the growth of regionalist political-military power bases 

during the latter half of the nineteenth century, in the virtually inunediate 

collapse (except in name) of the bourgeois-type republic established by the 

Revolution of 1911 and the consequent dictatorship of the militarist l:Uan 

Shikai (c. 1912-1916), and the subsequent full-blmvn emergence of war

lordism over the following decade. Independent political power based on 

military force was characteristic not only of these traditional-type vestiges 

lingering on to condition the political life of the twentieth century, but also 

was characteristic of China's modem political parties, the Guomindang 
and the Chinese Communist Party (CCP). Neither the history of the Guo-



mindang nor the history of the CCP can be understood simply in terms of 
political parties representing the interests of particular social classes. To be 
sure, both parties became involved in various ways with various social 
groups and their interests. But while landlords and the commercial and fi
nancial classes· of the coastal cities became attached to the Guomindang, it 
was not simply a party of l�dlords and bankers; the "bankers of Shanghai" 
were always more dependent on the military and political power of Chiang 
Kai-shek than he and his party were on the economic support of the urban 
monied classes. And while the CCP came to power on the basis of massive 
peasant support, it did not become a peasant party in the process of the 
rural-based revolution it led; it was a Party that was to prove to be a good 
deal more revolutionary than the peasants whose support was decisive for 
its victory. Both modem political parties operated in a historical situation in,
which politics and policies were detennined not so much by social-class inj 
terests but one in which the holders of political and military power deter 
mined the fate of social classes. 

It was a modem Chinese phenomenon that held special revolutionary 
potential as well as one with conservative historical implications. The 
conservative manifestations are apparent in the emergence of semi
independent provincial power bases toward the end of the Qing dynasty; in 
the warlord satrapies of the twentieth century; and in the Guomindang 
regime after 1927. In all these cases, political pmver served not to change 
Chinese society but to preserve existing socioeconomic relationships, espe
cially in the countryside. The revolutionary potential was to manifest itself 
in the emergence of an iJ:!!ellectual-political elite that was to give the revo
lutionary movement a more radical thrust than its social class support 
might otherwise have warranted. 

NOTE 

1. Karl Marx and Frederick Engels, "Manifesto of the Communist Party"" (1848), in Selected 

Works (Mostow: Foreign Languages Publishing House, 1950), pp. 36--37.



2 

The Defection of the Intellectuals 

A

LTHOUGH TAIPING peasant rebels in the mid-nineteenth
century had been the first to mount a revolutionary challenge 

to the gentry and the Confucian sociopolitical order, the mod
ern history of the Chinese revolution did not truly begin until near the tum 
of the century when members of the gentry began to turn against the Con

fucian values and ways of their own class. In the 1890s a small but highly 
significant number of the sons of the traditional landlord-bureaucratic elite 

began to lose confidence in the utility (and eventually in the moral validity) 
of Confucian values and traditional institutions. Influenced by Western 
ideas and at the same time acutely aware of the inability of the old regime 
to respond effectively to the increasingly grave threat foreign imperialism 

posed to the very existence of China, they became intellectually alienated 

from traditional values and beliefs. And intellectual alienation soon led to 
social and political alienation. Unwilling to uncritically accept traditionally 

sanctified values, some proved unwilling to succeed their fathers as rulers 
in the old system. A portion of young gentry-scholars, the sons of the tradi
tional ruling elite, set themselves adrift from their social class moorings and 
formed the nucleus of a new strata in Chinese society-a modem intelli

gentsia from whose ranks were to emerge the leaders· of modern revolu-

10 



tionary movements. It was the sons of the gentry-in effect, defectors from 

their class-who were to provide the ideology and leadership for a revolu

tion that eventually was to destroy the gentry as a social class. 

It was not, as often suggested, the traditional prestige of the scholar in 

China that made intellectuals so politically important in twentieth-century 

history, but rather the conditions of the modem Chinese historical envi

ronment. In a situation characterized by massive social and cultural disin

tegration, by incredible political chaos, a situation in which all social 

classes were weak and none dominant, an intelligentsia could operate as a 

virtually autonomous force and decisively influence the course of histori

cal development. 

But intellectuals could not make history on their own. Having cut their 

ties to their own social class, they became socially independent but re

mained politically and historically impotent. Only when the intelligentsia 

felt the need and perceived the opportunity to tie themselves to other social 

classes, to become the political voice expressing the social and economic i 
discontents of the impoverished masses and to direct their activities into 1 
new forms of political action-it was only then that the intelligentsia was 

able to appreciate and seize upon the potentialities for revolutionary 

change that the modern Chinese historical situation offered; it was only 

then that they were able to take advantage of the opportunity to fashion so

cial reality in accordance with their ideas, ideals, and visions. The seeds of 

the modern Chinese revolution were sown in the 1890s, when the sons of 

the gentry lost their belief in their moral right to succeed their fathers as 

rulers and emerged as an independent social stratum. But the modern Chi

nese revolution, properly speaking, did not begin until three decades later 

when the history of the intelligentsia became intertwined with the history of 

the common people. 

This crucial historical relationship only began to be forged in the 

1920s, \v:ith the emergence of a specifically Marxist-oriented segment of 

the intelligentsia. That intelligentsia, however, did not suddenly appear 

as a result of any simple act of instant enlightenment produced by the 

Russian Bolshevik Revolution and the concurrent arrival of the theories 

of Marx and Lenin. Those who became the leaders of the Chinese Com

munist Party (CCP) found the Marxist revolutionary message enlighten

ing because they perceived in that message a solution to the crisis of 

Chinese society. But the manner in which they understood the Chinese 

situation and the manner in which they applied Marxism to attempt to 

resolve that plight were influenced profoundly by pre-existing intellec

tual preclispositions. 



Nationalism and Iconoclasm 

A curious combination of nationalism and cultural iconoclasm is one of the 
more striking characteristics of the history of the modern Chinese intelli
gentsia. It is hardly surprising that Chinese intellectuals should be highly 
nationalistic, for nationalism and anti-imperialism were inherent in the very 
historical conditions from which the intelligentsia emerged. It was not by 
chance that the first significant political actions of modern intellectuals 
came at a time when a more aggressive foreign imperialism threatened 
China with territorial dismemberment and colonization. In 1895 imperial
China was humbled by the military might of a modernizing Japan. And that 
was the year Sun Yat -sen launched the first of his abortive anti-Manchu rev
olutionary adventures. And, more significandy, it was the year Kang Youwei 
organized some 1,300 younger members of the scholar-gentry elite to 
protest the Beijing government's capitulation to Japan and to advocate far
reaching institutional changes seen as necessary for China's national sur
vival. The event signaled the beginning of the defection of the intellectuals 
from the old order; it reflected not only widespread dissatisfaction with the 
traditional system among substantial numbers of the most prominent sons 
of the ruling class but also their reluctance to take their assigned bureau
cratic places in a system in which they had lost confidence. By the mid-
1890s; China was no longer a land of complacent Confucian scholars 
cherishing a comfortable belief in the moral superiority of Chinese civiliza
tion in the face of impending national disaster. 

In the following years, during the frenzied drive to divide China into 
spheres of influence for foreign colonization, the political activities of the 
intellectuals assumed new forms and a greater urgency. Their efforts culmi
nated in the heroic but ill-fated "Hundred Days' Reform" of 1898, the fa
mous coup that attempted to change China from the top but was aborted 
by a counter -coup that placed China back where it was-in the hands of
corrupt bureaucrats and a decayjng gentry ruling class. 

What was reflected in the political activities and influential writings of 
the disaffected intellectuals of the 1890s was a new nationalist commit
ment to China as a nation-state in a world dominated by predatory imperi
alist nation-states. The overriding concern was not to presetve a particular 
Chinese culture or a particular Chinese social order (although some tried to 
salvage as much of the tradition that seemed salvageable) but rather to 
build a strong Chinese state and society that coUld surVive and prosper in a
hostile international arena. It was a concern that conditioned the intdlec
tual understanding and political uses of all new ideas and ideologies, not
excluding the internationalist creed of Marxism. 



While the emergence of an ardently nationalistic intelligentsia was in a 
sense dictated by modem Chinese historical circumstances, it is not so easy 
to understand why the nationalist quest was accompanied by strongly icon
oclastic impulses. Nationalism, after all, generally demands a valued na
tional past and it is the general proclivity of nationalists to celebrate and 
glorify the particular historical and cultural heritage. Yet this was not so for 
modem Chinese nationalism. The tendency was to discard traditional val
ues and culture as unsuitable for China's survival, and later to condemn 
them as the source of China's problems. 

Yan Fu and Liang Qichao, the major spokesmen for the first generation
of the modem Chinese intelligentsia that emerged around the tum of the 
century, arrived at the conclusion that the basis of modem nation-state 
power was _not silll.ply the material accomplislunents of the 'West but dy
namic Western ideas and values that had given rise to those accomplish
ments-the ideas of struggle and progress, the values conducive to the 
release of individual human energies for dynamic economic growth and the 
conquest of nature. And these ideas and values, 'presented as 'Western, 
were offered for Chinese adoption because it was to the absence of such 
values in the Confucian tradition that the intelligentsia attnbuted China's 
modern economic and political weakness. 

From declaring the tradition unsuitable to modern national ends, it was 

but a short step to condemning it as morally deficient as well. As the plight
of China deepened, and as the need to explain and find solutions for that 
plight grew, it was an easy and logical step to take, foreshadowed by the 
brand of nationalism expounded in the writings of Liang Qichao and Yan 
Fu. While an iconoclastic rejection of tradition was hardly the nationalist 
result that Liang or Yan wanted or anticipated, their search for the source of 
power in the modem world had led them to a fundamental intellectual 
break with the past, a break they were unable or unwilling to fully recog
nize. By establishing the preservation and power of the state as the nation
alist criterion for judging the value of all ideas and institutions, they 
imparted two essential messages with essentially iconoclastic implications: 

one was the conviction that the values necessary for national strength in the 
modern world were to be sought in the wisdom of Western theories and
ideologies, which had provided foreign powers with their economic and po
litical predominance; and the second, logically flowing from the first, was 

the necessity to discard traditional Chinese beliefs and values that could 
not serve the overriding interests of national power. 

An iconoclastic rejection of the cultural past was thus latent in the very 

origins of nationalism in China, even though many early nationalists re
tained a deep emotional tie to traditional Confucian moral values. That 



iconoclastic potential would be expressed in more forceful fashion by a new 
generation of young intellectuals in the second decade of the century. Ex
posed to a wider range of modem Western ideas, their ties to traditional cul
ture became increasingly tenuous. But what gave their anti-traditionalism its 
special intensity were the political events of the first two decades of the new 
century. The fall of the monarchy (the symbol of the Confucian moral 
order) in the Revolution of 1911 deprived traditional values of their final 
claim to legitimacy, yet political opportunists cynically manipulated ele
ments of the Confucian tradition for purely reactionary purposes, using 
them as props for a decadent society and the corrupt bureaucrats and mili
tarists who parasitically hovered over it. This continued association of Con
fucianism with social and political conservatism opened the way to a 
fiercely iconoclastic assault against the entire traditional cultural heritage. 

This nationalistic cultural iconoclasm received its fullest and most polit
ically significant expression in the years 1915-1919, in the I\'ew Culture 
Movement, which called for the total destruction of the traditions and val
ues of the past. The call for China's first cultural revolution was sounded by 
an ardent young Francophile, Chen Duxiu, who returned to China in 1915

from a sJ£-imposed exile in J;p�UtO found "the periodical Xin qzngnian 

(Neu: Youth )-and to make certain his iconoclastic intentions \vere suffi
ciently clear he later� it a _}<'rench titkas.i'l�l}.J_,La -1(��{��� 
passionate devotee of m�rn French democracy and cultrire-tecame the
Erst ���der of the Chinese Com.muniSfHiny.----- ��------

It is difficult to overestimate the importance of the intellectuals who co
alesced around New Youth, for their writings molded the beliefs of a whole 
generation of young students who were to achieve political prominence 
after the May Fourth incident of 1919 and who were to become the leaders 
of the modern Chinese revolution. Among their avid readers and followers 
was the youthful Mao Zedong, who was influenced profoundly by New

Youth-and whose first published writing (an essay stressing the impor
tance of"physical culture") appeared in that periodical in 1917. One of the 
enduring influences that Neu: Youth conveyed to the young Mao and his 
contemporaries was the notion that a complete cultural and moral transfor
mation was the primary prerequisite for meaningful social reform and po
litical action. It was not a renovation of traditional culture they wanted, for 
most saw little or nothing in the Chinese past worth presen.--ing. What they
demanded was the total annihilation of all the values, traditions, and cus
toms of the past and their replacement by a wholly new culture based on 
the Western democratic and scientific values they so admired. The bitter 
and sarcastic attacks leveled against Confucianism and the merciless con
demnation of tradition that filled the pages of New Youth reflected not sim-



ply the view that the tradition was outmoded and useless but a feeling that 

it was morally corrupt as well and perhaps always had been so. 

This virulently iconoclastic rejection of the Chinese past was accompa

nied by an ardent faith in the Chinese youth of the present. The youth were 

to be the bearers of a new culture, and thus the agents for the emergence of 

a new and young Chinese society, for young people were perceived to be 

relatively uncorrupted by old traditions and hopefully not yet infected by a 

diseased culture and a sick society. More amenable to new ideas and values 

than their elders, the youth were seen as the agents of the cultural transfor

mation upon which the salvation of the nation depended. 

Another striking feature of the New Youth intellectuals-and, indeed, 

generally characteristic of the modem Chinese intelligentsia-was an ex

traordinary faith in the power of ideas to change social realit)l an enduring 

assumption that changes in values and consciousness must necessarily pre

cede social, economic, and political changes. No doubt it is a general pro

clivity of intellectuals to emphasize (and overemphasize) the importance of 

ideas, particularly their mvn, but the intensity and consistency of this ten

dency in twentieth-century Chinese history seems quite unparalleled and 

suggests some general predisposition to stress the role of consciousness in 

determining the direction of historical development. 

]\Tew Youth was not a Marxist periodical-not at least before Chen 

Duxiu became a convert to Marxism in late 1919. But it eventually pro

duced Marxists, once political events compelled many of its contributors 

and readers to abandon their Western liberal beliefs. From the editorial 

board of Neu: Youth came hvo professors from Peking University, Chen 

Duxiu and Li Dazhao, who were the cofounders of the CCP. And the early 

Party membership was largely composed of their young student followers, 

nurtured on the ideas conveyed in the pages of that extraordinary periodi

cal. The leaders of the Chinese Communist movement-and later the lead

ers of the People's Republic-sprang from this early group of young 

revolutionary acti-vists, most notably, of course, Mao Zedong, Li Dazhao's 

onetime library assistant at Beijing University. To their newly found Marxist 

faith they brought many of their earlier intellectual predispositions-na

tionalism, cultural iconoclasm, and a voluntaristic faith in the power of 

ideas to shape social reality. 

These various beliefs were not easy to reconcile. The crucial role attrib

uted to ideas and consciousness went far beyond the bounds of Marxist 

theory. An ardent nationalism was hardly in tune with the profoundly in

ternationalist content and aims of Marxism, or wholly compatible with the 

Marxist demand for class struggle and social revolution. And nationalism 

further clashed vlith an iconoclastic rejection of China's cultural and his-



torical heritage. Throughout the history of the Chinese Communist move
ment these conflicting beliefs gave rise to tensions that were to have pro
foundly important political implications. In new forms and under vastly 
different historical circumstances, the problems and tensions that were 
generated by the pre-Marxist cultural revolution of 1915-1919 were _3gain 
to appear in the Maoist-inspired Cultural Revolution of the 1960si Cen-� 
trally involved in both was an iconoclastic assault against the traditions of 
the past, the problem of reconciling iconoclastic impulses with nationalist 
feelings, an enduring belief in the power of human consciousness to fash
ion social reality, and an abiding faith in youth as th:3gents of m_oral re-_ 
pen�ra�� young Mao Zedong was the intellectual product of the first 
cultural revolution, and an aging Mao was the political promoter of the 
second. 

The desertion of the intellectuals received its most extreme expression 
in the New Youth era of 1915-1919. The totalistic iconoclasm of the new 
intellectuals was a reflection of social rootlessness as well as an intellectual 
rejection of the traditions and institutions of the past. Iconoclasm was also 
an affirmation of their social independence, for the emergent intelligentsia 
formed a new strata in Chinese society not tied to, nor the spokesman for, 
any social class. Thus from the dying gentry class emerged an autonomous 
intelligentsia committed to building a new social order which would pre
dude the continued existence of the class from which they had come. 

Yet the intelligentsia lacked the means to change Chinese society in ac
cordance with their Western models. For the counterpart to their au
tonomous status was their social isolation and political powerlessness. The 
modern Western bourgeois ideas and institutions they advocated struck 
few responsive chords in warlord-dominated China. The modern Chinese 
bourgeoisie was too weak and disfigured a class to carry liberal ideas and 
promote democracy. 

Thus the intellectuals found themselves as much isolated in the modern 
cities as they were intellectually and physically separated from the back
ward countryside. Social isolation and political impotence gave rise to rest
lessness, frustration, and a growing need to find roots in Chinese society. 
The strident calls for cultural transformation were not only their intellectual 
prescription for the ills of China but also a reflection of social and political 
loneliness, the inability to effect the changes they desired. Not until the 
dramatic events of 1919 transfonned the Chinese political situation did the 
intelligentsia's circumstances change. For many� that transformation led to 
disillusionment with Western liberalism, and provided for some a new 
Marxist faith which offered the opportunity for effective political action 
and the promise of an end to social isolation. 



The May Fourth Movement and the Origins of the Chinese 
Communist Party 

The events leading to a fusion of China's "rootless" intellectuals and the 
common people began on May 4, 1919. On that day; which marks the true 
beginning of the modem Chinese revolution, more than 3,000 university 
students in Beijing demonstrated against the decision of the Western 
democracies at the Versailles peace conference to transfer the fanner Ger
man imperialist concessions in Shandong province to Japan as war booty. 
The protest culminated in attacks on the homes and offices of ministers of 
the Beijing government who were in the pay of Japan. The violent clashes 
with the police and the subsequent arrests served to inflame nationalist re
sentments against both a weak and corrupt Chinese government and 
against the foreign governments which for so long had exploited and hu
miliated China. Demonstrations grew larger and more militant and rapidly 
spread to virtually all major urban centers. 

The PQlitic 'fica e of the movement was that it did not remain a 
"student movement. The student activists \vere soon joine y many o eir 
professors at Beijing University and by industrial \�nd merchant as
sociations. The cities of China were swept by massive popular demonstra
tions, strikes, antiforeign boycotts, and sometimes violent confrontations 
with the authorities. The May Fourth incident catalyzed the political awak
ening of a society which long had seemed inert and donnant. A massive 
wave of popular anti-imperialism engulfed the cities, and the country (if 
not yet the countryside) was seething with political as well as intellectual 
ferment. 

The dramatically new political situation radically politicized a significant 
number of intellectuals. Many who had regarded themselves as liberal cos
mopolitans emerged as militant nationalists, defending the country against 
the menace of foreign imperialism. Many who had rejected political partic
ipation because they attributed the plight of China to fundamental defi
ciencies in culture, for which political measures offered only superficial 
solutions, now began to favor immediate political action to save the nation 
from the external threat and to resolve the grave social and economic crises 
that threatened from within. The new spirit of political activism permeating 
the cities raised hopes that the masses could be organized for effective ac
tion and that the intellectuals could be effective in leacling them. Concur
rencly, the intellectuals' views of the West undenvent a dramatic 
transfonnation. The bitter nationalist resentments aroused by the fateful 
decision at Versailles, coupled with grmving nationalist political activism at 
home, led to a rapid erosion of the faith that the "advanced" Western na-



tions would instruct China in the principles of democracy and science. The 
foreign teachers were now perceived as oppressors, and the old image of a 
Western world providing progressive models for the regeneration of China 
was replaced by a new image of a West made up of cynical and aggressive 
imperialist states. Having rejected traditional Chinese intellectual and po
litical values, the intellectuals still looked to the West for guidance; but they 

, now began to look more to ��tem socialist theg� which were them
i selves critical of the West as it was, in place of the conventional Western lib

eral ideologies, which sanctioned the existing capitalist-imperialist order. 
It was in this new political and intellectual environment created in the 

wake of the May Fourth incident that a portion of the Chinese intelligentsia 
began to tum to the Russian Revolution and the Marxist promise of world� 
wide revolution. Hitherto, the Bolshevik victory of 1917 had elicited much 
interest in Chinese intellectual circles but had found few Chinese converts . 
.fu faith in Western democracy eroded and with the internal political awak
ening stimulating new hope for effective and itn.tnediate action, the Bolshe
vik message offered both a new intellectual faith and a new political model. 
Marxism was seen as the most advanced intellectual product of the modern 
West, but one that rejected the Western world in its capitalist form and its 
imperialist relationship \vith China. The latter was most forcefully demon
strated through the nationalist appeals of the Leninist theory of imperial
ism (which gave the colonial and semicolonial lands a crucial international 
revolutionary role) and the new So�t government's renunciation of old 
czarist imperialist privileges in ChinaO:.o become a Marxist was one way for 
a Chinese intellectual to reject both the traditions of the c·hinese past and 
Western domination of the Chinese presen�d to embrace the Russian 
Revolution and become a Communist was a way to find a program for con
crete political action to transform Chinese society-and a way to find a 
place for the Chinese nation in what was believed to be an international 
process of revolutionary chang£' 

Although the early Chinese converts to Marxism were inspired by the vi
sion of international revolution that the Bolshevik Revolution seemed to 
herald, they had come to that ne\v socialist vision through a profoundly na
tionalist route. Just as two decades earlier the modern Chinese intelli
gentsia had emerged out of a long process of nationalist alienation from 
traditional Chinese values, so now the new Marxist intelligentsia grew out 
of nationalist disillusionment with the Western bourgeois democratic ide
ologies. The itn.tnediate threat of foreign imperialism and a consequent na
tionalist concern with the fate and future of China were central in both 
cases. In the Marxist case, nationalism was to be turned to social revolu
tionary ends, but the nationalist origins of Marxism in China were to re-



main to condition the manner in which the new doctrine was to be inter

preted and employed. It was a necessary condition, for China was a land 

that required national independence as well as social revolution-and the 

two tasks were to prove inseparable. 

It was on the basis of the nationalist and politically activist impulses gen

erated by the May Fourth Movement, combined with the chiliastic expec

tations of an imminent international revolutionary upheaval inspired by the 

vrritings of Lenin and 'frotsky, that the new Chinese converts to Marxism 

undertook the task of organizing a communist party. The foundations for 

what was to be the Chinese Communist Party were laid in 1920, when 

young Marxist activists established a variety of small Communist groups 

(under a variety of names) in the major cities of China. Similar groups were 

organized by radical Chinese students studying abroad in Paris, Tokyo, and 

Berlin. The national Party itself did not formally come into existence until 

jillyi921, when twelve delegates from the different groups met at a secret 

congress that opened in Shanghai and, after a police raid, concluded its de

liberations on a houseboat near Hangzhou. Assisted by a representative 

from the newly formed (and Moscow-controlled) Third International 

(Comintern), the congress adopted standard Leninist methods of organi

zation and proclaimed orthodox Marxist-Leninist aims. 

The new Party was small in number, youthful in composition, and its 

members inexperienced in revolutionary practice and Marxist theory. The 

founding congress could claim to represent a total of only fifty-seven mem

bers. In a land which lacked a socialist political tradition, there was little on 

which to build the new organization; the Party was led by Chen Duxiu and 
Li Dazhao, who recruited most of their followers from their own students. 

In a country lacking a Marxist social-democratic intellectual tradition, it 
was inevitable that both leaders and followers would have only a superficial 

knowledge of the theory that presumably guided their revolutionary activi

ties. It did not seem a promising beginning. 



3 

The Abortiveness of 

Bourgeois and Proletarian Revolution 

T

HE PERIOD FROM 1921, when the Chinese Communist Party 

was founded, to 1927, when Chiang Kai-shek launched the 

bloody counterrevolution that very nearly destroyed the Chine,se 

Communists, was marked by two revolutionary failures. One was the fail

ure of a bourgeois-democratic revolution, or what was sometimes called 

'��national revolution." The other was the failure of China's nascent 

urban working class to bring about a socialist reordering of society, al

though they made a valiant attempt to do so in the great revolutionary up

surge of 1925-1927. The t\VO abortive revolutions were to have 

momentous consequences. For the failures of the 1920s largely removed 

both the bourgeoisie and the proletariat from the political scene; and, after 

1927, moved the revolution from the cities to the countryside, where Mao

ism was to grow and the revolutionary victory of 1949 was to be forged. 

When the young intellectuals who founded the CCP began their revolu

tionary activities in 1921, they believed that their main task was to organize 

the Chinese proletariat for a socialist revolution that would be part of the 

international process of socialist transformation that Marx had prophesied 

and which the Russian Revolution seemed to herald. The results of those 

20 



early efforts to build a working-cl� movement were not insignificant. The 

organization of industrial workers in the large cities, as well as miners and 
railroad workers in more remote areas, proceeded rapidly. Workers' strikes 
proliferated-and were often motivated by political aims and nationalist 
resentments as well as demands for tolerable living and working condi
tions. Wtthin a few years young Communist activists could claim a national 
labor federation representing half-a-million workers, and marshal hun
dreds of thousands for militant May Day demonstrations. 

Yet the Communists soon learned that, in a country ruled and plundered 
by marauding \varlord armies, it was naked military power that was crucial 
in determining the direction of political events, and labor unions and other 
mass organizations could be repressed and crushed more easily than they 
could be built. Visions of a socialist revolution in China, if not abandoned, 
had to be postponed. And the Communists also soon learned that the 
promised world revolution similarly had been postponed. When the antici
pated socialist revolutions failed to materialize in the industrialized coun
tries of Western Europe, and as the Soviet Union remained the lone 
socialist state in a hostile capitalist world, both Russian national interests 
and the logic of Leninist revolutionary strategy dictated that the Chinese 
revolutionary process was in its bourgeois-democratic stage and that the 
prospects for a socialist revolution lay well in the future-for the possibility 
of the latter always had been predicated on an international revolutionary 
explosion, \vhich the Russian Bolshevili: Revolution had failed to ignite. The 
new and pessimistic Soviet assessment of the revolutionary situation in 
China-and in the world-was communicated to the leaders of the CCP in 
1922 by representatives of the Moscow-based Third International (Com
intern). The new Chinese converts to Marxism received the disheartening 
message reluctantly. But both the political authority of Moscow and politi
cal conditions in China demanded that the Chinese Communists reconcile 
themselves to a revolution confined to bourgeois limits. The CCP was to 
ally itself with the Guornindang. The old revolutionary parry, still headed by 
Sun Yatsen and revitalized by the political activism of the May Fourth 
Movement, had achieved a tenuous political-military base in and around 
the city of Guangzhou (Canton). The alliance was designed to achieve the 
twin goals of national unification and national independence� 
elimination of warlord separatism and foreign imperialism. It was an al
liance in which the CCP was to be very much the junior partner. The Com
munists were to recognize the Guornindang as the leader of the bourgeois 
or "national" revolution and they were to join that party as individual mem

bers in a united front. The alliance was formally consummated in January 
1924. To the Guornindang at Guangzhou there flowed Sov-iet arms, money, 



and military and political advisers-for the purpose of building a modem 

army that eventually would move northward to unify the country. To the 

Communists, Moscow offered moral encouragement and political advice. 

In retrospect, one is struck by how narrow a definition Comintern ideol

ogists gave the Marxist concept of a "bourgeois-democratic" revolution

at least insofar as China was concerned. A bourgeois revolution is a political 

transformation that sweeps away obsolete institutions left over from the 

old {eudal (or "precapitalist") order and replaces them with new political 

institutions favorable to the interests of the bourgeoisie and to the growth 

of capitalist production and property relationships. Essential in this process 

is genuine national unification-the establishment of a centralized govern

ment with a uniform code of laws, a single national currency, and a uniform 

system of taxation; in short, the abolition of all the vestiges of feudal sepa

ratism and the creation of modem politico-legal conditions conducive to 

the growth of a national market and to the development of capitalist pro

duction. The process also includes, at least ideally, the establishment of a 

parliamentary democracy, the form of state most appropriate for the class 

dominance of the bourgeoisie. Furthermore, it assumed that a bourgeois 

revolution pennits some degree of freedom for the political activities of 

other social classes, especially the growing proletariat, and that it abolishes 

the remaining feudal relationships that shackle the peasantry, thus hasten

ing the growth of capitalism in the countryside. 

In its specifically Leninist form, a bourgeois-democratic revolution in 

Asia and the Mddle East came to include a nationalist revolution to throw. 

off the foreign imperialist yoke. It also included a much greater emphasis 

on the antifeudal social revolution in the countryside-and, partly to com

pensate for the weakness of the indigenous bourgeoisie, a far greater polit

ical role for the proletariat and especially for the peasantry in the bourgeois 

phase of the revolutionary process. 

Yet the bourgeois revolution that the Guomindang-CCP alliance was 

designed to carry out was conceived as a much more limited affair. Beneath 

the facade of the revolutionary rhetoric of the time, the concept was rede

fined to include no more than the leaders of the Guomindang were willing 

to accept. And this boiled down to two aims: national unification and na

tional independence. Only lip service was paid to the ideal of a democratic 

republic; indeed, it was implicitly assumed from the beginning that China's 

new political order would be essentially a military one. And quite explicitly 

excluded, or at least postponed, was a social revolution in the countryside. 

China's "bourgeois-democratic" revolution, in short, was to achieve no 

more than purely nationalist goals. 

A successful nationalist revolution was, of course, desperately needed. 



The 1911 Revolution had done little more than remove the anachronistic 
monarchy. Its political result was neither a strong state nor a democratic 
one, but rather increased political chaos and fragmentation in the dark age 

of warlordism that came in its wake. It left undisturbed the web of imperi

alist political and economic impingements that had made China so depen
dent on the foreign powers, just as it left untouched the existing internal 
social structure and especially traditional rural socioeconomic relationships 

and gentry-landlord dominance in the countryside. By the 1920s, national 

unification and national independence had become ahnost universal de

mands among politically conscious Chinese, uniting much of the traditional 

ruling class with the modem social classes and political parties. And for the 

leaders of an isolated and beleaguered Soviet Union, being driven inex

orably to Stalin's doctrine of «socialism in one country" and now deeply in
volved in internal Chinese politics, a nationalist revolution that would yield 
a friendly Chinese regime was the overriding aim. 

But China needed more than a purely nationalist revolution and more 

was being demanded. New social classes and groups had arrived in the po
litical arena to give the "national revolution" a radical thrust that went far 
beyond the limited aims upon which the Guomindang-Corrununist al
liance was based. In the cities the nev.r Chinese working class began to re
volt against the injustices of early industrialism. In the countryside peasants 
organized (and were being organized) to overthrow the dominance of the 
traditional landlord class. And a radical intelligentsia, now politicized and 
politically organized in modem parties, stood eager to lead a popular revo
lutionary movement. These forces could not be confined within the narrow 
limits of a «national" revolution or even a more broadly de6ned "bour
geois-democratic" one, as the great revolutionary upsurge of 1925-1927 
was to demonstrate. 

The Revolution of 1925-1927 

The alliance with the Guomindang provided Communist revolutionaries 

wider access to Chinese society and the powerful forces of revolution latent 

within it. Communists, working under the banner of the Guomindang, re
newed their efforts to organize increasingly rebellious workers and peas

ants. Over the years_1924--1927,_the mass revolutionary movement in both 
town and countryside, partly organized and partly spontaneous, grew with 
unprecedented rapidity and moved in ever more radical social directions. It 

was the mass movement that gave China's two modem political parties the 
enormous strength they so quickly acquired during those years and pro
vided the alliance between them with its extraordinary dynamism. But the 



increasingly radical character of the popular mov�t created political 
tensions and intensified social conflicts that undermined the political 
united front and resulted in the near destruction of the CCP. 

The radical and militant phase of the revolution was signaled by the May 
J1Uriieth Moyemcnt of 1925. Puring the early months of 1925,ilie city o! 
Shanghai-the center and symbol of the foreign imperialist intrusion-was 
swept by a wave of workers' strikes. In one instance, a Chinese worker was 
shot to death by a Japanese foreman. On May 30 workers and students 
staged a demonstration of protest that culminated in the foreign-governed 
International Settlement, where British-commanded police dispersed the 
demonstrators, killing 12 of their number. The incident had an explosive 
effect, setting off a succession of strikes, demonstrations, antiforeign boy
cotts in all the major cities and a new massive wave of anti-imperialism 
throughout the country. The most notorious clash between Chinese and 
foreigners oCCUlTed in the foreign settlement in Guangzhou (Canton) on 
June 23 when British and French troops killed 50 Chinese demonstrators 
and wounded many more. The Guangzhou massacre provoked a general 
strike by Chinese workers in Hong Kong, crippling the colony and British 
trade for 16 months, and also set off a nationwide boycott against British 
goods. In a dramatic expression of political militancy; 100,000 Chinese la
borers migrated from the British colony to Guangzhou to form the Hong 
Kong-Canton Strike Committee, which became one of the main centers of 
the growing revolutionary movement. 

The militant mass movement that emerged in the summer of 1925-, 
which was to grow with extraordinary rapidity and force over the next two 
years-was never a purely nationalist movement and could not be confined 
to strictly anti-imperialist aims. Powerful nationalist resentments fueled the 
revolutionary movement, to be sure, and the resentments were exacer
bated by the spectacle of foreigners killing Chinese on Chinese soil But the 
workers were also driven to revolt by the horrendous conditions of work 
and life brought by early capitalist industrialism. Workers living in foreign
donrinated cities and laboring in foreign-owned factories naturally identi
fied economic exploitation with the foreign presence. It was this 
combination of socioeconomic oppression and foreign oppression that 
gave the workers' movement its special militancy. 

The urban working-class movement of 1925-1927 was accompanied by 
the rise of a no less militant peasant movement in the countryside. In addi
tion to a resurgence of peasant protest and revolt through traditional 
forms, primarily secret societies and banditry, there appeared new and 
modern rural organizations, the �asant associations. Composed mostly of 
poorer peasants, and in large measure the product of the ideas and orga-



nizing activities of young revolutionary intellectuals, the new organizations 
posed an increasingly radical threat to the dominance of the gentry. By mid-
1925, half-a-m.Ulion peasants had joined the new associations in Guang
dong, the province where the main military-political base of the allied 
Guomindang-Communist forces was located. Over the next two years, 
membership in the Guangdong peasant organizations quadrupled and the 
peasant associations spread rapidly to other provinces. Nationalist and an
tiforejgn sentiments were involved, but the motive force was an elemental 
demand for social justice and economic survival. 

The mass movement sparked by the May Thirtieth incident had an im
mediate and dramatic effect on both the Guomindang and the CCP. The 
dynamism of the popular movement in both town and countryside enabled 
the Guomindang to consolidate its power in Guangzhou and expand it 
from there. Following the death of Sun YatseninMarch 1925, Chiang Kai
shek established himself as the political leader of the Guomindang. by 
virtue of his control of the Russian-trained Nationalist Army and by the end 
of the year he had extended Guomindang control to all of Guangdong and 
portions of neighboring provinces. The long-awaited Northern Expedition 
to unify the country began in the summer of 1926, and warlord armies 
crumbled before its advance. Th;popUiai revolution� movement aided 
the new anny in its striking victories, while the continuing military suc
cesses of Chiang's forces gave further impetus to the workers and peasants. 

Just as the May Thhtieth Movement led to a spectacular growth in the 
power of the Guo�so it led to a no less dramatic increase in the 
power and influence of its Communist allies. The CCP began with less 
than 100 members in 1921, and had grown to no more than 500 by 1924. 
At. the end of 1925, and on the basis of the mass �calization of the pre
ceding 6 months, the Party could claim 20,000 members--and by early 
1927 its membership had almost tripled io a total of 58,000. Its auxiliary 
organizations were even larger, particularly the Socialist Youth Corps which 
attracted ever increasing numbers of militant srudents and young workers. 
Moreover, Communist activists, primarily responsible for the organization 
of industrial unions and peasant associations, exercised enormous influ
ence over the new mass organizations, albeit under the banner of the Guo
mindang. And Communists held important positions within the 
Guomindang itself, in the National goverrunent based in Guangzhou, and 
in Chiang Kai"shek's new army. 

The successes of the mass movement that gave the Guomindang--CCP 
alliance its extraordinary political dynamism eventually nndermined the 
political basis of the !llliance and soon tore it asunder, leading to the sup
pression and virtual destruction of the CCP. f9nce the forces of popular 



revolution were set in motion they acquired a llie of their own that could 
not be confined within the narrow limits of a "national revolution] Urban 
workers struck not only at the factories and enterprises owned by foreign
ers, but those owned by the Chinese bourgeoisie as well; the worlcing-class 
movement threatened not only foreign property and privileges but property 
in general. In the countryside, the peasant movement attacked not foreign 
landlords, but the power of Chinese landlords and rural elites. From the 
mass nationalist movement there thus arose the threat of social revOlu
tiOn-and it threatened classes and groups that formed the social basis oT 
the Guomindang: the urban bourgeoisie whose ties to, and dependence 
upon, the Guomindang were solidified in direct proportion to the rising 
threat of social revolution; and the officer corps of Chiang Kai-shek's army, 
many of whose members were the sons of the landed gentry, a class that 
now feared agrarian revolution. With the interests of the propertied classes 
threatened, the Guomindang emerged more and more as the party of prop
erty and order. 

As the Nationalist Army moved northward during the latter half of 
1926, the workers' and peasant organizations grew to massive proportions, 
ever more radical in aims and methods, and increasingly revolutionary in 
character, especially in the countryside. Even the most radical Communists 
were astonished by the sudden surge and power of the largely spontaneous 
movement from belr;nv. The sense of astonishment (and the feeling of ex

;hilaration) runs throughout Mao Zedong's famous report on the peasant 
movement in Hunan, a document written during the early months of 1927, 
in which Mao described the spontaneous revolutionary activities of the 
peasantry as a force as natural and elemental as "a tornado or tempest, a 
force so extraordinarily swift and violent that no power, however great, will 
be able to suppress it. "1 

But social revolution was incompatible with the terms of the Guomin
dang--Communist alliance. And the Stalinist message from Moscow, duly 
conveyed to Chinese Communist leaders through the agency of the Com
intern, was to restrict the radicalism of the masses, and to presenre the po
litical alliance at all costs. Thus the leaders of the Chinese Party found 
themselves in the embarrassing and agonizing position of attempting to
limit JX)pular radicalism rather than to promote it, to dampen the flames of 
revolution rather than to place themselves at the head of the insurgent 
masses. Not all Conununists heeded Moscow's "advice," nor could they 
have enforced Comintern directives even had they wished to do so, for the 
popular revolution (particularly in the countryside) had acquired a momen
twn of its own that was beyond the power of any party to control. Although 
many individual Conununists attempted to lead the movement, the Party 



as a whole remained confused and immobilized. The result was that the re
bellious masses were left defenseless and largely leaderless in face of the or
ganized forces of counterrevolution preparing to suppress them. 

During the early months of 1927 the popular revolutionary movement 
reached its apogee, while the Nationalist Army was demonstrating its mili
tary supremacy in its victorious march through the provinces of South and 
Central China. The tension betweep. the purely .pationalist ahns of the 
Guomindang and the social-revolutionary aspirations of the masses was 
nearing its breaking point. The break came when Chiang Kai-shek had ac
quired the militacy power (and the financial baclcing of the higher bour
geoisie of Shanghai) to destroy the mass movement-and to cast off his 
Russian patrons and Communist allies. The counterrevolution began in 
Shanghai in April On March 21-22 a Communist-led working-class upris
ing had succeeded in seiziDg control of portions of Shanghai, and the victo
rious insurgents awaited the arrival of the Nationalist Anny. Chiang and his 
forces entered the city without opposition on March 26, and they were wel
comed as liberators. The hberators soon turned executioners. Before dawn 
on April 12, armed units of the infamous Green Gang and other under
world secret societies, together with selected units of the regular National
ist Army, attacked the headquarters of Communist and radical trade-union 
organizations, inaugurating a bloodbath that virtually destroyed both the 
CCP and the workers' movement in China's largest city and the main cen
ter of the organized radical movement. From Shanghai, the repression was 
carried to all of the areas south of the Yangtze within reach of the National
ist Anny, extenc::lmg north to warlord areas not yet under the control of the 
Nationalist government. In an orgy of counterrevolutionary violence, 
Chiang turned his Soviet-built army to the task of destroymg all mdical 
mass organizations as well as the Chinese Communist Party. 'llade unions 
and student organizations were annihilated in the cities, but nowhere was 
the slaughter greater than in the suppression of the peasant associations in 
the countryside. Organizations that had mobilized tens of millions of peas
ants were brutally smashed, and within a few months had vanished from
the political scene, leaving few traces of the great agrarian revolution that 
had risen so swiftly, promising to transform the Chinese countryside. Those 
killed in the Revolution of 1925-1927 numbered in the hundreds, but the 
White Terro_r_ of 1927-1930 took a toll of human lives that must be counted 
in the hundreds of thousands. 

The Chinese Communist Party was virtuallY extinguished. Its organiza
tional structure was quickly shattered in a series of lightning blows struck 
by the NationalistAnny; and its ranks further decimated by a series of be
lated and desperate attempts to reverse the counterrevolutionary tide, the 



last of which was the Canton Commune and its bloody suppression in De
cember 1927. At the beginning of 1927 the Chinese Communist Party was 
a powerful organization -with a membership of 58,000. By the end of the 
year no more than 10,000 remained, and they were scattered, disorganized, 
demoralized, and leaderless. Some Communists defected, but most had 
been killed in battle or summarily executed. Those who survived the car
nage fled to the more remote areas of the countryside, there to attempt to 
begin the revolution anew. 

The Communists learned bitter lessons from their crushing defeat, and 
the lessons were to guide their revolutionary strategy in the years that fol
lowed. First and foremost was the recognition that in the modern Chinese 
historical situation �was decisive in detennining the outcome 
of political and social class struggles. It was the military superiority of the 
Guomindang that had defeated the revolution in 1927, and that elemental 
fact of Chinese political life was not lost on the leaders of the CCP. From it 

I 
grew the Maoist maxim that "political power grows out of the barrel of a

, gun." The maxim had been practiced by Chiang Kai-shek before Mao ex
l pounded it, but Mao was to learn to be a better practitioner of the lesson 

that Chiang had imparted to him. The Communists now knew that they 
had to build their own anny and that the revolution would of necessity take 
the form of a military struggle. Many also had learned that Moscow was not 
the sole repository of revolutionary \visdom, at least not in so far as the Chi
nese revolution was concerned, for it was that peculiar "united front" strat
egy formulated in Moscow that had led them to defeat and disaster. 
United-front strategies were by no means rejected, but the Chinese Com
munists were now determined to maintain their own political and military 
independence. And there arose a new appreciation of the revolutionary po
tentialities of the peasantry: In part, this was a matter of necessity, for the 
Party was no longer able to operate effectively in the Guomindang-ruled 
cities; in part, it was to be a new revolutionary preference. In any case, the 
Communists were no longer boJ!.l}d to��-:�eninist dogmas 
on the revolutionary limitations of peasants. 

The events of 1927 marked the failure not of one revolution but of two: 
the workers' movement in the cities and the peasant movement in the 
countryside. The urban proletarian movement had been socialist in na
ture, or at least potentially so, for it was a revolt against both indigenous 
and foreign capitalism, and was aimed at the abolition of private property. 
The socialist potential went unrealized, but it was not historically in
evitable that this should have been so. The proletariat constituted only a 
small minority of the Chinese population, but not an insignificant one. By 
the mid-1920s the number of industrial workers employed in large-scale 



enterprises had grown to approximately 2,000,000 and they were highly 
concentrated and strategically placed in the modern sector of the Chinese 
economy. To this must be added a far greater number of urban semiprole
tarians, the perhaps 10,000,000 Mao Zedong once termed "the city 
coolies," who s\velled the ranks of the urban revolutionary movement.2 
The Chinese industrial proletariat proper was not far smaller than its Rus
sian counterpart in 1917.3 Nor was it any less politically militant. Indeed, 
few working-class movements anywhere in the twentieth century matched 
the revolutionary energies, the organizational initiative, the extraordinary 
heroism, and the spirit of self-sacrifice and dedication to the revolutionary 
cause which the Chinese proletariat displayed. Moreover, the urban work
ing-class movement developed in a situation that in many respects was 
highly favorable for revolution. With all social classes weak, political power 
fragmented, and a militant proletarian movement accompanied by a pow
erful agrarian revolution, the possibility of a successful revolution based 
upon a worker-peasant alliance was not beyond the realm of possibility. 

"'What was lacking were not the objective preconditions for revolution but 
7ather the subjective prerequisites. A politically immature Communist 
Party allowed itself to become shackled to the policies of the Cornintern / 
and dependent on the actions of the Guomindani) From its ranks 
emerged no leader with the boldness and vision of a Lenin or a TI-otsky to 
seize upon the possibilities that the revolutionary situation offered. The 
Chinese Communist leaders did not lead the masses but, however reluc
tantly and unwittingly, accepted and pursued foreign-made policies that 
led the mass movement to its tragic end. The disasters that befell both the 
workers' movement and the Chinese Communist Party in 1927 were in no 
sense historically inevitable. It was not preordained that the Russians 
should have created a modern Chinese army and placed that army in the 
hands of a man who was to use it to crush the revolution. That fatal his
torical irony came about not because of the weakness of the mass move
ment but because of the weaknesses and limitations of its leaders-and 
ultimately because the critical decisions were made in Moscow. It \vas not 
to be the last time that the national interests of the Soviet state were to 
collide with the real interests of the Chinese revolution. 

Yet what did happen in 1927, even though it did not necessarily have to 
happen, was crucial in determining the future and nature of the revolution. 
The liquidation of the workers' movement and Communist po\ver in the 
cities proved irreversible. When the Communist revolution revived in the 
years after the debacle of 1927 it did so in the form of a peasant-based rev
olution in the more remote rural areas. The urban proletariat, so bloodily 
suppressed in 1927, remained politically quiescent for most of the next t\t'o 



decades, and the Communists were not to regain power in the urban areas 
until their victorious peasant armies marched into the cities in 1949. 

If the socialist revolutionary potential of 1927 went unrealized, the 
bourgeois revolution proved abortive as well. To be sure, the victorious 
northward march of the Guomindang annies in 1927-1928 did manage to 
achieve a semblance of national unification, albeit upon the ruins of the 
mass movement. But the new Nationalist government at Nanjing provided 
no impetus and little opportunity for modem capitalist development in the 
cities, where its power was based. And it sought to maintain the social sta
tus quo in the countryside, where it was content to rely on the local power 
of the gentry-landlord elite. Even as a purely nationalist revolution, the tri
umph of the Guomindang was superficial and incomplete, for �national 
unification" was based less on the elimination of warlordism than on vari
ous and tenuous alliances with the more powerful warlord annies of North 
China. And "national independence" meant arriving at an accommodation 
with the imperialist powers and a continued dependence on foreign eco

, nomic influences{The bourgeois revolution thus remained unfinished, and 
· the task of compi;ting it fell to the Comm.;ustij 
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The Maoist Revolution and the Yan' an Legacy 

ARADICALLY N E W  phase of the Chinese Communist Revolu
tion began inconspicuously in October of 1927 when Mao Ze
dong led the remnants of a defeated military force to 

Jinggangshan, a remote mountain region and old bandit hideout bordering 
the provinces of Hunan and Jiangxi. There Mao built a tiny military base by 
recruiting peasant vagabonds and uniting his troops with those of several 
local bandit leaders: In the spring of 1928 the forces atJinggangshan were � 
augmented by the arrival of 1,000 rebel soldiers led by Zhu De, who was to 
become the commander of what was to become the Red Army and Mao's 
comrade in arms during the twenty-one years of revolutionary warfare that 
were to follow. 

It was in the Jinggangshan border area that the Maoist strategy_� 
rural-based revolution had its origins. From 1928 to 1931, tht{"'Maois;Y 
forces learned to employ the tactics of guerrilla warfare upon whi2hmerr 
survival was dependent. The "Mao-Zhu Army" grew through the recruit
ment of local peasants and the appeals of a radical program of land redis
tribution, and eventually secured military predominance in southern 
Jiangxi, where, in 1931, the Chinese Soviet ;Bepublic was established. 

While Mao embarked on an independent course of agrarian revolution, 
this was not the case for the Chinese Communist movement as a whole. 

31 



During the years when Mao was consolidating a rural base in Jiangxi, other 
Communists follmving directives from Moscow were leading small peasant
rebel armies in attacks on the cities. But a demoralized working class 
failed to respond to revolutionary appeals. The end of 1930 marked the 
end of Communist hopes to regain their old proletarian bases. \X!hat re
mained of the defeated Communist forces gravitated to Jiangxi or re
treated to a dozen smaller rural Soviet bases mostly located along the 
upper reaches of the Thngtze River. For the next ten years a bitter internal 

-conflict would rage between Comintern-supported Chinese Communist 
leaders and Maoists for control of the Party and the Red Army. The battles 

_.were to be fought in the isolated rural areas where the revolution and the 
revolutionaries were now confined�and the terrain was to prove favor
able to Mao. 

The Chinese Soviet Republic, formally proclaimed in ;"Jovember 1931, 
v.rith its capital at the tov.rn of Ruijin in Jiangxi Province, was to survive 
three years. The Communists established a functioning governmental ap
paratus, administering a territory of about 15,000 square miles inhabited 
by approximately 3,000,000 people. The central Soviet area was aug
mented by a dozen or so smaller rural So\riets, with a total population of 
about 6,000,000. And the Red Army grew into a formidable fighting force 
of 300,000. 

The history of the Chinese Smriet Republic was brief, and the experi
ment ended in failure, but the historical experience was by no means in
significant. The Co:rllmunists established a sizable and functioning civilian 
governmental apparatus in Jiangxi, and, although the government fell, 
those who survived its fall emerged as experienced political administrators 
as well as seasoned revolutionaries. The principles of guerrilla warfare that 
Mao Zedong and Zhu De originated at Jinggangshan were developed and 
tested on a far greater scale during the early 1930s. Perhaps most impor
tant, the Communists learned essential lessons about the preconditions for 
the political and social mobilization of the peasantt}c They learned that the 
prerequisite for agrarian revolution was the military predominance of the 
Red Army and the security it guaranteed, for peasants were \villing to sacri
fice to change the conditions under which they lived but not in situations 
they perceived to be hopeless and feared retribution from the forces of 
counterrevolution. They also learned that radical policies of wholesale so
cial leveling which threatened the productive middle peasants were politi
cally and economically counterproductive in a situation that demanded a 
broad base of popular support in a rural society existing on a subsistence 
level. And they learned that meaningful land reform could not be imposed 



from above by bureaucratic decree but had to be accomplished through the 

organization and participation of peasants within each village. 

Just as Lenin once described the 1905 Russian Revolution as a "dress re

hearsal" for the 1917 October Revolution, so the short-livedJiangxi Soviet 
was a "rehearsal" for what proved to be the decisive Yan' an period of the 
Chinese revolution. But it was a rehearsal that was performed at a terrible 

cost for both the Communists and their peasant supporters. In 1934 the 
Chinese Soviet Republic began to crumble under the onslaught of Guo

mindang armies, and in the autumn of that year the Communists aban

doned their base in Jiangxi and embarked upon that extraordinary 

year-long journey to the North that was to become known and celebrated 
as the Long March. 

The Political and Psychological Significance of the Long March 

In October 12..22..._Mao Zedong led what remained of the First Front Army --· 
through the last lines of enemy soldiers guarding Mount Liupan in Gansu 

Province and entered northern Shaanxi Province. In that remote and prim

itive area of China's vast and sparsely populated Northwest, Communist 

revolutionaries from many provinces were to find refuge. It was a precari

ous haven, but one that would provide sufficient time and opportunity to 

establish a new base area from where the revolution could begin once 

agam. 

Of the approximately 80,000 men and 35 women who embarked from 

Jiangxi on the night of October 15, 1934, fewer than 10,000 survived the 
torturous trek to arrive with Mao in Shaanxi, just south of the Great Wall. 

Among the many dead, left along that circuitous route through the treach

erous mountains, rivers, and marshes of western China, were many of 

Mao's closest friends and comrades, killed in the bloody battles fought with 

pursuing Nationalist troops and warlord armies along the way. Among the 

missing-and never to be found-were t\vo of 1vlao's children, who re

mained behind with sympathetic peasant families in Jiangxi, along with 

many other children too young to undertake the 6,000-tnile march. Also 

left behind in Jiangxi, to fight a rearguard action against Guomindang 

troops, was Mao Zedong' s brother, Mao Zetan, killed in battle early in 

1935. 

Measured by any standard of human accomplishment, and quite apart 

from one's political persuasions, few would disagree with Edgar Snow's as

sessment that the Long March was "an Odyssey unequaled in modern 

times."1 But the heroism and great human drama of the epic should not be 



allowed to obscure the fact that it was hom out of political and military fail
ure and ended in near disaster. Having successfully withstood Chiang Kai
shek' s first four "encirclement and annihilation" campaigns (1930-3 3), the 
Communists had neither the economic nor military resources to resist the 
new "blockhouse" strategy that Chiang's imported German military advis
ers had dev;sed fur the fifth campaign. 

Abandoning the Chinese Soviet Republic and leaving the peasants who 
had supported them to the temble reprisals that the returning Guomin
dang annies inevitably were to inflict was a. political defeat of very consid
erable magnitude. And the fact that the largest part of the Red Army was 
destroyed during the ordeals of the next year can hardly be seen as a vic
tory. The exhausted survivors of the Long March who reached Shaanxi cel
ebrated little more than the sheer fact that they had managed to survive. 

Yet the Long March was the prelude to what proved to be the victorious 
period of the Chinese Communist Revolution, and in that sense it was an 
event filled with momentous political and psychological implications. Polit
ically, it was the time when Mao Zedong achieved effective control of the 
Chinese Communist Party, a dominance that had eluded him during the 
Jiangx:i. period as his power was eroded by the Comintem-supported 
''Twenty-eight Bolshevilcs," a group of young Chinese Communists trained 
at Sun Yat-sen University in Moscow to do Stalin's bidding in China. It was 
not until lanuwy 1935� during the course of the Long March, that the 
power of the Twenty-eight Bolsheviks was broken and Mao emerged as 
chairman of the Party's Politburo. His leadership was not to go unchal
lenged in later years, but he now was su£6.ciendy in control of the Party
(and enough of the anny) to pursue his own revolutionary strategy. The in
cubus of the Comintem :finally had been thrown off, and Mao had achieved 
political supremacy in defiance of Stalin. It was an event unprecedented in 
the history of Communist parties during the Stalinist era. Thus the Long 
March brought Mao to a. position of supreme leadership in the Chinese 
Communist Party and brought the revolutionaries he led to a relatively se
cure geographical position---one where they could make good their vow to 
fight the Japanese and mobilize Chinese nationalist sentiments for both pa
triotic and revolutionary ends. 

The psychological effects of the Long March are much more intangible. 
For Mao, at least, the experience served to reinforce his voluntaristic faith 
that people with the proper will, spirit, and revolutionary consciousness 
could conquer all material obstacles and mold historical reality in accor
dance with their ideas and ideals. For those who survived the ordeal-and 
for those who were inspired by the story of their survival-the experience, 
however bitter it was at the time, gave rise to a renewed sense of hope and 



a deepened sense of mission. People must be able to hope before they can 
act; they must possess not only ideals and a sense of mission, but hope and 
confidence that they will be able to realize their ideals through their own 
actions. More than any other event in the history of Chinese Communism, 
it was the Long March-and the legendary tales to which it gave rise-that 
provided this essential feeling of hope, the confidence that determined 
people could prevail under even the most desperate conditions. And more 
than any other individual, it was Mao Zedong who radiated and inspired 
this faith in the future. It was a faith not only in those deemed capable of 
molding the future in accordance with Communist hopes but also in the 
values regarded as essential to the eventual realization of those hopes. The 
familiar Maoist vhtues of unending struggle, heroic sacrifice, self-denial, 
diligence, courage, and unselfishness were values espoused not by Mao 
alone but carried and conveyed by all of the veterans of the Long March, 
for these were the values they had come to regard as essential to their own 
sunrival and to the swvival of the revolution to which they had devoted 
their lives. These ascetic values lay at the core of what later came to be cel
ebrated as "the Yan'an spirit." 

Many more died during the Long March than sunrived it, and this fact 
ahne made its peculiar contnbution to "the Yan'an spirit." The survivors' 
consciousness that they had lived while so many more had perished lent a 
sacred character to their revolutionary mission and gave rise to an almost 
religious sense of dedication. Later, Mao found it "odd" that he had sur
vived and commented that "death just did not seem to want him."2 The 
Long March, both in reality and later symbolically, was the supreme and ul
timate test of survival amidst death. For Mao, the experience undoubtedly 
contributed enormously to the perception of himself as a man of destiny 
who would lead his followers to the completion of their revolutionary mis
sion. And if others did not necessarily share Mao's special sense of destiny, 
they had shared similar experiences, suffered equally heavy personal losses, 
and had acquired a similar sense of being survivors. This psychological 
legacy went into the making of Yan' an Communism and manifested itself 
in a very special conunitment to carry on the revolutionary struggle, for only 
in that way could one justify the incredible sacrifices that had been made 
and prepare for those yet to be made. 

The mere fact of survival thus bec�e a matter of enormous psycholog
ical significance. It also was a matter of great political consequence, for it 
was testimony not only to the validity of the mission, but also to the policies 
and wisdom of the leader. Indeed, the cult of Mao Zedong, it seems not 
improbable to suggest, was born out of the Long March, for Mao was the 
prophet who had led the survivors through the wilderness. And if Shaanxi 



was not the promised land, later revolutiona..y successes were to fulfill his 
prophecies and vindicate his policies. Although one does not find in the 
Yan' an period anything resembling the more extreme forms of the worship 
of Mao and his "thought" witnessed after 1949, a certain mystique and 
sense of awe had already begun to surround his name and person. As early 
as 1937 Edgar Snow reported that Mao had acquired the reputation of ua 
charmed life. "3 

In celebrating the heroism of the Long March, later Chinese accounts 
were to hail it as a great victory which guaranteed the inevitable success of 
the revolution. Victory did not seem so inevitable at the time, however. 
\Xi'hile what remained of the First Front Army celebrated their survival, they 
had little else to celebrate. In assessing the situation in 1936, Mao was a 
good deal more candid than later writers: 

Except for the Shaanxi-Gansu border area, all revolutionary bases were lost, the 

Red Army reduced from 300,000 to a few tens of thousands, the membership of 
the Chinese Communist Party was reduced from 300,000 to a few tens of thou

sands, and the Party organizations in Guornindang areas were almost entirely 

wiped out_ In short, we received an extremely great historical punishment.4 

To be sure, Mao attributed the disaster to the ideological and political er
rors of his recently vanquished Party opponents and duly expressed confi
dence in ultimate victory and in the new strategy he proposed to achieve 
that victory. But his appraisal of Communist fortunes at the conclusion of 
the Long March was bleak and accurate. 

The military forces under Mao's control in Shaanxi were augmented in 
late 1935 by several thousand Communist partisans who had been engaged 
in guerrilla warfare in the Northwest since 1931 under the leadership of 
Liu Zhidan, a \Vhampoa graduate and former Guomindang officer whose 
heroic exploits had earned him something of a Robin Hood reputation 
among the peasants of his native Shaanxi. In addition, several thousand 
other Communist troops who had abandoned a small base area in Hunan 
Province reached Shaanxi in September 1935, several weeks prior to Mao's 
arrivaL In 1936 these forces were joined by the remnants of two other 
armies; the army under the command of He L?_�g,_ who had been operating 
in Hunan, and the troops led by Zhang G1!_q_�a.9 and Zhu De who had bro
ken off from the main line of the Lo�arch and-flllaiTy-arn\;ed by way of 
Xinjiang. Yet by late 1936 the Red Army in Shaanxi numbered no more 
than 30,000, a pitifully small force compared to the pursuing forces of 
Chiang Kai-shek. 



The "'ian' an Era and Peasant Revolution 

The Communist military position in 1936 was precarious and the economic 

environment in which they now found themselves was unpromising. 
Northern Shaanxi was one of China's most poor and backward areas. Cen

turies of erosion had made its lands unfertile, capable of supporting only a 

relatively small and an extremely impoverished population; "a very poor, 

bacbvard, underdeveloped, and mountainous part of the countlj�" Mao 

Zedong later remarked to a foreign visitor.5 And to Zhou Enlai in 1936, it 

seemed a most inauspicious place to revive the revolution. "Peasants in 

Shaanxi are extremely poor," he then complained, "their land very unpro

ductive. . . The population of the Jiangxi Soviet numbered 3,000,000 

whereas here it is at most 600,000 . . . . InJiangxi and Fujian people brought 

bundles with them when they joined the Red Anny; here they do not even 

bring chopsticks; they are utterly destitute. "6 
And what of Yan' an itself, the town to which pilgrimages are now made 

to view the sacred revolutionary places, especially the austere \Vooden 

houses and the cave dwellings where Mao and others lived and worked 

during that legendary decade? .Although an ancient cit]; founded some 

3,000 years ago, Yan' an could not claim a particularly distinguished history. 

As Chinese civilization moved southward over the centuries, it became a 

remote frontier town, used mostly as an advanced military outpost to de

fend the borders against nomadic invaders from central Asia. It \vas an im

poverished market town of perhaps 10,000 people when it was occupied by 

Communist troops at the end of 1936 and established as the administrative 

capital of what was to be called the Shaanxi-Gansu-Ningxia Border Re

gion. The wretched poverty and backwardness of the entire area was re

flected in the bleakness ofYan'an. The town's now famous museums and 

shrines exhibit no ancient glories but are the products of a modern revolu

tionary history-and, in a sense, are the result of an accident of history. "We 

didn't pick it" was Mao's terse reply to a sympathetic American writer who 

once politely praised Yan' an's harsh climate .I 
But it is Thn'an the time, not Yan'an the place, that Chinese celebrate. 

Yet how did the time become one to celebrate when the place was so unfa

vorable? How did a ragged force of revolutionaries, isolated in an area so 

remote and so lacking in material resources, grow v.rithin a decade into a 

pmverful army of more than a million soldiers and acquire the massive 

peasant support upon which to base its momentous victory? 

For those inclined to ponder the role of accidents in history, the Japa

nese invasion of China is undoubtedly a most intriguing case. Were it not 



for the Japanese attempt to conquer China in 193 7, it can plausibly be ar

gued, the conditions essential to the Communist victory would not have 

been created. Ym' an would have remained an obscure market tov..n in a re
mote Chinese province, unknown to Chinese and foreigners alike. No one 
in Beijing today would be celebrating the "Ym'an spirit" and no foreign 
"China watchers" would have pondered the "Thn'an syndrome." 

The Japanese invasion undennined the foundations of the Guomindang 
regime, for the Nationalists were driven from the major cities from which 

they derived their major sources of financial and political support. For the 

Guomindang, the ravages of war brought incredible economic chaos and 
bureaucratic corruption-and, eventuall); almost total demoralization. 

More importantly; such administrative authority as the Guomindang exer

cised in the countryside was largely destroyed. The gentr;.; upon whom that 

fragile authority had rested, either fled the rural areas or were left militarily 

and politically defenseless. At the same time, the Communists, already ex
perienced in working in the villages and adept at guerrilla warfare, were 

given access to vast areas of the countryside. For while the Japanese in

vaders were able to occupy the cities, they did not have the manpower to 
effectively control the rural areas, where Communist guerrilla bases multi

plied rapidly during the war years. The retreat of Guomindang forces to the 

west, and the collapse of Nationalist governmental authority in much of 

China, allowed the Communists to break out of their remote sanctuary in 

Shaanxi and expand their military and political influence through vast areas 
of the countryside in northern and central China. Although the increasingly 
p0\1lerful Yan' an base area remained the political and ideological center of 

the revolution, Communist cadres operated in many parts of rural China, 
gaining the political support of tens of millions of peasants and organizing 
many for guerrilla watfare behind Japanese lines. The gradual growth of 
Communist political and military nuclei in many parts of rural China during 

the war years was to prove decisive when the civil war with the Guomin
dang resumed with full fury in 1946. 

Much of the enormous popular support the Communists gained during 
the war years was based on patriotic appeals for national resistance to the 
foreign invaders. The new mantle of modem Chinese nationalism had re

placed the old "mandate of Heaven" as the symbol of political legitimacy in 

twentieth-century China. The nationalist credentials which Guomindang 
leaders lost-at first by their seeming unwillingness to defend the nation 
against the Japanese threat and then by their obvious inability to do so

were inherited by the Communists. During the war years, Ym'an was not 
only the revolutionary center but also (for increasing numbers of Chinese) 
the symbol of Chinese nationalist resistance to the Japanese invaders. From 



the cities many thousands of students and intellectuals migrated to Ian' an 

to join the Communist (and now also the nationalist) cause-and there, 

first at the Northwest Anti-Japanese Red Army University, many were 

trained, and ideologically "remolded," to become political, administrative, 
and military cadres for the rapidly expancling Communist base areas. 

The Japanese occupation not only intensified the economic crisis in the 
countryside but gave rise to bitter antiforeign sentiments among the peas

ants which the Communists were able to transform into a modem mass na

tionalist movement and utilize for revolutionary political ends. This new 

political opportunity was greatly facilitated by ruthless Japanese policies

the brutal and indiscriminate military forays into the villages of north and 

central China, where Japanese soldiers could plunder and punish but could 

not hold and occupy. The Communist mobilization of peasants on the basis 

of an anti-Japanese nationalist program contributed enormously to the mil

itary and political successes of the Yan' an era. 

In view of the strong tendency to interpret Chinese Communism as a 

species of Chinese nationalism, or to see the revolution as a case of a new 
elite ricling to power on a fortuitous wave of mass nationalism, it is impor

tant to keep the whole phenomenon of "peasant nationalism" in historical 
perspective. The Chinese peasant's identification with China as a political 

entity and peasant resistance to foreign intruders did not originate in 1937. 

Both are age-old features of Chinese history. Even armed peasant resis

tance to modem imperialist incursions has a long history, dating back to the 

Opium War of 1839-1842. It would be highly misleading to either overes

timate the spontaneous origins of the peasantry's modern sense of national 

consciousness or to underestimate the role of Communist cadres in instill

ing that sense of modern nationalism. The Communists were ardent Chi

nese nationalists long before 1937 and they played a crudal role in 

transfonning the elemental antiforeign response of the peasantry to the 

Japanese invaders into a modern nationalist response. By forging OOnds of 
solidarity between peasants from various localities and regions, the Com

munists created a nationwide resistance movement and imbued it with a 

sense of national mission that otherwise would have been absent. In large 

measure, the Communists brought nationalism to the countryside; they did 

not simply reflect it. 

Furthermore, neither the nationalistic appeals of the Communist Party 
nor the emergence of a mass nationalist movement made the social

economic grievances of the peasantry any less pressing or Communist 

promises of agrarian reform any less appealing. Predsely the opposite 

seems to have been the case in most areas where the Communists achieved 

their greatest successes in organizing and mobilizing peasant support. The 



war intensified the already horrendous economic burdens on the peasantry 

and thus increased the attractiveness of the Communist program for land 

reform. To be sure, the official land policy of the Yan'an period was a rela

tively moderate one by Jiangxi standards. Instead of the outright expropri

ation and division of landlord holdings, a program for reductions in rents 
and interest rates was adopted, partly to conform to the terms of a tenuous 
wartime alliance with the Guomindang but more importantly as an attempt 
to enlist the support of landlords and rich peasants as well as the masses of 

poor and middle peasants in the struggle against the Japanese invaders. But 

the reduction of rent to no more than one-third the crop and the elimina

tion of the many extralegal means through which landlords and bureau
crats traditionally exploited peasants were hardly unappealing measures to 

those who had been subjected to the most merciless forms of social and po

litical, as well as economic, oppression. 

Moreover, the officially "moderate" agrarian policies were by no means 

universally followed. In many cases large landholdings were distributed 

among land-hungry peasants, especially in areas where landlords fled with 

retreating Guomindang armies. Where the gentry-landlord elite remained, 

collaboration between Chinese landlords and Japanese occupiers was not 

uncommon; in exchange for political services performed-the traditional 

gentry function of "social control"-the Japanese allowed the gentry their 

traditional economic privilege of exploiting the peasantry: In such cases, the 

landlord appeared to the peasant not only in his old role as economic op
pressor but also as national traitor. TI-aditional hatred of the landlord on so

cioeconomic grounds was intensified by new nationalist resentments, and 
the Communists appealed to both simultaneousl)� promoting class as well 

as national struggle. 

Expropriation of gentry landholdings was a highly popular policy in 
much of the countryside-and where it occurred, and where the Commu

nists had sufficient military strength to guarantee the security of the peas

ants and their newly acquired land, the Party won the loyalty of masses of 

peasants. Conditions and policies varied greatly: In some areas, social revo

lution was sacrificed to obtain the support of all rural classes in the interests 
of national unity; in others, radical land policies proved more popular; and 

in some areas, neither nationalist nor socioeconomic appeals were effec

tive. But even where the officially moderate land policies were pursued, tra
ditional agrarian relationships were profoundly transformed: the local 

political power of the gentry elite was broken, its social authority and pres

tige undermined, and such reduced economic power as it still held was de

pendent on the grace of the new holders of political-military power in the 

local areas-the military and political cadres of the Chinese Communist 



Party. In the areas under Communist control in the Yan' an era, the erosion 
and sometimes the destruction of the power of the gentry-landlord class, 
the ruling elite of Chinese society for 2,000 years, marked the beginnjng of 

the first genuine social revolution in Chinese history since the establish
ment of the imperial order in 221 B.C. 

The Japanese invaders made their unintended contribution to the revo

lution by removing the Nationalist army and bureaucracy from much of 
China, thereby permitting the Communists to organize the peasantry for 

both nationalist and social revolutionary ends. The invasion did not by it
self create a revolutionary situation-for that already existed-but it did 

much to intensify that situation and to provide new opportunities for revo
lutionary action. But "revolutionary situations," however mature, do not by 

themselves create revolutions. Only revolutionaries make revolutions, and 
only when they are able to appreciate the potentialities in the historical sit
uation and to act upon them. To understand the reasons for the Commu

nist successes of the Yan'an years, it is necessary to take into account the 

subjective as well as the objective forces of the time-and especially the 
particular intellectual and ideological orientations of Mao Zedong. 

The Origins of Maoism 

Maoism did not become an official ideological orthodoxy until the early 

1940s, but its history as a distinct (and distinctively Chinese) interpretation 

of Marxism began two decades earlier. To vie\\' Maoism as simply the ideo

logical reflection of the "objective" conditions of the Yan'an period is to ig

nore the truism that people are the producers as well as the products of 
history and that they make their history, at least in part, on the basis of what 
they think. Neither Yan' an Communism nor Mao Zedong are exceptions to 

this proposition; much of what went into the making of the former was 

molded by the now famous "thoughts" of the latter. And Mao did not arrive 
in Shaanxi in 1935 with an empty head. 

\'Qhen Mao became a convert to Communism in 1920, many of the in

tellectual predispositions that were to mold his understanding of Marx

ism and his concept of revolution were already present, and they were 

reinforced by his revolutionary experiences in the 1920s and early 1930s. 
By no means the least important of Mao's early intellectual orientations 
was a profoundly voluntarist belief that the decisive factor in history (and 

the making of revolution) is human consciousness-the ideas, the will, 
and the actions of people. This faith in the ability of dedicated revolu
tionaries to mold social reality in accordance with their ideas and ideals 

survived the influence of the more deterministic tenets of Marxist theory, 



as Mao began to assimilate that theory in the course of his practical revo'
lutionary activities. 

To be sure, Mao derived from the objective laws of social development 
proclaimed in Marxist theory some degree of assurance of the historic in
evitability of a socialist future. But, in the final analysis, Mao's faith in so
cialism was not based upon any real Marxist confidence in the objective 
forces of historical development. For Mao, the essential factor in determin
ing the course of history was conscious human activity and the most impor
tant ingredients for revolution were how people thought and their 
willingness to engage in revolutionary action. 'This implied that revolution in 
China was not dependent on any predetermined levels of social and eco
nomic development and that revolutionary action need not be restrained by 
inherited Marxist-Leninist orthodoxies. It also implied a special concern for 
developing a "correct ideological consciousness," the ultimately decisive fac
tor in achieving success. Correct thought, in the Maoist view, was the essen
tial prerequisite for effective revolutionary action, and it is this assumption 
that gave rise to the enormous Maoist stress on "thought reform" and "ideo
logical remolding" developed and refined in the Yan' an era. 

The emphasis on ideological solidarity was of central importance for the 
successful conduct of guerrilla warfare in the Yan' an decade. In conditions 
of guerrilla war, where centralized organizational control is largely pre
cluded, the forging of strong commitments to a common ideology and a
common manner of thinking (and thus of acting) becomes a matter of
supreme importance. lhat Mao and Maoists were already disposed to
stress the role of "subjective factors" had a great deal to do with why the 
Communists adopted the strategy of "people's war" and the tactics of guer
rilla warfare-and why they were able to employ those strategic and tactical 
principles so successfully. 

If Mao's voluntarism mitigated the more deterministic implications of 
Marxist theory, his powerful nationalistic proclivities were equally impor
tant in adapting Marxism to the needs of revolution in China. From the be
ginning of his Marxist intellectual life, Mao's deeply rooted nationalistic 
impulses gave rise to the belief that the Chinese revolution was central to 
the world revolutionary process. As early as 1930 Mao predicted that "the 
revolution will certainly m

n
�e towards an upsurge more quickly in China 

,than in Western Europe."'l_lmplicit in this confidence was a faith that as
signed the Chinese nation a very special role in the building of a future in
ternational revolutionary ord� Internationalist aspirations and goals were 
no doubt inextricably intertwined with Chinese nationalist impulses. But it 
was in this treacherous area of what 11-otsky once called "messianic revolu-



tionary nationalism" that Mao departed from other Chinese Maxxists 
whose nationalist feelings were restrained by more orthodox Marxist con
siderations. 

The nationalist component in Mao's Marxist world view was reflected 
not only in his long-standmg hostility to the Corrllntern, but also, and more 
important, in his conception of the Chinese revolutionary process. Central 
to this conception was the conviction that the real enemies were not so
much withln Chinese society as without_l!he real enemy was foreign impe
rialism, and in the face of that continumg threat China stood as a poten
tially proletarian nation in a hostile capitalist-imperialist world orderJin 
confronting the external foe, dllnese of all social classes could gather 
under the nationalist umbrella hoisted by the CCP. And those who could 
not, or would not, were excluded from membership in the nation, or at 
least from "the people," excommunicated as representatives of foreign im
perialism. Political circumstances permitting, class struggle thus could be 
subordinated to national struggle and, indeed, the two could be regarded 
as more or less synonymous. The notion that all Chinese were potentially 
revolutionary gave Mao a particularly keen appreciation of the revolution
ary potentialities of Chinese nationalism and enabled him to harness na
tionalist sentiments for Communist ends. 

A populist-inspired notion of a "great union of the popular m.asses"9 
that Mao advocated at the beginning of his revolutionary career in 1919 
also smvived to influence the Maoist adaptation of Marxism-Leninism. 
Populist impulses grew to reinforce Mao's nationalist-inspired faith in the 
basic unity of the Chinese people in the face of external enemies and also 
led him to attnbute to "the people" an almost inherent revolutionary so

cialist consciousness. "In the masses is embodied great socialist activism" 
was a Maoist slogan that derived from an early populist faith, expressed in 
1919 in the affirmation that "our Chinese people possesses great intrinsic 
energy."10 

Mao's populist impulse, with its essentially rural orientation and its ro
mantic celebration of the rural ideal of "the unity of living and working," 
defined "the people" as the peasant masses (for the peasantry; after all, con
stituted the overwhelming majority of the Chinese population) and led him 
to prize the spontaneous revolutionary energies he believed they possessed. 
Thus, Mao's populism drew him to the countryside when the Communist 
revolution was still cen��L. 

ip- the cities. In his famous (and heretical) 
"Hunan Report" of Febr\1�·1927 he had found in the Chinese peasantry 
an elemental revolutionary force so great that it would sweep away every
thing before it, including, he predicted, those revolutionary intellectuals 



who proved unwilling to become one with the peasant masses. Then, as 
later, he expressed distrust for the "knowledge" brought by urban intellec
tuals and admiration for the innate '\visdom" of the peasantry. 

Many other features of the Maoist mentality were typically �: a 
hostility to occupational specialization; an acute distrust of intellectuals and 
specialists; a profound antipathy to bureaucracy; an antiurban bias; and a 
romantic mood of heroic revolutionary self-sacrifice. Mao was not simply a 
populist in Marxist guise (any more than he was simply a Chinese national
ist in Communist dress), but populist ideas and impulses profoundly influ
enced the manner in which he adapted and employed Marxism. 

Mao's populist faith in the peasantry dictated the much celebrated 
Maoist notion of the "mass line," the various principles and rules by which 
Communist cadres became intimately involved 'iVith the peasant masses. 

 The Maoist maxim that intellectuals and Party cadres must become the 
pupils of the masses before they can become their teachers was in fact 
widely practiced in the Yan'an days. Had it been otherwise, the Commu
nists could never have acquired the popular support that was so essential to 
the strategy of "people's war." 

In attributing a latent socialist consciousness to the peasantry, Mao de
parted not only from Marx but also from Lenin. For Marx the bearer of so

cialist consciousness was the urban proletariat. And for Lenin, socialist 
consciousness was to be imposed on the "spontaneous" proletarian mass 
movement by an elite of revolutionary intellectuals organized into a disci

plined Communist Part:y� with the peasantry playing an ambiguous auxiliary 
role in the revolutionary process. Mao departed from Leninism not only in 
his virtually total disinterest in the urban working class but also in his con
cept of the nature and role of the Party. For Lenin the Party was sacrosanct 
because it was the incarnation of "proletarian consciousness," and there 
was no question about who were to be the teachers and who the pupils. For 
Mao, on the other hand, this was precisely the question, and it remained 
unresolved; he proved umvilling to define fully the relationship between 
the organized consciousness of the Party and the spontaneous conscious
ness of the masses in a purely Leninist fashion. His faith in the Party as the 
bearer of revolutionary consciousness was never complete, for it was ac
companied by a populist faith in the peasant masses,..<Lbelief that true rev

��tionarv knowledge and creativity ultimately ema�� from the_people 
themselves. Although Mao proved a master in matters of organization and. 
strategy� neither the methods of organization he devised nor the revolu
tionary strategy he pursued were derived from strictly Leninist principles. 
While Mao may have acquired absolute faith in his own revolutionary wis-



dam, his faith in the revolutionary wisdom of the Party was less than ab
solutely Leninist. 

It is most unlikely that orthodox Marxist-Leninists could have appreci
ated fully the revolutionary opportunities offered by the wartime situation, 
much less acted upon them to build a Communist movement on a purely 
peasant base. It v.ras precisely Mao's ideological unorthodoxies that allowed 
the Communists to seize upon these opportunities during the Tho' an pe
riod. It was his voluntarist faith in the power of the human \Vill and con
sciousness to shape historical reality that permitted him to ignore (or 
redefine) Marxian socioeconomic prerequisites and social class considera
tions that might othenvise have restricted the possibilities for revolutionary 
action. It was his nationalist-populist impulses which made him look to the 
broadest possible sources of popular support and which directed him from 
the cities to the countryside. And it was his populist trust in the sponta
neous revolutionary energies of the peasant masses that allowed him to de

velop and pursue the unorthodox strategy of "people's war." 

Yan' an Marxism 

The Yan'an era was Mao's most productive period as a Marxist theoretician 

as well as a revolutionary strategist. The bulk of the writings, later canon
ized as the "thought of Mao Zedong," were composed during the ""lffin'an 
period. \X'hile Mao's Yan' an \vritings do more to obscure than to clarify the 
nature of the Maoist variant of Marxism-Leninism, they nonetheless are 
important. First, they established Mao's place as an independent Marxist 
theoretician. Having achieved de facto political independence from 

Moscow, the Chinese Communists could now claim to have established 
their ideological independence as well-in the form of a body of Chinese 
Marxist doctrine that was celebrated for applying the "universal truths" of 
Marxism-Leninism to specific Chinese historical conditions. Second, 
Mao's treatises on dialectics provided a rudimentary philosophical basis for 
some of the distinctive features of Chinese Communist theory and prac
tice. Finally, the Marxist theoretical writings of the Yan'an era (by Mao and 
others) reaffirmed the Marxist-Leninist orthodoxy of the CCP, conveyed 
some elemental knowledge of the doctrine to the many newly recruited 
members of the Party; and rationalized Chinese Communist political prac
tice in terms of Marxist-Leninist theory 

Yet if this latter task was accomplished to the satisfaction of Mao and 
other Party leaders, it was done without dealing with the most crucial the
oretical problem raised by the Chinese Communist Revolution. For 



Maoist writings say virtually nothing about the question of how a Commu
nist party, almost totally separated from the cities and the urban proletariat 
and based entirely on peasant support, could carry out a revolution-that 
aimed to bring about a socialist society, albeit preceded by a "bourgeois" 
phase of unspeci.6ed duration. The question posed not only a Marxist the
oretical dilemma but also an enormous practical problem bearing directly 
on the goals and future of the revolution. For while the peasants were very 
much interested in socioeconomic reform and the redistnbution of land, 
not even Mao, with all his faith in the inherent "socialist activism" of the 
peasant masses, really believed that the peasants, as a class, were inclined 
(spontaneously or otherwise) to socialism. At their radical best, the peas
ants were interested in the equal distribution of land on the basis of indi
vidual peasant proprietorship-an agrarian revolution to be sure, but one 
which precluded the socialist reorganization of society, by either Marxist 
or non-Marxist definitions. There is nothing in Maoism or in Chinese so
cial reality to suggest that the peasantry, as such, is the bearer of the social
ist future. 

Who then were to be the agents of socialist revolution? In Maoist theo
retical literature we find little more than repetitions of the Marxist ortho
doxy that the socialist revolution is to be led by the proletariat and the 
Leninist orthodoxy that the Communist Party is the vanguard of the prole
tariat and the incarnation of "proletarian consciousness." Mao adds only 
the concept of "the people's democratic dictatorshi� a notion bam in the 
united-front strategy of the Yan' an era and formally proclaimed in 1949, on 
the eve of the establishment of the People's Republic. The formula for the 
bourgeois stage of the revolution provides for a government representing a 
coalition of four classes (proletariat, peasantry, petty bourgeoisie, and na
tional bourgeoisie) but a coalition under "proletarian hegemony," which is 
to say, ultimate political powet resides in the Communist Party. 

Little is gained by dissecting these ideological formulae. The fact of the 
matter is that during the crucial Yan'an years the CCP lacked the active 
support of the urban proletariat and made very little effort to acquire it. In
deed, such an effort was largely precluded by a strategy which dictated that 
the crucial forces of revolution resided in the peasantry, and that their mo
bilization would lead to a situation in which the revolutionary rural areas 
would encircle and eventually occupy the nonrevolutionacy cities. 

What turned out to be crucial in determining that the revolution would 
move beyond the bourgeois-democratic phase were the "subjective factors" 
in history, upon which Maoism itself placed such great emphasis, and most 
particularly the conscious determination of Communist leaders to pursue 
socialist gools. However unorthodox their strategy of revolution, Maoists re-



mained firmly committed to orthodox Marxist goals. If they did not identify 
themselves with the actual proletariat, they did pursue the political and so
cial goals and the historic mission which Marx attnbuted to that class. And 
this "subjective factor" was to prove of enormous historical significance in 
determining the character and direction of the Chinese revolution. 

What is thus implicit in Maoist theocy, and demonstrated in Maoist 
practice, is the notion that the bearers of socialism are those who possess 
"proletarian consciousness" and that the latter exists independently of a 
specific social class, neither dependent on the actual presence of the prole
tariat nor attributed to the peasantry. A revolutionary elite (the party and its 
leaders) holds the socialist goal :finnly in mind and directs the mass move
ment tOWards its realization. In a broader sense, "proletarian conscious- · 
ness" is seen as a potential inherent in "the people" as a whole, for all are 
potentially capable of achieving (through revolutionary action) the spiritual 
and ideological transformation necessary to acquire a true proletarian spirit 
and a socialist world view. 

This emphasis on the role of consciousness in the makin of his and 
revolution reflects, o course, long-standing Maoist voluntarist and populist 
predispositions, and the uniquely Maoist treatment of the Marxist theory 
of class struggle. Mao, to be sure, was always intensely concerned with ob
jective class conditions in Chinese society and was an ardent promoter of 
class struggle, both in theory and in practice. But he also tended to define 
"class position" less on the basis of objective social class criteria than by 
moral and ideological criteria. While for Marx the existence of a potentially 
?evolutJ.onary p!Oletarian class was the prerequisite for the rise of revolu
tionary proletarian ideas, for Mao the existence of those deemed to possess 
"proletarian" ideas was sufficient to confirm the existence of a revolution
ary class. 

The Legacy ofYan'an 

The Yan'an period not only proved decisive for the Communist victory of 
1949 but bequeathed to the victors a heroic tradition of revolutionary 
struggle that was to be canonized as the "Thn' an spirit." Since those who 
fashioned the revolutionary victory were those who became the leaders of 
the new society hom of that victory, it is hardly surprising that the policies 
they pursued in the post-1949 years were to be significantly influenced by 
their experiences in those earlier and more herok days. All Communists 
were to celebrate the "Yim' an spirit" as the symbol of a herok revolutionary 
past. But for many--and it is natural enough for revolutionaries who be
come rulers-it was a revolutionary past that could be huried safely in the 



past, an era to be commemorated on appropriate occasions, but not one 
deemed truly relevant to contemporary needs. For others, especially for 
Mao and those most inspired by him, the Yan' an experience was not to be
come simply an object for commemoration but a living revolutionary tradi
tion that provided a model for the furore. 

The Yan' an heritage that Maoists prized was in part an institutional 
legacy, and in part a legacy of sacred revolutionary values-and the two 
parts carmot easily be separated. Much of what was to be distinctively 
Maoist in the political, economic, and educational life of the People's Re
public was foreshadowed by the institutions and practices of the Yan'an 
years. In the political reahn, bureaucratic control from above was mitigated 
by the much celebrated principles of the mass line; campaigns for "simple 
administration"; the insistence on decentralized political structures respon
sive to local needs and conditions; and various xiafang {"sending down") 
and xiaxiang ("to the village") campaigns which demanded that Party 
cadres, government officials, and intellectuals periodically participate in 
productive labor together with the masses. Such measures tended to re
duce (even if they by no means eliminated) the gap between leaders and 
led. ':(!ley were harbingers of the anti-bureaucratic ���s ���� 
mark the history of the People's Republic during the Mao era. 

Moreover, the harsh conditions i:rllposed by war and bl;;-d:ade created 
the need for economic self-sufficiency in the border regions and guerrilla 
areas-and gave rise to a variety of experiments and innovations in eco
nomic policy. To maintain agricultural production during the war years, the 
Communists promoted cooperative forms of work organization in the vil
lages, drawing, in part, on traditional methods of mutual aid. New indus
tries were established in the Communist-ruled rural areas, partly to meet 
military needs and partly to provide the peasantry with essential nonagri
cultural products previously supplied by trade with the cities. In a wholly 
rural environment almost entirely lacking in capital resources, the new co
operative industrial undertakings were dependent upon labor-intensive 
methods, the employment of simple and indigenous technologies, and the 
use of local resources and raw materials. Self-sufficiency, self-reliance, and 
local initiative became the slogans and p�f)hn'an economiC pol
icy-and from the experiences in employing those principles emerged the 
ideal of combining industrial with agricultural production in a rural setting. 
Further, combining education with production molded the educational 
policies adopted during the Yan'an period. The emphasis was on popular 
education in part-time schools, night schools, and various work-study pro
grams. Designed not only to promote basic literacy and political conscious-



ness, these policies also provided the practical technological knowledge 
particularly relevant to the needs of local communities. 

While the political, economic, and educational institutions and practices 
that emerged during the Yan' an era were to prove enormously important in 
molding the Maoist approach to problems of postrevolutionary develop
ment, the system of values that lay behind those institutions and practices 
was equally sjgnificant. The "Yan' an spirit" was in fact largely concerned 
with spiritual and moral matters and, more specifically, with the kinds of so
cial and ethical values and life orientations once seen as essential to a con
tinuing process of revolutionary transformation. The values which Maoists 
derived from the Yan'an era, and which are attnbuted to that heroic revolu
tionary past, are essentially @:_scetic and egalitat!a& They are the values of 
selfless struggle and self-sacrifice on behalf of the people, the values of hard 
work, diligence, self-denial, frugality, altruism, md self-discipline. In the -
Yan' an decade these values were, in fact, practiced by Chinese Commu
nists, for they were imposed by the harsh imperatives of revolutionary 
struggle and the spartan and egalitarian way of life such struggle de
manded. In the Maoist view, such values were not only respohSlble for the 
revolutionary successes of the past but remained essential to bring about 
the socialist society of the future. 

It is paradoxical that, from a Chinese revolutionary process which was so 
incongruous with the Marxist conception of revolution, institutions and 
values emerged that (in many respects) were uniquely conducive to the 
pursuit of ultimate Marxist goals. Certainly neither Marx nor Lerlln could 
have conceived of a socialist -oriented revolution in which the revolutionary 
forces of the countryside would surround and overwhelm the nonrevolu
tionary cities, with the urban working class passively awaiting their hbera
tion by revolutionary armies composed of peasants. Yet in the employment 
of that most unorthodox strategy of revolution in the Yan'an years, there 
emerged social visions and practices that curiously harmonized with the 
utopian social goals prophesied in original Marxist theory. The Yan' an prac
tice of combining industrial with agricultural production, and combining 
education with productive labor, were eminently Marxist measures to 
acliieve a socialist reordering of society.11 From a Marxist perspective, they 
were the first and essential steps towards achieving the broader communist 
goals of abolishing the distinctions between town and countryside, be
tween workers and peasants, and between mental and manual labor--and 
they were to be hailed as such in later Maoist celebrations of the Yan'an 
legacy. The requirement of the Yan' an years that officials and intellectuals 
participate regularly in productive activities struck an at least symbolic blow 



at the particularly sharp traditional Chinese separation between mental and 

manual labor. And the Maoist ideal of the "Um' an guerrilla leader, the ideo

logically pure generalist capable of performing a variety of economic, politi

Jcal, and military tasks, bore strong affinities with the Marxist "all-round" 
ferson of the future communist society: In the Chinese Communist Revolu

tion, more than in the case of any other twentieth century socialist revolu
tion, the socialist forms and values of the new society were fashioned (in at 

least embryonic form) in the very course of the revolutionary struggle itself 

1et the legacy ofYan'an was not solely one of values that pointed to lib

eration. The Yan' an era was also the time when Mao and Maoists laid down 

rigid dogmas and orthodoxies in political and cultural life, conducted witch 

hunts against those who failed to conform to their orthodoxies, and relent

lessly suppressed political and intellectual dissent in generaliThe incon

gruity between socioeconomic liberation, on the one hand, and 

political-intellectual repression on the other, is one that characterized Mao

ism both before and after 1949J 

The experiences of the Tho' an decade reinforced the Maoist belief in the 

primacy of moral over material forces, of people over machines, the convic· 

tion that the truly creative revolutionary forces reside more in the country· 

side than in the cities, and the view thar ideological·moral solidarity is more 

important than the s.rti:ficial unity imposed by any formal bureaucratic or· 

ganization. More importantly, victory came on the basis of a massive popu· 
lar social revolution that involved the active support of tens of millions of 
peasants. 

At the end of World War II, when the uneasy Guomindang-CCP truce 

inevitably collapsed into open civil war, Guomindang armies enjoyed a 

four.to·one superiority in soldiers over regular Communist military forces 

and an even greater advantage in modern military technology, largely sup· 

plied by the United States. Yet the Communist victory in the massive bat· 

tles that marked the civil war of 1946--1949, however bloody and dif:fi.cult, 

was surprisingly swift. It was, as Stuart Schram so well characterized it, 

"one of the most striking examples in history of the victory of a smaller but 

dedicated and well·organized force enjoying popular support over a larger 

but unpopular force with poor morale and incompetent leadership."12 On 

October 1, 1949, Mao Zedong was in Beijing to proclaim the birth of the 

People's Republic of China, while Chiang Kai·shek and those who re· 

mained in his defeated army and bureaucracy had already fled to the island 

of Taiwan, there to impose their rule on a hostile population and to find a 

refuge granted by the United States Seventh F1eet. 



The Communists righdy attnbute their victory to the principles and 
practices of the Yan'an era. Those principles were not to be entirely forgot· 
ten, and in the postrevolutionary era they sometimes were to be recalled to 
announce the opening of new revolutionary dramas. 
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The New State 

T

HE C H I K E S E  C O MM U N I S T S  did not come to power in 1949 

with the messianic revolutionary expectations which the Russian 

Bolshevik leaders had held so fervently in 1917. For Lenin the 

Bolshevik Revolution was the prelude to the realization of the Marxist 

prophecy of world revolution and international socialism. However, 

utopian revolutionary hopes were soon dashed by the harsh realities of civil 

war, foreign intervention, and the isolation of the revolution to backward 

Russia. Instead of a workers' communal "semistate" which would soon 

"wither away;" as Lenin had envisioned in State and Revolution, sheer polit

ical survival demanded an increasingly centralized and repressive state ap

paratus. Instead of the promised producers' control of the workplace based 

on the "free and conscious discipline of the workers themselves," economic 

survival dictated a bureaucratically imposed discipline from above and the 

use of capitalist methods and incentives. Instead of the dream of world rev

olution, all considerations soon were subordinated to the interests of the 

survival of Soviet power in a single country. As the seeds of Stalinist despo

tism were being planted, it was not the state but utopian visions that began 

to wither away: On his deathbed, Lenin somberly questioned the moral and 

historical validity of the revolution he had led and the crushing of the revo-
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lutionaty dream over which he had been forced to preside. Near the end, he 
was moved to confess that he stood "guilty before the workers of Russia. "1 

The Chmese victors of 1949, by contrast, appear as somber realists; not 
seized by the same chiliastic revolutionary visions as their Russian prede
cessors, they were not to suffer similar disillusionments. In the early 
postrevolutionary years, the minds of the Chmese Communist leaders were 
turned to the immediate political and economic problems of their nation, 
not to: visionary thoughts of world revolution. For more than two decades 
the Chmese revolution had grown in an insular national mold; it had devel
oped independently of international revolutionary currents and was both 
physically and spiritually� from them. The profoundly nationalistic 
character of the Chmese revolutionary experience and a vastly different 
world than that of 1917 had made "proletarian internationalism" a ritual
ized ideological phrase, no longer a genuine Marxist revolutionary belie£ 
Unlike Lenin or 'll:o�ao Zedong was an eminently national revolu
tionary leader, not an international revolutionary spokesm� Moreover, by 
1949 the notion of socialism in one country-and even in a single back
ward country-was no longer an ideological heresy. 

China in 1949 differed from Russia in 1917 inmanyotherways. In 1949 

Mao did not need to write a Chmese equivalent of Lenin's utopian treatise 
on State and Revolution. It was sufficient to write .:_on People's Democratic 
Dictatorship." In that essay, Mao reaffirmed the commitment to socaJiSt 

-and communiSt goals but relegated their realization to an unspecified fu
ture era, while stressing that the creation of a strong state power and eco
nomic construction were the immediate tasks. In China, unlike Russia, the 
establishment of an authoritarian state (whatever its formal ideological de
scription), which unified the nation and provided political order, was more 
the fulfillment of a ·popular hope than the betrayal of a revolutionary 
promise. Nor did the early socioeconomic policies of the new regime en
counter significant popular opposition; what was done was largely in accord 
with what had been promised and what was expected. In the urban indus
trial sector, the large degree of managerial authority permitted in both new 
state-run enterprises and old capitalist ones did not arouse workers' de
mands for direct control by the producers, as it had in Russia three decades 
earlier; a long politically dormant Chmese prOletariat made few demands 
and could not serve as the social basis for a ''Workers' Opposition." And in 
the countryside, the new state was to prove capable of satisfying "the imme
d.iate demands of a long oppressed peasantry. 

For the vast majority of the Chinese people and for their new Commu
nist leaders 1949 was a time of great optimism and hope. But their hopes 
were tempered by a remarkably pragmatic recognition of what was possi-



ble. And what was posSlble at the time was essentially the completion of the 
long-delayed ''bourgeois" phase of the Chinese revolution-national polit
ical unification, agrarian reform, and what promised to be a long and ardu
ous process of modern economic development. In the early years these 
tasks were ·pursued on the basis of comparatively moderate policies and 
within a context of political and social stability unusual i:h poStrevolutionary 
situations. In China, unlike Russia, political victory did not produce chilias
tic expectations of the imminent emergence of a perfect order of justice 
and equality. As Mao put it at the time of the Communist triumph, "our 
past work is only the first step in a long march of ten thousand li. "2 And the 
new long march was to be undertaken in China to solve particularly Chi
nese problems of political arid economic construction; there was ho expec
tation that the deus ex machina of "world revolution" would make a timely 
arrival to hasten the process. "Three years of recovery and ten years of de
velopment" was the slogan of the time and it reflected the relatively sober 
temper of the times. 

Political stability and economic development were the orders of the day. 
No one would have characterized Mao as a utopian visionary at the time, 
for he then accepted, as did most Communist leaders, the fundamental 
Marxist view that the development of the material forces of production was 
the essential precondition for the socialist transformation of society. Revo
lutionary utopianism was not to appear on the historical scene until well 
after the new order was consolidated and seemingly institutionalized. 

In many respects, the Chinese enjoyed more favorable conditions than had 
the Russians for consolidating the revolutionary victory in the short tenn 
and for establishing preconditions for an eventual socialist transformation. 
Whereas the Bolsheviks were forced to wage a materially and spiritually 
debilitating civil war after the October Revolution, in China the civil war 
had been fought and won during the revolutionary years; when the Com
munists established state power in 1949, they faced only scattered counter
revolutionary resistance. Moreover, decades of revolutionary struggle had 
permitted the Communists to develop their own organizational forms and 

administrative structures and had provided them with considerable govern
mental experience and many experienced administrators; they were thus 
much less· dependent on the bureaucratic apparatus left over from the old 
regime than the Bolsheviks had been. And perhaps most significantly, the 
Chinese Communists came to power with far greater popular support than
had their Russian predecessors, especially, of course, in the conntryside 
where 80 percent of the Chinese people lived; unlike Lenin, Mao was not 



confronted with the problem of a hostile peasantry in a largely agrarian 

country. While the Communists had few organizational roots in the cities, 
they had at least the sympathetic cooperation of much of the democratic 
intelligentsia and the urban population in general, both on nationalist 
grounds and on the promise to bring order to a weary and long misgov
erned people. Nationalism, which was not a signilicant factor in the Rus
sian Revolution, was an important force that worked in favor of the new 
leaders of China. The CCP had emerged from the anti-Japanese war as the 

leader of nationalist resistance to foreign intrusions and the Party's ability 
to continue to appeal to patriotic sentiments in the early postwar years 
served to expand the Communist base of popular support. 

Moreover, unlike the early Soviet state, the People's Republic was nei

ther completely isolated nor threatened to the same degree by foreign 
counterrevolutionary intervention. However ambiguous the relationship 
between Beijing and Moscow, the mere existence of a powerful Commu
nist country on its borders provided the new Chinese state with some mea

sure of security in an otherwise hostile international arena. In addition, 
there was the prospect of Soviet economic and technical aid, which, while 
it was to prove far less than anticipated, was nevertheless signi£cant. 

But these relative advantages were overshadowed, and perhaps out

weighed, by China's terrible backwardness, a backwardness both social 
and economic-the historical legacy of a century of the failure of both re

form and revolution. In 1949 the Chinese Communists inherited a war· 
ravaged economy far less developed than the Russian economy at the time 
of the October Revolution. It was this condition of massive backwardness 
and impoverishment that was the critical factor in the Chinese historical sit
uation and the question of how to deal with it was crucial in detennining 
Chinese social development after 1949. 

Three months before the formal proclamation of the Chinese People's Re

public, Mao Zedong again set forth the principles of "New Democracy" in 
accordance with which the new government was to be established-and es
tablished an ideological rationale for Communist political supremacy: Be
ginning with the premise that "bourgeois democracy'' was bankrupt in a 
China so long oppressed by the bourgeois democracies of the West, Mao 
announced that the new state was to be not a bourgeois republic but a 

"people's republic." And more precisely, the new people's republic was to 
be "a state of the people's democratic dictatorship, a state under the lead

ership of the working class and based on the alliance of workers and peas
ants." Moreover, the new political order was to rest on an even broader 



social base, for the workers and peasants were to be part of a "national 

united front" which included the petty bourgeoisie and the national bour
geoisie. In accordance with this formula, indigenous Chinese capitalism 
(capitalist forces and classes not tied to the external imperialist order) was 
to be allowed to develop in order to hasten modern economic develop
ment. Mao declared that China "must utilize all elements of urban and 
rural capitalism that are beneficial and not hann:ful to the national econ
omy. . . .  Our present policy is to control, not to eliminate, capitalism." Nev
ertheless, Mao repeatedly emphasized that the people's democratic 
dictatorship was to be :finnly "under the leadership of the working class and 
the Communist Party," for its ultimate goal was to transform China from a 
"new democracy" into a socialist and communist society. Precisely when 

and how socialism and communism would come about was left ambiguous, 

although the implication was that it presupposed a lengthy process of eco
nomic development that would transform China from an agricultural to a 

predominantly industrial country.3 
'VYhat is the relationship benveen these various Maoist propositions and 

Chinese sociopolitical reality in the early postrevolutionary years? One is 
first struck by the apparent contradiction in the term "democratic dictator
ship" which Mao chose to characterize the new state. Was the People's Re
public to be a democracy or a dictatorship? Insofar as Mao was willing to 
address the question, his ambiguous answer was that it was to be both; 
whereas democracy was to be extended to "the people," dictatorial meth
ods were to be applied to those excluded from the ranks of "the people." 
The dictatorial function of the new state was made abundantly clear: the 
government was to exercise a "dictatorship over the running dogs of impe
rialism-the landlord class and bureaucratic bourgeoisie, as well as the rep
resentatives of those classes, the Guomindang reactionaries and their 
accomplices." Such groups and classes were to be deprived of democratic 
rights-and all the forces of state violence were to ensure that their sup
pression was complete.4 

In attempting to understand what "democracy" meant in Maoist theory 
and practice, one enters a much more murky realm. Democracy, Mao 
wrote, is something to be enjoyed by "the people" as distinct from the reac
tionaries. One area of ambiguity, of course, is precisely the question that 
Mao rhetorically posed: "Who are the people?" And, one might add, who is 
to determine who the people are, and on the basis of what criteria? Implic

itly and sometimes explicitly, these questions were to be raised time and 
again throughout the history of the People's Republic and different an
swers were to be provided at different times. 

In 1949 Mao's answer was deceptively simple; "the people" were the 



members of the four social classes which preswnably had entered into a po
litical unii:ed front: the working class, the peasantry, the petty bourgeoisie, 
and the national bourgeoisie. And "democracy," as the term was used in 
Maoist theory at the time, meant three things. First, it meant bourgeois 
democracy in the conventional sense. The people were, according to Mao, 
to "enjoy the freedoms of speech, assembly, association"; they were to have 
the right to vote and they were to "elect their own government," a govern
ment, in tum, which was to exercise a dictatorship over the reactionaries 
who fell outside the ranks of the people}' Whether the promise of these el
ementary democratic rights was to be honored is a question to be taken up 
later-iil. light of the actual Political practice of the new state. 

Secondly; democracy referred to a distinctive stage in Clllna's socioeco
nomic development. More precisely; in Marxist terms, it referred to fui:6lling 
the tasks of the "bourgeois-democratic" phase of historical development. 
The encouragement of capitalist economic enterprises in the cities and 
the redistribution of land to the peasants in the countryside were not so
cialist but democratic measures. And democracy, in this sense, was de
scriptive of an historical era during which the four popular �asses would 
cooperate in a lengthy prQ�:e�s of modem economic development to lay 
the material foundations for a future socialist society. In the meantime, 
Chinese society was post-feudal and yet also "pre-socialist," and .thus, 
ipso facto, "democratic." 

Thirdly, democracy was to mean the political representation of the four 
classes defined as "the people." f!ere one encounters the most murky area 
of Maoist theory and practice, the question of the relationship between po
litical power and social classes. That the role of the dozen or so non
Communist "democratic" parties, formally represented in the creation of 
the People's Republic, would be no more than ceremonial-this, needless 
to say, was predetermined from the outset. Even the best-known of these 
quasi-parties---such as the Democratic League and the Revolutionary 
Committee of the Guomindang, presumably the political representatives 
of portions of the petty bourgeoisie and national bourgeoisie-were politi
cal parties more in name than in reality. None had any signi:ficant popular 
following or even much in the way of a formal organizational structure. 
Having triumphed in the civil war, there was no question (and no one ques
tioned) that real political power in the new state (whatever its formal struc
ture and official ideological description) would be monopolized by the 
CCP and the Red Army which stood behind it. Nor was much effort made 
to obscure this elemental political fact in Chinese Co.mm�st ideology; 

What was ambiguous was the relationship between the political power 
of the Conununist Party and the two major social classes of the postrevo-



lutionary era, the proletariat and the peasantry. On the one hand, official 
doctrine claimed that the CCP was the party of the proletariat; yet the 
Party's ties to the urban working class had been severed in 1927 and the 
latter remained politically passive while the Communist revolution tri
umphed in the countryside. Indeed, even as late as 1957, when the size of 

the proletariat had grown enormously and the Communists were well es
tablished in the cities, the Party could claim that only 14 percent of its 
members were workers. On the other hand, no explicit claim was made 
that the CCP was the party of the peasantry, even though it was the peas
ants who gave the Maoist party its political victory. And it was from the 
peasantry that the overwhelming majority of the Party's membership con
tinued to be drawn. 6 Here was the paradox of a revolutionary party claim
ing to be the party of a politically inactive class but not claiming, at least 
not explicitly, to be the political representative of the revolutionary class 
that formed its actual social base. 

The paradox was not unraveled when the body that officially established 

the People's Republic, the Chinese People's Political Consultative Confer
ence, convened in Beijing from September 21-30, 1949. The term, if not 

the institution, derived from the Communists' futile postwar proposals for 
a coalition government with the Guomindang. With the Guomindang 
crushed, there was no longer any need, or any political basis, for a coalition 
government in any meaningful sense. Nevertheless, the appearance of a 
genuinely national and other than purely Communist regime was politically 
useful. A wide variety of non-Communist political and social groups and in
dividuals (or "democratic personalities" as they were called at the time) 
participated in the Political Consultative Conference,? which, having duly 
consulted, gave its formal approval to a new government organized in ac
cordance with the proposals Mao Zedong had set down three months ear
lier and appointed Mao head of state. 

Many non-Communists were given high positions, or at least provided 
with high titles, in the administrative organs of the new state. Eleven of the 
original twenty-four ministries, for example, were headed by non-Party peo
ple, three of the six VIce-Chairmen of the Republic were non-Communists, 
the most illustrious of whom was §_ong Q.inglin.g. the widow of Sun "Thtsen. 
While this aspect of the new state was largely decorative and ceremonial, 
it was not wholly meaningless. The political cooperation of many non
Communist luminaries reflected the widespread nationalist appeals of the 
revolution and the broad popular support the new regime enjoyed. And 
several concrete purposes were served as well: it assisted in enlisting the 
support of non-Communist Chinese for a national cause, reassured private 
entrepreneurs and the technical intelligentsia that capitalist enterprises 



would be allowed to exist for the time being, and gave some credence to 
the Maoist ideological claim that the new state rested on an alliance of the 

four classes who constituted "the people" -and the promise implicit in this 
claim that the new government would pursue relatively moderate policies. 

There is no need to linger over the administrative structure of the new 
government, about which there was nothing exceptional. The major execu
tive organ was under the premiership of Zhou Enlai from the beginning; 
originally called the Goverrunent Administrative Council, its name was 

changed to the State CoWlcil when a formal constitution was promulgated 
in 1954. Under this organ there emerged a centralized bureaucratic appa
ratus which extended downwards to the provincial, coWlty (xian) and ad
ministrative village (xiang) levels. A£ chairman of the republic, it was Mao 

who originally appointed Zhou as premier and, in different capacities, 

reappointed him. And it was Zhou who provided much of the continuity 
and stability that the civilian state Structure was to enjoy during its first, 

often turbulent, twenty-five years. 
During the first half-decade, the civilian administration was overshad

owed by a military one. The revolution had been won and the new regime 
had come to power by virtue of a powerful and lrighly disciplined Red 
Army, and that army was utilized initially to establish order and a new ad
ministrative apparatus within the coWltry as well as to protect it from with

out. In 1949 China was divided into six military regions and the country 
remained under what was essentially military control until 1954. 

What cemented the civilian and military administrations into a powerful 
centralized state was the Chinese Communist Party. The political task that 
confronted the victorious Communists in 1949 was not to put the old 
pieces back together again-for there were few survivals from the past that 
could serve the needs of modem national unity-but rather to forge an en

tirely new political structure. And this had to be undertaken in conditions 

of extreme economic backwardness, in a country which possessed only the 
most primitive system of communications and transportation, in a land 

where the persistence of strong traditional localistic and regional loyalties 

had retarded the development of a modem national consciousness and 

where the dominance of largely precapitalist forms of economic life pro
vided only the most fragile material basis for national integration. To 
achieve modem political unification Wider such conditions-and in the 

world's most populous country and territorially one of the largest-was a 
task of staggering proportions. That it was accomplished so effectively in 
the years between 1949 and 1952 can be attributed, in large measure, to 
the fact that the new rulers of China had in their hands a uniquely effective 

organizational instrument in the Chinese Conununist Party. 



The Party emerged from the revolutionary years as a highly disciplined 
and tightly knit organization with a membership of nearly 5,000,000. 'Rvo 
decades of armed struggle had imparted a military-like discipline to its or
ganization and to the habits of its members. Its cadres were not only expe
rienced revolutionary organizers but also experienced governmental 
administrators-and they possessed a strong sense of national conscious
ness and purpose. Functioning as a quasi-government long before the for
mal establishment of the People's Republic, the Party provided the main 

ocganizational base, leadership, and methods of mass organization for the 
new state. The personal popularity of Mao Zedong and the administrative 
abilities of Zhou Enlai, however great, were no substitute for the Party's or
ganizational apparatus and its dedicated and disciplined cadres. 

There is, of course, a distinction between the Party organization and the 
administrative organs of the state, but the distinction is a thin one. For the 
most part, the leaders of the Party also held the key positions in the formal 
state administration, initially symbolized at the top by Mao Zedong, who 
was both the Party Chairman and the Cha:i:rman of the People's Republic. 
The pattern was repeated down to the lowest levels of the state structure; 
Party cadres either formally held official posts in the bureaucracy or were 
placed in positions to supeJ.Vise the work of non-Party functionaries. A sim
ilar situation had, of course, long prevailed in the Red Army, by virtue of the 
early adoption of the Soviet system of "political conunissars" and in accor
dance with Mao's well-known dictum that "the Party commands the gun." 
In 1949 the generals of the People's Liberation Army and most of its offi
cers stood high in the Party hierarchy and an elaborate system of political 
controls was installed throughout the military ranks. In addition, the net
work of Party organization permeated all mass organizations and quasi
governmental institutions which were established {or reorganized) in 1949 
or soon thereafter. In trade unions, peasant associations, the educational 
system, the "people's courts," and the popular militia, either leadership po
sitions were held by Party members or control was exercised through paral
lel organizational structures. Between 1949 and 1952 the organizational 
web of the CCP was woven throughout the fabric of Chinese society. 

Although the new political order was officially represented as based on 
an alliance of four social classes and appropriately decorated with a variety 
of "democratic personalities," the locus of state power resided in the CCP 
which officially represented itself as the party of the proletariat. Or more 
accurately, political power rested with the Party's Central Committee 
(which had forty-four members in 1949) and more particularly with its 14-
member Political Bureau (Politburo); or-more precisely still, the levers of 
state power were in the hands of the five men who made up the latter's 



Standing Committee in 1949: Mao Zedong, Liu Shaoqi, Zhou Enlai, Zhu 
De, and Chen Yim. The political history of the People's Republic is in large 
measure the internal political history of the CCP and its leading organs. 

In a Mandan sense, the chaotic political situation that the victorious Chi· 
nese Communists inherited offered a unique revolutionary advantage. It is 
a Marxist belief that lasting revolutionary success demands the thorough 
destruction of the political institutions of the old regime. The working 
class, Marx wrote in his famous commentary on the Paris Commune of 
1871, "cannot simply lay hold of the ready-made state machinery, and wield 
it for its own purposes"; rather what Marx called the "ubiquitous organs" of 
centralized state power-the bureaucracy, army, and police-had to be 
completely eliminated before genuinely revolutionary institutions could 
take their place.s This was a notion Lenin emphasized time and again, and 
most forcefully in State and Revolution; the existing state bureaucracy could 
not be "taken over" but had to be "smashed." And shortly before his death, 
Lenin partly attributed the failure of the October Revolution (or at least its 
failure to realize its promises) to the persistence of old czarist bureaucratic 
methods. 

In this respect, the Chinese political situation of 1949 augured well for 
the future of the revolution. The Chinese Communists had little need to 
smash the old state bureaucracy, for little of it remained. Not encumbered 
by bureaucratic survivals of the old order, the Communists had an Wlparal
leled opportunity to create afresh their own political instiru.tions. But this 
was not to resolve the perhaps unresolvable problem of bureaucracy. The 
persistence of traditional bureaucratic patterns of thought and behavior (if 
not the bureaucratic structures as such), and more importantly, the particu
lar social conditions of the postrevolutionary situation, and indeed the very 

Leninist organizational structure of the CCP itself were some of the forces 
which were to foster the rapid growth of bureaucracy. If the Chinese Com
munists were not burdened by old bureaucratic structures, they soon were 
to be weighed down by new ones of their own making. 

Territorial Unification: The Unfinished Task 

When the People's Republic was formally proclaimed in October of 1949, 

vast areas of China had yet to come under the control of the new govern
ment. The military power of the Guomindang had been broken many 
months before and Chiang Kai-shek had fled to Taiwan. But much of 



South China, as well as many of the provi:n.ces and outlying dependencies 
in the West and Northwest, were still occupied by remnants of the Nation
alist anny or by various warlord armies which had been allied with the Guo
nllndang during the civil war. Therefore the first task of the new state was 
to extend its military control over these tenitories. 

The Red Army moved to the south with extraordinary rapidity; encoun
tering only scattered resistance. "'The battle of the feet," as it was called, 
was not a serious military struggle but a question of whether Guomindang 
troops could retreat more rapidly than the Communists advanced. The city 
of Guangzhou, the last official capital of the Nationalist regime on the 
mainland, was occupied on October 13, having been abandoned by Guo
mindang troops the day before. The southwestern provinces were occupied 
over the next two months. The province of Guizhou was under Communist 
control by mid-November and Guangxi fell to the Fourth Field Army 
(commanded by Lin Biao) in early December; Hainan Island, where some 
of the Guangxi Nationalist troops then retreated, was occupied by the Red 
Army in April of 1950. The governor of YUnnan sutrendered in December 
of 1949 and Communist control of this most remote area of the Southwest 
produced � *arre international by-product;&mnant Nationalist forces 
fled to the Shan region of Burma where they supported themselves by illicit 
opium trading and with American supplies air-dropped from Taiwan for al
most 20 yearsl � 

Military operations in the West and Northwest were somewhat more 
difficult and prolonged. While Sichuan Province was under Red Army 
control by end of December of 1949, Guomind.ang resistance in Xinjiang 
continued until March of the next year. That date marked the termination 
of organized Guomindang military opposition on the mainland. The 
reestablishment of Chinese control in Tiliet posed not a military problem 
(for the tiny Tibetan annywas crushed in October, 1950) but rather a cul
tural and political one. The relationship between China and Tibet was 
marked by more than a thousand years of political ambiguities and cul
tural hostility. Tibet, incorporated within the Chinese empire by the Qing 
Dynasty in the eighteenth century, began to slip from Chinese control as 
the Qing empire began to disintegrate under the foreign onslaught in the 
late nineteenth century and through British encroachments from colonial 
India. When the Qing Dynasty collapsed in 1911, Tibet became formally 
independent. Nevertheless, all twentieth-century Chinese nationalists, 
Communists and non -Communists alike, consider Tibet to be part of the 
modern Chinese nation-state, although the political problem was compli
cated by the passing of the vague British suzerainty over Tibet to an even 



more vague interest on the part of newly independent India. While the 
leaders of the People's Republic were detennined to reassert Chinese con
trol over Tlhet for both nationalist and strategic reasons, they were sensi
tive to the cultural and political problems involved. Negotiations with 
India and Tibetan leaders led to a 1951 agreement which recognized Chi
nese control while provicling for a large measure of Tibetan cultural and 
sociopolitical autonomy. Chinese troops occupied Lhasa in the autumn of 
that year. This did not resolve the matter, as the Tibetan revolt of 1959 was 
to demonstrate. 

A matter of far greater concern was the occupation of Taiwan by the de
feated Guomindang regime, for this not only left unfinished the task of ter
ritorial unification but also the civil war. Commwrist preparations to :invade 
Taiwan, apparendy planned for the summer of 1950, were frustrated by 
President Th.unan's order of June 27 sending the United States Seventh 
Fleet to "neutralize" the Taiwan strait. The pretext for intervention was the 
outbreak of the Korean War. The latter was no more than a pretext, for the 
Chinese were neither involved in the Korean conflict until General 
MacArthur's ill-fated "march to the 'Thlu" directly threatened Chinese bor
ders, nor was there ever any satisfactory explanation of what the Taiwan sit
uation had to do with the war in Korea. Indeed, when the truce ending the 
Korean hostilities was signed in July of 1953, the "neutralization" of the 
straits of Taiwan remained in effect. The de facto United States military 
protectorate over Taiwan allowed the Nationalist regime to linger on and 
represent itself in international councils as the government of China. And 
the United States established another base in the military cordon it was es-
tablishing around China, in a ring from Korea to Southeast Asia. 

Further obstacles to territorial unification existed on China's long north
em border with the Soviet Union. In addition to the vast territories which 
the old czarist empire had annexed from the Qing Dynasty in the late nine
teenth century (principally the Maritime provinces in the East and parts of 
Xinjiang in the West), the Russians had reassumed their old predominance 
in Manchuria as a result of the Japanese defeat in �rld War II. They oc
cupied Port Arthur, Dairen, and the Chinese Eastern Railway; and disman
ded as !nuCh of the industry of Manchuria as they were able to carry awa� 

The birth of the People's Republic marked China's emergence as a uni
fied, modern nation-state, but ful:6llment of the nationalist demand for ter
ritorial unification remained incomplete. Foreign intervention prevented 
the reunification �f Taiwan with the mainland and long-standing Russian 
expansionism precluded recovery of the lost territories in the North. And 
both situations were fraught with danger. 



Repression and Terror 

The power of the new Chinese govenunent rested ultimatdy on the forces 
of violence which all states wield over society: the anny and the police. It 
would hardly be necessary to repeat this banal truism were it not for the 
myth that the Maoist state was uniquely characterized by rule through ideo
logical education and "moral suasion." This notion was propagated less by 
Chinese Conununists than by various foreign observers, especially those in
clined to find historical parallels between the Confucian past and the Com
munist present. From the Sinological disposition to accept the Confucian 
ideological rationalization for the traditional Chinese state--the myth that 
emperors and mandarins ruled the realm through "moral example" -it was 
but a short intellectual leap in the dark to cast Mao Zedong in the old im
perial role, presiding over a revived "Middle Kingdom" in accordance with 
a perennial "mandate" to govern on the basis of virtuous example. 

Mao Zedong, for one, was never" guilty of disseminating such nonsense. 
"Our present task is to strengthen the people's state apparatus," he wrote 
in 1949, and he went on to define the nature of the new government in 
Marxist terms, not according to Confucian ideological precepts: "The state 
apparatus, including the army, the police and the courts, is the instrument 
by which one class oppresses another. It is an instrument for the oppression 
of aritagonistic cla.sses; it is violence and not 'benevolence. ,,9 Certainly the 
new ·state owed its existence and surv.ival to the means of violence Mao 
enumerated, most notably the military and police forces; and the leaders of 
that state have made abundant use of these conventional means of state 
power to achieve their ends. 

To be sure, Mao advocated a "benevolent policy" in governing "the peo
ple," employing "democratic" methods of "persuasion and not of compul
sion," as distinguished from "the dictatorship over the reactionaries as a
class." Even individual members of the reactionary classes were potentially 
amenable to educational "remolding," although, as cla.sses, landlords and 
the bureaucratic bourgeoisie were, as Mao stated, to be "eliminated for 
good.''10 But behind Maoist processes of "persuasion"---educational meth
ods, psychological techniques, and "thought reform" campaigns-there al
ways stood the conventional institutions of "compulsion," the organized 
forces of violence upon which all states are ultimatdy dependent. And 
these forces were not to remain idle. 

In addition to the Red Army, the new rulers had at their disposal power
ful secret police organizations established during the revolutionary years. 
All units of the Red Army contained "pUblic security headquarters" and 



since China was essentially under military rule until 1954, these organs per

formed police functions in civil society and their personnel supervised the 

functioning of local police agencies in both the cities and rural districts. 

Moreover, a secret police apparatus existed \1.oithin the Party headed by 

Kang Sheng (in addition to the Control Commission which dealt with in

ternal Party discipline); in view of the Party organization that permeated all 

levels of the formal state administration as well as mass organizations and 

large economic enterprises, it is evident that the Party's mvn police units 
also exercised considerable control over the civilian population. Further

more, the establishment of a formal state administration in 1949 was ac

companied by the establishment of a formal state secret police 

organization, the "Public Security Forces," under the jurisdiction of the 

central government's Ministry of Public Security, headed by Luo Ruiqing 

from 1949 to 1958, and it rapidly developed into a vast internal security ap

paratus which penetrated down to the very lowest levels of state adminis

tration. In addition to their independent police activities, the Public 

Security Forces were responsible for the supervision and control of all local 

civilian police agencies. In the cities, each urban residence committee (con

sisting of about one hundred households on the average) had a public se

curity section as did eachxiang administrative unit in the countryside. 

It is impossible to specify the political role of these various agencies; 

the activities of secret police (in China as elsewhere) are, after all, "se

cret"-and in contemporary China the situation is further obscured by the 

overlapping functions of the Party, the army, and the formal state adminis

tration, each of which has its own police organization; their activities am

biguously merge at various levels of control in civil society: Although never 

to acquire the gigantic political power of their Soviet counterparts, China's 

secret police were always a formidable weapon of political control. They are 

very much part of the state machine, which, as Mao had written, "is an in

strument for oppression." 

The oppressive functions of the nev,T state were particularly apparent 

from 1949 to 1953. These were years of great social and economic accom

plishments, but also years marked by severe political repression and often 

political terror. Radical social and political transformations are almost al

ways followed by reigns of terror, for classes and groups economically and 

politically dominant under the old regime are as reluctant to surrender their 

privileges as victorious revolutionaries are determined to guarantee the 

fruits of their victory. Successful revolutions always produce counterrevolu

tionary reactions and the latter, in turn, impel new rulers to employ all the 

means of violence they possess to preserve their newly won power. 



The counterrevolutionary impulse was comparatively weak in China, for 
so much of the old order had disintegrated or had been destroyed in the 
years before 1949. The comprador bourgeoisie and the landlords were rel
atively weak and politically uncohesive social classes, and many of their 
members with either the money or opportunity to do so had fled to Hong 
Kong, Taiwan, or, more safely, to the United States. Many who remained 
opposed or feared the Communists (and often for good reasons), but there 
were no political banners for them to rally behind. The democratic "Third 
Force,

,;· despised by the Communists and suppressed by the Guomindang, 
long had proven to be a figment of the political imagination of a small num
ber of clissident intellectuals, its leaders now mostly in exile. And the Guo
mindang, militarily defeated and so long politically bankrupt, inspired 
neither enthusiasm nor hope even among those who had actively sup
ported it and perhaps still wished to do so. Even the once powerful Song 
(Soong) and Gong (Kung) families, long the financial pillars of the Nation
alist government, had not only fled China but abandoned the Guomindang 
in Taiwan as well, retiring to New York and Ne"'r Jersey with a substantial 
portion of the old regime's treasury Other political parties and movements 
had long since passed from the historical scene. At the end of 1949 and 
during the early months of 1950, the Communists had little reason to fear 
any counterrevolution. 

Of much greater concern were the internal problems of governing the 
mainland. To establish administrative control over the countr-y and revive a 
collapsed economy were formidable tasks which demanded repressive po
litical measures. But internal political resistance of any organized fashion 
was relatively insignificant and the rulers of the ne\\" state harOOred no 
counterrevolutionary fears during these early months. 

What raised the spectre of counterrevolution and posed a threat to the 
survival of the new republic-and consequently precipitated an era of in
ternal political terror-was an external event and, for China, an entirely 
fortuitous one: the outbreak of \Var in Korea in late June of 1950. We shall 
not pause here to mquire into the still murky question of the origins of that 
conflict except to note that the Chinese were in no way initially involved.11 
The Chinese leaders certainly could not have welcomed a war of potentially 
grave international consequences in a bordering land at a time when they 
were preoccupied with the internal consolidation of the new state, \vhen 
they were beginning to demobilize much of the Red Ann;,; at precisely the 
time their best military units were being deployed on the southern coast for 
the anticipated invasion of Taiwan, and when the opening of the land re
form campaign just had been announced. It was not until advancing 



United States troops threatened the Manchurian border in November that 
Chinese troops crossed the \hlu and inflicted on the forces of General 
MacArthur the greatest defeat in American military history. 

In what became a de facto Sino-American war China claimed that its 
troops were merely "volunteers" assisting a fraternal socialist country, and 
the United States claimed that its annywas acting under the "command" 
of the United Nations. Both claims were fictitious. For two and a half years 
Chinese and American annies fought, most of the time in a bloody war of 
attrition roughly along the boundary line where the war first began and 
where it was to end. Although China received substantial quantities of So
viet military equipment (but less and more belatedly than anticipated), the 
war placed a severe burden on a fragile Chinese economy just beginning to 
recover from the ravages of invasion and civil war. And Chlnese losses in
manpower were staggering; among the victims was a son of Mao Zedong, 
Mao Anying, killed in battle in 1951. 

While the material and human losses were enormous, the war yielded 
unanticipated political benefits. The threat of yet another invasion by a for
eign power solidified popular nationaliSt support for the government. The 
campaign to "Resist America and Aid Korea" appealed successfully to pa
triotic sentiments, but what was more important were the early Chinese 
military victories. For over a century China had been humiliated repeatedly 

 by Western military forces, but now, for the first time, a Clllnese army had 
defeated a Western army-and then fought the strongest military power in 
the world to a stalemate in a major conventional war. This event, perhaps 
more than any other in China's modem histot}) served to stimulate intense 
feelings of national pride and confidence among the Chinese people, feel
ings shared by many anti-Commwtist Chinese as well. The Chinese soldier, 
so long the object of scorn and ridicule, had proven himself in battle-and 
the lesson was not lost on the world.Just as the unexpected Japanese vic
tory over Russia in 1905 had marked the emergence of Japan as a major 
power on the world scene (and stimulated nationalist sentiments through
out Asia), so the Chinese military accomplishment shocked Western mili
tary minds and dramatically announced that this new China was a nation to 
be reckoned with in the international arena. It confinned what Mao had 
proudly proclaimed in 1949: "Our nation will never again be an insulted 
nation. We have stood up . . .  no imperialist will be allowed to invade our 
territory again . . . . "12 

But this is the view in retrospect. At the time-in late 1950 and in 
1951-the military clash with the United States had a djfferent effect: the 
Chinese leaders then were more filled with fears over the survival of the 
new republic than they were with pride in a new China that finally had 



"stood up" in the world. The fears were by no means groundless. Not only 
did the encounter with the United States pose the threat of direct attack on 
China and a full-scale war (a course advocated by many American military 
and political leaders), it also raised the spectre of counterrevolution. At the 
outbreak of the Korean War, the United States had established a military 
protectorate over Taiwan, thus prolonging the life of the remnant National
ist regime and tying an internal Chinese political conflict to a potentially ex
plosive international one. The very real threat that confronted the Chinese 
Communists was that deadly combination which had crushed so many rev
olutions-the combination of civil war and foreign invasion. These twin 
forces of "restoration" had distorted the French Revolution, crushed the 
Paris Commune, and very nearly destroyed the Russian Bolshevik regime, 
and the long history of external and internal counterrevolution was very 
deeply etched in the Mancist historical memory. The Chinese leaders at the 
time certainly must have been as acutely conscious of the precedents of the 
past as they obviously were aware of the present danger. If the internal 
forces of countettevolution were relatively weak, the threat of foreign inva
sion was very strong. And hardly a ·year after the founding of the People's 
Republic there loomed the possiliility of a renewed civil war backed by the 
world's most powerful country. 

On Taiwan the revived Nationalist regime did all it could to turn that 
possibility into a counterrevolutionary reality, assisted and encouraged by 
the influential "China Lobby" in the United States. Guomindang political 
agentS infiltrated the mainland through Hong Kong and Nationalist army 
units crossed the presumably "neutralized" Taiwan Strait to conduct com
mando attacks on the China coast. And in the United States, loud political 
cries were heard urging the 'fruman administration to carry the Korean War 
directly to China and to "unleash" Chiang Kai-sbek. 

The essentially external threat to the survival of the revolution ru.rned 
the initially moderate policies and practices of the new state into increas
ingly repressive ones-and eventually to a reign of terror throughout most 
of the country in 1951. The employment of openly terroristic methods was 
officially sanctioned by Mao's decree of February 21, 1951 on "Regulations 
Regarding the Punishment of Counterrevolutionaries." Needless to say, 
there was nothing novel about punishing counterrevolutionaries; Guomin
dang agents, supporters, and sympathizers always had been systematically 
suppressed in areas under Communist control both before and after 1949, 
and. efforts to quell actual or potential political opposition intensified dur
ing the Korean War. But the purpose of the February decree was somewhat 
different; it not only extended the scope of political repression by defining 
more broadly what were deemed to be counterrevolutionary activities, but 



was also designed to instill an atmosphere of terror in society through pub
lic campaigns against all forms of political dissent. In addition to an intensi
fication of secret-police repression in general, the following months saw an 
endless series of mass meetings in the major urban centers where the more 
prominent of accused cdunterrevolutionaries were publicly denounced and 
sentenced to death while the less ·prominent were arrested and tried 
through the regular police and judicial state agencies. Newspapers daily 
published long lists of the names of those executed and prominently fea
tured grisly accounts of alleged political crimes and punishments. If the 
purpose of the campaign was to create a public climate of fear and terror as 
well as to eliminate potential opposition to the state, it was successful on 
both counts. 

The People's Republic has never revealed comprehensive statistics on 
the number of the victims of the terror (if indeed there are accurate 
records) and the estimates of outside observers vary greatly, depending on 
the political proclivities of the observer. However, such fragmentary official 
reports as are available do suggest that the number was substantial. In the 

province of Guangdong alone, for example, local authorities reported some 
28,000 executions in the 10-month period from October 1950 to August 
1951.13 In a speech delivered in 1957, Zhou Enlai stated that among an lin" 
specified number of counterrevolutionary cases officially handled by the 

government through 1952, 16.8 percent were sentenced to death, 42.3 
percent to "reform through labor," 32 percent placed under "surveillance," 
and 8.9 percent subject only to "reeducation."l4 Using the government's 
figure of 800,000 counterrevolutionary trials during the first half of 1951, 
there were some 135,000 official executions during that 6-month period 
alone. The real figure is no doubt greater, and taking into account the much 
longer period involved and the considerable number of executions that 
took place outside of formal judicial procedures, the estimate of many rel
atively impartial observers that there were 2,000,000 people executed dur
ing the first three years of the People's Republic is probably as accurate a 
guess as one can make on the basis of scanty information. That figure in
cludes the semi-spontaneous "executions" in the countryside when the 
long-repressed hatreds of an oppressed peasantry were released during the 
land reform campaigns of 1950-1952. And many more than 2,000,000 
were imprisoned or sent to forced labor camps during these years. 

The human toll, whatever the actual number, is not lessened by noting 
that probably larger percentages of the population were killed in the vari
ous reigns of terror which followed in the wake of the French and Russian 
revolutions. Nor can the figure be reduced by remembering that un
counted millions died annually from famine and malnutrition in pre-1949 



China, or by recalling the long lists of official executions and the greater 
nlllliher taken in the wanton slaughters that marked Chiang Kai-shek's 
White Terror of the late 1920s and early 1'30s. On these matters no one 
kept statistics and few bothered to make estimates. 

These macabre comparisons are offered not as revolutionary apologetics 
hut only to maintain some degree of historical perspective on a matter that 
does not easily lend itself to either moral- complacency or moral outrage. In 
most revolutionary situations, the choice is not between terror or its ab
sence but rather between revolutionary terror or counterrevolutionary ter
ror; and since China had suffered so greatly from the latter over the 
decades, one should not be too quick to ievy moral condenmations on the 
frirmei. As Barrington Moore has observed, it has been the historical case 
that "revolutionary violence has been part of the break with a repressive 
past and of the effort to construct a less repressive future. "15 But it is also 
the historical case that the gap between the promises of revolution and the 
actual performances of revolutionaries has been far too great to a priori jus
tify revolutionary violence on future promises alone. In the Chinese case, 
much more needs to be exanllned before beginning to attempt to weigh the 
social accomplishments of the revolution against its human costs. 

If there is any cause for surprise in the political history of these early 
postrevolutionary years, it lies in the relative brevity of the period of overt 
political terror and the rapidity of the consolidation of the new state order. 
'With the suppression of actual or potential sources of internal opposition, 
an4 as the war in Korea ground to a stalemate in 1951 and the fear of a di
rect U�ted States military attack began to recede, the use of terror as a 
method of political control began to recede as well. By the end of 1951 the 
couhtry began to return to more "normal" methods of administrative con
trol and bureaucratic rule, although terror still reigned in parts of the coun
tryside where the completion of the land reform program was to take 
another year. But if the return to "normalcy" signaled the end of an era of 
overt political terror, it did not mark the end of a continuing era of political 
repression. Three years after the establishment of the People's Republic the 

�ate had been realized. ]'lq .� experience of the 
terror of 1951 d the experience of �t a harsher and
more authoritarian cast to the new order than might otherwise have been 
the case. But if there is any clear lesson to be derived from these political 
�ts it is Mao's simple truism that the state is an instrument of oppres
sion and compulsion. And the history of China in those as well as subse
quent years has more than amply demonstrated the truth of the Marxist 
proposition that, as Engels put it and Lenin once repeated, ''while the state 
exists there is no freedom." 
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The Cities 

The Rise and Fall of NatiOnal Capitalism 

lT IS VERY DIFFICULT to govern a country in the aftermath of a 

revolution and political talent is a scarce conunodity."1 This truism 

proved less apt in post-1949 China than in most postrevolutionary sit

uations. Three years after the Communist victory China was better gov

erned than at any time in its modern history and there was a relative 

abundance of political and administrative talent. It was the unique nature 

of the Chinese revolution, not any special Chinese genius for governing, 

that was responsible for this unusual postrevolutionary situation. The Chi

nese Communists had not triumphed in the classic insurrectionary fashion 

where revolutionaries suddenly are catapulted into the unfamiliar position 

of rulers. The Chinese Communist victory had come only after more than 

two decades of armed struggle during which they had been rulers as well as 

revolutionaries, governing significant territories and populations in accor

dance vrith their O\Vll organizational methods. 

But that experience had been confined to the countryside. In the cities, 

which fell to the Communists more rapidly than expected, administrative 

talent was a very scarce commodity indeed. The problem was not wholly 

unanticipated. AB early as 1939 Mao Zedong noted, "The capture of the 

cities now serving as the enemy's main bases is the final objective of the 

revolution, an objective which cannot be achieved without adequate work 

75 



in the cities. "2 And when Communist annies were in fact capturing the 

cities, Mao announced that "the center of gravity af the Party's work has 

shifted from the village to the city" and that "we must do our utmost to 

learn how to administer and build the cities."3 The task was to prove a for

midable one. Although the leaders of the Chinese Communist Party origi

nally had emerged from an urban intelligentsia, most who surv'ived the long 

revolutionary ordeal had lived and fought in the rural hinterlands for more 

than 20 years. And for the Red Army's peasant cadres the cities were wholly 

unfamiliar and strange places. An American scholar living in Beijing at the 

time observed: "Some of these Communists had never seen a large city be

fore; they did not even knov.' hmv to turn off the electric lights . . . .  "4 More

over, unfamiliarity was accompanied by distrust. A revolutionary strategy 

based on gathering the forces of rural revolution to surround and over

whelm the nonrevolutionary cities bred powerful antiurban feelings. In the 

pre-1949 years, the revolutionaries viewed the cities as bastions of conser

vatism, the strongholds of the Guomindang, the centers of foreign imperi

alism, and the breeding grounds for social inequalities, ideological 
impurities, and moral corruptions. They entered the cities in 1949 as occu

piers as much as liberators, and for the urban inhabitants who had con

tributed so little to the revolutionary victory feelings of sympathy were 

intermingled with strong feelings of suspicion. The dichotomy between the 
revolutionary countryside and the conservative cities, which the whole rev

olutionary experience produced, had become a notion deeply ingrained in 

the Maoist mentality, and this ideological residue of the revolution was to 

play a role in the way in which the new rulers approached one of the crucial 

problems in the history of the People's Republic-the problem of the rela

tionship between town and countryside. 

"While China \Vas a largely agrarian country in 1949, more than 

60,000,000 Chinese lived in cities \vith populations of over 100,000 and 

the urban population was to grow rapidly. Shanghai had some 6,000,000 in

habitants in 1949; over 2,000,000 people lived in Beijing and Tianjin; and 

more than 1,000,000 in Guangzhou (Canton). The task of governing this 

unfamiliar terrain was compounded by the chaotic conditions which so 
tragically marked urban life during the last days of Guomindang rule. In 
addition to chronic (and now exacerbated) problems of massive unemploy

ment and underemployment, of corrupt and inefficient local administra

tions, of a population preyed upon by a vast underworld of gangster 

organizations and secret societies, widespread opium addiction, prostitu

tion, and the lack of elemental standards of sanitation and municipal ser

vices, conditions of war and the misrule of a dying regime imposed even 
more severe problems which destroyed the economic life of the cities and 



inflicted cruel burdens on their inhabitants. Severe shortages of food led to 

chronic malnutrition and often famine, to riots, looting, and to new waves 

of crime in cities long notorious for crime. Factories and workshops closed 
due to lack of supplies and because workers often were too weakened by 

malnutrition to work. The wartime and postwar inflation reached stagger

ing proportions. During the final 6 months of Guomindang administration 
in the cities, the average increase in the cost of living was 25 percent per 
\Veek. In Beijing, for examp�e, the price of flour rose 4,500 times the year 

prior to the Communist occupation of the city. 5 Money became virtually 

useless as various "currency reforms" decreed by the goverrunent in Nan

jing merely brought ne\v floods of worthless paper to a country which had 

reverted largely to primitive barter for such goods and services as there 

were to be exchanged. 

Not untypical \Vas the situation in the Manchurian city of Mukden, the 

most industrialized city in China: 

Half a million people have left, either for Communist areas or as refugees to 

North China. Industrial production is dov.'ll to almost nothing. A primary factor 

is lack of food, caused by the seige. Rationed food lasts a worker only ten days 

out of every month. Many people are forced to live on the large I\Ianchurian 

soybean cakes, ordinarily used only for cattle and fertilizer. These, probably be

cause of vitamin deficiency, eventually produce night blindness among adults 

and permanent blindness among children-in some cases even actual disinte

gration of the eyeballs. Lack of food results in lowered coal output, which cuts 

electric pmvcr, which in turn leads to flooding of coal mines. Production ap· 

pears to be col"l1ing to a complete standstill. Ibis coming winter there will surely 

be starvation.6 

In Shanghai, rickshaw drivers were too weakened by malnutrition to haul 

passengers. And from many Chinese cities came reports of starving people 

lying untended and dying in the streets. 

Such was the final legacy of the Guomindang era-the utter destitution 

of the cities. Not only were the new Communist rulers ill-prepared to gov

ern cities, the cities they now had to govern were in ruins. The Communists 

lacked both organized political support among the urban population and 

the material support of a viable economy: To the burdens of a primitive 

agricultural economy, there was added a new and unanticipated burden: 

the ruin of the whole modern sector of the economy. In this condition of 

total impoverislunent the history of the People's Republic began. 

The Communists possessed one political asset in the cities: an almost 
universal antipathy to the Guornindang. The political discontent engen-



dered by the economic miseries of the time was intensified by the increas
ingly corrupt practices of the dying regime and its resort to wholly terroris
tic methods of political control, arbitrary arrests and executions, the 
suppression of the liberal intelligentsia, and the crushing of an� 
Communist, but independent, trade-union movement which had emerged 

---- ·� --- -------�--
in the early post -World War II years. The vast majority of the urban people, 
as unfamiliar with the Communists as the rural revolutionaries were \Vith 
them, could not but welcome the triumph of the countryside over the 
cities, if for no other reason than that the Communist victory held the 
promise of peace and order. 

While their general disgust with the old regime is well documented, it 
was rarely expressed in any open or organized political action, and there is 
little reliable evidence to gauge feelings about the new order. Sentiments 
varied according to place and social class. From Beijing it was reported that 
"the Communists come here with the bulk of the people on their side. As 
one walks the streets, the new feeling of relief and relaxation can definitely 
be sensed, even though it is hard to describe it in tangible terms. "7 The peo
ple of Guangzhou, according to one account, awaited the arrival of the Red 
Anny in a "cautious rather than exuberant" mood and "their main feeling 
was relief that the city had fallen peacefully."8 

It was among middle-school and university students that the Commu
nists found their most enthusiastic and active supporters in the urban 
areas, although genuine idealism often was mixed with opportunism and 
hypocrisy. Members of the politically uncommitted intelligentsia seemed, 
for the most part, willing to work \Vithin the new order. One liberal profes
sor commented in September, 1948, four months before Beijing fell to the 
Red Army: 

Most Chinese intellectuals would prefer not to bother about politics. But while 

they have heard the government repeatedly proclaim its intention of bringing 

democracy and honest administration to China, they have seen these protesta

tions repeatedly flouted in actual fact. Indeed, far from improv-ing, the govern

ment becomes steadily worse, so that today few thinking people hold much hope 

for its reform . . . . At first, most of us supported the [l\ationalist] government, 

recognizing its many faults, but hoping it would reform . . . .  � have become so 

completely convinced of the hopelessness of the existing government that we feel 

the sooner it is removed the better. Since the Chinese Communists are obviously 

the only force capable of making this change, we are now willing to support them 

as the lesser of t\l.."D evils. We ourselves would prefer a middle course, but this is 

no longer possible? 



Many of the wealthier members of the bourgeoisie :fled along with the 

Guomindang, but many of those classified by the Communists as belong

ing to the "national bourgeoisie" remained-a varied assortment of com

mercial entrepreneurs, petty shopkeepers, owners of small factories and 

workshops, and managers of industrial and commercial establishments. 

Nearly ruined by the extralegal exactions of a corrupt bureaucracy and the 

chaos of civil war, they had little left to lose. They hardly could have been 

enthusiastic about a government \vhich proclaimed socialism and commu

nism to be its aims, but they could hope that the new rulers would honor 

the promise to control but not immediately eliminate capitalism. Their atti

tudes towards the new regime were no doubt highly ambiguous, just as the 

Communists viewed them in an ambiguous and suspicious fashion. 

About the political attitudes and sentiments of the working class and the 

masses of the urban poor-the downtrodden lumpenproletariat of rickshaw 

drivers, casual "coolie" laborers, beggars, and petty thieves-even less can 

be said ·with any degree of accuracy. They made up the great majority of the 

population of the cities, but they were the least articulate segment of that 

population. Among the people of the cities, they were the ones who bene

fited most from the new regime, yet they are the ones about whom the least 

is known. From their ranks came the bulk of the participants in the victory 

celebrations of 1949 and the mass demonstrations and meetings in the 

cities over the follov.ring years, but they must have had the most ambiguous 

feelings about celebrating a revolutionary victory to which they had con

tributed so little. One can only surmise, on the basis of scanty information, 

that in 1949 the urban workers greeted the Communist victory with hope 

and enthusiasm. The members of a class so long victimized by extreme so

cioeconomic oppression, largely unemployed and half-starved in the last 

years of the old regime, could only have welcomed the triumph of the new 

regime, even if they may have found it strange that the leading party in that 

regime proclaimed itself to be their party. 

Although the spectacle of an army composed mostly of peasants occu
pying the cities must have made for deeply ambiguous feelings among the 

urban populace, the vast majority of the people of the cities probably wel

comed the ne\V order, if only because of their deep revulsion with the old 

one. Hope intermingled with apprehension, for the urban population was 

as unfamiliar with the Communists as the Communists were with the cities. 

But the dominant mood was a willingness to cooperate ·with the new rulers 

of China to end the chaos in the cities that the discredited Guomindang 

regime had left behind. Mutual suspicions and distrusts remained, but at 

the beginning they were subordinated to a mutual desire for peace, social 



order, an adequate supply of food, the restoration of a shattered economy, 

and for elemental social reforms. "What the Communists lacked in orga
nized political support was compensated for, at least in part, by a general 

and genuine public eagerness to participate in the work of reviving the so
cial and economic life of the cities. 

The first task was to establish public order and restore ordinary munici
pal services. In striking contrast to the situation in the countryside, where 

the Communists began with their own organizational forms and cadres, in 
the cities they had to rely on the bureaucratic apparatus left over from the 

old regime. Although most high Guomindang officials had fled with the 
Nationalist Anny; many lower level bureaucratic functionaries remained in 

municipal administrations. To a lesser degree, the same was true for local 

police forces; old civil police organs and many of their personnel were re

tained in the interests of restoring order. Over the years, most of the old 
functionaries were replaced by Party cadres, many of whom were newly re

cruited from urban youth. 

The formal administrative and police structures of the cities were not far 

different from those which had existed under the Nationalists, but they 
now were under the control of the public security agencies of both the anny 
and the central government in Beijing. "While the formal organization of the 

old municipal administrations remained, as did many old officials and func

tionaries, Party members occupied key positions to ensure that local city 
bureaucracies were responsive to the policies of the new national govern

ment. CentraJized control was augmented by a variety of formally au
tonomous urban mass organizations which were in fact intimately tied to 

the state apparatus. Such nationwide organizations as the All-China Feder
ation of 11-ade Unions, the All-China Federation of Women, the Students' 

Association, and various professional associations organized the key classes 

and groups in urban society. Established on the basis of preexisting organi

zational structures, these organizations were in essence arms of the central
ized state apparatus, dominated by the same Party that controlled the 

national government. The associations organized and controlled much of 

the urban population and seNed as centralized counten.veights to the local

istic tendencies of urban administrations and economic enterprises. 
Beginning in 1952 "urban resident committees" (generally made up of 

about 100 to 500 households) added another layer of organizational con

trol over the urban population. They \vere assigned a bewildering variety of 

functions. In addition to communicating (and popularizing) government 

policies and programs to their members, they were to communicate to the 

government the views and opinions of citizens; they had the quasi-judicial 

function of arbitrating family and neighborhood disputes and the police 



function of controlling (and reporting) criminal activities and political dissi
dence; they were to carry out municipal services, such as public sanitation 
and fire prevention, as well as social welfare functions, such as providing re
lief to needy families and the organization of neighborhood cultural and 
recreational programs. Although the welfare and other positive services 
provided by the resident committees were both needed and appreciated, 
they were basically coercive instruments of control. .& Franz Schunnann 
has observed: "One of the basic tasks of the residents committees was to 
keep an eye on the population under their jurisdiction and to report regu
larly to the local police station, more or less in the fashion known from 
paochia days."10 The quasi-police and judicial functions of the committees 
intruded into private lives and aroused deep popular resentments, just as 
had been the case \vith their pre-1949 counterparts. Yet, despite the re
liance on many old bureaucratic forms and many old bureaucrats, Commu
nist political power was quickly and firmly established in the cities. The 
revolutionaries in power were not overwhelmed by the remnants of the old 
bureaucracy; they simply used them. 

If Communist political power was firm, there was little distinctively 
"communist" or "socialist" about the ends to \vhich this power \Vas put in 
the early years; the urban policies and programs \Vere ones which any 

strong national government would have undertaken under the circum
stances, and indeed, in large measure, ones which the old Guomindang 
regime had attempted to pursue. The establishment of social order; regis
tration of the population; collection of concealed weapons; control of infla
tion and introduction of a viable currency system; revival of industrial 
production and commerce; restoration of municipal services; improvement 
of sanitation facilities; and centralized control over viable local urban ad
ministrations were immediate tasks that any new Chinese government 
would have confronted. Nor should it have taken a Communist govern
ment to deal with the chronic social problems of the cities such as v.>ide
spread opium addiction, prostitution, and the crime and corruption 
wrought by a vast underworld of secret societies and labor gangs. 

The problem of opium addiction is a particularly striking example of the 
failures of the old regime and the successes of the new one. The drug prob
lem had plagued Chinese society since the late eighteenth century, and 
reached epidemic proportions after the Opium War of 1839. By the time 
the Nationalist regime inherited the massive problem, most of the trade 
was in the hands of Chinese criminal organizations. Guomindang anti
opium laws and campaigns proved abortive not only because of the ineffi
ciency of the regime but also for reasons of political and economic 
expediency; the Guomindang had found politically useful the secret soci-



eties and gangster organizations which profited from the drug trade, while
a corrupt bureaucracy and police force found it financially rewarding to 
protect it. Yet a problem that had persisted and grown under various Chi
nese governments for almost two centuries was resolved by the new gov
ernment in two years. The Communists employed a combination of drastic 
criminal penalties (including execution) for major suppliers and dealers, 
amnesty for petty traffickers, rehabilitation programs for addicts, and a 
massive nationwide campaign of education and public "ban opium" rallies, 
appealing to patriotic sentiments by stressing the nineteenth century impe
rialist origins of the affliction. By 1952 opium addiction was no longer a 
major social problem, and few drug addicts were to be found in China. 

Other common urban vices were handled with the same efficiency and 
through similar measures of repression, reformation, mass mobilization, 
and education. In Guangzhou, one of the most vice-ridden of old Chinese 
cities, Ezra Vogel summarizes one of the results of the first three years of 
Communist rule: "Prostitution, opium addiction, gambling, and alcoholism 
were virtually wiped out. For the first time in a century a public morality 
was restored so that people did not have to worry about robbery or about 

walking on the streets alone in the evening. A comhination of assistance 
and tight supervision did not alter human nature but it did bring organized 
crime under control."11

Just as the internal social reforms in the cities fulfilled long-frustrated 
desires for the regeneration of China, so the departure of foreigners satis
fied deep nationalist resentments against a century-long external impinge
ment. The expulsion of foreigners from the cities was not an act of 
"Communist tyranny;" as it was described and condemned in the Western 
press at the time, but a highly popular Chinese nationalist act, symbolizing 
the end of the era of imperialist domination. Although the expulsion was 
marked by occasional incidents of popular antiforeign violence, the process 
was carried out in a relatively orderly fashion. At. first, foreign residents 
were required to register with the new authorities and their activities and 
travel were limited and supervised. Foreign businesses were regulated and 
eventually confiscated and nationalized. In late 1950, under tensions gen

erated by the Korean War, government policy demanded the removal of 
virtually all Western nationals from Chinese soil. By then most Westerners 
had already left the country; but the few foreign businessmen, missionaries, 
and educators who had remained were forced to depart over the next year, 

hastened on their way by mass anti-imperialist rallies. The majority left 
peacefully despite the political terror that prevailed at the time and the na
tionalist passions aroused by the war in Korea. All foreign assets were 



frozen, foreign-owned property expropriated, and Chinese Christians were 
forced to terminate ties with foreign churches. 

Among the expelled foreigners were a good many who were favorable to 
the new order and who wished to remain and work in China. And the 
whole antiforeign campaign created problems in diplomatic relations and 

trade with Western nations. But these considerations were far outweighed 
at the time by internal political and psychological needs. As a non-Commu
nist liberal Chinese intellectual explained the situation to an American 
friend, "Communist antiforeignism is the result of hwniliation and oppres
sion suffered by China for the past century. The Communists are out to 
show their people that they are masters of their own house and that no for
eigner can lord it here any more. "12 No concrete political or economic gains 
or issues were involved; rather it was emotional compensation for a century 
of humiliation. The expulsion of the foreigners was the necessary psycho
logical prerequisite for China to meet the Western nations on equal tenns. 
Since 1842 Chinese politicians and governments, traditional and modern 
nationalist, had vowed to throw off the foreign yoke, but the People's Re
public was the first government in modern Chinese history to demonstrate 
that it had the power to do so. 

The Urban Economy in the Early Years 

The economic policies of the People's Republic were never purely "nation
alistic," but in the early years they did largely conform with the Maoist con
ception of a revolution still in its "national" or "bourgeois-democratic" 
phase. In the rural areas, the land reform campaign of 1949-1952 pro
duced not a socialist economy but a massive class of petty bourgeois indi
vidual peasant cultivators. In the cities socialist and capitalist forms 
intermingled for a time in a "mixed economy," but of a rather unique kind. 
The industries, commercial organizations, and banks owned by the "bu
reaucratic bourgeoisie" (those who had been politically allied with the 

Guomindang or economically tied to foreign interests) were immediately 
confiscated and were nationalized without compensation. By 1949 most of 
the big bourgeoisie had fled the country in any event. Through nationaliza
tion, the new state owned most of the modern sector of the economy from 
the outset. If one defines socialism simply (and perhaps simplistically) as 
state ownership of property, then most of the urban economy was "social
ist" from the beginning. However, significant portions of the economy re
mained capitalist. In addition to more than a million petty shopkeepers and 
handicrafts workers who were largely untouched by the new order in the 



early years, the "national bourgeoisie," defined principally by the criterion 
of political loyalty, were permitted to continue to privately own their indus
trial and trading enterprises and operate them in a formally capitalist fash
ion. Indeed they were encouraged to expand their operations and establish 
new firms. By 1953 the number of privately owned industrial establish
ments increased from 123,000 to 150,000 and the number of workers in 
private firms grew from 1,644,000 to 2,231,000, accounting for 37 percent 
of China's industrial output. 13 

The operation of the private sector, however, was tighdy restricted. 
Prices, wages, and working conditions were determined by the state. In pri
vately owned factories, trade unions and worker councils, both under Party 
direction, enforced state policies and regulations, and also played a super
visory-role in the management of the enterprises. Most importandy; private 
factories were dependent on the state for the allocation of raw materials to 
produce their goods and for outlets to sell them, and private commercial 
firms depended on the state trading organizations for both wholesale pur
chases and retail sales. This, in short, was a form of state capitalism, n\)t a 
laissez-faire economy. The "national bourgeoisie" in the Pl!ople's Republic 
was now more dependent on the state bureaucracy than the old and con
demned "bureaucratic bourgeoisie" ever had been. The difference was es
sentially political; it was a new state pursuing new social ends. Yet it was 
capitalism nonetheless. Owners of capital made profits on the commodities 
they produced and sold, and although profits were controlled, they were 
more than adequate to allow the "national" capitalists to enjoy a comfort
able bourgeois life style. 

More than purely ideological considerations were involved in the revival 
of "national capitalism." The Communists were not simply attempting to 
give substance to the promise of "new democracy;" nor were they attempt
ing to historically document the Marxist proposition that a "bourgeois
democratic" phase of development must precede a socialist one. The main 
consideration was more mundane. To reconstruct a wrecked economy and 
establish a foundation for future economic development, it was expedient 
to rebuild what had existed and then build upon that. Any program for 
total expropriation and nationalization would have resulted in organiza
tional chaos. More importantly, the revival of capitalism was necessary to 
utilize the managerial skills and technical expertise which the bourgeoisie 
alone possessed. Through a combination of economic and patriotic ap
peals, the new government enlisted the support of the members of the 
bourgeoisie and technical specialists who had remained, and encouraged 
many who had left the country to return, to participate in the task of na
tional economic reconstruction. 



The era of "national capitalism" reached its peak in 1952-1953 and de
dined rapidly thereafter, as private industrial and commercial firms were 
nationalized outright, or more typically, reorganized as "joint private-state 
enterprises." In the latter case, the state assumed a controlling, and eventu
ally complete, interest in the firms by government capital investments, with 
the former private owners usually staying on in managerial roles and receiv
ing dividends of 5 percent on what the government calculated to be their 
remaining share of capital. In fact, if not in name, the firms became state
owned as well as state-managed. By 1956 the private sector of the urban 
economy had ceased to exist, and all industrial and commercial enterprises 
of any significant size had been effectively nationalized. What little re
mained of private enterprise was confined to self-employed handicraft 
workers, artisans, petty shopkeepers, and peddlers. "National capitalism" 
survived only as a vestige-in the form of a tiny bourgeoisie receiving quar
terly dividends on what the government determined to be their "capital in
vestments" in the factories and commercial establishments they once 
owned, or receiving interest on nonredeemable government bonds they 
had received in compensation. Although they continued to enjoy a rela
tively high standard of living in the cities, the national bourgeoisie was a 
dying class since their bonds could not be passed on to their heirs. But if 
national capitalism had enjoyed only a brief life in the history of the Peo
ple's Republic, it had fulfilled the economic role assigned to it; by 1952 
urban industry and conunerce were flourishing. 

The new government sought the cooperation of urban elites who pos
sessed specialized skills needed for nationel reconstruction: hberal intellec
tuals and the technological intelligentsia; bureaucrats and urban 
administrators left over from the old regime; and the national bourgeoisie. 
Once political and economic stability had been achieved, the Communists 
moved quickly to end their reliance on what they regarded as the least po
litically reliable members of the urban population. Beginning in late 1951, 
this took the form of three politically repressive campaigns: the thought re
form movement directed primarill aaain!?.); int�ctuals; the Sanfan (''th!ee 
anti") campaign against bureaucratic corruption and inefficiency; and the 
Wufan ("five anti") campaign which was essentially an attack on �qyi:. 
�Unlike the preceding campaign against "counterrevolutionaries," 
which attempted to eliminate political dissent in society in general, the new 
movements h� specific goals aimed against particular elite groups in the 
cities. And unlike the concurrent land reform campaign which served to 
destroy the rural gentry, a class which had nothing to offer to the new soci
ety, the urban campaigns aimed not to destroy social groups but rather to 
establish fumer political control over them. The thrust was to politicize 



people with expertise while preserving them and their talents to serve soci
ety. Unlike the gentry and the counterrevolutionaries, the people to be 
politicized were still regarded as members of "the people." 

The first of the major postrevolutionary thought reform campaigns 
began in the autumn of 1951 when Mao Zedong declared that the refor
mation of intellectuals was essential for "the thoroughgoing democratic 
transformation and progressive industrialization of our countty."14 The 
campaign was thus tied to the completion of the bourgeois-democratic 
phase of the revolution and the building of the economic preconditions for 
the future transition to socialism. Beginning with a movement for the in
tensive study of the writings of Mao, with particular emphasis on the 
Yan'an talks on art and literature which defined the social and political re
;ponsibilities of intellectuals, tiie""Campaign spread to all major urban areas 
employing familiar Maoist techniques of mass meetings, small group 
"struggle sessions" of criticism and self-criticism, public humiliations, and
written and oral "confessions" from those deemed guilty of ideological de
viations. Individualistic tendencies and "liberal" bourgeois thought were to 
be discarded in favor of ascetic Maoist values and a collectivistic mentality 
of "serving the people." The campaign generally began with intellectuals in 
universities and spread to middle and elementary school teachers as well as 
to students and individual writers and artists. There was little overt political 
coercion (although some intellectuals were sent to the countryside for 
"reeducation through labor"), but the social and psychological pressureti 
were intense. The vague criterion for success was a subjective jUdgment, 
made by the "thought reformers," as to whether confessions and self. 
criticisms acknowledging past errors and accepting the new social morality 
were "sincere" or not. While it may be doubted that many intellectuals 
achieved the desired Maoist inner spiritual transformation, the outer re
sults were patently clear; the campaign ended in 1952 with tighter Party 
control over the educational system and the dosing of the narrow reahn of 
freedom of expression that intellectuals had cautiously enjoyed during the 
first two years of the People's Republic. Four years later, the "Hundred 
Flowers" period was to reveal how repression fostered deep resentments. 

The San/an movement against "corruption, waste, and the bureaucratic 
spirit" was launched early in 1952 and ran simultaneously with the thought 
reform campaign. The "three anti" movement was designed to remove po
litically unreliable government officials and Party cadres as well as to cor
rect specific problems in the functioning of the administrative organs of the 
new state. The mass meetings of citizens to criticize corrupt or oppressive 
officials, a distinctively Maoist political technique, characterized this cam
paign as it did virtually all others. While this was something far less than 



popular control over the bureaucracy, it was a practice entirely foreign to 
Stalinism both in spirit and method. 

Sanfon fell hardest on the bureaucracy; especially old Guomindang offi
cials who had been retained in the urban adnllnistrations and who now were 
dispensable, new Party membecs hastily recruited during the final years of 
the civ:il war who proved unsuited to the new tasks of postrevolutionary ad
ministrative work, and older Party cadres who were seen as corrupted by 
urban bourgeois influences. The latter was a distinctively Maoist theme, 
the view that city life fostered bureaucratic mentalities and the erosion of 
revolutionary values. In the end, however, the movement proved to be 
something less than a massive attack on bureaucracy. Less than 5 percent of 
administrative functionaries were subjected to formal punislunent; some 
were imprisoned, but most were simply dismissed or demoted. u 

The "WU/an campaign (against bribery, tax evasion, fraud, theft of gov
ernment property, and stealing of state economic secrets) was a movement 
of greater scope and significance. Directed against corrupt practices in the 
urban economy in general, its main weight fell on the bourgeoisie and more 
than 450,000 enterprises were o:fficially·investigated by state authorities in 
1952 and early 1953. Although some owners were imprisoned for illegal 
economic activities, the penalties were mostly financial. Through the col
lection of back taxes, heavy fines and other economic exactions, the re
maining assets of the bourgeoisie were further depleted and most firms and 
factories were forced to become joint state-private enterprises, in effect, 
well on the way to becoming nationalized. 

The campaigns of 1951 and 1952 served to consolidate Communist 
power in the cities and marked the beginning of the end of the era of "new 
democracy." By early 1953 the civil administrations, the economy, and the 
educational institutions of urban China were firmly under the control of 
the Party and the centralized state apparatus it directed. The new regime 
waS authoritarian and repressive, but the cities were governed honestly and
efficiently for the first time in modern Chinese history. 

In 1949 the Communists had announced their goal to be: ''Three years of 
recovery, then ten years of development." By the end of 1952, with the 
restoration of the cities and the conclusion of the land reform campaign in 
the countryside, to be discussed in the next chapter, the new rulers had ful
:filled the first half of that promise. The government was now to tum its at
tention to "ten years of development," the task of industrializing a still 
backward and impoverished land But industrialization was to bring un
foreseen and, for Mao, undeskable social, political, and ideologies! conse-



quences. And the industrial development of the cities was to bring more 
sharply into focus the critical problem of the relationship between town

and countryside in the new society, a question that was to dominate the en
tire history of the People's Republic, just as it had dominated the history of 
the revolution that produced that republic. A growing antagonism between 
town and countryside is perhaps inherent in the very process of modem in
dustrialization. But in China the antagonism was to be accentuated by the 
rural origins and heritage of the revolution and by a curious imbalance be
tween economic and political power in rural and urban areas. In the cities, 
the Communists had succeeded in reviving the economy and the strong 
state they had created exercised effective centralized control over the 
urban areas, but their sociopolitical ties to the growing urban working class 
remained weak and tenuous. Although strong efforts were made to acqtrire 
an urban proletarian base in the early postrevolutionary years, workers or 
people of working-class origin made up less than 10 percent of the 
6,000,000 members of the Chinese Communist Party in 1953, and the per
centage was not to increase significantly in the years that followed. In the 
countryside, on the other hand, the Communists had deep political roots 
among the peasantry, roots that the land reform campaign of 1950-1952 
reinforced. And the Communist Party remained a "peasant party" in the 
sense that peasants constituted the overwhelming majority of its member
ship. But those political roots w,ere in an agrarian economy low in produc
tivity and still based on a system of individual peasant proprietorship. The 
industrialization of the People's Republic thus was to begin on the basis of 
a fragile petty bourgeois agricultural economy and in cities where the Com
munists had an ambiguous relationship with the working class. 

Yet if the social base of the Chinese Communist Party remained the 
peasantry, the higher organs of the Party were now based in the cities and 
the majority of its leaders rapidly became urbanized. They hardly became 
the "organic" intellectuals of the working class in the sense in which Anto
nio Gramsci had formulated that conception, t6 but they did identify their 
fortunes and the future of China with the growth of urban industry, and 
thus by implication, at least, with China's growing urban proletariat. Other 
Communist leaders, who might well be characterized as the organic intd
lectuals of the peasantry, did not so easily accept city life and the prospect 
of the domination of town over countryside. Foremost among the latter 
was Mao Zedong, who, when he announced in 1949 the inauguration of 
the period of "the city leading the village," also warned of the danger that 
urbanization could corrupt the spirit and ideology of the victorious revolu
tionaries-that the rural style of "plain living and hard struggle" might give 
way to the "love of pleasure and distaste for continued hard living" that city 



life fosteredP The warning was to prove prophetic. The existing gap be
tween town and countryside quickly was to widen under the impact of 
rapid urban industrialization, and the gap was to find expression within the 
Chinese Conununist Party itself-in the form of a division between urban 
and rural-oriented Communist leaders, between those who placed their 
hopes for a socialist future in the development of modem urban industry 
and those who continued to identify themselves with the peasant masses 
and looked more to the socialist transformation of the countryside. 
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Land Reform 

The Bourgeois Revolution in the Countryside 

lN 1 9 5 2 ,  THREE YEARS afterthe estabJishment ofthePeople'sRe
public, the landed gentry ceased to exist as a social class. The destruc
tion of the elite that had dominated Chinese society for more than two 

millennia marked the consummatiOn of a momentous social revolution, 
but not a socialist one. Although that process of class destruction was car
ried out under Communist political auspices, the demise of the gentry was 
socially and economically an eminently bourgeois revolutionary act. Just as 
the eighteenth-century French Revolution had destroyed the power of the 
lmded oristocracy md removed feudal institutions hindering the growth of 
bourgeois pro� the Chinese Communist revolution in the countryside, 
by expropriating the landlmds md redistributing land among the peasantry, 
created a massive class of individual peasant proprietors engaged in petty 
capitalist production. 

That the gentry and precapitalist agrarian socioeconomic relationships 
had survived to the mid-twentieth century reflected the failure of bourgeois 
revolutionary movements in modem Chinese history. It fell to a Commu
nist Party that aimed to abolish private property to establish the conditions 
for the flourishing of capitalist property relations in the countryside. This 
historical paradox was, of course, not without historical precedent. A simi
lar failure on the pan ofbourgecis political parties in Russia had forced the 

90 



Bolsheviks to preside over an agrarian bourgeois revolution, with the result 

that the first decade of Soviet history saw the emergence and growth of a 

capitalistic peasantry; In both China and Russia, however, the existence of a 
bourgeois economy in the countryside was short-lived, and in both coun
tries the same political power that had allowed a bourgeois agrarian revolu
tion to take place also proved to be the instrument that destroyed 
bourgeois property. 

One of the ironies of the history of Marxism might be noted here. The 
abortiveness of bourgeois revolutionary movements in Russia and China 
offered a socialist political advantage. Had bourgeois revolutions ocCUlTed 

earlier, before political conditions permittecf Marxist revolutionaries to 
come to power, the peasantries of both countries likely would have become 

politically conservative forces intent on preserving their smallholdings and 
thus opposed to revolution. 1his was the case in most of Western Europe 

and especially in France. The radicalism of the French peasantry during the 
Revolution of 1789 was followed by more than a century of political con
servatism; Marx often commented on the phenomenon, summed up in his 
sarcastic comment that "the Bonapartes are the dynasty of the peasants."1 

Such was not the case where the agrarian revolution was retarded and took 

place in conjunction with, or as part o£ a socialist revolutionary process. In 
Russia, the new peasant smallholders did not have the time to consolidate 
themselves as a class sufficiendy strong to withstand the terror of Stalinist 
collectivization. In China the political advantage was much greater. The 
Chinese Communists, unlike the Russian Bolsheviks, came to power op. 
the basis of massive peasant support and with deep organizational roots in 

the countryside. Peasant resistance to collectivization was to prove mini

mal, and peasant support for radical social transformation substantial. The 
socialization of agriculture in Chma was to proceed in a way strikingly dis
similar from the way it had in the Soviet Union, and with different social 
and political results. 

Land Reform, 1950-1952 

When the People's Republic formally was proclaimed in 1949, land reform 
had been carried out in no more than one-fifth of the villages of China. The 

Communists were detennined to extend the process from their old revolu

tionary base areas throughout the vast countryside that only recendy had 
come under their control, and to do so quickly. More than an ideological 
demand to eliminate feudalistic socioeconomic relations in the rural areas 

(and thus fulfill one of the major promises of "new democracy") lay behind 
this determination. Also involved were crucial political and economic con-



siderations. For one thing, land reform was necessary to maintain the new 
regime's base of popular support; "land to the tiller" had been promised to 
the poor peasants who made up 70 percent of China's rural population of 
500,000,000 and from whom the Communists drew the bulk of thcir polit
ical support. The universalization of land reform was a necessity for two 
other reasons. First, it would destroy the gentry-landlord class (and thus 
eliminate a potential counterrevolutionary threat), establish Communist 
political power within the villages, and thus promote the building of a cen
tralized state with firm administrative control over the countryside. Sec
ond, land reform was an economic necessity for the new society. It was 
anticipated that it would expand agricultural production, at least within the 
limits imposed by traditional technology; establish the political foundation 
for a technological revolution in agriculture upon which hopes for modern 
industrial development rested; and provide the base for the future socialist 
transformation of the countryside. 

While the Communists were intent on completing the agrarian social 
revolution, they were determined to avoid the violence that had marred 
many of the land reform campaigns in northern provinces during the last 
years of the civil war. With military victory assured by the spring of 1949, 

the emphasis turned from the political mobilization of the peasantry to the 
establishment of a new state order and to a concern for a stable agrarian 
economy: Party leaders called for an end to revolutionary terror in the vil
lages and attempted to control the spontaneous forces of peasant radical
ism, which now seemed politically and economically disruptive to 
revolutionaries turned rulers. Many of the younger village cadres, now ac
cused of "leftist deviations" and "indiscriminate killings," were expelled 
from the Party in early 1950. In the meantime, while new national guide
lines were being formulated, land reform was slowed or halted and the ac
tions of peasants and local cadres in the newly liberated areas of the 
southern and central provinces were restrained. 

A strong reaction against the violence and disorder of the earlier land 
reform campaigns figured prominently in Party debates of late 1949 and 
early 1950. The debate was dominated by two considerations: a determi
nation to destroy the landed gentry as a social class; and an equally strong 
determination to complete land reform in a manner consistent v.rith main
taining agricultural production. The two aims were by no means inconsis
tent. The gentry traditionally had been a basically parasitic class, deriving 
wealth through rents from their landholdings but contributing little or 
nothing to production. Quite apart from social and political considera
tions, the simple economic fact of the matter was well put by the anthro
pologist Fei Xiaotong: "The landlord cannot find a way to eliminate the 



tenant and get income directly from the land, but the tenant can cultivate 
the land without the assistance of the landlord "2 Unlike the bourgeoisie 
of the cities, whose economic and technical skills were needed and culti
vated by the new regime, the gentry had nothing to offer to society. They 
were a class dispensable on economic grounds as well as socially and polit
ically undesirable. 

The results of the dehberations on land reform were summarized in a 
speech by Liu Shaoqi to the People's Political Consultative Conference on 
June 14, 1950, and formally adopted by the government two weeks later in 
the Agrarian Reform Law. Although Liu's speech-eighteen years later
was to be cited as evidence of his alleged "capitalist roadism," there is no 
reason to believ-e that Mao Zedong at the time disagreed with the moderate 

thrust of his report: that the old agrarian system was to be eliminated "step 
by step and with discrimination" while agricultural production was to be 
developed at the same time.3 The need to maintain the productivity of the 
rural economy during the course of the social revolutionary transformation 
was recognized as essential to the political as well as the economic viability 
of the new state by all Communist leaders, including Mao. Indeed, a week 
before Liu had delivered his speech, Mao had presented a report to the 
Parry's Central Committee foreshadowing the relatively moderate agrarian 

program that was to be adopted. It was economically necessary; Mao ar

gued, to pursue a policy of "preserving a rich peasant economy, in order to 
further the early restoration of production in the rural areas. "4 And what 
Liu proposed as the "general line" to be followed in the land reform cam
paign-"to rely on the poor peasants and farm laborers, to unite with the 
middle peasants, and to neutralize the rich peasants"-was a cardinal prin
ciple that Mao advocated and practiced before and after 1949. In practical 
socioeconomic terms this meant protecting the economically efficient 

farms of the rich as well as the middle peasants from radical egalitarian de
mands for complete and immediate social leveling. 

This concern for maintaining productivity was reflected in the provisions 
governing the treatment of the estimated 30 percent of the rural popula
tion not classified as poor peasants or agricultural laborers under the Agrar
ian Reform Law and subsequent government directives over the summer 
of 1950. The lands and properties of landlords (the 4 percent of the rural 
population who owned about 30 percent of the cultivated land) were to be 
confiscated and distnbuted among landless and poor peasants, as were in
stitutional lands (usually indirectly controlled by gentry families) such as 
property owned by village shrines and temples, monasteries, churches, and 
schools. But dispossessed landlords were to be given shares of land equal 
to those of poor peasants "so that they can make their living by their own 



labor and thus reform themselves through labor." After five years of 
demonstrated productive activity and political loyalty, the stigma of "land
lord-class status" could be removed. More significant was the provision 
prohibiting the confiscation of "the land and other properties used by land
lords directly for the operation of industrial and commercial enterprises," a 

provision in accord ·with Mao's 1949 injunction that "China must utilize all 

elements of urban and rural capitalism that are beneficial and not harmful 

to the national economy," and one which permitted gentry families engaged 
in entrepreneurial enterprises in the cities and the towns to be reclassified 
as members of the "national bourgeoisie." Thus while the traditional eco

nomically parasitic role of the gentry was to be eliminated, their economi

cally beneficial functions were to be preserved, even though the latter often 

involved the exploitation of labor. 
More revealing of the Communist willingness to subordinate social con

siderations to immediate economic concerns was the relatively lenient pol

icy adopted toward rich peasants. Although only 6 percent of the rural 

population, their farms accounted for almost half the total agricultural pro
duction. The Agrarian Law stipulated that the lands "cultivated by them
selves or by hired labor; and their other properties, shall be protected from 
infringement" [emphasis added]. Moreover, rich peasants \\rere permitted 

to continue to rent land to tenant fanners; only leased land exceeding in 

size the amount cultivated by themselves and their hired laborers was sub
ject to confiscation . .'l Thus rich peasants were pennitted to engage in two 

traditional types of rural exploitation: they were able to hire agricultural la

borers and to rent parts of their holdings to tenant fanners. 
Special efforts were made to increase the economic productivity and 

win the political cooperation of middle peasants. Although they constituted 
20 percent of the rural population, one-third of the leadership of the peas
ants' associations were to be drawn from the middle peasants. None of 

their lands or properties were subject to confiscation and the introduction 

of the new category of "well-to-do middle peasant" made it possible for 
them to draw as much as 25 percent of their income through exploitation, 
that is by hiring laborers or renting portions of their land. 6 

Although the Agrarian Law of 1950 was a relatively moderate docu
ment, preserving the economic position of middle and most rich peasants, 

it did retain the main social revolutionary thrust of land reform-the de
struction of the landlord-gentry class. Nevertheless, it provided for less 

than what had been promised in the slogans around which the poor peas

ant masses had rallied to the Communist cause during the civil war: "the 
equal distribution of land" and "the land belongs to the man who plows it." 

The promise was left unfulfilled because >my attempt to achieve com-



plete egalitarianism in the countryside would have created havoc in the 

rural economy; as the 1947-1949 land reform campaigns in the North had 

demonstrated. The dilution of social radicalism in the new agrarian pro

gram reflected the lessons of that experience as \vell as new concerns for 

political and economic stability, concerns that befitted revolutionaries who 

now had become rulers. These political and economic considerations are 
evident in the official documents and pronouncements of the time. The de

struction of the gentry as a social class was seen as a good and necessary 

end, but not an end in itself. As the opening paragraph of the new Agrarian 

Law made clear, the long-range goal was "to set free the rural productive 

forces, develop agricultural production, and thus pave the way for New 

China's industrialization."7 And as Communist leaders emphasized time 

and again, land reform itsel£ however egalitarian, would not solve the 

problem of the poverty of the peasantry� a problem \vhkh could be resolved 

only by increasing total agricultural production and the development of 

modern industry and technology. Land reform, in any case, was viewed by 

the Communists, although perhaps not by their peasant supporters at the 

time, as only the first stage of a long-term social and economic revolution in 

the countryside, only a first step on the way to the eventual collectivization 

of agriculture and to industrialization. In the meantime, the interests of the 

nation would best be served by maintaining social order and economic pro

ductivity in the rural areas. Granting temporary concessions to the rich and 

middle peasants seemed a small price to pay to facilitate a long-term 

process of development. 

From the perspectives held by most Communist leaders in mid-1950, 

the specific provisions of the law were less important than the means by 

which the process would be carried out. Unlike the earlier land revolution 

in North China, where matters were largely left to young and radical peas

ant cadres and to the spontaneous radicalism of the poor peasantry, the 

new campaign was to proceed in a more controlled fashion, with land re

form cadres acting in accordance v.':ith centralized Party and state instruc

tions. If political and economic needs demanded a more gradual approach, 
then that also was a price that would be paid. As Liu Shaoqi remarked in 
his June 1950 report, "If deviations occur in some areas after agrarian re

form is started and give rise to certain chaotic conditions \vhich cannot be 

corrected quickly; agrarian reform then should be held up in these areas 

until the next year. "8 
The campaign was not to follow the orderly course envisioned in the 

sununer of 1950. Once the forces of class struggle within the v-illages were 

released, they were not to be easily controlled by official regulations or bu

reaucratic restraints. Both the resistance of the relatively privileged rural 



classes and the demands of poorer peasants for land (and for retribution 
against their former oppressors) were to prove stronger than the leaders in 
Beijing anticipated. 

The movement began peacefully enough in the summer of 1950 with 
the training of local Party cadres for land reform work, the organization 
and expansion of local peasant associations and congresses, surveys of 
landownership, the social classification of the population in the newly liber
ated areas of South and Central China, educational campaigns, and the 
popularization of model "pilot" projects. Since there were great regional 
variations in social and economic conditions, directives from Beijing placed 
special emphasis on the need for provincial authorities to adapt the move
ment to local needs. There were, to be sure, serious problems ar the outset. 
In the South, clan organizations (which cut across class lines) were stronger 
than in the North, and Party organization was weaker. The social and eco
nomic power of landlords also was greater in most of the newly liberated 
areas than it had been in the northern provinces, and the gentry used kin
ship ties to protect themselves and as much as they could of their proper
ties from the oncoming social revolution; many fled to the cities to hide 
among relatives, disguised some of their holdings and properties by "lend
ing" them to poorer members of their clans in the villages. Sometimes they 
sjmply bribed peasants to resist the transformation of traditional relation
ships. Moreover, the dispatch of northern land reform workers to the 
South and West sometimes created political conflicts with local Party offi
cials and cadres. Northerners were intent on carrying out land reform as 
fully and as quickly as possible, local cadres were often restrained by kin
ship ties and personal friendships. On the whole, however, the campaign 
proceeded smoothly and with relatively little physical violence through the 
end of 1950. 

Land reform usually began with the organization of the peasants' associ
ation and a people's militia, the former replacing the traditional system of 
village elders drawn from the wealthier families while the latter reploced 
what remained of the old baojia system of local military "self-defense" -and 
what remained were mosdy "local bullies," anned criminal gangs, usually at 
the disposal of the gentry, engaged in terror and extortion against peasants. 
Many of the local bullies were executed or imprisoned when Communist 
military forces first entered the villages. With Communist political power es
tablished through new village organizations, the campaign turned to social 
and economic ends. First landlords had to refund rent deposits and then the 
complex process of defining the class status of the villagers and identifying 
landownership began. These were controversial matters and the decisions 
were often arbitrary since social class lines within the villages tended to be 



fluid and overlapping and ownership rights were sometimes uncertain. In 
general, however, the results conformed to socioeconomic realities, even 
though tempered by political judgments. The sociologist C. K "lang, who 
conducted a study of a village in Guangdong during the last year of Guo
mindang rule and the first two years of the People's Republic, reported that 
"The general proportion of the classes [as determined by the land reform 
surveys] corresponded roughly to what we had learned about the class com
position of the village previous to the Communist rule."9 

The determination of class status and landownership was the prelude to 
land confiscation and redistnbution and it produced a most unusual phe
nomenon: an effort by villagers to represent themselves as low as posSible 
in the social hierarchy. It also gave rise to fear among the less impoverished 
villagers, 

A great anxiety and tenseness pervaded the village, for now evecy family was as

signed a status fraught with social, economic and political c0Il5equences. Thooe 

families listed as landlords waited for the u:e to fall. Those listed as rich peasants 

were extremely uneasy; for they knew their fate was undecided, in spite of the 
temporary policy of "preservation of the rich peasants' economy." . . . The middle 
peasants experienced considerable suspense . . .  they were uncertain how long 
their land property could be preserved. Furthermore, many of the relatively well
to-do were in juxtaposition to the rich peasants, and they did not know whether 

they would some day be "promoted" to that rank.10 

The drawing of class lines inaugurated a period of open class struggle 
witlrin the villages. The purpose of land reform was not only to economi
cally dispossess the gentry but to humiliate them socially and discredit them 
politically in the eyes of the peasantry. Through the mass mobilization of 
the villagers at "struggle meetings," poor peasants were encouraged to ex

press their long-suppressed anger, to publicly denounce the oppressions 
and oppressors of the past. The landlords who were the principal targets of 
these sessions could hope at best to receive a small plot of land to till in re
turn for "bowing their heads" before the masses and sincerely admitting 
their guilt; at worst, they faced summary execution at mass public trials. A 
large potential for violence and terror was no doubt inherent in the internal 
dynamics of the rural social conflict which the land reform movement re
leased, but it is unlikely that the terror that was soon to be unleashed 
against the gentry would have been so massive had it not been for the Ko
rean War. 

The war in Korea broke out the same month the Agrarian Reform Law 
was promulgated, although it was not until Chinese troops became direcdy 



involved at the end of the year-and the spectre of full-scale war with the 

United States was raised-that it had serious internal political repercus
sions. Many landlords, hoping that the Communist regime would prove 

short -lived and that the old regime would be restored, stiffened their resis
tance. For the new government, the war raised the fear of counterrevolu

tion, which centered on the gentry. Of the two social classes the 
Communists had vowed to eliminate, the bureaucratic bourgeoisie had 
largely eliminated itself by fleeing the country, but most members of the 
gentry remained, either in the countryside or in hiding in the cities. As the 

war in Korea intensified and as internal political tensions increased in late 
1950, directives from Beijing called for more radical agrarian policies, an 

intensification of the rural class struggle, and for a general speeding-up of 

the land refonn campaign to break the potential threat posed by the con
tinued existence of the gentry class. Political considerations began to out

weigh economic concerns, leading to more frequent struggle meetings in 
the villages and more mass public trials pronouncing harsher judgments. 

Land refonn began to take on the terroristic features of the earlier agrarian 
revolution in North China, although it was now less spontaneous in charac

ter. The campaign remained under central direction and control and be

came intertwined with the general secret police terror against suspected 
counterrevolutionaries which continued through most of 1951. Many land
lords were executed or sent to labor camps, but the great majority of the 

approximately 20,000,000 people classified as members of landlord fami

lies were provided with small plots of land and reduced to the unaccus

tomed role of cultivators of the soil, even though still socially designated as 
"landlords." 

Except for regions populated by national minorities, the land reform 
campaign was substantially completed by the end of 1952. Its great and his
toric accomplishment was precisely what had been announced when the 
movement was launched in 1950, the destruction of the gentry as a social 
class, although that process of class destruction involved more terror and 

physical violence than originally had been anticipated. Fears that the move
ment would undermine agricultural production proved unfounded. Be
tween 1950 and 1952, total agricultural output increased at a rate of 15 
percent per annum, the largest increase coming in 1952.11 Although much 

of the increase can be attributed to the establishment of political order 
(and the restoration of trade and transport), after a decade of foreign inva
sion and civil war, agricultural production was still significantly higher in 

1952 than in 1936, the best of the prewar years. The disruptive effects of 

land refonn were more than compensated by the new irrigation and flood
control projects begun in 1949 and by a limited expansion of cultivated 



acreage, organized anti-pest campaigns, and a sjgnificant increase in the 
use of insecticides and fertilizers. And farmers who now tilled their own
land had a greater incentive to work more efficiently and adopt better 
methods of cultivation. 

Land reform completed a momentous social revolution in rural China 
but it did not bring about an economic revolution in agriculture. Produc
tive patterns in the villages were unaltered by land reform alone and tech
nological improvements were slight. To be sure, the fruits of peasant labor 
were now more equitably distnbuted and no longer was it possible for 
"gentlemen" wearing long gowns and cultivating long fingernails to live off 
the labor of others. Some of the worst horrors of the old system were re
moved, but general poverty remained. If total food grains production in 
1952 was 9 percent higher than during the peak prewar years, as official fig
ures claimed, it hardly kept pace with population growth, much less pro
vide much of a surplus for capital investments in either agriculture or 
industry. 'Il-aditional agricultural teclmology and productive patterns im
posed stringent limits on increases in productivity--and even that was de
pendent on the vagaries of the weather. 

The economic limitations of land reform had been recognized from the 
beginning. As Liu Shaoqi had warned on the eve of the campaign, "the 
basic aim of agrarian reform is not purely to relieve the impoverished peas
ants . . . .  The problem of poverty among the peasants can be finally solved 
only if agricultural production can be greatly developed, if the industrializa
tion of New China can be realized . . . .  "U Until that modern economic rev
olution, the burdens of backwardness would have to be borne, although 
they now might be shared more equally. 

Nonetheless, the poor and landless peasants benefited immediately 
from the confiscation and redistribution of nearly half of China's cultivated 
land. Tenants and agricultural laborers now had their own plots to till and 
the poorest owner-cultivators were given additional land, usually of better 
quality. Even though they now were socially and politically favored under 
the new system, poor peasants were still relatively poor in villages still suf. 
fering from conditions of general poverty. Land reform was a vast process 
of social leveling, but it was by no means a complete egalitarian leveling. 
Significant economic distinctions remained among the rural population. 
Overall the farms of poor peasants were about 90 percent of the average 
landholding in their locality, middle peasant holdings were somewhat above 
the established xiang norm, and the holdings of rich peasants were gener
ally about twice the average. In addition, the exploitation of labor was not 
wholly abolished; rich and some middle peasants still rented land to tenants 
and hired wage laborers. 



Moreover, the economic benefits of land reform were offset to some ex
tent by new economic problems it created. Land redistribution created a 
larger number of small fanning units and greater fragmentation, thus in
tensifying traditional barriers to productivity. Although usury had been 
abolished, the old problem of adequate rural credit for small owner
cultivators was aggravated; rich and middle peasants who had money to 
lend were reluctant to do so at the low rates of interest imposed by the new 
state. And the state had only the most limited means to establish a new 
rural credit system. The general tax levy was now higher than it had been 
under previous regimes; it is generally estimated that state taxes after land 
reform took approximately 30 percent of the gross agricultural yield, about 
twice the pre-1949 rate, although it was now the richer peasants who bore 
the heavier burdens. And while most former tenant fanners benefited from 
land reform, it was not universally the case that land redistribution in
creased either their productivity or income. In some areas of South China 
where tenant farms were relatively large and tenant rights relatively secure, 
land reform sometimes resulted in smaller and less efficient farms and 
owner-cultivators who were less well off than they had been before as ten
ant farmers. On the whole, however, material conditions for the majority of 
the peasants improved, even though the general problem of rural impover
ishment remained. 

The significance of the land reform campaign cannot be measured in 
terms of immediate improvement in living standards in any case. No less 
important in the long run than the elimination of the worst forms of ex
ploitation was the establishment of the social and political foundations for 
the future economic development and the social transformation of the 
countryside. A revolution from below; carried out from village to village by 
the political activation of the peasant masses, created the basis for a cen
tralized state power to firmly establish itself in the villages. The gentry were 
replaced by a new rural leadership of young peasant activists drawn from 
the poor peasantry and intimately tied to a national political structure. Al
though the formal organs of state administration rested at the level of the 
xiang, CCP organization of the peasantry at lower levels extended the au
thority of the state dovm into the "natural" village itself. With the breaking 
down of traditional regional, local, and kinship loyalties and the establish
ment of central state control, the local isolation of the villages was broken, 
peasants became part of a national polity and were increasingly drawn into 
a national market economy. 

Undoubtedly the single most important consequence of the penetration 
of state authority to the villages, and the simultaneous abolition of parasitic 
landlordism, was to enable the government to appropriate the larger part of 



the agrarian economic surplus. This, as we shall see, was the essential pre-
condition for China's industrialization. 

Another noteworthy result of land reform was a general transformatio�
of the political consciousness of the peasantry. The land reform campaign 
was not carried out by administrative decrees but through the stimulation 
of class conflict v.rithin each village, a conflict in which all villagers partici
pated and one whose consequences no one could escape. The latent ener
gies and hatreds of the peasantry were released at mass struggle meetings 
and public trials, where the formerly passive victims of oppression now de
nounced, judged, and punished their former oppressors. If the ends of land 
reform were detennined &om above, the process itself was carried out 
belov.>; providing peasants with a sense that they themselves were changing 
the conditions under which they lived and that they could be the masters of 
their own destiny. Especially for peasants who had not been involved in the 
pre·1949 revolutionary struggles, land reform was a profoundly traumatic 
psychological experience and a profoundly revealing political action which 
instilled a new sense of their own powers and gave them new hope for the 
future. 

The completion of the campaign resulted in the establishment of a sys
tem of individual peasant proprietorship that reflected the bourgeois char
acter of the Chinese revolutionary process. The government issued title 
deeds to the new landowners and the latter were legally free to buy, sell, 
and rent their lands. Although political power was in the hands of a Party 
that proclaimed socialist goals, the rural socioeconomic situation in 1953 
was favorable to the development of bourgeois property and conducive to 
the growth of a rural capitalist class. 

The Communists had made no secret that they vie\ved indhridual peas- 1 
ant proprietorship as a temporary phase in the socioeconomic development 
of the countryside, as but a transitional step on the way to collectivization. l 
A year before the land reform campaign was launched, Mao had an· ' 
nounced that agricultural collectivization was only a matter of time, but he 
then suggested that it might take a long time: 

As the peasant economy is decentralized, the socialization of agriculture, accord· 

ing to the Soviet Union's experience, will require a long time and much painstak

ing work Without the socialization of agriculture there can be no complete and 

consolidated socialism. And to socialize agriculture we must develop a powerful 

industry\\':ith the state·ov;oned enterprises as its main component.13 

When and how agricultural production would be collectivized, and the 
question of the relationship between the industrialization of the cities and 



the socialization of the countryside, were questions that were to dominate 

the history of the next decade. 
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The Social and Political 

Consequences of Industrialization 

T

HE EARLY H I S T O RY ofthe People's Republic is incomprehen

sible if we read the conservative present of Chinese Communism 

into its revolutionary past-and thus fail to appreciate how ar

dently the victors of 1949 \Vere committed to bringing about the socialist 

goals proclaimed in Marxist theory; For however far Maoist revolutionary 

practice departed from the premises of Marxism, the leaders of the Chi

nese Communist Party emerged from their lengthy rural revolutionary ex

perience without having abandoned their vision of a socialist future for 

China. This vision played a crucial role in deten:n:ining the policies that the 

victorious revolutionaries initially pursued. In the first three years of the 

People's Republic, the Communists wrought more fundamental changes in 

China's social structure than had occurred over the previous 2,000 years. 

And at the end of 1952, having decided (perhaps prematurely, as we shall 

have occasion to suggest), that they had completed the essential "bour

geois" tasks of the revolution, the Communists prepared to move the revo

lutionary process to a new stage, to what they called "the transition to 

socialism." If the Communists shared with the Guotnindang the eminently 

nationalist goal of achieving "wealth and power" in the modem world, they 
differed from their vanquished predecessors in that they viewed the wealth 

!OJ 



and power of the nation not as the ultimate end but rather as the means to 
attain Marxian socialist ends. Such, at least, was the case in 1952. 

Economic Backwardness and Socialism 
If an intellectual commitment to Marxism inspired the effort to bring about 
a socialist transformation of Chinese society, that same doctrine taught that 
socialism was impossible under conditions of economic backwardness. 
Nothing is more central to Marxism than the proposition that socialism 
presupposes capitalism, that socialism becomes a real historical possibility 
only on the basis of the material and social accomplishments of modern 
capitalist production. For Marx (and for Lenin as well) the large-scale cap
italist development and organization of modern indus� a high level of 
specialization in the division of labor based on modern technology, and the 
collectivistic patterns of social labor thereby produced, are the essential 
prerequisites for socialism, for only these processes create the necessary 
conditions of economic abundance on which the future socialist society 
must inevitably rest. MOreover, there could be no retreat from the course 
that history dictated. Th those who advocated the socialist reorganization of 
society before capitalism had done its necessary historical work, to those 
"utopians" who wished to avoid the social evils that capitalist industrializa
tion entailed, Marx once replied that "the country that is more developed 
industrially only shows, to the less developed, the image of its own future."1 
Indeed, the Marxist predecessors of Mao often warned that a "premature" 
socialist revolution-one attempted before the full development of capital
ist industrialization made the abolition of private property possible-would 
be historically futile and possibly regressive. Under conditions of economic 
scarcity, socialism would be what Marx called a "primitive" and "crude" 
fonn of "social leveling" that would open the way for more extreme social 
inequalities and more oppressive kinds of political despotism .

. The leaders of the Chinese Communist Party were nor unaware of the 
Marxian -defined material preconditions for socialism, and they were 
painfully aware that a preindustrial and impoverished China lacked those 
preconditions. But they confronted a cruel historical paradox. For it was 
precisely the failure of modem capitalism to develop in China that had per
mitted socialist revolutionaries to come to power there in the first place, 
while it was also precisely that failure that denied to revolutionaries in 
power the material means to realize their socialist goals. Had the bureau· 
cratic capitalism of the Guomindang been successful in establishing a mod
em industrial economy; as had been the case in Japan and Germany, then 



the road to revolution would have been closed in China, just as it was 
closed in other countries that were "latecomers" on the industrial scene 
and where consenrative modernization had proved successful. As it was, 
the failure of industrialization under consetvative regimes had created so
cioeconomic conditions favorable for revolution under socialist political 
auspices but left economic conditions that precluded the socialist reorgani
zation of society. The Communists were thus both the beneficiaries and the 
victims of the tetardation of modern capitalist development in China and
the consequent heritage of economic backwardness. Possessing state 
power, they had no alternative but to use that power to pursue a non
capitalist toad to socialism. 

The Chinese were not the first to face the dilemma. The nineteenth
century Russian Populists had made a socialist virtue out of Russia's eco
nomic backwardness by arguing that it was precisely the relative absence of 
capitalist development that gave Russia spedal social and moral advantages 
to allow her to become the pioneer socialist country. Russia could "bypass" 
the tapitalisi: phase of development and proceed immediately to a socialist 

restructuring of society on the basis of the precapitalist village commune 
(mit). :By appropriating the modern technology of the advanced industrial 
nhtions of the West within a new socialist bmework, Russia could avoid 
the social evlls of capitalist industrialization and the moral decadence of 
.bourgeois society. Marx did not dismiss the Populist argwnent out of hand.
He; .recognized that some of the posstble "advantages of backwardness," 
sucli as the role of cultural contact, foreign borrowing, and the utilization of 
�tional communal forms of social lif�, might telescope the socioeco
nomic phases of modern historical development.2 But his ultimate conclu
siOn was that such advantages could be turned to socialist ends only if a 
revolution in preindustrial Russia coiricided with proletarian revolutions in
the indti_strialized countries of Western Europe.' In the final analysis, the 
potentiality for socialism resided in the material and social products which
only capitalism had brought into being: modern industry and the modem 
proletariat. 

Marx's conclusion formed the essential theoretical perspectives held by 
Lenin on the eve of the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917. However much he 
departed from original Marxism in the realm of revolutionary strategy, f01 
Lenin, the Russian Revolution was to senre as the "spark" that would ig· 
nite the long delayed socialist revolutions in Western Europe. Revolution 
in Russia was not seen as a noncapitalist road to socialism but rather as s 
political event whose socialist promise was ultimately dependent on th� 
timely intervention of the proletariat of the advanced industrialized coun· 



tries. But for Lenin, unlike Marx and unlike the Populists, the posSlbility 
of bypassing capitalism soon came to be a concrete political question and 
not merely a theoretical one. When the anticipated socialist revolutions 

failed to materialize, the Bolsheviks were confronted with the problem of 
what to do with a successful anti-capitalist revolution in an economically 
backward and politically isolated country, a problem anticipated neither in 
the theories of Marx nor of Lenin. While Lenin harbored grave doubts 
about the historical viability and moral validity of attempting to build a so
cialist society in conditions of economic and cultural backwardness, his re
sponse to the problem generally foreshadowed the "revolution from 
above" over which Stalin was to preside. Lenin's conclusion, briefly put, 
was that the survival of Bolshevik political power was dependent on using 
that power to complete a bourgeois revolution, to carry out in the most 
rapid fashion possible the yet unfulfilled tasks of capitalist economic de
velopment-but under socialist political auspices. Above all, this meant 
rapid urban industrialization, which in turn presupposed an authoritarian 
state which would impose its control over the countryside and extract 

from agricultural production the capital necessary for the industrial devel

opment of the cities. Lenin's preoccupation with rapid economic develop
ment (which he stressed increasingly after mid-1918) was reinforced by 

what is often referred to as his "technocratic bias" (epitomized by his strik
ing shorthand formula that "electrification plus Soviets" equals socialism, 
his slogan "learn from the capitalists," his fascination with the work effi

ciency and managerial rationality of "Thylorism," and his emphasis on the 

primacy of heavy industry), as well as by his unqualified praise of the 
virtues of the centralization of both political and economic life. While the 
brutalities and irrationalities of Stalinism were in no sense inunanent in 
Leninism, Lenin provided the ideological and policy points of departure 
for the Stalinist strategy of rapid urban industria.lization based on forced 

rural collectivization. In view of his bitter anti-Populist polemics, it is 
ironic that Lenin was forced to assume the historical role of the pioneer of 
a "non-capitalist road to socialism" or, more precisely, a road assumed to 
have a socialist end. The guiding theoretical premise of postrevolutionary 

Leninism (and more explicitly of Stalinism) was deceptively simple: the 
combination of rapid economic development with the existence of social
ist state power and the nationalization of the key means of production 
would more or less automatically guarantee the arrival of a socialist society. 

And in 1952 the Chinese Communists uncritically accepted this assump
tion, the ideological rationale for their wholesale adoption of Soviet meth

ods of development and organization. 



The First Five \ear Plan: Industrialization and the Thmsition to 
Socialism 

Unlike the Russian Bolsheviks three decades earlier, the Chinese Commu

nists were not haunted by the Marxist dilemmas posed by economic under
development, for the Soviet historical experience had demonstrated to 

their satisfaction that it was possible to employ the power of a socialist state 
to industrialize a backward country. ')et if the Chinese could derive psycho
logical and ideological comfort from the Russian experience, there was 
nothing comforting in the objective economic problems they faced. Even at 
its peak pre-1949 levels, the modern industrial sector of the Chinese econ
omy was less than half the size of its backward czarist Russian counterpart; 
and the population of China was fourfold that of Russia. Even this com
parison tends to obscure the extent of China's underdevelopment. China's 

modem industrial base was not only tiny but one built largely under foreign 

imperialist auspices, and thus far more dependent on external economic re
lations than had been the case in Russia. Moreover, agricultural technology 
was even more primitive than it had been in prerevolutionary Russia. And 
China suffered from a higher rate of illiteracy and a lower level of educa
tion, especially in modern science and technology. 

Despite the revival of a war-wrecked economy, at the end of 1952, when 
the govemment announced the First Five Year Plan, total industrial and 

agricultural production was still barely higher than the levels attained in the 
mid-1930s. At a comparable time in Russian postrevolutionary hist� 

when Stalin launched the Soviet Union's First Five Year Plan in 1927, per 
capita industrial output in Russia was more than four times greater than 

China's in 1952. Per capita agricultural output in China in 1952 was only 
about 20 percent of what it had been in the Soviet Union twenty-five years 
earlier, thus offering a far smaller potential for extracting capital from the 

rural sector for urban industrialization. Moreover, modern transportation 
facilities were much less developed. 

China thus began its drive for modern industrial development in eco
nomic circumstances far less favorable than those from which Soviet indus
trialization had proceeded. H Russia lacked the Marxian-defined material 
prerequisites for socialism, this was infinitely more the case in China. Yet 
the very absence of the objective conditions for socialism served to stimu
late efforts to bring those very conditions into being; if China was even 
more backward than Russia, it was the very consciousness of that back
wardness that gave the Chinese Communists an even greater determina
tion to overcome it. Just as Chinese Marxist revolutionaries did not wait 



passively on the historical sidelines for capitalism to lay the material and so
cial basis for revolution, Chinese Marxists in power were not disposed to 
rely on a "natural" process of economic development to bring about a so
cialist society or its material prerequisites. The socialist reordering of soci
ety and the building of the economic preconditions for it had to be 
accomplished by utilizing the political and human resources on hand-and 

both had to be done simultaneously, and in the here and now. The begin
ning of the First Five Year Plan for industrialization in January, 1953 was 
thus accompanied by announcements that the bourgeois-democratic phase 
of the revolution was passing and that its socialist phase was beginning. On 
October 1, 1953, the fourth anniversary of the founding of the People's Re
public, the government proclaimed «the general line for the transition to 
socialism." 

Despite the prominence of the theory of New Democracy in formal 

Maoist theory for more than a decade, and its seeming promise of a lengthy 
stage of capitalist (or at least semi-capitalist) development, the bourgeois 

phase of China's postrevolutionary history was abruptly terminated after a 
scant four years. No doubt in good measure responsible for the hasty 

prouncement of the "transition to socialism" was Mao Zedong's long
standing populist-type hostility to all forms of capitalism and his persistent 

refusal to intellectually accept the Marxist thesis that socialism presupposes 
capitalism. 

The Chinese Communists viewed the problem of building a socialist so
ciety in an economically bacbvard land as an enormous practical task, but 
not as an agonizing Marxist theoretical question, perhaps partly because 
they had never been intellectually burdened by orthodox Marxist perspec
tives on the relationship between political and economic forces in history. 
Nevertheless they did not believe that socialism could be built amidst con
ditions of poverty. The proposition that socialism demanded (even if it did 
not necessarily presuppose) industrialization was constantly emphasized in 
Chinese Marxist writings and no one emphasized it more strongly than did 
Mao Zedong. The development of "a powerful industry with the state
owned enterprises as its main component" was the prerequisite to the col

lectivization of agriculture whereas the latter was the prerequisite for a 
"complete and consolidated socialism, "4 Mao insisted at the time. 

In 1953 the order of the day was industrialization and the First Five Year 
Plan was essentially a plan for the development of heavy industry. To be 
sure, at the same time the Communists launched the Five Year Plan they 
also announced the beginning of China's transition to socialism. But the 

emphasis was less on the transformation of social relations than it was on 
modern economic development. "Socialism" at the time meant the more or 



less gradual abolition of private property. In the cities this resulted in the 
nationalization of most of the remaining private sector of the urban econ
omy between 1953 and 1956. In the countryside, it was limited to the grad
ual introduction of cooperative forms of fanning in a rural economy based 
on individual peasant proprietorship. It was not until late 1955, with the 

launching of a campaign for rapid collectivization, that rural social relation

ships were suddenly and dramatically transformed in a socialist direction. 
But the essence of the Five Year Plan, at least through 1955, was an inten
sive drive for rapid urban industrialization that aimed to establish the eco

nomic foundations for socialism. It was a drive based on the wholesale 

adoption of Stalinist methods, techniques, and ideological assumptions. 
In retrospect it seems strange that the Chinese should have so uncriti

cally accepted the Soviet model of development. Mao, after all, long had 
warned against the dangers of applying foreign techniques to Chinese con
ditions. "China has suffered a great deal from the mechanical absorption of 
foreign material," he vnote :in 1940.5 The Chinese revolution itself was 

massive historical proof of the Maoist detennination to domesticate West
ern theories and adapt foreign-derived formulae to the concrete needs of 
the Chinese historical environment. The Chinese Communists, after all, 
had come to power on their mvn and by forging their own revolutionary 

strategy, by rejecting Russian domination, and Mao Zedong had come to 

power in the CCP in direct defiance of Stalin. Yet however much the Chi
nese distrusted Stalin's revolutionary advice, they apparently had few reser
vations about his strategy for postrevolutionary development. The Soviet 
Union provided the only historical model for industrializing an economi
cally backward country under socialist political auspices. Nor were there 

any doubts at the time about whether Stalinist means of economic devel
opment had led to the desired social ends. The question of whether the So
viet Union was a socialist society or not was never debated; it was simply 
assumed to be the case. Although the Chinese knew little about the nature 
of Soviet society other than what they had read :in official Soviet textbooks, 

it was an article of faith that Russia was "the land of socialism," as Mao had 
put it in 1940, and "a great and splendid socialist state," as he proclaimed 
in 1949.6 And although Mao consistently had been critical of "the mechan
ical absorption of foreign material," he was remarkably uncritical :in accept
ing the Soviet model of development as appropriate for China. If anyone 
harbored doubts about these views, they did not, and dared not, express 
them. 

Quite apart from the general faith in the Soviet Union as "the land of so
cialism," there were other more immediate and practical reasons why the 

Chinese looked to Russia. For one thing, the Chinese leaders saw Russian 



economic and technological aid as essential for their industrialization pro
gram. China hardly could expect such aid from the capitalist countries, es
pecially not in the cold war years, and assistance provided by a presumably 
socialist country was seen as more desirable in any event. Russian economic 
aid and technicians began flowing to China with the signing of the Sino
Soviet 'IIeaty of Friendship, Alliance, and Mutual Aid in February 1952z.. 
following the first of Mao's two pilgrimages to Moscow. Among other pro
visions, the Russians agreed to provide China with fifty model industrial 
units. Russian factories manned by Russian economic specialists demanded 
the adoption of Soviet methods of economic and managerial organization. 
With the launching of the First Five Year Plan, Russian economic aid, and 
perhaps more importantly; access to Russian technology and experience in 
central planning, became more essential than before. New Sino-Soviet 
agreements in 1953, 1954, and 1956 attempted to meet these needs. Al
though Soviet assistance was to prove much more limited than the Chinese 
had hoped for, and was to have far greater political implications than antic

ipated, it nevertheless was a highly significant factor in the early industrial 
development of the People's Republic. 

The adoption of the Soviet model of economic development was also 
closely related to Chinese national security concerns. Long before the vic
tory of 1949, Mao had proclaimed the inevitability of China "leaning to one 
side" in international affairs. As he put the matter in 1940, "unless there is 
the policy of alliance with Russia, with the land of socialism, there will in
evitably be a policy of alliance with imperialism. . . . "7 However much the 
Maoists had come to politically distrust the Russians during the revolution
ary years, there was never any question as to which side a Communist
governed China would lean. The need for a political alliance with the So
viet Union in a hostile international arena was powerfully reinforced by 
American support of Chiang Kai-shek during the civil war and even more 
by United States intervention in Korea and Taiwan. And the political tie 

served to reinforce an already strong predisposition to emulate the Soviet 
model of economic development. 

At the beginning Mao Zedong took the lead in advocating the Russian 
way. "The Communist Party of the Soviet Union is our best teacher and we 
must learn from it," he proclaimed on the eve of the establishment of the 
People's Republic. a Just as Lenin had advocated "Learn from the capital
ists," the Maoist slogan during the early years of the People's Republic was 
"Learn from the Soviet Union," although Maoists then believed that they 
were emulating a model of a socialist society as well as leanllng the tech
nology necessary for modern economic development. The popular rallying 
cry of the time was "Let's be modem and Soviet." 



In the formative years of his intellectual development, during the New 
Culture era of 1915-1919, Mao had been a follower of the New Youth in
tellectuals who believed that the panacea for China was learning the prin
ciples of "science" and "democracy" from the advanced capitalist 
countries of the West. Now the Chinese Communists no less uncritically 
and no less enthusiastically looked to Russia to teach them modem sci
ence and modern socialism. Maoists soon were to become disillusioned 
with their Soviet model, just as the youthful Mao and his intellectual men

tors had become disillusioned with their Western bourgeois models almost 
four decades earlier. 

Economic Results of the First Five Year Plan (1953-1957) 

The First Five Year Plan began in January 1953 on the orthodox Marxist as
sumption that socialism presupposed a high level of industrial development 
and that industrialization could best be accomplished in an economically 
backward land under the centralized direction of a strong socialist state. 
Further assumed, in good Leninist and Stalinist fashion, was that the so
cialist transformation of social relations, or what Maoists called "proletari

anization," would follow more or less naturally in the wake of 
industrialization. Chinese leaders also accepted the Marxist, and the gen
eral Western, assumption that industrialization demanded urbanization. 
Much of the history of the People's Republic would revolve around dis

putes over these issues. But in 1953 these were the universally accepted 

premises with which China began its search for "wealth and power" -and 

for socialism. 
The details of the First Five )ear Plan � not publicly revealed until 

mid-1955-precisely at the time, paradoxically, when Maoists began to 
question its theoretical premises-but its general outline was detennined 

at a meeting of the Party's Central Committee in the autumn of 1952.9 The 
Chinese plan was closely patterned on the Soviet First Five Year Plan of 
1928--1932 and it was anticipated that China could achieve shnilar rates of 
growth in industrial output and employment.lO While it was expected that 
industrialization would proceed rapidly, the Chinese leaders at the time 
held long-term perspectives on the transition to socialism; Mao predicted it 
would require three five year plans to lay minimally necessary economic 
foundations for a socialist � and the remainder of the century "to 
build a powerful country with a high degree of socialist industrialization. "11 

The State Planning Commission was established in 1952 to detennine 
production targets and quotas and how they were to be accomplished. 
Over the following years it was supplemented by a variety of more special-



ized central-govemment economic ministries and organs of planning and 

control. The Chinese plan emphasized to an even greater degree than had 

been the case in the Soviet Union the development of such heavy indus

tries as steel, machine building, fuel, electric power, metalluriD� and basic 

chemicals. Only 11.2 percent of state capital investment in industry was to 

go to light industry (consumer production) while 88.8 percent went to 

heavy industry.12 The priority was justified because of the structural imbal

ance of the imperialist -dominated modern sector of the pre-1949 economy� 

where industrial backwardness in general was aggravated by the domi

nance of processing industries dependent on imported raw materials.n It 

was assumed that the establislnnent of a heavy industrial base was the pre

requisite for both the development of consumer industries and the teclmo

logical modernization of agriculture. State investment in the rural sector 

was negligible.l4 

While the remaining privately owned urban enterprises were national

ized between 1953 aod 1956, the socialization of agriculture was seen as a 
long-tenn process dependent on the prior socialist industrialization of the 

cities. According to Li Fuchun: "For the laboring peasants . . .  to give up fi-
nally the way of the individual small producer . . .  calls for a step-by-step 

process [and] a fairly long period of hard work. . . .  "15 

While intensive efforts were made to develop the heavy industrial base 

established by the Japanese in Manchuria, the government emphasized the 

need "to build up new industrial bases [as opposed to the large treaty-port 

cities like Shanghai and Guangzhou] in North, Northwest and Central 

China, and make a start with a part of our industrial construction in South

west China." Of the 694 major industrial enterprises to be built during the 

5-year period, 472 were to be located in the interior. The purpose was to 

correct the geographical imbalance left by the imperialist heritage, and to 

build new industries closer to sources of raw materials and to areas of con

sumption and distribution.16 

The 156 industrial units that the Russians had agreed to supply were re

garded by the Chinese planners as "the core of the industrial construction 

programme" and the economic models for the whole First Five Year Plan.17 

Mao and other Chinese Communist leaders were as effusive in their praise 

of Soviet generosity as they later were to be bitter in their condemnations 

of Russian perfidy. At the time, the "fraternal assistance of the Soviet 

Union" was typically described as "an expression of the noblest and loftiest 

spirit of internationalism. "18

In actuality, Russian financial aid was very limited, accounting for only 3 

percent of total Chinese state investment for economic development dur

ing the period of the First Five Year Plan. And the Russians paid for less 



than one-third of the cost of even the original 156 industrial units.19 More 

significant than Soviet financial assistance was access to their technology 

and experience in centralized economic planning. The Russians supplied 

the equipment necessary for the rapid installation of model factories and 

the personnel (and training of Chinese personnel) necessary for their oper

ation. In addition, the Soviets provided detailed blueprints and technolog

ical information for the establishment of a ·wide variety of other industrial 

plants and construction projects. Over 12,000 Russian and East European 

engineers and technicians were sent to China in the 1950s while over 6,000 

Chinese students were trained in modern science and technology in Rus

sian universities and some 7,000 Chinese workers were sent to the Soviet 

Union to acquire experience in modern factories. Thus the Chinese were 

not wholly dependent on their own meager technological resources. Never

theless, during the First Five Year Plan "97 percent of the investment for 

basic development came from the Chinese people themselves. "20 

Between 1952 and 1957 Chinese industry grew at an even more rapid 

pace than the ambitious 14.7 percent yearly increase set in the Plan.21 The 

actual per annum increase was 18 percent, according to official statistics, 

and 16 percent according to more conservative Western estimates.22 Total 

Chinese industrial output more than doubled, and growth rates in key 

heavy industries were even greater. Rolled steel production, for example, 

increased from 1.31 million metric tons in 1952 to 4.48 million in 1957; ce

ment from 2.86 million to 6.86 million; pig iron from 1.9 million to 5.9 mil

lion; coal from 66 million to 130 million; and electric power from 7.26 

billion kilowatt hours to 19.34 billion.23 In addition, China was now for the 

first time producing small but significant numbers of trucks, tractors, jet 

planes, and merchant ships. In all, the Chinese had proved to be excellent 

students of the Soviet model, for Chinese industrial production between 

1952 and 1957 grew more rapidly than Russian industry during the first So

viet Five Year Plan of 1928-1932.24 

At the same time, of course, urban industrial employment increased 

substantiall}; from approximately 6,000,000 workers (including construc

tion workers) in 1952 to an industrial working class of about 10,000,000 in 

1957.25 And China's urban population rose from 70,000,000 to almost 

100,000,000 in the 5-year period, \I-eith the most rapid gro\vth taking place 

in the newly industrializing inland cities of the North and the Northwest. In 
1957 there were 13 cities with populations of over 1,000,000 as compared 
to only 5 in 1949. 

The First Five Year Plan provided China with a significant and stable 

modern industrial base, even though it was still a tiny one compared with 

the advanced industrial countries. But this success was not achieved with-



f,out social and economic costs, and the major costs were borne by China's 

00,000,000 peasants-for the industrialization of the cities was based 

argely on the exploitation of the countryside. While the cities were rapidly 
'mdustrializing, agricultural production was stagnating. According to proba

bly inflated official statistics, the output of food grains between 1952 and 

1957 increased at an annual rate of 3.7 percent; according to foreign esti
mates, the increase was more on the order of 2.7 percent, hardly keeping 

pace v.>ith the 2.2 percent average annual population growth. Nevertheless, 
the capital for urban industrialization was extracted primarily from the 

countryside by means of a relatively high state grain tax and high quotas of 
grain which peasants were forced to sell to govenunent stores at low state

fixed prices. The industrialization of the 1950s was a remarkable economic 

accomplishment by any standard of judgment, but like all economic ad

vances in history it was based on the exploitation of one part of society by 
the other. 0Jo:r did industrialization resolve the chronic problems of urban 
unemployment and underemployment, problems that were aggravated by 

the spontaneous migration of millions of peasants from the depressed rural 

areas to the developing cities . 

.fu much as anyone, it was Mao Zedong who launched the program for 
rapid urban industrialization. But there was little distinctively "Maoist" 
about the way in which the process took place. For "Maoism" as a distinc

tive strategy of socioeconomic development had yet to present itsdf-and 
it was to do so only in response to the social and political consequences of 

Soviet-style industrialization. 

Political Results of the First Five Year Plan 

The decision to adopt the Soviet model of industrialization necessitated 
Soviet-type forms of political organization and state administration. Cen

tralized economic planning demanded the bureaucratization and routiniza
tion of state and society. The Maoist preference for administrative 
simplicity gave way to complex and increasingly specialized structures; the 

cadres of a revolutionary party were transformed into administrators and 
bureaucratic functionaries; workers in factories were subjected to increas
ing control by factory managers; the revolutionary ideal of the "guerrilla" 
generalist was :replaced by a new-found faith in the virtues of specialization 

and the technological specialist; old egalitarian ideals clashed with a new hi
erarchy of ranks and new patterns of social inequality; the revolutionary 
faith in the initiative of the masses faded as industrialization demanded au

thoritarian discipline, social stabilit)\ and economic :rationality; socialist 



goals were postponed and partly ritualized in favor of the immediate and 
all-embracing goal of economic development. The tendency for revolution

aries to become bureaucratic rulers began in 1949, but it was now vastly ac

celerated. The whole character of political and social life was increasingly 

detennined by the economic targets of the Plan. It was an eminently Sta

linist development, albeit \Vithout the irrationalities and brutalities of a 

Stalin to preside over the process. 
Bureaucratization was most apparent in the expansion and centraliza

tion of the formal state apparatus, particularly in the proliferation of gov

ernment agencies responsible for the development and control of the 

modem sector of the economy. The State Planning Commission, similar in 

organization and function to Stalin's Gosplan, was established in Novem

ber 1952 to direct the industrialization process. It was originally headed by 

�o�e political and economic czar of Manchuria, where Soviet in
� strongest and Sov-iet political and economic methods most 

firmly entrenched. Bureaucratic centralization was fonnalized in 1954 with 

the creation of the State Council, the main organ of the central government 

and the successor to the Government Administrative Council; its power, 

and thus state power in general, lay in its standing committee, whose mem

bership was almost identical ·with the Politburo of the Party. The State 
Council generated and directed an enormous number of specialized organs 

dealing \v:ith economic life, a variety of temporary and permanent commit
tees (such as those dealing with Capital Construction, State Economics, 

State Planning, and Science and Technology), and a multitude of central

ized economic ministries. Among the latter, the largest number and the 
most powerful were concerned with the development of heavy industry; 

there were, for example, six separate ministries dealingv.rith machine build

ing alone. 

Another political result of the Plan was the centralization and expansion 

in 1954 of the lvlinistry of State Control, a vast and pervasive bureaucratic 

apparatus to check inefficiencies and corruption in the industrial sector of 
the economy and to counter local deviations from state economic direc

tives and quotas. Modeled on its Soviet counterpart and the Soviet system 

of external economic control, it worked closely with secret-police agencies, 

and, as had been the case in the Soviet Union, the power of the secret po
lice grev.r with the power of the lvlinistry of State Control. But the secret

police forces in China, now centralized under the lvlinistry of Public 

Security headed by Luo Ruiqing, never were to acquire a fraction of the 

terrible power they had in Stalinist Russia. However, the general political 

structure that began to emerge in China in the mid-1950s increasingly re-



sembled the Soviet state structure of centralized "vertical" forms of bu
reaucratic rule, just as the Chinese First Five Year Plan resembled the Rus
sian one. 

& the formal state bureaucracy grew in size and power, the political and 
ideological au'¢.ority of the CCP was diluted and its functions underwent 
subde changes. In industrial enterprises this tendency was most apparent in 
the Chinese adoption of the Soviet system of "one-man management," al
though (except in Manchuria) the system was introduced in a less extreme 
form with less enthusiasm. The rapid development and efficient operation 
of large-scale industry demanded a highly specialized system of the division 
of labor and responsibility based on the criterion of technological expertise. 
Crucial to meeting this need was the skilled factory manager who had clearly 
defined lines of responsibility and authori� a man who was responsible for 
carrying out directives of the central government from above and with the 
power to implement those directives below in the factory over-which he had 
sole authority. Reflecting the Soviet temper of the times, the need for what 
was termed "the system of sole responsrbility of management" was justified 
by Lenin's dictum: "Any large-scale industry---which is the material source 
and foundation of production in socialism-unconditionally must have a 
rigorous unilied will to direct the collective work of hundreds, thousands, 
and even millions of men. But how can the rigorous unity of wills be as
sured? Only by the wills of the thousands and millions submitting to the will 
of a single individuaJ.."26 The introduction of a Soviet-type managerial sys
tem was a logical result of the First Five Year Plan and was well in tune with 
'the general bureaucratization of state and society; for "one-man manage
ment" firmly established a chain of command from the central government 
in Beijing down to the loWest levels of the individual enterprise. 

The system had important consequences for both the role of the Party 
organizations in the factories and for the workers who labored in them . .& 
Franz Schurmann observed: 

In the early 1950s the Chinese, emulating the Soviet experiences, sought to place 

great power in the hands of the managers. The Party's role was to be limited to 
that of IIlOl'8l. leadership. The commands that counted came from high echelons 

in the administrative system. Management commanded and the worker b.e.d to 

o� . . .  The factory, under one-man management, was conceived of as a coldly 

rational anangement of individual workers commanded by an authoritarian 

manager.27 

The professional industrial managers were drawn largely from the pre-1949 
technological intelligentsia, for few Party memben; possessed the necessary 



economic expertise. And those Party members who had or acquiTed such 
expertise served as economic managers first and as political leaders second. 
The factocy manager was primarily responsible to the economic demands 
of central government ministries, and increasingly less to the political de
mands of the factory Party organization. Nor were local Party officials and 
cadres able to challenge the authority of the manager, for they themselves 
were responsible to the directives of higher-level Party organs and ulti
mately to the same Party leaders who controlled the state and determined 
its economic policies. Although it constantly was repeated that managers 
were to be under "the ideological leadership of the Party," the significance 
of this injunction was problematic; it was the Party, after all, which had 
given the managers their authority in the first place and the operational ide
ology of the Party at the time was centered on fulfilling the economic tar
gets of the Five Year Plan. 

For the workers, the industrialization drive meant subjection to increas
ingly strict codes of labor discipline. It also meant increasing wage and sta
tus differentials within their ranks. The more skilled workers were put in 
charge of factory work teams or became foremen exercising authority over 
former fellow workers. In wage policy there was a growing emphasis on ma
terial incentives, with monetary rewards for skill, expertise, and productiv
ity, a policy that culminated in the "wage reform" of 1956, formalizing wide 
wage differentials based on the criteria of skill and output. Before the First 
Five Year Plan trade unions had s.cquiTed some degree of independence as 
representatives of the interests of the workers, but by the mid-1950s the 
unions had become instruments of state policy designed to raise workers' 
productivity. 

The political role of the urban workers was of course ambiguous from 
the beginning, as was necessarily the case in a society born from a rural rev
olution in which workers had played little part. As industrialization pro
ceeded and as the proletariat consequently grew in size and in 
socioeconomic importance in the mid-1950s, the question of the relation
ship of the proletariat to state and society became even more ambiguous. 
FOr while the workers benefited economically and materially from industri
alization, the manner in which industrialization was carried out left Chi
nese workers with little more to say about the operation of the factories in 
which they worked than workers in capitalist countries. The authoritarian 
managerial system negated any hope of moving toward the socialist princi
ple of workers' control of industry while the general bureaucratization of 
political life further removed the working class from the centers of political 
power-from a state which, in theocy, they "led," and from a Communist 
Pmy which was theoretically the psrty of the proletariat. 



The social composition of the Party, and its patterns of recruitment, are 
revealing in this respect, even if such statistics do not reveal much about 
where the real levers of political power lay and who controlled them. In 
1949 Communist leaders emphasized the need to build an urban proletar
ian base for a party then composed almost entirely of peasants, but the re
sults of the effort to make the "party of the proletariat" a real proletarian 
party met with mixed success at best. In 1957, at the end of the First Five 
Year Plan, those officially classified as workers made up less than 13 per
cent of Party membership. Workers were outnumbered by intellectuals and 
the latter were being recruited at a much more rapid rate. Since the begin
ning of 1949 Party membership had increased fourfold, from a little over 
3,000,000 to 12,700,000, but most of the new members came from the 
countryside. 28 Moreover, the emphasis in urban recruitment during the 
mid-1950s was on strengthening the upper levels of the Party by drawing in 
those who already occupied positions of socioeconomic importance; intel
lectuals and technicians were favored over workers, and skilled workers 
were given preference over the non-skilled. 

More important than the social composition of the Chinese Communist 
Party was its transformation into a bureaucratic organization and the ero
sion of its revolutionary spirit, tendencies particularly reflected in the 
changing nature and function of Party cadres in the 1950s. The tenn 
"cadre" (ganbu), narrowly defined, means someone who occupies a leader
ship position in an organization; for all practical purposes, it refers to a 
Communist Party member who is a leader in a Party organ or in a Party
dominated institution or mass organization. During the revolutionary 
years, the concept of the cadre acquired a far broader meaning-as a revolu
tionary leader. Ideally, the cadre is a selfless person imbued with the proper 
revolutionary values and conunitted to the achievement of revolutionary 
goals, a person of "all-round" ability able to perform a variety of tasks and 
capable of quickly adapting to changing situations and requirements, one 
who is both "red and expert" but first and foremost politically and ideolog
ically "red" and potentially "expert," a person who faithfully carries out 
Party policy yet does so with independence and initiative, a person who 
submits to the discipline of the Party organization but at the same time is

�timately tied to the masses; as Mao formulated it, the cadre is both "the 
eacher and the pupil of the masses," and indeed must be their pupil before 
e can become their teacher. The ideal cadre is the very antithesis of the 

bureaucrat who "dozes at his desk" or the official who commands from be
hind his desk. The Communist revolution owed its success in large mea
sure to the fact that there were indeed many such Party cadres who more or 
less measured up to this Maoist ideal of revolutionary leadership. They 



were people committed to the goals and ideals of revolution, not to avoca
tion or a career. 

It was inevitable that the reality, if not the ideal, of the cadre would 
change after 1949 when revolutionaries became rulers. Cadres filling posts 
in the new state apparatus had to undertake more specific functions in po
litical and ·economic a.dministtation and were required to learn specialized 
skills. Once leaders of the masses in a revolutionary situation, Party cadres 
were becoming state administrators governing the masses--and often 
doing so from office desks, which further separated a new governing elite 
from the governed masses. Before 1949 the Party attracted and recruited 
revolutionaries; after 1949 it increasingly attracted people who saw Party 
membership as the avenue for a career in govemment. Moreover, increas
ing numbers of non-Party people with experience and expertise in adminis
tration and economic affairs became cadres after 1949 to run the 
expanding bureaucracy-and were later recruited into the Party less be
cause of political commitment than because they now occupied leadership 
positions in the new postrevolutionary order. 

During the First Five Year Plan "old revolutionaries," who clung to the 
simple values and heroic ideals of the revolutionary era, were increasingly 
overshadowed by the ·�ew cadres," who were more motivated by voca
tional ethics and the values associated with industrialization. Conflicts and 
tensions between the "old" and "new" cadres intensified as industrializa
tion proceeded and as the technician and engineer replaced the revolution
ary as the new social model. From the "old revolutionaries" there came 
complaints that the bureaucratization of political and economic life was a 
repudiation of the revolutionary heritage and a betrayal of socialist ideals. 
From official quarters came criticisms of the "village habits" and the "guer
rilla mentality" of old cadres unable to adapt to the rational division of 
labor and responsibilities which the new industrial order demanded. The 
old cadres had come from a revolutionary milieu and were the carriers of 
the values of a spartan and egalitarian style of life and work. In the early 
years of the People's Republic they had been treated in a relatively egalitar
ian fashion, the government providing housing, food, and a small monetary 
allowance for the basic necessities of life. By 1955, howeve1; cadres were 
divided into 26 distinct ranks with corresponding salaries ranging from 30 
to 560 yuan {$12-$224) per month; and in the cities, at least, rank assign
ments largely were determined by the importance of the cadre in the in
dustrialization process. The new inequality was defended in official theory 
by the argument that China was not a communist society but only in transi
tion to socialism, a situation which demanded that people be paid accord
ing to their contribution and not according to their needs. Old 



revolutionary cadres who had not reconciled themselves to the new order 
of things were accused of the ideological heresies of "absolute egalitarian
ism" and "equality mongering." 

The bureaucratization of the Parry and its cadres was a development 
that fitted well the general temper of the times, a temper molded by the all
embracing drive for modem industrialization, and one characterized by a 
faith in the powers of modern science and technological specialization. 
"Rationalize," "systematize," and "regularize" were the slogans of the day 
and they reflected, as Vogel has observed, "a radical departure from the 
'guerrilla mentality;'"29 in effect, an implicit repudiation of the Maoist revo
lutionary heritage. In the process, the goals proclaimed in Marxist theory 
tended to become ritualized. While socialist and communist goals were still 
ardendy proclaimed, and no doubt believed, the really operative goal was 
rapid industrial development, and the actual governing values were those 
most conducive to industrialization-the values of economic rationality 
and administrative efficiency. 

The Gao Gang Case 

While Chinese leaders saw Soviet economic methods as both necessary 

and desirable, they were not about to alloW the Russians to acquire political 
dominance over China in the process. They had fought too long to prevent 
Moscow from gaining control of their Party during the revolutionary years 
to permit the Soviets to reap the political fruits of their victory: It was that 
fear which lay behind the first major CCP purge in the history of the Peo
ple's Republic-and one that was to be a prophetic pointer to the future 
history of Sino-Soviet relations. The principal victim of the 1953-1954 
purge was Gao Gan,g, the head of the Party and state apparatus in
Manchuria, and the main issue involved, although unstated at the time, was 
Russian political influence in Mapcburia. 
-During the revolutionary years, Gao Gang had acquired seemingly im
peccable Maoist political credentials. A leader of peasant guerrilla forces in 
Northwest China in the early 1930s, Gao was one of the founders of the 
Communist base area in Sha.arnci where Mao brought the survivors of the 
Long March at the end of 1935. During the war years he worked closely 
with Mao in consolidating control over the Party and was the head of its 
Northwest China Bureau in Yan'an. After the defeat of the Japanese in 
1945, and the subsequent renewal of civil war with the Guomindang, Gao 
was dispatched with Lin Biao's army to Manchuria, where he came to head 

the Party and state apparatus of the Northeast. He was also a member of 
the Politburo, chief of its secretariat, and in 1952 was appointed Chairman 



of the new State Pl.anrung Commission, and thus the man principally re
sponsible for carrying out the First Five Ye� Plan. 

The political downfall of Gao Gang, and the expulsion of his followers 
from the Party, was determined at a December 1953 Politburo meeting and 
formalized by the P;uty's Central Committee in February of 1954. Gao was 
charged with having set up an �ependent kingdom" in Manchuria (in
dependent, that is, of the government in Beijing) and having· organized a 
conspiracy to seize §tate power. Allegedly, he conveniently re�ponded to the 
accusations by committing suicide. It is a reflection of the secretiveness 
that enshrouds political decisions in the People's Republic that the purge 
was not revealed to the Chinese people until more than a year later, in 
March 1955. 

What was not publicly mentioned at all was the fear Of Soviet political 
penetration that Gao's "independent kingdom" in Manchuria symbolized. 
While there is little evidence to substantiate the vague charges of any na
tionwide conspiracy to seize power, there is much to suggest that Gao had 
close political ties with the Russians, who continued to exercise strong in
fl�e in Manchuria long after their postwar military occupation of the re
gion had ended. Soviet aid had restored the heavy industrial base of 
Manchuria after Soviet troops had carried away much of Manchurian in
dustry as ''war booty" during the occupation period The Russians con
trolled the joint Sino-Soviet stock companies, established in 1950, and 
retained their hold on the Chinese Eastern Railroad (and its economic sub
sidiaries) as well as Dairen and Port Arthur. These were not returned to 
Chinese control until 1955, �er the death of Stalin and the removal of 
Gao Gang. Whlle Gao Gang reigned ln. Manchuria, however, Soviet eco
nomic and political .influence also was dominant. Gao reportedly went on a 
mission to Moscow as early as 1945.3° He did so again in July Of 1949, 
when in his capacity as head of the People's Government of the Northeast 
(Manchuria), he negotiated an economic agreement with the Soviet Union, 
several months before the formal establishment of the People's Republic in 
Beijing and before Mao's negotiations with Stalin in February 1950. More
over, Gao was the foremost advocate of Soviet methods of industrial orga
nization, and nowhere were these methods introduced and pursued more 
rigorously than in Manchu#a, China's major center of heavy industry. 

The Gao Gang affair w8s partly a case of what it was presented to be-
a case of a region acquiring an intolerable degree of autonomy from the 
central government. But Gao's "independent kingdom" in Manchuria was 
intimatelY tied to Soviet predominance in an area which historically had 
been a key object of Russian expansionism in East Asia. To bring 
Manchuria under the Control of Beijing meant throwing off Russian con-



trol. It is not entirely fortuitous that the fall of Gao Gang followed shortly 
after the death of Stalin; it was the apparent weakness of the post-Stalin 
Soviet leadership that made Beijing sufficiently confident to remove Gao 
and move against Soviet influence in Manchuria. The move resulted in a 
temporary improvement in Sino-Soviet relations, and a more equal rela
tionship between the two countries, symbolized by Khrushchev's late 1954 
visit to Beijing and the Russian agreement to relinquish their positions in 
Manchuria. 

While the fall of Gao Gang is one of the more opaque episodes in the 
political history of the People's Republic, there is no doubt that Mao re
garded the former czar of Manchuria as Stalin's foremost representative in 
China. Several years after the event, in a private talk highly critical of Soviet 
influences in the Chinese Party over the decades, Mao observed: "Stalin 
was very fond of Gao Gang and made him a special present of a motor car. 
Gao Gang sent Stalin a congratulatory telegram every 15 August." {August 
15, 1945 was the date of the Japanese surrender to the Soviet Union.) And 
Mao referred to Manchuria and Xinjiang as two former Soviet "colonies" in 
the People's Republic.Jl 

The purge of Gao Gang was accompanied by the purge of,Rao Shush1 
who controlled the Party and state apparatus in the Shanghai region {East 
China Central Bureau). Rao also was the head of the Organization Depart
ment ( Orgburo) of the Party Central Committee and one of the original 
members of the State Planrung Commission. Lilre Gao, he was accused of 
running an "independent kingdom," and was charged with being allied with 
Gao in a conspiracy to seize state power. There is nothing to indicate that 
Rao Shushi had any Soviet ties or any special pro-Soviet proclivities. What 
he and Gao had in common was that they controlled the two major indus
trial centers of China, Manchuria and Shanghai. Why the two were linked in 
what later became denounced as the "Gao-Rao anti-Party conspiracy" re
mains obscure, as does the nature of the alleged conspiracy itself 

The Sufan Campaign 
The 1yfurch 1 955-Party conference also launched a more general and exten
sive bureaucratic purge, the Sufan movement, or the "Campaign to Wipe 
Out Hidden Counterrevolutionaries," which continued through the early 
months of 1956. In the wake of the Gao Gang incident, "hidden" acquired 
an ominous significance; if leaders so high and powerful as Gao Gang and 
Rao Shushi could tum out to be counterrevolutionary conspirators, then no 
one was above suspicion. Unlike the 1951 campaign against counterrevolu
tionaries, Sufon was primarily an internal Party affair marked by constant 



references to reactionaries "cloaked as Marxist-Leninists." Any Party cadre 
under suspicion was detained, interrogated, and in the manner of past "rec
tification" campaigns, required to make written or ornl "confessions" de
tailing past and present political views and associations. An atmosphere of 
fear pervaded the bureaucracy during the latter half of 1955 as some 
150,000 Party and government cadres were investigated. Many tens of 
thousands who were deemed to hold "wrong attitudes" and labeled as 
"counterrevolutionaries," were sent to "labor reeducation" camps, usually 
by administrative decrees which bypassed regular criminal procedures. 
Most were released and reinstated by mid-1956, often with official apolo
gies for having been falsely accused. 

The Sufan campaign was undertaken, in part, to eliminate the suspected 
followers of Gao Gang and Rao Shushi. More significantly, it was an at
tempt to reestablish centralized Party control over the economic and polit
ical bureaucracies which the First Five Year Plan had spawned. The power 
of the State Planning Commission, dominated by pro-Soviet professionals, 
was drastically reduced, as was the power of managers in industrial enter
prises. Closer Party supervision was established over the various economic 
control agencies and especially over the Ministry of State Control. The re
assertion of Party power over the latter was perhaps the most important de
velopment over the long run. While Sufan resembled a Stalinist 
bureaucratic purge in many respects, it differed significantly in that it 
served to reduce rather than enhance the hitherto growing power and inde
pendence of the secret police. As it later was officially interpreted: "The 
first task of the [Sufan] movement was to strengthen the leadership of the 
Party over public-securitywork, to put public-security agencies under Party 
leadership. "32 

The Sufan campaign, however extensive, was a rather feeble response to 
the endemic problem of bureaucracy in a presumably socialist society, for it 
contnbuted nothing to the only socialist remedy for the problem-popular 
control over bureaucratic organs of rule. The evils of bureaucracy, which 
Mao had so long denounced, remained and grew-and nowhere more 
than within the Party that Mao headed. 

The growing power of Party bureaucrats was dramatically revealed when 
the Sufan movement came down particularly hard on intellectuals in 1955, 
a development foreshadowed by an extraordinary political-ideological 
campaign against the Marxist literary critic Hu Feng. A follower of the cel
ebrated Lu Xnn, Hu Feng long had been· an outspoken critic of official 
Party literary policies and Party dictates to writers and artists. One of the 
most prominent noncon:fi.wnists within the left-wing literary movement, 
his debates with orthodox Communist literacy figures extended back to the 



mid-1930s. After the establislunent of the People's Republic, Hu Feng, 
committed to Marxist socialist aims and generally scppotting Party policies, 
nevertheless continued to oppose the political stifling of artistic <Jnd intel
lectual creativity and warned of an approaching "cultural desert.� He con
tinued to be assailed, as he had been since the late 1930s, for his 
"subjectivism" and his "bourgeois" deviations from Maoist principles of art 
and literature. His main protagonist in the earlier debatest Zhou Yang, was 
now firmly entrenched as the Party's czar on literary and cultural matters. 

Although Hu Feng found it difficult to get his writings published after 
1949, and while many of his followers were the victims of the thought re
form movement of 1951 and the ensuing "literary remolding" campaign, 
Hu was still treated as a revolutionary \\'Titer whose ideological errors were 
amenable to proper Maoist therapy. Indeed, in a brief era of relative free
dom for intellectuals in 1953, Hu was appointed to the executive board of 
the Chinese Writers' Union. Optimistically seeing the promise of a new 
birth of freedom, he wrote a report to the Central Committee of the Party 
in July 1954 criticizing the restrictions imposed by Party literary bureau
crats and appealing for the freedom of writers and artists to express their 
creative talents. Open discussion of the report soon gave way by the end of 
the year to a nationwide campaign of vilification against Hu Feng as an ar
chetypal representative of bourgeois ideology: The attack was first led by 
Hu' s old adversary Zhou Yang, but the full weight of the Party was thrown 

1 against him when Zhou Enlai joined in the public denunciations. As the 
Su/an movement got under way in the spring of 1955, Hu Feng was por
trayed not only as an ideological heretic but as a political subversive as 
well-an agent of the Guomindang and of imperialism, it was said. In July 
he was arrested and imprisoned as a "counterrevolutionary." 

The campaign against "Hu Fengism" continued after Hu was removed 
from the scene, for its real purpose was to establish strict ideological con
trols over the intelligentsia in general. The campaign served both to silence 
intellectual dissent and to create deep resentments against the Party among 
intellectuals. 

Social Consequences 

Since Chinese industrialization proceeded largely on the basis of Soviet 
methods, it is hardly surprising that it should have produced similar social 
tendencies. The most significant social result of the First Five Year Plan was 
the emergence of new patterns of inequality. 

The imperatives of rapid industrial development, or at least the impera
tives of the manner in which it was pursued, gave rise to two new bureau-



cratic elites (albeit still embryonic ones) exercising increasingly formal con
trol on the basis of their respective spheres of expertise. One was a political 
elite of Communist leaders and cadres rapidly becoming administrators 
and functionaries in the growing state apparatus that presided over the in
dustrialization process; the second was a technological elite of en�eers, 
scientists, and managers responsible for the operation of the expanding 
modern economic sector. These netvly emerging social groups tended to 
become increasingly motivated by professional and vocational ethics, 
rather than by Marxist goals and communist values, and increasingly sepa
rated from the masses of workers and peasants by virtue of status, power, 
and material benefits)3 

For the workers, the First Five Year Plan brought increasingly repressive 
conditions of life and work \X!hether factories were run by professional 
managers or by Party officials \vho functioned as managers, the workers 
were forced to submit to the ever greater labor discipline that the drive for 
increased productivity demanded. They were subjected to increasingly re
pressive forms of control at the places they worked and, through the urban 
neighborhood resident committees, at the places they lived as well. More
over, inequalities -within the ranks of the working class itself grew as larger 
wage differentials and monetary rewards based on skill and productivity 
were introduced. 

Inequality was most glaringly apparent in a sharpening distinction be
tween town and countryside. The industrialization of the cities was based 
in good measure on the exploitation of the countryside. While material 
conditions in the cities improved, the rural economy was largely stagnant, 
thus ·widening the economic and cultural gap between the modernizing 
cities and the backward countryside. 

The ne\v educational system, heavily influenced by borrowed Soviet 
methods and curricula, tended to reinforce these tendencies toward social 
inequality and stratification. The growth in formal education was highly im
pressive. Between 1949 and 1957 the number of primary school students 
more than doubled (from approximately 26,000,000 to more than 
64,000,000) and university enrollments increased fourfold, from 117,000 
to 441,000. But the urban population benefited from the new educational 
opportunities far more than did people living in the rural areas. Although 
officially proclaimed policies gave preference to the children of workers 
and peasants, in practice the examination requirements for admission to 
middle-schools and universities strongly favored the sons and daughters of 
the already privileged strata: the old bourgeoisie, higher Party and govern
ment officials, intellectuals, and technicians. And to meet the needs of in
dustrialization, the educational system in general, and university education 



in particular, overwhelmingly emphasized science and technolog;,' Much 

like its Soviet counterpart, Chinese higher education functioned to create 

and perpetuate a privileged technological intelligentsia. 

'When the First Five Year Plan was launched at the beginning of 1953, 
the government also had announced the inauguration of the era of "the 

transition to socialism." "While the pursuit of modern economic and indus

trial development was clear enough, the meaning of socialism became in

creasingly ambiguous. Chinese society seemed to be moving further away 

from, rather than closer to, the socialist future that the revolution had 

promised. Industrialization served to further increase the division between 

town and countryside; the separation between mental and manual labor 

tended to grow sharper; new social elites emerged to take up the more 

complex tasks demanded by the newly emerging industrial order; and the 

state became stronger and more oppressive, presided over by an increas

ingly bureaucratized Party. Modern industrial development was conceived 

as the means to achieve socialist ends, but as time went on industrialization 

itself became the primary goal while socialist goals tended to be postponed 

to an ever more distant future. 

Mao and "Maoism" were soon to be forced to confront the dilemma of �eans and ends that the results of the First Five Year Plan posed. And just 

the Maoist revolution itself was born and developed in the rural areas, 

aoists again were to tum to the countryside to revive the socialist goals 

. 
pnd spirit of a revolution that was dying. 
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Agricultural Collectivization, 1953-1957 

lN 1 9 5 3 ,  WITH THE completion of the land reform campaign, 

China was basically a land of individual peasant mvner-cultivators. A 

modern Communist state, ironically� had recreated the traditional Chi

nese ideal of a system of more or less equal family-owned and operated 

fanns . .And for a few years the traditional ideal was probably more fully re

alized than it ever had been in China's long history. 

Although there remained socioeconomic differences between the ma

jority of poor peasants, a substantial body of "middle peasants," and a small 

minority of "rich peasants," differences in land holdings and income were 

relatively small. Vmually every peasant now had a title deed to land unem

cumbered by landlords, mortgages, usurers, extralegal bureaucratic exac

tions, or marauding warlord armies and bandit gangs. It was as dose to a 

"peasants' utopia" as achieved by any society in modern times, the ideal of 

a relatively egalitarian society in which most families tilled their own farms 

in relative security. Socially and economically the People's Republic was for 

a time a "petty bourgeois" society par excellence. 

Most peasants were deeply attached to the individual family fann, an at

tachment strongly reinforced by traditional habits of work, religious prac

tices, and social values. And the majority who benefited from land reform 
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looked forward to a relatively prosperous life that they anticipated work on 
their own land would bring. 

Yet the post-land refonn rural situation was conducive neither to pros
perity in the countryside nor to the modem economic development of the 
nation. The fragmentation of plots inhibited the introduction of more effi
cient work patterns and the use of modem agricultural technology, severely 
limiting increased productivity. In 1953 and 1954, the production of food 
grains barely kept pace with population growth. Moreover, the peasants 
were burdened by high state grain taxes and compulsory deliveries of grain 
to government stores at fixed low prices. While the state was taking a great 
deal out of the rural economy to finance urban industrialization, it was 
putting very little back; under the First Five Year Plan, less than 10 percent 
of state investment for development went to the agrarian sector. 

Quite apart from the poor harvests of 1953 and 1954, there were many 
other indications of social and economic problems in the countryside. No 
sooner was land reform completed than the traditional practice of usury 
reappeared; better off and more economically efficient peasants lent 
money to poorer tillers, and in some cases the debtors were forced to sell 
their lands to their creditors.1 The rural economy, if left to itself, would per
force generate traditional forms of exploitation and reproduce old patterns 
of socioeconomic differentiation. 

Economic difficulties in the countryside also brought a flood of peasant 
.migrants to the cities. While some went to take jobs in industry, most fled to 
the cities because of food shortages in the countryside. The result was to in
tensify already serious problems of urban unemployment and underem
ployment. During the First Five Year Plan the increase in the population of 
the cities far exceeded urban employment growth, partly because the plan
ners gravely overestimated the capacity of the new industries to absorb a 
larger work force. And the problem was further aggravated by the demobi
lization of much of the army in 1954-1955, following the signing of the Ko
rean War truce. 

The Communists never assumed that land reform alone would result in 
either the necessary economic revolution in agricultural production or the 
desired social reorganization of the rural areas. From the beginning they 
saw land reform as a necessary but transient stage in a process that would 
lead to the collectivization of agriculture. But they viewed the transforma
tion from individual peasant proprietorship to collective farming as a long
term process that would proceed gradually through three distinct phases of 

. development. The first step would be the organization of �utual aid teams 
-whereby the members of abou,.t..six or more households woUld as st each 
other in the working of their_�ual family farms, initially on a sea-�-- -�··- ' 



sona1 basis and later as a year-round organization, setving to enlarge the 
working unit and to forge patterns of cooperative work. Second, mutual 
aid teams would combine :into "semi-socialist" or "lmye( agriculrural pro- · ' /.. 
ducer cooperatives where land wnuld be pooled and farmed cooperatively; 
although each family would retain private ownership of land and families 
would divide the crop (or its proceeds) partly in accordance with the labor 
contributed and partly according to the amount of property pooled. Finally, 
"lower" cooperatives evenru.ally would be amalgamated into "higher" or 
"advanced" cooperative farms, i.e., collectives, which would abolish private 
land ownership and remunerate its members in accordance with the social
ist principle of "to each according to one's laOOr." 

The fOrmation of mutual aid teams and "lower" cooperatives were to be 
entirely voluntary-and the peasants who joined were free, at least accord
ing to official policy, to withdraw from them.2 Party cadres in the country
side were told to use only methods of persuasion, encouraged to set up 
model examples of teams and cooperatives, and were continually warned 
against "conunandism." Since Party leaders were well aware of the deep at
tachment of peasants to the family fann, a matter noted repeatedly in Party 
documents of the time, the process of socialist transfotmation presupposed 
a long period of popular education. Moreover, the general assumption was 
that the socialization of agriculture demanded the modem means of mech
anization and technology which only industrialization could provide; and, 
since Mao, among others, had said that the necessary level of industrializa
tion would reqWre at least three five-year plans, collectivization was seen as 
a rather distant goal. Those who called for a more rapid transition were de
nounced for the heresy of advocating "utopian agrarian socialism." As the 
Party's Central Committee summed up the matter in February 1953, 
''Under the present economic conditions of our country, the peasants' indi
vidual economy will exist to a very large extent and for a considerable 

I gth of . ,, en tune . . . .  
This gradual and cautious approach to rural social change was fully in ac

cord with Mao Zedong's 1949 thesis that modern industrialization was the 
prerequisite for the socialization of agriculture, and there is no evidence to 
suggest that he dissented from the policies the Party adopted in 1953. It 
was not until two years later that Mao was to emerge as the foremost advo
cate of "utopian agrarian socialism." 

The provisions for agricultural development in the First Five "rear Plan 
incorporated these gradualist perspectives. The modest target announced 
in the Plan was that only one-third of peasant households would be orga
nized into lower-stage agricultural producer cooperatives by the end of 
1957. Nothing was said about the establishment of fully socialist collective 



fanns. Agrarian social change was no more rapid than envisioned; by mid-

1955, about 15 percent of the peasants had joined the lower cooperatives. 

But the persistence of a small producer's economy posed far greater eco

nomic problems than had been anticipated. The First Five Year Plan as

sumed a 23 percent increase in agricultural output and subsidiary rural 

production;4 in 1953 and 1954, however, agricultural production was 

falling far short of that goal. Since industrialization was dependent on a de

veloping agrarian economy or, more precisely, on extracting from the coun

tryside a sizable economic surplus for investment in the cities, stagnation in 

the rural economy threatened the industrialization program and created 

economic hardships among the peasantry.5 The plight of the peasants was 

aggravated by a mid-1954 decision prohibiting the sale of surplus grain on 

the private market; henceforth all grain beyond that consumed by the peas

ants themselves was to be sold (at the lmv controlled rate) to the govern

ment, thus reducing the income of many peasants. Peasant income was 

further reduced (and the program of industrialization endangered) when 

peasants responded to the food shortages of early 1955 by planting more 

grain to the neglect of industrial crops. That the demands of the First Five 

Year Plan had imposed grave hardships on the peasantry was later gingerly 

conceded by Zhou Enlai: "In 1954, because we did not completely grasp 

the situation of grain production in the whole country, and purchased a lit

tle more grain from the peasants than we should have, discontent arose 

among a section of the peasants. "6 

Party leaders, long sensitive to "peasant individualism," recognized that 

land reform would reinforce the peasants' attachment to their o\vn private 

plots. Thus, they had always insisted that cooperative forms of agriculture 

be introduced only gradually and only by gaining the voluntary support of 

the peasants, primarily by demonstrating that cooperatives \vould raise 

both production and income. The Communists were determined not to 

alienate the class to whose support they owed their revolutionary success. 

Yet by early 1955 the Communists saw peasant individualism as not only a 

barrier to social change in the countryside, but as a hindrance to the devel

opment of the national economy. A stagnant rural economy threatened in

dustrialization and posed a threat to the internal political viability of the 

new state, its external security� and to the socialist goals of its Communist 

leadership. 

Concerns over agricultural productivity were accompanied by fears 

about the social direction of the countryside. As Mao complained in mid-

1955: "During the past few years, the influence of forces tending to de

velop spontaneously toward capitalism has been developing daily in the 



rural areas; new rich peasants have emerged everywhere, and many pros
perous middle peasants are exerting efforts to turn themselves into rich 
peasants. Many poor peasants, due to their lack of means of production, 
still remain in povert;.; some of them having contracted debts; others are 
selling their land or renting out their land . . . .  If this situation is allowed to 

develop further, there will become increasingly more serious [class] polar
ization in the rural areas. "7 Communist leaders expressed anxiety about the 
rise of an exploiting "kulak" class and the recreation of traditional rural so
cial class differentiations, as a result of the "four freedoms" retained by 
land reform: the freedom to purchase, sell, and rent land; to hire agricul
tural laborers; to lend money; and to engage in trade on the private market. 

Another manifestation of the persistence of peasant individualism was 
the inclination of the Party's own rural cadres to succumb to petty bour
geois "peasant ideology." In the period after the land reform campaign, 
many cadres who had been the leaders in that campaign withdrew from po
litical activities to concern themselves with their own farms and the welfare 
of their families. Since rural cadres were themselves peasants, the phenom

enon reflected their own latent desires and their own peasant vision of a 
good society. In some cases it reflected resentments that the rural areas, the 

wellspring of the revolution, were being neglected as the new state turned 

its energies to the industrialization of the cities; in other cases it reflected 
resentments over being forced to remain in the rural hinterlands when the 
political center of gravity had moved to the dynamic urban areas. Many 
rural cadres had only the most vague understanding of the socialist aims of 
the Party and saw their political role as representing the general peasant de
sire to become "rich peasants" in a new era of peace and stability. As Party 
leaders began to complain, "the attitude of some of our comrades to the 
peasant question still remains at the old stage . . . .  They are satisfied that 
the peasants have obtained land from the landlords, and want to keep 
things as they are in the villages . . . .  They fail to understand that this means 
. . .  alJowing capitalism to develop freely in the rural areas. "8 

The situation was largely of the Party's own making. k the emphasis 
turned to urban industrialization, the Communists were content to rule the 
countryside through the formal state bureaucratic apparatus, the xz"ang gov
ernments and the public security organs attached to them. This was suffi
cient to serve immediate state needs for political control of the rural areas 
and the collection of taxes and compulsory grain purchases from the peas
antry. Little attention was paid to the development of Party organization 
within the villages and cadres who remained in the villages, no longer at the 
forefront of any social movement, tended to retreat to private endeavors. 



The New Agrarian Revolution 

Conununist leaders originally assumed that the organization of the peas
antry into mutual aid teams and the gradual development of "lower" agri
cultural producer cooperatives would be sufficient to blunt capitalist 
tendencies in the countryside and also increase productivity. By making 
more efficient use of land, labor, and farm implements through collective 
efforts, it was believed agricultural production would grow, peasants would 
be drawn to the virtues of cooperative organization, and the small
producer mentality gradually would be overcome. 

There were traditional and earlier Conununist precedents for coopera

tive work in agriculture. In traditional times it was a common practice 
among peasants, especially those who could not afford to hire agricultural 
laborers, to exchange labor during planting and harvest seasons, although 
such arrangements usually were limited to a few families and generally 

based on kinship bonds. And in the war-time base areas, the Conununists 
had organized peasants into mutual aid organizations and experimental co
operative-type farms as we11.9 

Quantitatively, the post-1949 development of the cooperative move
ment was impressive, especially since it was organized on a largely volun
tary basis . .& soon as land redistribution had been completed in a 
particular area, individual peasant proprietors were organized into mutual 
aid teams. Unlike traditional forms of work cooperation, the new teams 
were larger (consisting of six to twenty or more families), cut across kinship 
lines, and were quickly transformed from seasonal arrangements to perma
nent organizations. Moreover, the members of the permanent teams en
gaged in supplementary handicraft production on a collective basis. By the 
end of 1952, 40 percent of peasant households had joined mutual aid 
teams and the figure had grown to approximately 65 percent in early 1955. 
The percentages were higher in North China where land reform had come 
earlier, and lower in the central and southern regions. And while only 15 
percent of the peasantry had been organized into "semi-socialist" coopera
tives by early 1955, this was in keeping with the gradualist policies that 
were being pursued. 

However, the mutual aid teams and the cooperatives were beset with a 
variety of difficulties. The popular enthusiasm of the revolutionary years 
and the land reform campaigns waned in an era dominated by a mood to 
return to normalcy after decades of turmoil and struggle. Press reports 
complained that the mutual aid teams were often only pro forma organiza
tions. Better-off middle peasants, possessing more land and better tech
niques, often refused to join poor peasants in cooperative efforts. In other 



cases, middle and rich peasants came to control newly organized coopera
tives, to the detriment of poor peasants. While the mutual aid teams and 
cooperatives facilitated state collections of taxes and grain, they failed to 

increase productivity. The harvests of 1953 and 1954 were poor, and there 
was little to indicate that the "lower" producer cooperatives would fulfill 

the expectation that they would increase productivity by 30 to 50 percent 
"within two or three years. "to 

Although the majority of peasants had been organized into various 
forms of cooperative labor and economic interdependence by the end of 
1954, this did not halt the process of growing class differentiations. The 
problems were attributed to the system of individual peasant proprietor
ship and the petty producer mentality that accompanied it. Newspaper ar
ticles and Party reports began to quote Lenin's well-known dictum that 
"small-scale production gives birth to capitalism and the bourgeoisie con
stantly, daily, hourly, with elemental force, and in vast proportions." 

It was in response to a stagnating rural economy, a problem which 
threatened to undennine the whole Five Year Plan for industrial develop
ment, and, to a lesser extent, the phenomenon of what Mao later called 
"autonomous capitalistic forces [which] have been developing day after 
day in the villages," that Beijing once again turned its attention to the 
countryside. A Politburo meeting of October 1954 set up a more rapid 
timetable for the organization of cooperative farms. In preparation for the 
new campaign, a March 1955 Party conference worked out a program to 
revitalize Party organizations in the rural areas. The formal decision to 
speed up the pace of cooperativization was made by the Party's Central 
Committee in May: 

Between the October 1954 and May 1955 Party meetings there was 
much that happened both in the countryside and within the secret councils 
of the Communist leadership--and there is much· that remains obscure. 
According to Mao Zedong's later account, the decision of October 1954 
was to increase the number of lower-stage cooperatives sixfold, from 
100,000 to 600,000. And again according to Mao, that target had been 
achieved by June of 1955, when there were some 650,000 cooperative 
farms in operation comprising 16,900,000 of China's 110,000,000 peasant 
households.ll However, political opposition to the more rapid pace of co
operativization emerged, and in March 1955 the State Council ordered a 
halt to further expansion. The May Central Committee meeting resumed 
the campaign, but at a much more gradual pace; 400,000 additional coop
eratives were to be organized over the next year and one-hal£ It was not a
decision that Mao found satisfactory, and two months later he was to over
ride it in dramatic fashion. 



lJhe secretiveness that shrouds the internal history of the Chinese Com
munist Party, and the absence of public debate, makes it impossilile to be at 
all precise in reconstructing the political events and the ideological consid
erations involved in the new agrarian policies embarked upon in 195.i] It 
would appear that by early 1955 the top Party leadership had arrived at a 
loose consensus-and one that Mao did not share. 'The majority of the 
Central Committee believed that an accelerated program of building agri
cultural cooperatives was necessary if only to ensure meeting the economic 
requirements for industrialization, and, indeed, satisfying industrial needs 
was the primary consideration. But they also believed that the cooperatives 
should be established in an orderly manner and at a gradual pace so as not 
to endanger productivity. Moreover, the cooperatives were still to be the 
"lower" or semi-socialist producer cooperatives; it was generally assumed 
that a high level of technological development and the means to mechanize 
agricultural production were the essential prerequisites for fully socialist 
collective farms, a prospect that lay well in the future. 

The Soviet experience in collectivization was very much on the minds of 
Chinese Communists in their debates over agrarian policies, and from that 
experience they derived two lessons. The first was that collectivization too 

long delayed could lead to rural class polarization and the solidification of a 
dominant rich peasant class opposed to the socialist state. But the lesson 
most deeply impressed was that rapid collectivization imposed from above 
could have catastrophic results. The Chinese were not unaware of the 
bloody cataclysm that Soviet collectivization had become under Stalin in 
the early 1930s: the murder or deportation to Siberia of 10,000,000 peas
ants; the total disruption of production as vast lands were left untilled and 
livestock slaughtered; and the famines that came in the wake of the holo
caust. It was more out of ideological timidity than historical ignorance that 
the Chinese made only the most veiled references to those horrors; they 
could hardly denounce Stalin's methods of agricultural collectivization at 
the same time they were pursuing his path to industrialization, quite apart 
from the general ideological and political considerations that made it im
posSlble to be openly critical of Stalin. Yet, however much they were at
tracted to the Soviet model of development in general, they were 
determined to avoid the economic and human costs of Stalinist-style col
lectivization. 

The fear of the emergence of a kulak -type class was a matter of less con
cern. It was generally assumed that the expansion of Party organizations in 
the rural areas, coupled with the slow and orderly growth of cooperative 

farming, would be sufficient to check whatever spontaneous capitalist 
forces had appeared or would appear. 



What had become the Party consensUs on agrarian policy was summa· 
rized in Li FuchWl's report on the first Five Thar Plan. The emphasis was 
Oii. the need for a stable and productive agrarian economy to serve the 
needs of industrial development. The establishment of cooperative farms 
would continue, but in a gradual and systematic fashion and on a volWltary 
basis. The modest goal announced was to expand the existing 600,000 
semi·socialist cooperatives to 1,000,000, encompassing about one·third of 
peasant households, by the end of 1957. The emphasis of the report was on 
raising agricultural productivity for the purposes of urban industrialization. 
The peasants, to be s-ure, were to be led td socialism, but that would be a 
gradual transition of Wlspecified duration, dependent on the mechanize· 
t).on of agriculture. In the meantime, the state was to offer ''vigorous assis· 
tance" to individual peasant proprietors who would make up the vast 
majority of peasant producers for the foreseeable future. 12 

Such, in brief, were the perspectives on the agrarian question .generally 
held by the leaders of the Chinese Communist Party in e.rly July. Before 
the month was out, Mao Zedong single.handedly and dramatically dis· 
solved the consensus with his speech on "The Question of Agricultural Co· 
operation," thereby launching China on a distinctively Maoist road to 
"agrarian socialism." As a leading Party official later caustically remarked, 
Mao's speech "settled the debate of the past three years. "13 

The debate was "settled" � a manner Wlprecedented in the history of the 
Chinese Communist Party; Mao delivered his speech not to the Central 
Committee, in which he was in a minority, but rather to a meeting of provin· 
cial and regional Party secretaries who were in Beijing at the time for a ses-
sion of the National People's Congress. In effect, Mao overrode the Central 
Committee and appealed to the Party at large. It was not Wltil October that 
the Central Conunittee convened to formally ratify the new Maoist policies. 

At a time when other Party leaders felt that rural cooperatives were 
being established too hastily, Mao declared the movement was proceeding 
too slowly)4 In place of the goal of 1,000,000 cooperative farms to be es· 
tablished by the end of 1957, Mao demaoded an additional300,000 coop
eratives and moved up the timetable to the autumn of 1956. By the spring 
of 1958 no less than half of China's peasant households were to be orga· 
nized in semi·socialist cooperatives, he declared, and the remaining half
were to be included by 1960. However, the significance of Mao's speech lay 
not in the accelerated timetable he set forth, but rather in the revival of a 
volWltarist approach to sociohistorical change and a populist faith in the 
peasant masses to effect that change, the same volWltarist and populist im· 
pulses that had characterized Maoism during the revolutionary years. 
Mao's speech also was an implicit rejection of many of the crucial theoreti· 



cal assumptions that had guided Communist policies since 1949, thus fore
shadowing the Chinese abandonment of the Soviet model and announcing 
the appearance of "Maoism" on the postrevolutionary historical scene. 

"Throughout the Chinese countryside a new upsurge in the socialist 
mass movement is in sight," were the words with which Mao began, and it 
was this belief that permeates the whole report. The peasants were demon
strating a spontaneous "socialist initiative" and there was "an active desire 
among most peasants to take the socialist road." The perceptions and the 
imagery were strikingly similiar to those of the famous "Hunan Report" 
nearly three decades earlier, when Mao began his career as an agrarian rev
olutionary. In 1927 Mao had found the peasant movement to be an ele
mental, tomadolike force that would sweep away everything that stood in 
its way. Now he saw a "tide of social reform in the countryside" soon to 
"sweep the whole country: . . .  This is a huge socialist revolutionary move
ment which involves a rural population of 500,000,000 strong, one which 
has very great world significance," he proclaimed, confidently predicting 
that "an upsurge in socialist transformation will soon come about all over 
the country's rural areas. That is inedtable." Just as in 1927 Mao had per
ceived the countryside to be the repository of true revolutionary energies, 
now in 1955 he again turned to the countryside to find the impetus for rad
ical social change. Just as the "Hunan Report" announced the appearMce 
of Maoism as an unorthodox strategy of revolution, the 1955 report 
marked the emergence of Mao as the advocate of a new and no less un
orthodox strategy for the socialist development of a backward land. 

Mao's 1955 speech harkened back to the "Hunan Report" in another 
respect: the manner in which he perceived the relationship between the 
mass movement and the Leninist party. 'I!§. 1927 he had found the true 
sources of revolutionary creativity to reside not in the Party but in the spon
taneous movement of the peasantry acting on its own; it was not the Party 
that was to judge the revolutionary capacities of the peasantl); but rather it 
was the actions of the peasants themselves that were to serve as the crite
rion to judge the revolutionary sufficiency of the Party._:jNow again in 1955
Mao counterposed a revolutionary peasantry to a Patty that was insuffi
ciently revolutionary. While most of the peasants were striving to achieve 
radical social chMges, many Party members were "tottering along like a 
womM \vith bound feet, always complaining that others are going too fast." 
It was not the peasants who were backward, but rather it was the Party that 
had become too timid and conservative. Mao gave the conventional warn
ing to avoid both "leftist" and "rightist" errors, but it was clearly from the 
latter that the Party now suffered�-things stand today;" he declared, "the 
mass movement is in advance of the leadership" and Party members who 



argued that the cooperative movement had "gone beyond the understand

ing of the masses" merely revealed their own lack of faith in the masses. 

And he was bitterly critical of Party leaders who "cover up their dilatoriness 

by quoting the experience of the Soviet Union."16

For Mao, the experiences and lessons that really mattered were to be de
rived from the history of the Chinese Communist Revolution itself And 

the most important lesson, the one revived in 1955, was the celebrated 

Yan'an principle of the "mass line," which demanded that distinctively 

Maoist view of the intimate interrelationship between leaders and masses 

and which also demanded a process of self-education through revolution

ary action. In the postrevolutionary present, just as in the revolutionary 

past, it was thus necessary to act boldly and act in the here and now: "Both 

cadres and peasants will change of themselves as they learn from their own 

experience in the struggle. Get them into action themselves. They will learn 
while doing, becoming more capable, and large numbers of excellent peo
ple will come forward." Most leaders would emerge from below in the 

course of the campaign, for the socialist transformation of the countryside 

was not to be a revolution imposed from above by bureaucratic means. If it 
was necessary to "send down" cadres from the cities to the rural areas, their 

first task was "to learn how to work from the movement itsel£."17 The 

"mainstay" of the leadership in organizing the peasants into cooperatives, 

Mao stressed, was to be "local cadres in the rural areas," the old veteran 

peasant cadres of the revolution and land reform years as well as newly 
recruited peasant members of xiang Party and Youth League branches. The 

cadres sent from above were to be only "an auxiliary force" whose function 

was to "guide and help," rather than "take everything into their own 
hands."18 The ideal leader was to be the Yan'an ideal of the local guerrilla 

leader, the cadre who sprang from the peasants of a particular locality and 

remained closely tied to them. 

Mao's July 31 speech marked not only a departure from existing Party 
policies on the pace of cooperativization and the methods to be employed, 

but also set forth new perspectives on the ends the movement was to serve 

and on the more general question of the relationship between economic de

velopment and social change. The policies that the Communists had pur
sued through mid-1955 had been governed by two hitherto unquestioned 

assumptions. One was that the major purpose of cooperative fanning was to 

increase agricultural production in order to provide the capital necessary for 

the industrialization of the cities. As the building of a modern industrial 
order tended to become the overriding goal, rather than the means to 

achieve socialist ends, economic productivity and the ability of the state to 

extract an increasing surplus from the rural economy tended to become the 



criteria for determining the utility_ and value of agricultural cooperativiza
tion. Secondly, it was assumed that the socialization of the peasantry pre
supposed the industrialization of the cities, for only modem �dustry c;:ould 
provide the technology and the mechanization for large-scale collective 
fanning. In 1949 Mao had accepted (and indeed hod promoted) these 
views; by 1955 he had come to reject both assumptions. His Jply speech :im

plicidy challenged the first and explicidy repudiated the second. 
On the one hand, Mao now placed as much emphasis on the social and 

economic benefits that collectivization would bring to the peasants them
selves as he did on its potential for financing industrial development. The 
majority of peasants remained impoverished, Mao noted, and the socializa
tion of agriculture was the only means "to throw off poverty, improve their 
standard of living and withstand natural calamities." It was not simply the 
means to an urban industrial end. Industrialization and the socialist trans
formation of the countryside were two interlocking revolutionary tasks, 
Mao argued, warning against attempts to "over-estimate the one and un
derrate the other." Behind this warning there lay a deep resentment that 
the First Five Year Plan had led to the exploitation of the rural areas for the 
benefit of the cities--and a challenge to the whole str.!iitegy of urban indus
trialization and the Soviet model of socioeconomic development. 

SecondlY, Mao now rejected the proposition he himself had put for
ward in 1949: the view that the socialization of agricuiture was dependent 
on the priot development of "a powerful industry."19 Instead, he now ar
gued that "the economic conditions of our country being what they are, 
technical reform will take longer than social reform. "20 And he estimated 
that the modern industrial base necessary to carry out a technological rev
olution in farming would "'take roughly four or five five-year plans, that is, 
twenty to twenty-five years." In the meantime, the socialist transformation 
of the countryside was not to be delayed: "'In agriculture, under the condi
tions prevailing in our country, cooperation must precede the use of big 
machinery." 

In the summer of 1955 Mao still viewed the socialist transformation of 
rural China as a fuirly lengthy process, even though a more rapid one than 
many Party leaders thought practical or possible. The movement, he em
phasized, was to proceed in accordance with the "principles of voluntari
ness and mutual benefit." He was no less insistent than others that coercive 
methods and disruptions in production be avoided. And he was more op
posed than anyone to any sort of "revolution from above." But he was con
fident that.the majority of the peasantry-the 70 percent classified as poor 
and lower-middle peasants-would move to socialism on their own accord 
and that the remainder would follow their example when they saw the eoo-



nomic benefits of cooperative fanns. The immediate program still centered 
on the organization of lower-stage or semi-socialist cooperatives, and that 
would take four and one-half years to complete. The establishment of fully
socialist collectives would proceed more slowly and also on a voluntary 
basis, and that would require another decade. The still relatively gradual 
process Mao envisioned in the summer of 1955 was to be overtaken by the 

extraordinary events of the winter of 1955-1956. 
Formal Party approval of what was already de facto policy came in Oc

tober in the form of a document entided "Decisions on Agricultural Coop
eration," apparently authored by Chen Boda, one of Mao's closest 

ideological associates. The document essentially repeated the views Mao 
had set forth in July and added detailed guidelines for the operation of co

operative farms.21

High-level Party opposition to Mao's views remained, but the critics 
were silent for fear of being labeled "right opportunists" as the Maoist pro

gram was implemented in October, just after the fall harvest. In the months 

between Mao's July speech and the October Central Committee meeting, 

regional and local Party leaders made frenzied efforts to revitalize rural 
Party organizations to preside over "the transition to socialism" in the 
countryside. 

Cooperativization proceeded at an extraordinarily rapid pace in the last 
months of 1955, and the results surpassed Mao's most optimistic expecta
tions. By the end of the year 1,900,000 lower-stage co-ops had been orga
nized, almost 50 percent more than the goal Mao had proposed for the 

following October. Sixty-three percent of peasant households had joined 
cooperatives by December 1955, more than a fourfold increase since 
midyear. The movement below had acquired a momentum of its own, fu
eled by the egalitarian desttes of poorer peasants and the political zeal of 
local cadres. And Mao responded from above with words that anticipated 
the full-blown utopianism of the Great Leap Forward era. He described 

the movement as "a raging tidal wave" that had "swept away all the demons 
and ghosts," attributing its success to his conviction that "the people are 
filled with an immense enthusiasm for socialism. "22 The peasants who were 

transforming the Chinese countryside and who had made 195 5 "the year of 
decision in the struggle between socialism and capitalism" were motivated 

not only by economic self-interest but more importantly by an inherent 

spirit of "socialist activism." It was this long-standing faith in the sponta
neous "socialist" strivings of the peasantry that was the most striking fea
ture of Mao's views on" what he called "the hlgh. tide of socialism" in the 
countryside. The cooperativization movement serVed to fortify Mao's faith 
in the revolutionary creativity of the peasantry and in the power of human 



will and consciousness to shape social reality. Thus he confidently predicted 

that "by the end of this year [1955] the victory of socialism will be practi
cally assured. "23 It was a prophetic pointer to the future evolution of Mao
ism-and an echo of its revolutionary past�that Mao saw the actions of 
peasants in the countryside as decisive for China's '"transition to socialism." 

Since the goals Mao had set forth in the summer of 1955 were surpassed 
within a few months, new targets were announced in December. Semi
socialist cooperativization was to be completed by the end of 1956, and the 
transition to fully socialist collectives would take place over the next four 
years.24 In January 1956 the Politburo again accelerated the timetable, call
ing for full socialist collectivization by 1958.25 

The revised targets, as well as rapidly changing social conditions in the 
countryside, demanded revisions in the Party's social class policies. At the 
beginning, poor and "lower-middle" peasants26 were to be the nucleus of 
the movement. Upper or "well-to-do" middle peasants were to be drawn in 
only gradually, through force of example and education. It was feared that 
better-off middle peasants (who provided much of the surplus collected by 
the state) would reduce production to subsistence levels if their economic 
interests were jeopardized. Rich peasants and fanner landlords, on the 
other hand, were prolnbited from joining cooperatives. There was particu
lar concern that rich peasants, by virtue of their superior resources, might 
gain control of the lower-stage coops and perpetuate old socioeconomic in
equalities in disguised forms. 27 

But with full-scale collectivization taking place much sooner than antici
pated, it was necessary to include the entire rural population, not excluding 
rich peasants who still owned substantial amounts of land as well as a good 
portion of the better agricultural implements and livestock. Since the col
lectives were large organizations formed from an amalgamation of lower
stage coops and generally encompassing an entire village, individual family 
farming was no longer organizationally feasible or economically desirable. 
And as collectivization entailed the abolition of private ownership of land 
and other means of production�in favor of having all peasants remuner
ated in accordance with the socialist principle of "to each according to 
one's labor" �the fear that rich peasants might maintain their traditional 
economic dominance quickly receded as collectivization rapidly pro
ceeded. Thus, in the early months of 1956 the Party removed social class 
barriers to admission to the new rural organizations, converting most rich 
peasants and ex-landlords into ordinary peasants, and virtually all rural in
habitants became members of co-ops or collectives, willingly or not.28 

Collectivization was essentially completed during the first half of 1956, 
accomplished largely without violence. As the movement from below 



gained momentwn in the early months of the year, most remaining indi
vidual peasant proprietors were organized into lower-stage cooperatives 
and the latter were quickly transformed into "socialist" collectives. By the 
end of the summer, some 100,000,000 peasant households (or 90 percent 
of the rural population) were members of approximately 485,000 collec
tive farms, officially called "higher-stage agricultural producer coopera
tives." Vtrtually all the rest were drawn in before the spring planting of 
1957. Except for tiny plots that individual households tilled for their own 
consumption or for sale on the limited private market, private land owner

ship was abolished, and all peasants, at least in theory, worked the land 
collectively in accordance with the principle of "equal pay for equal work." 
Social class distinctions in the countryside seemingly had been eliminated, 
surviving only in the form of class labels assigned during the land reform 

campaign, political designations that no longer conformed to new socio
economic realities. 

The rapidity of the transition from "elementary" or "semi-socialist" co

operative farms to "advanced" or fully "socialist" collectives is one of the 

more surprising features of a movement whose dynamism surprised even 
the most radical leaders in Beijing. Total collectivization, after all, required 
peasant families to surrender all rights of private ownership of land, in 

many cases lands held in the family for generations, and in many more 
cases land acquired recently and triwnphantly during the land reform cam
paign. In part, rapid collectivization reflected the radical demands of poor 
peasants for a general social leveling. In part, it was facilitated by central 
government loans to the more advanced cooperatives.29 But more impor

tant were the difficulties encountered by the "lower-stage" cooperatives in 
reconciling two different forms of remuneration, one involving a reason
ably equitable compensation for the amount of land and capital individual 
families contnbuted, voluntarily or otherwise, the other based on payment 
according to work. As VIvienne Shue has observed: 

The appeal of fully socialist collectives, in which continuing conflicts over land 

rent and investment could by and large be left behind, became more and more 

compelling, especially to cadres and poor members. It was largely in an effort to 

escape the financial complexities and the conflicting interests inherent in ele
mentary co-op organization that so many quick transitions to advanced co-op 

status were made.XI 

Although the socialization of agriculture took place far more rapidly 
than anticipated and did not bring the economic chaos some had feared, 
collectivization was not accomplished without creating serious organiza-



tional and other problems. During the most intensive period of the "high 
tide," the first half of 1956, peasant resistance was minimal. While rich and
upper-middle peasants, who constituted about 20 percent of the rural pop
ulation, were less than enthusiastic about being reduced to the status of or
dinary peasants, they peacefully submitted to overwhehning economic, 
social, and political pressures. There were scattered reports of the slaughter 
of oxen and other £ann animals and vague references in the press to "sabo

tage" on the part of former landlords and rich peasants, but there was no 
violent peasant resistance, and the state refrained from employing force. 
The compulsion generated by the movement itsel£ and the "commandism" 
of local cadres, proved sufficient to sweep wealthier peasants into the col
lectives, willingly or not. Serious signs of dissatisfaction were not evident 
until after the collectives had been established, and then they took mostly 
nonviolent forms-the withholding of labor efforts, withdrawals from the 
new organizations, some spontaneous disbandments of collective farms 
(especially in the southern provinces, where they had been organized in 
particularly hasty fashion), and a renewed exodus of peasants to the cities 
in late 1956 and early 1957. 

Despite those problems, agricultural collectivization in China stands in 
striking contrast to its brutal Soviet precedent. How Stalin brought "social
ism" to Russian peasants is well known. Armed forces were sent from the 
cities to carry out what became a virtual civil war between town and coun
tcyside. Villages were surrounded by troops and forced to surrender, and 
reluctant peasants herded into collectives under machine guns. Those who 
openly resisted were shot on the spot. Stalin's policy of "liquidating the ku

laks as a class" meant the virtual extermination of 10,000,000 peasants, 
since kulaks were not allowed to join collectives even when they wished to 
do so. Millions were killed outright and millions more deported to desolate 

lands in Siberia. Most of the remaining "collectivized" peasants were 
thrown into sullen opposition to the regime, a political result that came to 
haunt Moscow during the Nazi invasion. The inunediate economic results 
were catastrophic. Half of Russia's livestock was destroyed, production 
ceased in many rural areas, and the ensuing famine came near to wrecking 
the very industrialization drive that collectivization was designed to serve. 
By contrast, China's collectivization was an almost peaceful social revolu
tion. Collective farms were established without the use of soldiers, resis

tance was confined to a minority of the rural population and expressed in 
nonviolent ways, and the country was not thrown into economic chaos. 

References to differing historical traditions shed little light on why the 
Russian and Chinese experiences were so different. Chinese peasants, tra
ditionally, were no less firmly attached to their land than peasants in Russia 



or elsewhere. Furthermore old collectivistic village traditions were not as 
strong in traditional China as they had been in czarist Russia, even dis
counting Russian Populist idealizations of the allegedly "socialist" tradi
tions of the village mt'r. In no premodern society had private ownership of 
land developed further, or existed longer, than it had in imperial China
and nowhere was the ideal of individual fanrily proprietorship more firmly 
imbedded. On the basis of social and cultural traditions, the abolition of 
private property in land should have encountered far more stubborn resis
tance in China than in Russia. 

One reason it did not can be found in the socioeconomic condition of 
rural China on the eve of collectivization. In China, the rich peasants who 
survived land reform were, proportionately, a much smaller class than the 
Russian kulaks and a far less powerful one. And, unlike the kulaks, Chinese 
rich peasants were not permitted the time or conditions to consolidate 
themselves as a dominant class of capitalist fanners. Moreover, in China, 
unlike Russia, th� great majority of peasants were impoverished, not ex
cluding most of those who became "middle peasants" as a result of land re
form; they had little to lose and could be convinced that they might have 
something to gain by collectivization. In Russia in the late 1920s, by con
trast, two-thirds of the rural inhabitants were "middle-class" peasants who 
aspired to kulak status and were firmly opposed to socialization.31 In China 
in the mid-1950s,'two-thirds of the peasants were, as Mao described them, 
"still badly off." The Chinese countryside simply held a much greater mass 
of destitute peasan!s potentially favorable to radical social change. 

Yet it is most unlikely that potential could have been tapped had it not 
been for the particular character of the Chinese Revolution and the nature 
of the Chinese Communist Party. The Russian Bolsheviks had no signifi
cant following among the peasants and hardly any organizational structure 
in the rural areas. The Russian countryside, after 1917, insofar as it was not 
left to itself. was loosely ruled by an urban-based administration. The Chi
nese Revolution, by contrast, had been led by a Communist Party com
posed mostly of peasants and carried out through the mobilization of tens
of millions of rural inhabitants. However much the Party had urbanized it
self in the early 1950s, it retained deep organizational roots in the rural
areas, which were revitalized in 1955. The socialization of the Chinese 
countryside was accomplished by local Party cadres and activists who came 
from, and remained closely tied to, the poorer peasant families. It is incon
ceivable that so massive a social transformation could have come about so 
rapidly and relatively peacefully without the active support of very substan
tial numbers of ordinary peasants. It is equally inconceivable that peasants 
could have been organized to effect so radical a transformation of their so-



ciallives had it not been for the rural revolutionary heritage of the Chinese 
Communist Party. Mao Zedong had neither the need nor the inclination to 
cany out a brutal, Stalinist-style "revolution from above." 

In view of the vast differences in both the nature and the results of col
lectivization in China and Russia, it is strange that Mao Zedong, in inaugu
rating the Chinese campaign in 1955, felt obliged to applaud the agrarian 
successes of Stalin during "'the six years between 1929 and 1934" and to 
declare that "'the Soviet Union's experience is our model."32 One cannot 
attribute this homage to Stalin-indeed, a now dead Stalin-to Mao's ig
norance of Soviet history, for he was not unaware of the terrible human and 
economic toll Stalin had exacted during those "six years," and he had no in
tention of plunging China into a similar disaster. That he felt a need to 
claim he was following the Soviet "'model" is an incongruity that bears on 
the larger question of the relationship between Maoism and Stalinism, are
lationship filled with the most puzzling ambiguities. In the case of collec

tivization, in any event, Mao invoked the ideological authority of Stalin to 
launch a very non-Stalinist mass movement-just as in the pre-1949 years 
he had often hailed Stalin in public pronouncements while defying him in 
revolutionary practice. 

Agricultural collectivization, beyond being celebrated as a decisive act 
in China's "transition to socialism," was intended to achieve several more 
immediate and concrete objectives, which it was believed would yield ben
efits to both the state and the peasantry. First, the establishment of a na
tionwide network of collective farms would provide the state with greater 
control over agricultural production and the disposition of the surplus. 
Party supervision over the operation of collective fanns no doubt did facil
itate state collections of taxes and grain and provide a more stable supply 
of food for the urban population and revenue to finance urban industrial
ization-although that hardly can be counted as a blessing for the peas
antry. Second, large-scale collective farming would permit the more rapid 
dissemination of teclmological knowledge and the introduction of new 
agricultural teclmologies, especially those unsuitable for use on sm.all fam
ily fanns and ones which individual proprietors lacked the means or inter
est to adopt; eventually, it was envisioned, collective farms would lend 
themselves to the modern mechanization of agriculture. In 1956, to coin
cide with the establishment of the collectives, the government hastily 
introduced several teclmological innovations-most notably the double
wheel and blade plough, double-cropping, and dose planting-although 
the initial results were less than salutary.33 Third, collectivization was in
tended to eliminate most of the economic inequalities, at least within vil
lages, left over from land reform. That was accomplished through the 
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abolition of private ownership of virtually all means of �,rocluction: land, 
large agricultural tools and implements, and draft animals. The result was 
a general (although not complete) leveling of peasant income in particular 
localities. This meant that a substantial portion of the rural population, the 
roughly 25 percent who were formerly rich or upper-middle peasants, 
were less well off than they had been prior to collectivization. Presumably 
the poorer families gained, but the gains were rather meager. Collectiviza
tion had the effect of reducing subsidiary production on private plots and 
undermining rural handicrafts, which adversely affected peasant income 
in general. Moreover, collectivization left untouched wide regional in
equalities in rural China, which remained as great in the years after the 
"high tide" as they were before. 

But the greatest appeal of collective farming, to leaders and masses 
alike, was the promise that once properly established the new system would 
yield vast increases in agricultural production and productivi� benefiting 
both the state and the rural population as a whole. While Mao Zedong pre
ferred to believe that most peasants were inspired by socialist ideals, actual 
Party policies, both during and before collectivization, appealed nWnly to 
the material self-interest of the poorer sectors of the peasantry.34 For the 
poor peasants who supported the collectivization campaign with such great 
enthusiasm, there was every reason to trust Party promises that their efforts 
would soon bring a higher standard of living. It was the Party-led land re
form movement, after all, which had destroyed the old parasitic landlord 
class and resulted in a sjgnificant redistribution of land. And in the years 
im.m.ediatdy following land reform, Party marketing and credit policies 
worked to the advantage of poorer peasan� to the detriment of the 
trade and money-lending activities of wealthier producers}' Now collec
tivization not only promised immediate benefits that would come from the 
pooling of the superior assets of rich and upper-middle peasants but also 
the potential for great economic gains whose fruits, it was promised, could 
be shared by all in a cooperative social environment. That potential would 
go unrealized over the remaining two decades of the Maoist era. 

Collectivization brought neither the economic disaster some feared nor 
the economic growth its advocates anticipated. Some collective fanns pros
pered, others were dismal failures, while for the greater number the transi
tion resulted in little economic change.36 On the whole, per capita peasant 
income increased little from 1956 until the late 1970s,37 in part because of 
the economic crisis that was to be wrought by the Great Leap; in part be
cause of continuing state demands on the rural economy to finance indus
trialization; and perhaps in larger part because of the failure of most 
collectives to provide either material or .moral incentives to spur peasant 



production. With the exception of the Great Leap years, collective farms 
did manage to feed a rapidly growing population over the last two decades 
of the Maoist era (although not without increasing the rural labor force), 
and the peasantry did benefit in ways that are not quantifiable in income 
statistics-through greater security, welfare programs for the destitute and 
handicapped, the expansion of education and health care in the rural areas, 
and the beginrllngs of rural industrialization. But collectivization in general 
did not yield significant economic gains. 

The first full year of collective fanning (1956--57) was plagued 'by orga· 
nizational confusion. The collectives were much larger organizations than 
the "lower·stage" CO·ops they replaced, initially averaging2.46..heuseholds 
(or about 1,200 people) as opposed to several dozen households. Their op· 
eration posed difficult and unfamiliar tasks of economic management and 
fiscal accounting. With virtually all Iatld, animals, and farm implements 
now collective property, peasants were to be remunerated according to 
their labot, mostly in the form of a share of the crop and partly in small cash 
payments. Each collective was thus faced with the task of calculating, on 
the basis of very general state guidelines, an equitable system for evaluating 
labor contributions and calculating ''workpoints," a task that inevitably fo. 
mented quarrels and bted. resentmentS. In addition, there was much initial 
uncertainty about responsibility for the care of collectivized animals and 
equipment, and at times animals perished for lack of adequate attention. 
The collectives were further confronted with the task of fattly long·term 
economic planning, determining how much of the crop was to be distnb
uted to its members and how much was to be set aside for welfare and cap· 
ital investment after meeting state tax and grain delivery obligations. While 
the young cadres from mostly poor peasant families had proved effective 
leaders in mobilizing the rural population for the organization of collective 
farms, they lacked the managerial, bookkeeping, and accounting skills nee· 
essary for the effective operation of the new organizations. The dispatch of 
urban cadres and middle school graduates to the countryside did little to al_. 
leviate matters; such skills as they possessed were more than offset by their 
ignorance of rural life, and their arrogant "city ways" were generally te· 
sented. by peasants. 

Party leaders at first attributed the early economic and organizational 
problems of collectivization to counterrevolutionary machinations on the 
part of former landlords and rich peasants, but it was soon recognized that 
newly collectivized peasants lacked incentives to increase production. Thus 
through most of 1957 there was a general loosening of state regulations 



governing collective farms. Mao, in a temporarily less optimistic mood, pre
dicted another five years would be required to establish collectivized agri
culture on a sound foundation. In the meantime, government policies 
offered greater material incentives to the peasantry. State taxes and com
pulsory grain purchases were reduced to 25 percent of total output in 
1956--57; peasants were granted greater freedom to work private plots and 
sell on the private market; more consumer goods were to be produced; and 
unwieldly collectives were reduced in size, to an average of 169 households 
in 1957. 

The relaxation of state pressures on the agrarian economy was intended 

to raise agricultural production. But liberalized government policies also 
gave rise to a seemingly unresolvable dilemma. The purpose of higher agri
cultural output was not only to alleviate the economic difficulties of the 
peasantry but also to provide the state with a greater marketable surplus of 
grain and raw materials to finance the expansion of urban industry. Yet the 

very measures taken to give peasants the material means and incentives to 
increase production deprived the state of the surplus to fulfill the industrial 
targets of the First Five Year Plan and the more ambitious goals announced 
for the Second Five Year Plan, due to begin in 1958. By taking a smaller 
share from the countryside and investing more in consumer industries, the 
state assisted the peasantry but undermined, at least in the short run, its 
own plans for rapid industrialization. 

The dilemma was to be resolved-and new dilenunas were to be cre
ated-when Mao Zedong led the Party to embark on the adventure of the 
Great Leap Forward in 1958. Just as he had personally intervened in the 
summer of 1955 to "settle" the debate on collectivization, he now was to 
intervene with a far more radical scheme to accelerate both agricultural and 
industrial devdopment, and an attempt to reconcile conflicting interests 
between the peasantry and the state. 

The policies of the Great Leap were to bring to a head a long-simmering 
Party debate over the whole course of postrevolutionary development and 
create divisions among Communist leaders that were to prove irreparable. 
The differences were to remain hidden within the inner councils of the 

Party for another deca:de, not to be publicly revealed until the Party itself 
was burst asunder in the Cultural Revolution. But the origins of the conflict 
go back to mid-1955, when Mao delivered his speech on agricultural so
cialization. & rapid cooperativization was quickly followed by rapid collec
tivization, many Party leaders came to view Mao and his followers as 
recldess utopians, forcing radical social change much further than could be 
sustained by China's weak economic base. And Mao was convinced that a 
bureaucratized Party apparatus had become a conservative obstacle to the 



new road to socialism he was mapping. The debate became particularly 
acute in 1957 as Maoists, inspired and emboldened by the successes of the 

"high tide," proposed ever more radical policies. The conflicts now were no 

longer confined to the agrarian question. A variety of other political and 
ideological issues, both international and domestic, had become inter
twined with differences over economic policy to \v1.den the scope of the de
bate. To understand what was being debated on the eve of the Great Leap, 
and the polltical atmosphere in which the issues were decided, it is neces

sary to return to the year 1956 to consider that brief but crucial episode in 

the history of the People's Republic known as the "Hundred Flowers." 
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The Hundred Flowers 

Socialism, Bureaucracy, and Freedom 

AT THE B E G I N N I N G  of l956 China, in the view of its Com

munist leaders, was on the verge of completing "the transition 

_ to socialism." The events of the latter half of 1955, Mao pro
claimed in January of the new year, had proved decisive in determining the 

outcome of "the struggle between socialism and capitalism" and he pre

dicted that "by the end of this year [1956] the victory of socialism vti1l be 

practically assured. "1 In the same month, Zhou Enlai and others were cele

brating "the high tide of socialist transformation. "2 A year later, in February 
1957, Mao was to turn his attention to the problem of "contradictions in a 

socialist society"; that Chinese society was now socialist was taken for 

granted, even though it was acknowledged that the new social system had 

yet to be "fully consolidated. "3 
Whether Chinese society in 1956--1957 was truly socialist is a matter to 

which we shall return. For the moment it is sufficient to note that seven 

years after the founding of the People's Republic the leaders of the Chinese 

Communist Party believed that they had transformed China into a socialist 

country. And on the basis of how socialism was defined in what was then 

known as "the Communist camp," they had good and sufficient reason to 

believe as they did. If socialism is taken to mean the abolition of private 

property and the control of the means of production by a state in the hands 
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of a socialist party, then China was no less socialist than the Soviet Union, 
the land still hailed as the "homeland of wcialism." By mid-1956 agricul
tural collectivization largely had been completed and such industrial and 
commercial enterprises as still remained in private hands were nationalized 
by the end of the year. Even individual entrePreneurship in handicraft pro
duction had been largely reorganized into socialist cooperatives. Like the 
Soviet Union, China by the end of 1956 Was essentially a country with a 
dual system of property; in the urban. economy state property pted.omi
nated, while collective property prevailed in the rural areas. In both town
and countryside, private ownership of property had been abolished, and by 
the prevailing Marxist-Leninist standard of the time China was a socialist 
societ)t. 

On the assumption that the transition to socialism was comt>leted, or 
soon would be, the Communists began in early 1956 to chart the future 
course of socioeconomic development and turned theit attention to the 
problems that the rapid socialization of society had created and the prob
lems yet to be solved. One problem that the arrival of a presumably social
'ist society had not solved wa · 's economic baCkwardness. the 
CommunistS could hail the successes of e First Five Year an, they 
could not but recognize that China's modem industrial sector was still tiny 
and fragile. If the collectivization of agriculture was being accomplished 
without plunging the country into economic chaos and without driving the 
peasantry into political opposition, it nevertheless was taking place with
out any accompanying technological revolution in agricultural production. 
China remained a poor country and its people impoverished. No one, not 
even Mao, believed that a socialist society could long maintain itself, much 
less flourish, amidst conditions of general economic scarcity. Modern eco
nomic development was clearly in ordet, but it was by no means clear who 
would issue the order and how it would be carried out. As if to defy the 
Second Five Year Plan, which was already on the drawing boards at the be
ginning of 1956, there eriierged a radically different Maoist alternative 
that demanded the wholesale abandonment of the "Soviet model" of de
velopment. 

I For Mao and Maoists, the question of how to achieve a modern econ-
�my was inseparable from the question of how to avoid the bureaucratiza

on of state and society that modern economic development fostered. 
hina' " ·tion · · " had be� b�tion 

fro olutio fonn of o · · ureaucratic forms of e. The 
general institutionalization Q e postrevOlutionary order, and especially 
the Soviet -borrowed methods of the First Five Year Plan, had given rise to 
the emergence of new political and economic elites. These developments 



were perhaps inherent in the process of industrialization, but they clashed 
with the socialist goals which industrialization presumably was to serve
and clashed more directly with the emerging Maoist vision of the proper 
course for Chinese society. What came to be known as the "Hundred Flow
�was partly intended to serve, at least on the� 

an ureaucratic urpose. 
The problem of bureaucracy was a reflection of a larger and more ...... 

era1 phenomenon, the growing cleava state socie ocial· / 
ism, according to Marxist theory, is a historical process whereby the social 
powers usurped by the state are restored to � But in the People's Re
public, as in the Soviet Union, "the transition to socialism" had produced 
precisely the opposite historical result: the growth of a vast bureaucratic 
state apparatus that was increasingly alienated from society. The problem 
did not go wholly unrecognized. The new Party constitution adopted at the 
Eighth Congress in September 1956, called for a "maximum effort . . .  to 
combat any bureaucratic practice which estranges the masses or leads to 
isolation from the realities of life. "4 And in February 1957, Mao spoke of 
"certain contradictions" which existed "between the government and the 
masses."5 

The relationship between state and society was not treated as an abstract 
theoretical question. In 1956 and 1957 the Commwrlst rulers began to re
assess the role of the people over whom they exercised political domina
tion, and confronted the demands of the people themselves. The most 
dramatic and politically explosive demands . came from the urban classes, 
the industrial working class and the intelligentsia, and posed the most fun. 
damental questions about the nature of a socialist society in general and 
about the nature of socialism in China in particular. For China's rapidly 
growing proletariat, "socialist transformation" brought increasingly repres· 
sive social and political controls over their lives and an increasingly harsh 
labor discipline in the factories. Growing unrest among the workers was ex· 
pressed in 1956 in strikes, which were motivated by political as well as eco· 
nomic discontentl!. The strikes were scattered and quickly suppressed, but 
they raised the question of the role of the proletariat in a presumably so
cialist society that, according to official ideology, was presided over by a 
sta�s�." 

J(o_r_�e transition to socialism resulted in less free· 
dam, not more. For a time, it seemed that the Commwrlsts were willing to 
grant the Marxist promise that socialism and democracy went hand in 

· hand. The events of 1956--1957 were to reveal the limitations of the Maoist 
conception of democracy_ as well as the limits that an entrenched bureau· 
cracy placed on freedom of thought. 



What came to be called the "blooming and contending" of 1956--1957 
was a time when the most critical questions about the present and future of 
socialism in China were raised and debated. Questions about the relation
ship between state and society, between leaders and led, and questions in
volving human and intellectual freedom were discussed more openly and 
candidly than ever before in the People's Republic. In part, the questions 
were posed by the Communist leaders themselves as they reflected on the 
achievements of "socialist transformation" and industrialization-and the 
problems which seven years of rapid socioeconomic change had created. In 
part, the Communists were forced to confront issues which were raised 
from below by those whom they ruled. 

The manner in which the problems or" contradictions" of the time were 

perceived, the way in which they were resolved or left unresolved, and the 
outcome of the public debates and the secret Party debates of 1956--1957 
are crucial for understanding the nature of socialism in China and the dis

tinctively Maoist theory of socioeconomic development which crystallized 
during these years. 

The constitution of the People's Republic, promulgated in 1954, formally 

guaranteed the citizens of China freedom of speech, freedom of assembly, 
and freedom of the press. That the actual practice and policies of the gov
ernment were not constrained by such legalities long had been obvious, 
particularly to China's intellectuals. From the founding of the regime in 
1949, they had been subjected to continuous processes of thought reform 
and ideological remolding; if their thoughts had not been "reformed," they 
had become painfully aware that unreformed thoughts were best left un
said. The constitution did nothing to lighten the burden of intellectual con
formity the state demanded. Indeed, the Sufan campaign and the 
imprisonment ofHuFengin 1955 intensified repression and made a mock
ery of the legal right of "freedom of speech" that had been proclaimed the 
year before. In 1949 the Communists had come to power with the support 
of the vast majority of the intelligentsia; no\\� much of that support had dis
sipated and the hopes of 1949 had degenerated into passive compliance 
with the ideological and political dictates of an increasingly repressive state. 

In the latter months of 1955 Party leaders began to formulate new poli
cies to regain the active support of a disaffected intelligentsia. It was not 

the case that the Communists suddenly had come to appreciate the virtues 
of intellectual freedom. The purpose was largely economic (although Mao 
Zedong's own motives were rather more complex, as we shall see). & in
dustrialization proceeded, a more rapid development of scientific and tech-



nological research-and the creation of a larger and better trained techno

logical intelligentsia-\vere required. Instructions were thus issued to draw 

up a twelve-year plan for scientific development. At the same time, Mao 

proposed a twelve-year program for agriculture which called for a vast tech
nological revolution in agricultural production. An intelligentsia terrified 
into silence and driven into political hostility was not likely to provide the 
cooperation or intellectual creativity that was required. Intellectual repres
sion was becoming an economic liability: 

In the fall of 1955 non-Party representatives to the National People's 

Congress were asked to prepare reports on the working conditions of intel
lectuals. The advice of non-Communist parties was solicited on how best 

intellectuals might be "unified" and how they might be reunified with the 
CCP. When Mao presented his new agricultural program to the Politburo 

in December 1955, he took special pains to urge that intellectuals be 

brought into fuller participation in the economic and political life of the 

country. It was the first call in the campaign that soon was to proceed under 
the slogan "Let a hundred flowers bloom, let a hundred schools of thought 

contend." 

InJanual)' 1956 the Party's Central Committee convened a special con
ference to deal with the matter. Non-Party representatives of academic in
stitutions and organizations were invited to participate and to hear 

speeches by both Mao Zedong and Zhou Enlai. Zhou' s speech reflected 

the consensus of the Party leadership at the time "On the Question of In

tellectuals." The social classification of intellectuals had always posed ideo
logical difficulties, for unlike workers, peasants, or the bourgeoisie, their 
class status could not be defined in the usual Marxist way, by their relation

ship to the means of production. However important intellectuals were in 
the economic, political, and cultural life of the country, they remained only 

a social "stratum" or "element" and occupied a most ambiguous place in 

the four-class alliance upon which the People's Republic presumably 
rested. But if intellectuals did not constitute a social class as such, they were 
the carriers of class ideologies, and especially bourgeois class ideology; and 

thus were politically and ideologically suspect. Zhou attempted to remove 

the suspicion by assigning intellectuals a class status they never had been 

accorded before. "The overwhelming majority of intellectuals," he an

nounced, "have become government workers in the cause of Socialism and 
are already part of the working class." Thus the "question of intellectuals" 
was no longer mainly a question of their political and ideological reliability, 

but rather a problem of the scarcity of expertise. "The fundamental ques

tion now," Zhou stated, "is that the forces of our intelligentsia are insuffi

cient in number, professional skills and political consciousness to meet the 



requirements of our rapid Socialist construction." The problem could be 
resolved through largely technical means. Zhou suggested that through 
more rational organization and work assignments intellectuals might be 
better able to "develop their specialized skills to the benefit of the state." 
And for that same purpose they should be provided with better equipment 
and more books, better housing and higher wages, more rewards and rapid 
promotions, and not be burdened unduly with adrninlstrative tasks and po
litical study sessions to the neglect of their professional work. Enrollments 
in universities were to be increased and long-term programs for the devel
opment of scientific and teclmological knowledge were to be undertaken. 

The political problem, Zhou suggested, resided more in the Party than
among the intellectuals. He complained of "certain unreasonable features 
in our present employment and treatment of intellectuals, and, in particu
lar, certain sectarian attitudes among some of our comrades towards 
intellectuals outside the Party," of "unnecessary suspicion" to which intel
lectuals had been subjected, and a proclivity to label loyal intellectuals as 
counterrevolutionaries. This did not mean that the intelligentsia was to be 
freed from political controls and "ideological reform." But the Party would 
be tolerant: "If they do not turn against the people in speech and action 
and, even more, if they are prepared to devote their knowledge and ener
gies to serving the people, we must be able to wait for the gradual awaken
ing of their consciousness and help them patiently, while at the same time 
criticizing their wrong ideology." In the meantime, intellectuals were to be 
granted a wide realm of professional autonomy in order to master the sci
entific knowledge that was essential for China's modern economic devel
opment.6 

While the Party was to retain its political an� id�logical maste� the_E:!;.., 
tellectuals were -�ogmieCias -ilie ri:taster·s -of science and technoloro; and 
�-��ged to �;;er --;_·"WuversanxXly of ��d�-;cientific tmowr 
,:Jge. The P��as t� the mitiati� U, -��hat Zhou called "a certain 
state of estrangement" that existed between the intellectuals and the state. 
One manifestation of this new conEdence in the intelligentsia was Zhou's 
call for removing barriers for the recruitment of intellectuals into the Party. 
The result was a 50 percent increase in the number of intellectuals in the
Party over the next yeat In 1957 there were more intellectuals in China's 
"party of the proletariat" than there were members of the working class? 

It is hardly likely that Mao Zedong could have found Zhou Enlai's 
�ch to his liking, for the new policy implied the creation of a technolog
ical intelligentsia that could effectively separate its professional activities 
from politics and ideoloro; at least so long as it was not openly hostile to the 
state and to Marxism. It was a policy that would have accelerated the strat-



ification of professional elites separated froin the masses by virtue of their 
specialized knowledge and privileged social and economic positions. It was 
precisely this social result of the Soviet-modeled Five Year Plan that Mao 
was already attempting to reverse and against which he was soon openly to 
rebel. Mao, to be sure, shared Zhou's desire for modem economic devel
opment and the need to master modem science. And Mao was demanding, 
more strongly than Zhou, that the wdght of Party bureaucrats be lifted 
from the backs of intellectuals. But he was advocating a very different 
course of economic development than the Party was pursWng at the time 

and one that had radiqilly different social implications, particularly for in
tellectuals. 

If Mao found uncongenial the social implications of Zhou's speech, 
there was one political point with which he must have heartily agreed. 
Among the reasons Zhou advanced for the Party's new policy toward in

tellectuals was a need for China to end its dependence on th.e Soviet 
Union. "We cannot indefinitely rely on the Soviet experts," he stressed, 
and he was critical of the "sectarian" tendency of the "undue haste, arbi
trary learning, and mechanical application" of Soviet methods. It was a re
flection of a lack of national self-confidence, he suggested, and he 
emphasized the need for China to achieve "self-sufficiency" in modem 
science and technology. This distinctively Maoist theme was to prove a 
prophetic pointer to the future, and probably neither Zhou nor Mao fully 

appreciated its significance at the time. 

When Zhou Enlai spoke "On the Question of Intellectuals" in January 
1956, Mao Zedong was pressing the Party to adopt more radical social and 
economic policies; economic development was to proceed in a manner that 
was "greater, faster, better and more economical" than it was under the 
Five Year Plan, while the socialist reorganization of society was to be accel
erated as wellS At issue in the emerging internal Party dispute was not only 
the pace of socioeconomic change but its nature. Whereas most Commu

nists were still wedded to the Soviet model of development and thinking in 
tenns of a Second Five Year Plan that was to be basically an extension of 
the first, Mao was proposing policies that presupposed the wholesale aban
donment of the Soviet model. Instead of proceeding in accordance with 
the dictates of bureaucratic rationality, urban industrialization, and central

ized state control, the new Maoist conception flowed from a generalization 
of the Yan' an model of the ''mass line" and, more immediately, was inspired 
by the populist-type upsurge in the countryside that Mao had launched 

with his July 1955 speech on agricultural collectivization. The rapid social-



ist reorganization of society was to be combined with rapid economic de
velopment, and industry was to develop simultaneously with agriculture in 
decentralized fashion and through a populist reliance on the initiative of 
the masses. The emerging Maoist conception posed a threat to existing 
state and Party bureaucracies and was bitterly resisted. The debate on 
the proper course of socioeconomic development raged throughout 
1956--1957 and was only resolved (and then only temporarily) in late 1957, 
when the Maoist conception began to be implemented in the Great Leap 
Forward campaign. 

While the "question of intellectuals" was openly debated, the Party de
bate on socioeconomic policy remained secret. But the two were intimately 
related. Zhou Enlai's January 1956 speech flowed quite logically from the 
premises of the Five �ar Plan, for it implied the creation of a Soviet-type 
technological intelligentsia essential to modem industrial development 
under bureaucratic auspices. But while Zhou, and most Party leaders, 
wanted to use intellectuals for economic ends, Mao wanted to use them for 
political ends as well, as part of a mass socioeconomic movement that 
would bypass established bureaucratic channels to effect radical social and 
economic changes. Mao already had come under considerable Party criti
cism for forcing a too rapid transition to agricultural collectivization. Al
though his twelve-year plan for agriculture was fonnally appxoved by the 
Central Committee in January 1956, Mao later was to charge that most 
Party leaders greeted his proposals with indifference. The plan itself was 
put on the shelf for 18 months as the Party pursued policies of moderation 
and retrenchment. 

It seems likely that Mao was preparing to begin his antibureaucratic 
drive by announcing a much more dramatic lifting of political restraints on 
intellectuals than Zhou Enlai proposed. But the launching of the "Hun
dred Flowers" campaign was delayed by the traumatic impact of Nikita 
Khrushchev's "secret" speech denouncing Stalin at the Twentieth Soviet 
Party Congress in February 1956. 

Khrushchev's condemnation of Stalin's crimes surprised the Chinese as 
much as it did the rest of the world, and they later complained of the Rus
sian "failure to consult with fratemal parties in advance." It was a resent
ment they shared with all other Communist parties. Khrushchev delivered 
the speech at the closing session of the congress and the decision to do so 
was apparently made at the last minute for the speech bears the m.at:ks of 
hasty composition, and much of it was of an impromptu nature. But it was 



the internal Chinese political implications of the indictment of Stalin, not 
the slll'[ttise of the occasion, that made for problems. 

The leaders of the Chinese Conununist Party were not so ignorant of 
Soviet history as to have found Khrushchev's "revelations" about Stalin 
very revealing, even though they may have been shocked by some of the 
mote bizarre aspects of Stalin's personality and methods of rule that 
Khrushchev detailed. Of the greater and general crimes of Stalin they were 
already well aware. The immediate problem was how to explain the matter 
to the rank-and-file members of the Chinese Communist Party and to the 
Chinese people. How were the Chinese leaders to explain why for decades 
they had extolled as a great revolutionary leader a man who now stood con
demned as a bloodthirsty tyrant? Whatever Mao and other Conununist 
leaders privately thought of Stalin, the public record was one of lavish 
praise. And it was a long record. In 1939 Mao Jia.d celebrated Stalin's smi
eth birthday by hailing "Comrade Stalin [as] the saviour of all the op
pressed." "Comrade Stalin is the teacher and friend of mankind and of the 
Chinese people," Mao wrote on the Soviet dictator's seventieth bhthday. 
And on Stalin's death in 1953, Mao lamented the passing of "the greatest 
genius of the present age." Similar panegyrics had come from other Com
munist leaders and had filled the Chinese press over the years. 

The-embarrassing problem could be alleviated, but hardly resolved, by 
simply not publishing the text of Khrushchev's speech Just as Khrushchev 
had concluded his remarks with an admonition not to "wash our dirty 
linen" in public and had left the matter of publication to the American 
State Department, so the Chinese refrained from publication, and what 
details of the speech became publicly known in China appeared only in 
1957, in the form of translated excerpts from the English text, which ap
peared on wall posters written by anonymous hands. The tluust of the 
speech, even if not its specifics, did of course filter down through Party cir
cles and among the intelligentsia. shortly after it was delivered. 

The Sovjet condemnation of Stalin posed more serious pol!tical and ideo
logical issues for the Chinese Conununists than such personal embariass
m;;;n;;ts;:..;;th;ey;=s;Ulf:;;,ere:;:;,=d�b::ec;:a:=us:=e:':o'if':thec:;id;o;l�atr:;ous:=::=.:pu:Jbolii':·c==pnu=.::=:,'::e=:\hey._ha:i:. =::: d 
be�toWed on the Russiailaktator fOt Over-a-ciUarter-·ara-��tuty or anx..�
Myance a&Ollt not en--f�ed=ab;;at- -his-.deidoli.zluiRikJt 
rat grave questions about the social and moral validity of the socialist 
system which the Chinese were then emulating. If socialism was a higher 
stage of sociohistorical development, and Soviet socialism its most ad
vanced model, then how could it have produced and been presided over 
for so long by a leader whose crimes and brutalities Khrushchev had so 



vi:vidly, if selectively, described? And it raised the more specific, and for the 
Chinese, the more immediate problem of the relationship between leader 
and Party in a presumably socialist society. The lnajor theme of 
Khrushchev's speech, after all, and his "explanation" for the evils he re
counted, was that Stalin was a usutper who had "placed himself above the 
Party," and placed himself beyond criticism by fostering a "cult of the per
sonality." Had not Mao also placed himself above the Party with his July 
1955 speech and the collectivization campaign? And was not Mao also be
coming the object of a similar form of hero worship? 

The Chinese pondered these questions for more than a month before 
commenting on Khrushchev's speech. The commentary came on April5 in 
the form of an editorial in the People's Datly entitled "On the Historical Ex
perience of the Dictatorship of the Proletariat," a treatise probably written 
by Mao himself. The editorial referred to Stalin's "mistakes" and "errors" 
only in the most general terms and disclosed few of the details of 
Khrushchev's denunciation. The new Russian leaders were praised for their 
"courageous self-criticism of . . .  past errors" while Stalin was still portrayed 
as a great socialist leader who "creatively applied and developed Marxism
Leninism" and carried out Lenin's policies of industrialization and collec
tivization. Acknowledging that Stalin "made some serious mistakes" in his

later years, the Chinese commentary was lmplici.tly more critical of 
Khrushchev for his failure to explain how those mistakes came about. For 
the most part the document was a defense of the socialist system Stalin 
built in Russia-and, by implication, the socialist system that was being 
built in China-and an attempt to explain (and to explain away) the prob" 
lem of "the cult of the individual. "9 

The Chinese commentary was hardly more satisfactory than 
Khrushchev's speech in explaining how the evils of Stalin could have been 
perpetrated in a presumably socialist society, but Mao, unlike Khrushchev, 
was unwilling to separate Stalin from the Stalinist era. Khrushchev dis
posed of the problem by simply attributing all the socialist achievements of 
the Soviet Union to the party, the masses, and Leninism, and blaming all 
the failures and horrors of the era on Stalin alone; the evils, he repeated 
time and again, were due to "the willfulness of one man." MaO, on the 
other hand, insisted: "We should view Stalin from an historical standpoint, 
make a proper and all-round analysis to see where he was right and where 
he was wrong, and draw useful lessons therefrom. Both the things he did 
right and the things he did wrong were phenomena of the international 
communist movement and bore the imprint of the times." Thus Stalin was 
to be credited with the socialist achievements of the Soviet Union as well as 
held responsible for its defects. And since the achievements exceeded the 



defects, the historical picture of Stalin was a generally favorable one. 
Therefore, it was emphasized that "Stalin's works should, as before, still be 
seriously studied and that we should accept, as an important historical 
legacy, all that is of value in them, especially those many works in which he 
defended Leninism and correctly sununarized the experience of building 
up the Soviet Union." Th be sure, they were to be studied more critically 
than before. But for Maoists, Stalin remained a "'great Marxist-Leninist 
revolutionary," albeit an imperfect one-at least on the public record.10 

Mao also offered an explanation for the problem of "personality cults," 
but the intent was more to bury the question historically than to confront 
it politically. "The cult of the individual." it was explained, "'is a foul carry
over from the long history of mankind. The cult of the individual is rooted 
not only in the exploiting classes but also in the small producers. As is well 
known, patriarchism is a product of small-producer economy." The ap
pearance of such cults in a socialist sOciety was attributed to the "'poison
ous ideological survivals of the old society" which "still remain in people's 
minds for a very long time." While it was "quite natural for the name of 
Stalin to be greatly honoured throughout the world" for his contributions 
to socialism, it was to be deplored that he exaggerated his role and suc
cumbed to backward ideological influences. The problem was not likely to 
appear in China, it was implied, for the Chinese Party "has incessantly 
fought against elevation of oneself and against individualist heroism." In 
any event, the necessary measures to prevent the appearance of the prob
lem were on hand: an appropriate balance between "democracy" and 
"centralism"; modesty and prudence on the part of leaders; and reliance 
on "the mass line."ll 

Having temporarily disposed of the question of Stalin, Mao turned to deal 
with a Party leadership and apparatus increasingly resistant to the radical 
social and economic policies he was proposing. One way to revive the � 
olutionary spirit of a Party that was seen to be degenerating into a conserv 
ative and routinized bureaucracy was to challenge it from without The t i
was first assigned to the non-Party intelligentsia. It was more to revitalize j 
the Party than because of any desire to liberate intellectuals from ideologi
cal and political discipline-although Mao saw some limited virtues to be 
derived from a limited degree of intellectual ferment and opposition-that 
Mao revived the slogan "let a hundred flowers blossom, let a hundred 
schools of thought contend," in a speech delivered to the Supreme State 
Conference on May 2, 1956. It was left to Lu Dingyi, the head of the Cen
tral Committee's Propaganda Department, to annmmce the new Maoist 



policy when he addressed a meeting of artists, writers and scientists in Bei
jing on May 26.12 

The phrase "let a hundred schools of thought contend" applied to scien
tists, whereas "let a hundred flowers blossom" was directed to writers and 
artists. The distinction was significant. The natural sciences were declared 
to have "no class character" and thus scientists were free to advocate and 
debate different scientific theories without fear of political intrusion; the 
goal was scientific progress, a politically neutral matter. For writers, artists, 
and scholars, on the other hand, the realm of freedom was more ambigu
ously defined. There was, to be sure, the promise of intellectual freedom 
lfor all. "History shows," Lu Ding;,.-:i observed, "that unless independent 
[thlnking and free discussion are encouraged, academic life stagnates." And 
\he proclaimed that the new policy "means that we stand for freedom of in
dependent thinking, of debate, of creative work; freedom to criticize and 
freedom to express, maintain and reserve one's opinions on questions of 
an, literature or scientific research. "13 But the promise of freedom was sub
ject to nwnerous qualifications. \\7hile artists and writers were free to "blos
som" in the realm of style and subject matter-'(��+iliSt realls1]:5was the 
preferred but no longer the only method pennitted...=tb;y-:-;;; offered no
license to freely decide the social and political content of their works. Un
like the natural sciences, works in art, literature, history, and philosophy re
tained a class character and therefore was still to be under political 
supervision in a country where "the class struggle is still going on." More
over, the freedom granted was "freedom among the people" and the artis
tic and literary works produced under the new dispensation were "to serve 
the people." Lu left hanging the questions of who constituted "the people" 
and what served them-and who was to make the determination. Further
more, the ends of the campaign for "blooming and contending" were 
largely predetermined. "Only through open debate," Lu noted, "can mate
rialism conquer idealism. "14 There could be a free "battle of ideas," but the 
possibility that non-Marxist ideas might triumph was precluded from the 
outset. 

But what Mao launched through the vehicle of Lu D:ingyi's speech was 
not intended to be another movement to rectify the thoughts of the intel
lectuals. Mao now was attempting to turn the tables: it was the Party that 
was to be rectified, and the non-Party intelligentsia was the instrument to 
be used for that purpose. Lu Dingyi's speech was filled v.r:ith bitter and sar
castic comments on the arrogance and ignorance of Party members: 

They claim to be always right and fail to see the merits of others . . . .  They take of

fence at the critical opinion of others. They always see themselves as the erudite 



teachers and others as their puny pupils . . . .  These comrades had better stop this 

self-glor.i:fication right away . . they had better be modest, listen more often to 

others' criticism . . .  make a point of leruning what they can from people outside 

the Parry . . .  

The point I want to make is that it is time for Party members to take note of 

their own inadequacies and remedy them. There is only one way to do so: to seek 

advice and learn honesdy and modestly from those who kno""c The great major

ity of those intellectuals who are not Communist Party members study very hard. 

Members of the Communist Party must not be behind-hand in learning from 

them.l5 

Since the natural sciences now had been declared free of class associa
tions, scientists began to protest the interference and the scientific incom
petence of Party cadres. Soviet-adopted ideological orthodoxies were 
criticized, and a remarkably free debate developed on the still politically 
sensitive subject of genetics. The intelligentsia as a whole, however, was 
wary of "blooming" and "contending" in the fashion they were nov.r pre
sumably free to do. One speech was hardly sufficient to remove the fears 
that resulted from six years of repression. Lu Dingyi's speech itself was by 
no means wholly reassuring; his repeated references to the "reactionary" 
and "counterrevolutionary" ideas of Hu Feng must have had a chilling ef
fect, as did his \varning that "the work of ferreting out hidden counterrevo
lutionaries has not been completed."16 Moreover, Lu had been careful to 
draw distinctions bet\veen "friends" and "enemies," between "the people" 
and "counterrevolutionaries"-and the distinctions were vague. \'V'hat 
guarantee did the intellectuals have that openly discussed views might not 
be used as evidence to condemn them as "enemies" or "counterrevolution
aries" rather than members of "the people?" 

Even more inhibiting was the open hostility of most Party officials. 
While Mao encouraged intellectuals to voice their criticisms, the Party offi
cials they confronted in their day-to-day work were not nearly so encourag
ing. As Lou Longqi, the head of the Democratic League and a minister in 
the Beijing government, later explained the problem: 

During the past year, not many flowers bloomed and few schools of thought con-

tended in the academic and ideological fields . . .  the basic cause lies in the fact 

that the higher intellectuals are still suspicious . . .  this phenomenon is primarily 

due to the lack of a correct appreciation and comprehension of these tvro slogans 

on the part of some Party member cadres . . . .  They feel that since the advance

ment of these slogans, the society has S\\-·anned with heresies. They are therefore 

over-eager with the work of defending the faith.17 



Nevertheless, by the summer of 1956, a si.gl'Jficant number of intellec
tuals, especially writers, encouraged by special forllffis sponsored by the 
Writers' Union and by literary journals, began to express their views on 
matters of more than purely literary significance. Criticism of the evils of 
bureaucracy and the heavy hands of Party bureaucrats was an especially 
prominent theme and one very much in the desired Maoist spirit of the 
time. Socialist realism was attacked as "cheap optimism" and calls were 
heard for the revival of nineteenth-century Western realism to expose 
rather than hide real social conditions and the economic hardships of the 
masses. The Party itself was criticized for having disregarded the humani
tarian ideals of Marxism. Many of the ideas for which Hu Feng had been 
imprisoned the year before were now heard and unpublished works written 
in the early 1950s appeared in print. At Beijing University, courses on 
Keynesian economics and the philosophy of Bertrand Russell were offered 
in the 1956-1957 academic year. Birth control, hitherto considered a 
Malthusian heresy as far as intellectuals were concerned (although it qui
etly had been discussed and promoted in official circles since 1954), was 
now being publicly advocated. 

Although the Hundred Flowers campaign received formal endorsement 
at the Eighth Party Congress in September 1956, approval was little more 
than formaL The Patty apparatus, for the most part, and many of its highest 
leaders were opposed to the campaign from the beginning-and the an
tibureaucratic thrust of much of what intellectuals were now writing con
firmed suspicions that Mao's policy posed a threat to their positions and 
power. The anti-Stalinist revolt in Hungary in Nove�erved to solidify 
Patty hostility to the movement. Although the situations in the two coun
tries were hardly analogous, the analogy was drav.n nevertheless. Freedom 
for Hungarian intellectuals had led to a workers' uprising against the Com
munist state. Did not critical intellectual ferment among the Chinese intel
ligentsia portend the same result, especially since unrest among the 
Chinese working class had resulted in an unprecedented wave of strikes 
earlier in the year? \X'hether Party leaders really feared a "Hungarian situa
tion" is dubious, but the revolution in Hungary served as the pretext to 

I launch a counterattack By the end of the year, Patty organs were warning 
, of "poisonous weeds" that had sprung up among the blooming flowers. 
Criticism of dogmatisJ?-�ureaucratism in the Patty suddenly turned to 
Party criticism of '���tn-'-'---illnong the intelligentsia. In the early months 
of 1957 the campaigrlwas suppressed and intellectuals awaited the retribu
tion of the Party bureaucrats they had been invited to criticize. 

The time of retribution was to be delayed, and the Hundred Flowers 
campaign was to be revived, and in much more radical form, as a result of 



Mao's now famous speech "On the Correct Handling of Contradictions 
Among the People," delivered at the end of Feb�_195.]. Mao's lengthy 
speech is undoubtedly one of the most significant theoretical expressions 
of "Maoism" in the postrevolutionary era. To understand its significance it 
is necessary to return to the debate on socioeconomic policy that was rag
ing in late 1956, inexorably dividing the Party into "Maoist" and "non
Maoist" factions. 

In 1956 China's leaders were celebrating the industrial successes of the 
First Five Year Plan and preparing the Second Five Year Plan, scheduled to 
begin in 1958. At the time, China's economic planners were still committed 
to following the Soviet model of development, albeit in somewhat modi
fied form. While the modifications were not insignificant, the general thrust 
of the proposed Second Five Year Plan, and the fundamental assumptions 
on which it rested, basically were in accord with the Soviet model which 
had guided the first. Priority was still to be given to the development of 
heavy industry; and according!.)� special emphasis was placed on the rapid 
training of a modern scientific and technological intelligentsia.18 It was 
taken for granted that industrialization meant urban industrialization and 
urbanization; as Zhou Enlai enthusiastically proclaimed in his report on the 
proposed plan, "we shall build up many new cities and enlarge many exist
ing ones. "19 Moreover, it was assumed that the building of a modern indus
trial base was the essential prerequisite for the further socialist 
transformation of societ)� and thus Mao was under heavy criticism for hav
ing forced agricultural collectivization prematurely, because conditions of 
ill.dustrial backwardness precluded the mechanization and technology that 
a fully socialist agriculture presumably required. 

Mao, in turn, was increasingly critical of the Second Five Year Plan, 
whith he felt would only compound the undesirable social, political and 
ideological consequences that four years of rapid industrialization already 
had produced. It implied a further expansion and proliferation of bureau
cracy and the solidification of professional and bureaucratic elites, an in
creasing gap between the modemizihg cities and the backward 
countryside, a postponement of radical social change, and a further decay 
of ideology. In Apn1 1956 Mao had offered an alternative proposal to the 
Politburo; his speech on "The Ten Great Relationships" (the text of which 
was only revealed a decade later), was cryptically worded but clearly called 
for an abandonment of Soviet -type five-year plans and outlined a radically 
different strategy. Although heavy ihdustry was to grow no less rapidly 
than before, investment was to be concentrated on the development of 



light industry and agriculture; in place of the further growth of the ad
vanced coastal sectors, the backward inland and imerior areas were to be 
developed; instead of large-scale urban industrialization, the emphasis 
would shift to medium and small-scale industries in the countryside; in
stead of centralized bureaucratic direction (or decentralized regional bu
reaucratic controls), relatively autonomous local communities were to 
become the main socioeconomic units; labor-intensive projects were to be 
favored over capital-intensive ones, and moral incentives were to replace 
material incentives. Rapid social change was to proceed simultaneously 
with rapid economic development, and the decisive factor for both was 
the initiative and consciousness of the masses. Modern economic devel
opment was not to proceed more slowly; indeed, it was to proceed more 
rapidly, but in a far different fashion, and with vastly different social and 
political implications.2o 

Mao's unorthodox ideas on economic development were largely ignored 
in the documents on the Second Five Year Plan approved by the Party's 
Eighth Congress in September 1956. It was now possible to ignore Mao's
ideas because he no longer exercised the supreme authority over the Party 
j that he once did. A vast and routinized bureaucratic apparatus is not easily 
bent to the will of one man, no matter how much personal prestige he may 
enjoy. In 1955 Mao had overridden the Party's Central Committee-and 
had appealed directly to the rural cadres and the peasantry-in order to im
plement his program for rapid collectivization, an event that was a source 
of continuing resentment among Party leaders. Conditions in 1956 were 
less conducive for another such tour de force. Khrushchev's denunciation of 
Stalin and the evils of"one-man" rule in February had weakened Mao's po
sition. The Eighth Party Congress, the first held since 1945, was presided 
over by Liu Shaoqi and Deng Xiaoping. It was Liu and Deng, not Mao, 
who presented the main reports to the Congress-and to reinforce the new 
principle of collective leadership, the phrase "guided by the thought of 
Mao Zedong" was deleted from the new Party constitution. The Eighth 
Congress further reduced Mao's power by reestablishing the post of Gen
eral Secretary, which had been abolished in 1937. Appointed to the revived 
office was Deng Xiaoping, who came to exercise considerable control over 
the organizational apparatus of the Party. It was ·with good reason that Mao 
later complained that in 1956 his views were met with "indifference" by 
most Party leader_s...Whik_Mao'�sonal p��tig�--�e��·10us�� 
control of the Party _l?!&':!�ation had fallen into othes_.hm9.!h..h�remii�. 
�5iU��Q{1i;ry._st.Leninist th�O!:y"bl�£ .U�.l�"dJ:Q_�;ter of policy. 
- ·  Mao's FJ;ruary 1957 sP��� "On the Correct :H;lldling of Contradic
tions Among the People," must be seen in the light of his relative political 



powerlessness in the Party and his conviction that conservative state and 

Party organs were blocking radical social change. The debate over ques

tions of economic policy thus became inseparable from the question of per

sonal power. The breaking down of bureaucratic resistance to the 
alternative policies of socioeconomic development Mao was proposing be

came the immediate task, and the February speech was designed to do pre

cisely that. It established an ideological justification and set off a train of 

political events whereby Mao could set himself above the Party (or, at least, 

above the established Party leadership) and emerge as a supreme leader 

speaking directly to "the people." 
"On the Correct Handling of Contradictions Among the People" served 

to revive the Hundred Flowers campaign, which the Party bureaucracy had 

been busily suppressing during the preceding t\vo months. The speech was 

presented not at a Party meeting but rather to an enlarged session of the 

Supreme State Conference, an organ of the state apparatus. Just as Mao 

had used a non-Party forum to deliver his July 1955 speech on agricultural 

collectivization, he now again went outside regular Party channels to an

nounce policy initiatives and theoretical innovations; in both instances the 

Maoist position had failed to receive the support the majority of the Polit

buro, and in both cases the Party was presented -with a fait accompli Al
though the text of the February speech was not published until June (and 

then only in revised form), the essence of the original quickly circulated 

among the intelligentsia. 

The political significance of Mao's speech was not only that he ex

tended a new invitation to the intellectuals to speak their minds at the very 

time the Party apparatus had silenced dissenters and was eliminating the 

"poisonous weeds" produced by the limited "blossoming" of the latter half 

of 1956, but that he did so on the basis of an argument that suggested the 

Communist Party did not necessarily possess a monopoly on correct ideas 

and therefore was subject to criticism from outside its ranks. The renewal 

of the Hundred Flowers movement was justified not only because of the 

desirability of stimulating intellectual creativity for purposes of economic 

development, but also because of the continued existence of "contradic

tions" in a socialist socie1y The latter thesis by itself was neither novel nor 

radical. That contradictions are the motivating force of social develop

ment-and that they are inevitable, desirable, and eternal-long had been 

a principal tenet of Maoist theory. Nor was there anything novel in Mao's 

distinctions betv.reen "antagonistic" and "nonantagonistic" contradictions, 

and between "the people" and their "enemies." Had Mao confined him

self to restating these familiar views, his speech would hardly have raised 

any political or ideological eyebrows. What made the speech politically sig-



nificant-and politically threatening-was the introduction of two new 
propositions, both of which were to prove to be prophetic pointers to the  Cultural Revolution. While Mao enumerated many contradictions, the
one that he emphasized was that between the "leadership and the led."
Not only were there contradictions between �-=gov=ernm='=::e:::n=-t -,an-::a:r:ihe 
masses in general, but also among "leaders" and "'people" in particular.
And "leaders" were not simply low-level bureaucratic functionaries. 
Nowhere did Mao exclude the possibility that the leaders who stood in
contradiction to the people hright be the very highest officials of the Party,
nor the possibility that on certain questions such leaders might be wrong 
and "the people" right: "Correct and good things have often at first been 
looked upon not as fragrant flowers but as poisonous weeds," and this 
might well be the case even in a socialist society.21 Only a period of trial
through ideological struggle could distinguish correct from incon-ect 
ideas. Since it was possible for the Party and even its leaders to fall into 
error, the Party should be exposed to criticism from the people. "For a
Party as much as for an individual," Mao declared, "there is a great need
to hear opinions different from its own." Since the people were broadly 
defined as all those supporting socialism, the range and scope of critical 
opinion that the Party could hear was potentially very great. Intellectuals, 
assumed to be basically united in their support of socialism, were thus the
oretically free to criticize the Party. And the "democratic parties" whO 
"enjoy the confidence of the people" were enjoined to "exercise supervi
sion over the Communist Party" under a policy of "mutual supervision. "22 

This questioning of the infallibility of the Leninist party had far greater 
political implications than offering the largely fictious "democratic parties" 
entree into the political arena. If the people in general were now free to 
criticize the Part)� then who was to speak for "the people" if not Mao him
sel:& Mao, after all, was not only the chairman of the Party but also the 
head of the People's Republic. Moreover, as the leader of the people's rev
olution, Mao had special bonds to the masses which no one else could 
claim; if the people were free to speak, then Mao was their preernin�nt 
spokesman. What Mao's argument on "contradictions among the people" 
did was to free Mao himself from the Leninist discipline of the Party and 
enable him to criticize the Party from without in his unique role as the rep

resentative of the people. It was a role he soon was to assume. 
If the suggestion that the Party was not infallible (and thus subject to 

criticism from the people--and from Mao) was an implicit threat to Party 
authorities, especially those who opposed Mao's policies and programs, 
that threat was reinforced by another proposition, the view that class strug
,
,gle continnes1mder soci�.a.�yj�eolq���-



Much of Mao's treatise proceeded on the premise that socialism had been 

established in China and that class exploitation was abolished; therefore 

such social divisions and contradictions that still existed among a basically 

united people were nonantagonistic in nature. But Mao then qualified the 
argument by proclaiming that "class struggle is not yet over." Remnants of 

the old exploiting classes still remain, he observed, although it was not the 

remnants of social classes but rather the influence of their ideologies that 

was the source of the struggle: "the class struggle in the ideological field be

tween the proletariat and the bourgeoisie will still be long and devious and 

at times may even become very acute . . .  the question whether socialism or 

capitalism will win is still not really settled."23 While the proletariat and the 

bourgeoisie as such may not have been engaged in combat, the conflict be

tween what was deemed to be their respective ideologies was sufficient to 

proclaim the continued existence of a grave class struggle. The proposition 

was a logical culmination of a long-held Maoist tendency to define classes 

and class struggles in tenns of conscious attitudes rather than on the basis 
of objective social criteria-and it marked the appearance of a rigid ideo
logical determinism that henceforth was to govem Maoism. It also directly 

contradicted the official view expounded only a few months earlier at the 

Eighth Party Congress to the effect that the struggle between capitalism 

and socialism had been decided in favor of the latter and that class differ

ences had been reduced to "only a matter of division of labor within the 
same class. "24 

That Mao chose to proclaim the continued existence of class struggle at 

the very time he sought to revive the Hundred Flowers campaign had omi

nous implications. Since "class struggle" was now a matter of a struggle be

tween class ideologies and not between actual social classes, the way was 
open to condemn as "class enemies" those who expressed incorrect ideas. 

Nonantagonistic contradictions among the people quickly could be con

verted into antagonistic class contradictions between the people and thcir 

enemies, thus sanctioning the use of "coercive methods" in place of 

"painstaking reasoning." It was precisely under this rationale that the sec

ond phase of "blooming and contending" was to be brought to an end. 

The new doctrine had no less threatening political implications for 

Mao's opponents in the Party. If the Communist Party and its highest lead

ers were no longer ideologically infallible, as was now suggested, then pre

sumably they were not immune to bourgeois ideological influences. And if 

class struggle expressed itseJf in "the ideological field," then ideological and 

policy conflicts within the Party could be interpreted as class conflicts, and 

the Party itself could become the political arena for a "class struggle" be
tween the "proletariat" and the "bourgeoisie." These views were to become 



fully politically explicit only in the Cultural Revolution, but in 1957 Mao es

tablished the theoretical basis to arrive at such conclusions, and he was in

creasingly dravm to them over the following years. 

The first political result of Mao's February speech was the revival of the 

Hundred Flowers movement. But the revival was not immediate. The 

Patty apparatus was opposed, and the intellectuals were suspicious. Patty 

officials hardly could have been enthusiastic about promoting a campaign 

to resolve the contradiction between "leaders" and the "led," especially 

since Mao had identified the bureaucratic practices of the Party as the 

source of the contradiction and had called on the masses to criticize and su

pervise their leaders as the method to resolve it. And Party resistance rein

forced fears among intellectuals that Mao's call was a trap or could prove to 

be one. The intellectuals, the historian Qian Bazan explained, 

have to speculate for example whether the call for flowers to bloom forth is sin

cere or just a gesture. They have to guess to what extent, if the call is sincere, 

flowers v.1ll be allowed to blossom forth and whether the call will be recalled after 

the flowers are in bloom . . . .  They have to guess which are the problems that can 

be brought up for discussion and which are the problems which cannot be dis

cussed . . . .  \Vhen the leadership cadres of some establishments limit themselves 

to the giving of lip service to the call v;:ithout taking action to make flowers blos

som forth . . .  the intellectuals also refrain frorll airing their viewsP 

Mao persisted nevertheless. Although the text of his February speech re

mained unpublished, the major points were revealed in the People's Daily. 

Forums were held in major cities during March and April where intellectu

als and leaders of non-Communist groups and parties were assured that the 

Party was sincere in inviting criticism. Mao again spoke to a gathering of in

tellectuals and emphasized that the Communists welcomed and required 

criticism. He prodded the Central Committee to officially sanction 

"blooming and contending"; at the end of April a Party rectification cam

paign was launched to eliminate the evils of "bureaucratism, subjectivism, 

and sectarianism." The campaign was to proceed in a manner as gentle as 

"a breeze" and "as mild as rain," but it was made clear that it was the Party 

that was to be rectified and that it was non-Patty intellectuals who were to 

do the rectifying. And criticism was to focus on the eminently political 

question of the relationship between "leaders and led." 

Once Party officials and cadres were ordered not to interlere with free 

expression, the trickle of dissatisfactions timidly voiced at officially orga

nized meetings in March and April turned into a torrent of social and polit

ical criticism in May and early June. The critics became increasingly bold 



and their accusations increasingly bitter as the virtual absence of official re· 
buttals seemed to confinn the solenm promises of Party leaders that criti· 
cism was genuinely desired. The movement spread and acquired a more 
and more spontaneous character. Forums sponsored by the "democratic 
parties" and the United Front Work Department of the Communist Party 
were supplemented by less formal meetings called by ad hoc organizations. 
Established ne\vspapers were filled with reports of the speeches and com
ments of the critics, but harsher criticisms were expressed on big character 
posters that appeared on the walls of schools and public buildings. Emo
tions ran high as long-suppressed feelings were expressed in increasingly 
strident terms. 

The atmosphere, for a time, was not unlike that of the early phase of the 
May Fourth Movement of 1919 when the country was swept by a similar 
sense of liberation from the oppressions of the past and a similar feeling of 
freedom to strike out against established orthodoxies and institutions. In· 
deed, many of the student participants compared themselves to their hal· 
lowed May Fourth predecessors. But, unlike the May Fourth Movement, 
the Hundred Flowers campaign was not allowed to spread from urban in- 1 
tellectual circles to the urban masses. No forums of criticism were set up 
for workers and peasants. The movement remained largely confined to in
tellectuals and srudents, although some members of the intelligentsia 
spoke about the condition of the masses and spoke on their behalf. 

The criticisms which emerged during the brief time they were permitted 
ranged from everyday petty grievances to \vholesale indictments of the so

ciopolitical order. Many intellectuals confined themselves to pleas for pro
fessional autonomy� but others addressed themselves to fundamental social 
and political questions, such as the monopoly on political power exercised 
by the Communist Part); a matter brought up for public discussion for the 
first time in the history of the People's Republic. The Constitution of 1954 

provided a "leading role" for the Party, but both the constitution and 
Maoist theory provided freedom and a meaningful political role for the 
democratic parties. Yet in political reality, no such role existed. The democrat
ic parties' only "freedom" was to formally ratify decisions already made in 
secret by the CCP. They were neither consulted in advance nor allowed to 
debate matters of significance, and the condition prevailed from the Na
tional People's Congress down to the xian people's councils. 'What then, it 
was asked, was the meaning of the heralded "united front," the "democratic 
dictatorship" of four classes, and the Constitution of the Republic? 'While 
the critics detailed specific abuses of power perpetrated by Party organs 
and members, they also raised the larger question of the validity of one
party rule and the absence of any meaningful distinction between the 



Republic's Government and the Party. Although most of those who raised 

this politically sensitive issue were careful to point out that they accepted 
the general leadership of the Party, they nonetheless made clear their ob
jections to a "Party-monopolized country." 

Calls for "socialist legality" were heard, just as they were then being 
heard in the Soviet Union and the Eastern European countries. What, it 
was asked, had become of such constitutional rights as freedom of speech, 
press, and residence, and especially the "inviolable" guarantee of the "free
dom of the person of citizens"? The violations of these freedoms were set 
forth in great detail. The case of Hu Feng was raised time and again. Why, 
it was asked, had the imprisoned Hu Feng not been brought to trial? It was 
proposed that a commission of inquiry investigate illegal arrests that had 
taken place during the San/an and Sufan campaigns. Demands were made 
that those who had accepted the current invitation to "bloom and contend" 
would not suffer similar fates. 

Aspects of social as well as political life were attacked. There were com
plaints, for example, that neither the letter nor the spirit of the Marriage 
Law of 1950 were being observed; old feudal attitudes toward women per
sisted even among many Party members, it was charged, and the All-China 
Federation of Democratic Women demonstrated little concern for the con
tinued oppression of women. 

The most striking critiques were those that judged the Communist order 
on the basis of its own socialist standards. Although the critics of the Hun
dred Flowers era were soon to be silenced because, it was alleged, they at
tacked the socialist system, what was being attacked was not socialism but 
the failure of the Communists to practice their own socialist principles. For 
the Communist rulers, nothing that emerged from the Hundred Flowers 
movement was more threatening than the charge that the Communists had 
betrayed their socialist promises and their revolutionary ideals. The cri
tiques took different forms but they all pointed to the conclusion that the 
Communists had abandoned their revolutionary traditions, were becoming 
a "new class," and were promoting socioeconomic inequalities rather than
eliminating them. As a leader of the Peasants' and "W>rkers' Democratic 
Party put the matter: 

In leading the masses to catty through the revolution in the past, the Party stood 

among the mtl.Sses; after the hberation, it felt the position had changed and, in· 
stead of standing among the masses, it stood on the back of the masses and ruled 

the masses . . . .  [leaders] should differ in duties, not in status. Some are deeply 

conscious of being officials; they occupy special positions even when talcing 

meals and seeing operru;.26 



Party officials and cadres, it was charged, had come to adopt the atti
tudes of traditional mandarins and Guomindang bureaucrats and enjoyed 
similar privileges; they lived in special residences, hired senrants, sent their 
children to "aristocratic schools," and enjoyed special access to vacation re
sorts, recreational facilities, and medical care-all denied to the masses and 
all enjoyed at the expense of the masses. "Who are the people who enjoy a 
higher standard of living?" one critic asked. "'They are the Party members 
and cadres who wore worn-out shoes in the past, but travel in saloon cars 
and put on woolen uniforms now. "27 The conclusion was drawn by a vet
eran Communist revolutionary in a lengthy letter to Mao and the Central 
Committee: "There is a privileged class in existence. Even if a national 
united class has not yet been formed, the embryo of this class is forming 
and developing.�'28 The estrangement of the Party from the masses, partic
ularly from the peasantry, and its power to appropriate an increasingly dis
proportionate share of the products of the laboring masses, threatened to 
create a new division between exploiters and exploited. 

For the Marxist critics of the regime, intellectual and political freedom 
were not abstract principles that could be separated from the nature and 
content of social development. Nor was freedom a right to be enjoyed by 
intellectuals alone. Freedom was not only one of the essential ends of so
cialism, it also was an essential means to achieve socialist goals. Intellectual 
and t,x>litical freedom for all the people was necessary to check the growth 
of bureaucracy, necessary to prevent the formation and solidification of a 
new bureaucratic ruling class, and necessary for genuine social equality. A 

privileged ruling Party attracted careerists and bureaucrats who separated 
themselves from the masses and stood above them. Only when special priv
ileges were eliminated would genuine revolutionaries join the Party. They 
thus called for a reduction in the number of full-time officials, the abolition 
of special privileges, popular supervision over state and Party organs, pop
ular control over political and economic life, and the introduction of "so
cialist democracy," both within and without the Party. 

The critics did not confine themselves to condemning the inequities be
tween leaders and led; they also pointed to undesirable social inequalities 
that had emerged among the people. The Party was criticized for ignoring 
the oppressive burdens under which the peasants labored and for sanction
ing the growing gap between the cities and the countryside. Man::ist critics 
deplored the lack of workers' control in the factories, the absence of free 
trade unions, and the new system of wage differentials which was creating 
divisions among the urban proletariat. 

It is striking how much of this critique repeated and anticipated the 
Maoist critique of Chinese state and society. At the very time of the Hun-



dred Flowers movement, Mao too was lashing out against the privileges of 
a Party bureaucracy that had separated itself from the masses and aban
doned its revolutionary traditions of "plain living and hard work." In his

February speech he had identified ''bureaucratic practices" aniong the 
leaders as the principal cause of the "contradictions among the people" and 
declared that "we must stamp out bureaucracy." His attacks on bureau
cracy were to become increasingly radical, and he soon was not only to con
demn "bureaucratic practices" but to demand the elimination of what he 
termed "the bureaucratic class" -and, like the critics of 1957, he was to 
find that class imbedded in the Communist Party. Already in 1957 Mao 
complained that, '� dangerous tendency has shown itself of late among 
many of our personnel-an unwillingness to share the joys and hardships of 
the masses, a cone� �-?nal position and gain. "29 And he long had 
been concerned wi� ofin�hinese society, and espe
cially the differences between town and countryside. He had referred to 
the matter briefly in his February speech, noting that "the wages of a small 
number of workers and some government personnel are rather too high" 
and thus "the peasants have reason to be dissatisfied . . . .  "30 An egalitarian 
drive to narrow the gap between town and countryside and to strike down 
urban elites was to be s. major aim of Maoist policies during both the Great 
leap Forward campaign and the Cultural Revolution. Even before the year 
1957 was out, Mao was to lower wage differentials among urban workers, 
reversing the "wage reforms" of 1956. 
--Yen-he socialist critics of the spring of 1957 soon were to be branded as 
"enemies of socialism" and condemned as "counterrevolutionaries" in the 
antirightist campaign that tragically brought the Hundred F1owers move
ment to an end. And Mao was to place himself at the head of the heresy
hunting campaign of the latter half of 1957 whose victims included many of 
those who apparently shared his view of the condition of Chinese society 
and its deficiencies as a socialist society. It is both ironic and tragic that Mao 
should have participated in the persecution of intellectuals whom he had 
invited to "bloom and contend" and whose social and political criticisms 
were similar to his own. While Mao shared the egalitarian and anti-bureau
cratic aims of the socialist �tics, he did not share their commitment to 
freedom and democracy. Mao's inability to recognize that the building of
institutions of political democracy and institutional guarantees of intellec
tual freedom are integral parts in the building of socialism was to prove to 
be one of the fatal flaws in the "Maoist vision." 

Beyond the attacks on bureaucracy and inequality, the Hundred F1ow
ers campaign raised other issues that Mao was soon to take up and cham
pion. Particularly prominent were criticisms of the Soviet Union and the 



uncritical adoption of Soviet methods. Some attacked the Russians for hav* 
ing dismantled the industrial base of Manchuria at the end of World War II, 
for having forced China to bear the costs of the Korean War, and for eco
nomic aid that entailed political strings and heavy interest payments. In 
1957 they were to be denounced as "anti-Soviet and anti-socialist national
ists," but Mao and others were to denounce the Soviet Union in more viru
lent fashion three years later. Others criticized the "mechanical copying'' of 
Soviet curricula and textbooks in schools and the "blind imitation" of So
viet theories and techniques in science and industry. And they did so on the 
very eve of the wholesale Maoist abandonment of "the Soviet modd." 
Teachers and students criticized hierarchical distinctions and formalistic 
methods in schools and universities, anticipating the Maoist attack on the 
educational system during the Cultural Revolution. Complaints were heard 
about the neglect of preventive medicine for the masses, that doctors were 
spending much of their time attencling to Party officials, and that tradi
tional medicine was being ignored-complaints soon to be heard from 
Mao. And the government was reproached for "paying too much attention 
to the cities." In the summer of 1957, at the hejght of the antirightist cam
paign, the literacy critic Chen Qixia was accused of having engaged in a 
conspiracy against the Party; the "evidence" brought to support the charge 
included a reported statement that peasants might rise in revolt because 
"living standards are so unequal in town and country;" Six months later 1 
Mao was to launch the Great Leap Forward campaign, which had as one o� 
its stated goals the closing of the gap between urban and rural areas. ! 

University students were the most radical and least inhibited of the 
Hundred Flowers critics. What was called "the storm in the universities" 
began on May 19 at Beijing University. Classrooms were emptied as stu
dents expressed their criticisms in the form of big-character posters pasted 
on university buildings and in classrooms; the main arena in "the battle of 
posters" became known as the Democratic Wall and it was there that the 
first Chinese translation of Khrushchev's speech denouncing Stalin ap
peared, an abridged version translated from the New 'IDrk Daily Wo'*" 
The movement expanded into rallies, tlemonsttations and outdoor meet
ings, centering at an area of the campus renamed the Democratic Plaza. 
Like the May Fourth Movement, the example set by the students in Beijing 
was emulated at universities throughout the country. The criticisms of the 
students were much the same as those of older intellectuals, although they 
put particular emphasis on reducing the power of Party committees in the 
universities and eliminating Soviet influences in education. The main dif
ference was that "blooming and contending" among students took a more 
explicidy political character. Quasi-political organizations (ruch as the 



Hundred Flowers Society) sprang up, distributing leaflets, organizing ral
lies and publishing mimeographed newspapers. Discussion meetings often 

turned into "struggle sessions," vrith Party cadres and university adminis

trators the targets of the struggles. Some student leaders quickly acquired 

national reputations; among the most prominent and outspoken was Lin 
Xiling, a young woman who was studying at Chinese People's University, a 
cadre training school. She attacked the "new class" system from a Marxist 

perspective and argued that China could not achieve a genuine socialist so

ciety until China became genuinely democratic. 

By early June, the growing student movement (which by then had 

spread from universities to middle schools) was becoming increasingly mil

itant and sometimes violent; there were reports of students occupying uni
versity offices, attacking government and Party buildings, and holding 

school and Party officials hostage. And in emulation of their May Fourth 

predecessors, there was an abortive attempt to "go to the people," as some 

students attempted to organize workers and peasants. 

Although the budding student movement was cut short in mid-June, the 

rapidity vrith which students could spontaneously organize for political ac

tion against established authority was a prophetic pointer to the future. In 
different political circumstances and for different political ends, the phe

nomenon was to be repeated in the Cultural Revolution and in the 1980s
on much vaster scales. The "storm in the universities" of 1957 was not 

nearly so stormy as the one Mao was to unleash nine years later. 

An editorial in the People's Dally on June 8 signaled the end of the Hun

dred Flowers campaign. The Party organ hitherto had remained editorially 

silent, largely confining itself to reporting the criticisms of the critics. Now 

it announced that "right-wingers" had abused their freedom in order to at
tack socialism and the Communist Party: Subsequent editorials specifically 

rebutted the criticisms of the era of "blooming and contending," warned of 

the danger of anarchy, and emphasized the need for class struggle against 

the enemies who had revealed themselves during the campaign. By the 

middle of the month, the forums where intellectuals had been criticizing 
the Party had turned into sessions where Party officials denounced the crit

ics. The antirightist campaign had begun and it was to continue for a year as 

a heresy hunt for dissidents both vrithin and outside the Party. The slogan 
"let a hundred flowers bloom" remained official policy; but the policy was 
no longer to cultivate new flowers but to root out "poisonous weeds." 

Lest Mao's unpublished February 27 speech be used to justify contin

ued criticism of the Party� a revised version was published on June 18 to jus-



ti£y the suppression of the critics. The published version noted that the au
thor had made "certain additions" to the original verbatim record. Among 
the additions were a list of six criteria to distinguish permissible from UTI
permissible ideas. The ex post facto criteria were sufficiently vague to ban
ish virtually every critic from the ranks of "the people"-and it was solely 
for the Party to determine whether a particular idea tended to strengthen 
or weaken "the leadership of the Communist Party" or whether it was ben
eficial or harmful to "socialist transformation." There were other significant 
additions and deletions, judging from a tape recording of the original, ex
tracts from which were then being circulated in Poland. In the February 
speech, for example, Mao argued that "Stalin made the mistake of substi
tuting internal differences for external antagonism, which resulted in a rule 
of terror and the liquidation of thousands of Communists." This was 
deleted from the published version of June, for at the time the Chinese 
Communists were preparing to convert a variety of hitherto "nonantago
nistic contradictions among the people" into antagonistic class differences. 
Also deleted was Mao's warning that terroristic methods in dealing with in
ternal antagonisms might result in their transformation into "antagonisms 
of the nation-enemy type, as happened in Hungary." The June version re
ferred to "certain people in our country [who] were delighted when the 
Hungarian events took place. They hoped that something similar would 
happen in China . . . .  " During the antirightist drive, some Chinese intellec
tuals were accused of emulating the Hungarian Petofi Club with the hope 
of stimulating a revolt to overthrow Communist rule. In the February 
speech, Mao had been critical of Party officials who opposed the Hundred 
Flowers policy and attributed their opposition to "a fear of criticism"; there 
was, he said, no need to fear "that the policy of a hundred flowers \Vill yield 
poisoned fruit," and added that even some of the latter might prove bene
ficiaL In the June publication, by contrast, he emphasized the need to dis
tinguish behveen "fragrant flowers and poisonous weeds." The officially 
published version was markedly harsher in tone than the original speech 
and the revisions were designed to justify repression on the grounds that 
the intellectuals had gone beyond the bounds of acceptable criticism. 

The weight of th€ a�tid.ghtlSt���st fell hardest on the leaders 
of the "democratic p'arties." Luo iongql .afl'd Zhang Bojun (both heads of
central government ministries) \vere the most publicized targets, although 
they had been among the most cautious critics. Subjected to endless de
nunciation in the press and at rectification meetings, they were forced to 
confess that they had organized an "invisible conspiracy" against the social
ist system. When original confessions were deemed inadequate, other and 
more abject ones were demanded. Although the period of "blooming and 



contending" lasted little more than a month, the era of repentance dragged 

on into the spring of 1959. The public confessions were similar to those ex

acted during the heresy hunts in Stalinist Russia. For example, after "con

fessing" to a bewildering variety of political and ideological sins, Luo 

Longqi concluded his self-denunciation: ''\Vith contrition, I own that I 
have failed to live up to the expectations of Chairman Mao, the leadership 

of the Party, and the scores of thousands of [Democratic] League mem

bers . . . .  I want to transform myself radically. And I want to work honestly 

for the socialist cause and the Chinese people."31 Zhang Bojun concluded 

his detailed recantation of "my reactionary political program" with the fol

lo\\ing prostration: 

The whole nation is demanding stem punishment for me, a rightist. Ibis is v;>hat 

should be done and I am prepared to accept it. I hate my wickedness. I want to 

kill the old and reactionary self so that he will not return to life. I \vill join the 

whole nation in the stem struggle against the rightists, including myself The 

great Chinese Communist Party once saved me, it saved me once more today. I 

hope to gain a new life under the leadership and teaching of the Party and Chair

man Mao and to return to the stand of loving the Party and socialism.n 

And Qu Anping, chief editor of the Guangming Daily until the antirightist 

onslaught, was first publicly denounced by his son and then denounced 

himself: "I sincerely admit my mistakes, ask punishment from the people, 

and surrender to the people. "33 

But unlike Stalinist Russia, where flagellant "confessions" normally were 

presented as evidence to pronounce death sentences, in China punishment 

usually ended after a psychologically torturous ordeal. Luo Longqi and 

Zhang Bojun, removed from their ministerial posts in 1957, were rein

stated as leaders of the democratic parties and in 1959 resumed their 

places as delegates to the People's Political Consultative Conference. 

Students, who had been the most vehement critics in May and June, 

were treated relatively leniently and with little public fanfare. The official 

Party line was that the young students, who had grmvn to maturity in the 

new society, had been misled by the older bourgeois intellectuals, who were 

hangovers from the prerevolutionary order. Some student leaders were 

sent to the countryside for "reform through labor," but most students 

branded as rightists were pennitted to remain in school under Party super

VlSIOn. 

The harshest treatment was reserved for left-wing writers and artists 

who had advocated freedom to depict actual social conditions. Their earlier 
experiences with Party bureaucrats had made them more suspicious than 



most intellectuals, and they had confined themselves to oblique criticisms 
of Maoist orthodoxies on art and literature. But this did not spare them the 
retribution of Zhou Yang, who was reestablished as China's literary dictator 
during the antirightist campaign. The Hundred Flowers slogan, he de
dared, was not meant to be a policy of "liberalization as certain bourgeois 
writers . . .  imagine, but a militant slogan for the development of socialist 
culture." The militant development of "socialist culture" meant militancy in 
the political repression of socialist v.'Titers. Zhou Yang had scores to settle 
with old opponents. One victim was the Marxist Ding Ling, perhaps the 
most creative of China's living v.'Titers. A Communist Party member since 
the early days of the revolution, she had spent three years in a Guomindang 
prison in the 1930s for other political heresies. Ding Ling now was accused 
of fomenting anti-Party activities, and denounced as a rightist bent on sub
verting the thoughts of younger writers. She was expelled from the Party, 
removed from her position in the Writers Union, and dispatched to north
ern Manchuria for "labor reform." Her \\'Ti.tings were removed from library 
shelves. Similar fates befell other literary intellectuals who were reluctant to 
confess political sins and the Writers Union was turned into a police organ 
to punish heretical v.'Titers. 

The suppression of the Hundred Flowers movement thus destroyed the 
hope that China's "transition to socialism" might proceed on the basis of 
popular democracy and with some measure of intellectual freedom. It rein
forced the fact that the exercise of state power was a monopoly of the 
Communist Party, tearing away the last shreds of the facade that the "dem
ocratic parties" could play a meaningful role in the political life of the na
tion. It silenced the intellectuals, Marxists and non-Marxists alike; and 
subjected them to harsher forms of political and intellectual repression. 
And it restored to absolute primacy Maoist orthodoxies on art and litera
ture which continued to stifle Chinese intellectual and artistic life. 

\X'hy did the Party-and Mao-betray the promise of a more democrat
ic and free society and break their solemn pledges not to retaliate against : 
the intellectuals they had invited to freely ''bloom and contend" and openly : 
criticize the Party? Motivations are difficult to read and the passage of time 
has not made the task any easier. The Hundred Flowers still defies an en
tirely satisfactory interpretation. One view, widely held at the time both in
side and outside China, was that the whole movement was a trap laid by the 
Communist leadership, a Machiavellian plot to "smoke out" dissenters and 
then punish them once they exposed themselves. With the antirightist cam
paign, the Hundred Flowers did in effect become that, and some Commu
nist leaders later claimed that this had been the purpose all along. A July 12 

People's Dazly editorial suggested that the Party deliberately had pennitted 



"poisonous weeds" to emerge in order to destroy their cultivators. And Liu 
Shaoqi put the same intetpretation on the Hundred Flowers policy in May 
1958: "we allow the anti-socialist poisonous weeds to grow and confront 
the people with contrasts, so that by way of comparison, the people can see 
clearly what they really are, and roused to indignation, rally together to up
root them. "34 

This ex post facto explanation serves well the self-image of an infallible 
and unified Leninist party consistendy pursuing a well-charted course. But 
the Party was hardly a monolithic entity in 1956--1957, and the evidence of 
the time points to the Hundred Flowers policy as a distinctively Maoist ini
tiative taken in opposition to most Party leaders. The question of why the 
Party as such broke its pledge does not really arise since the Party as such 
never really made a pledge in the first place. The question is why Mao made 
the pledge and then broke it, and neither of the two parts of the question 
lends itself to easy explanation. There is perhaps some truth in the view 
that Mao was responding to the upheavals in Eastern Europe, and particu
larly in Hungary, by loosening the political reins to prevent a similar explo
sion in China; and then tightening the reins again when the Hundred 
Flowers seemed to threaten Conununist power. A deep concern with the 
Hungarian Revolution is certainly evident in Mao's February 1957 speech, 
or at least in the revised version of June. But while events in other Com
munist countries perhaps influenced the timing and outcome of the second 
phase of the campaign-the February speech and the resultant "blooming 
and contending" of May and June-the fact remains that Mao was advo
cating the Hundred Flowers policy well before the fall 1956 upheavals in 
Poland (which the Chinese supported against the Soviet Union) and Hun
gary, and indeed even before Khrushchev's February 1956 speech on 
Stalin. Maoist motives seem more complex, and more contradicto� than 
the "letting off steam" theory allows. 

The optimistic premise upon which the Hundred Flowers policy was 
based was that the people were basically united in support of the estab
lished socialist system. Certainly one of the most striking features of Mao's 
speeches and writings in 1955-56 is a populist conception of "the people" 
as an organic entity, 600,000,000 "united as one" in the task of building so
cialism. The conviction that "the interests of the people are basically the 
same" and that they were conscious of their identity of interests is a notion 
Mao repeated time and again. And despite his long-standing distrust of in
tellectuals, Mao was also convinced that even if most intellectuals were not 
socialists or Marxists, the overwhelming majority were "patriotic," and 
therefore were willing "to serve their flourishing socialist motherland. "35 
The problem of "contradictions" lay not so much with the intellectuals as 



with Party officials who "are not good at gettip.g along with intellectuals. "36 
The vision that Mao presented in February 1957 (although there were con
tradictory strains) suggested a relatively peaceful transition to socialism and
communism based O-!J- "the united front of ;ill patriotic forces. "37 The Hun
dred Flowers policy of criticism from below and "supervision" from outside 
the Party would serve to prevent leaders from becoming alienated from the 
people, and peacefully resolve still nonantagonistic contradictions between 
leaders and led. Popular criticism, it was believed, would lead to ever
higher levels of unity a� ·the nation progressed through ever higher stages of 
socialist transformation. And it was asswned that a basically united people 
understood that "freedom" should not go beyond the bounds of socialist 
"discipline," and that "democracy" should be combined with "centralism." 

Another "sumption of the Hundred Flowers policy was the long-"""'<ling 
Maoist belief in the value of struggle, partiy 8.s an end in itself, and partly as< 
a therapeutic device for the development of the correct ideas necessary for, 
socialist transformation. Marxism itself, Mao emphasized, 

can only develop through struggle-this is true not only in the past and present, 

it is necessarily true in the future �- What is coiTect alw-ays develops in the 

course of struggle with what is wrong. The true, the good and the beautiful al

ways exist iti. comparisoil with the false, the evil and the ugly; and grow in struggle 

with the latter. As mankind in general rejects an untruth and accepts a truth, a 

new truth will begin st:tuggling with new enoneous ideas. Such struggles will 
never end. This is the law of development of truth and it is certainly the law of 

devel.opmep.t ofMarxism.J!! 

Thus the flourishing of correct Marxist ideas was dependent on Marxists 
being confronted with the challenge of incon-ect ideas. For, as Mao put it, 
"'correct ideas, if pampered in hothouses without being exposed to the ele
ments or immunized from disease, will not win out against wrong ones. "39 
Without the challenge of wrong ideas, Manrism Would stagnate and the 
revolutionary spirit would die. Thus the class struggle "in the ideological 
field" was both inevitable and beneficial, and it was necessary towage it; in
deed, if it did not exist, it would have to be created. 

On the one hand, this tremendous emphasis on the necessity of strug
gle-and a never ending struggle at that-seems in conflict with the Maoist 
vision of a united people pursWng a peaceful path to socialism and peace
fully resolving whatever nonantagonistic con�dictions appear along the 
way. Yet it is precisely through struggle, Mao be4eved, that "the people" at
tain the proper consciousness to keep them unified, achieve ever higher 
levels of unity through ever higher levds of ide� ttan&fnnpatio.n .Md 



remain on the proper course of social development. The Maoist notion of a 
united people peacefully building socialism presupposed constant 
processes of struggle and ideological transformation. Nor was it only "the 
people" and the non-Party intelligentsia who stood in need of ideological 
transformation; the Party itself was badly in need of remolding and rectifi
cation. Struggle stimulated by criticism from below and outside the Party, 
even (and perhaps especially) if such criticism entailed incorrect thoughts, 
would, it was assumed, serve to revitalize a leadership grown conservative 
and a Party apparatus showing signs of bureaucratic stagnation. 

The nature of the criticisms that burst forth in May and June, and the 
vehemence with which they were expressed, confirmed the worst fears of 
many Party leaders and cadres. And Mao's faith in a basically unified peo
ple and a basically pro-socialist intelligentsia was shaken. For he took so
cialist critiques of the inadequacies of socialism in China as anti-socialist 
attacks, even though Mao himself was later to repeat many of the criticisms 
he then condemned as "bourgeois rightism." Particularly disturbing was 
that the most outspoken critics were young students who had grown to ma
turity after 1949 and whose ideological errors could not be easily attributed 
to the influences of the old society. 

It would be tempting to attribute the end of the Hundred Flowers cam
paign to conservative Party bureaucrats who op.{Xlsed Mao's policy from 
the outset, who had the most to fear from freedom of criticism, and who 
thirsted for a pretext to suppress the movement and take retribution 
against their critics-and thus spare Mao the historical responsibility for 
having purged the critics he had called into being. But the weight of evi
dence suggests that Mao was little more prepared than other Communist 
leaders to tolerate criticism that went beyond the vague boundaries of "so
cialist discipline." As early as May 25 he expressed concern over the direc
tion the campaign was taking: "Any speech or action which deviates from 
socialism is entirely wrong," he warned in an address to the Communist 
Youth League. And in June, when the campaign seemed to threaten social 
and political disorder, he was not reluctant to call on the full power of Party 
and state to launch the antirightist witch hunt. He castigated newspapers 
for having printed "seditious reports showing the bourgeois point of view" 

and his statements over the summer months increasingly emphasized the 
continued existence of class struggle and stressed the need for "discipline" 
(rather than "freedom") and for "centralism" (rather than "democracy")_4o 
Although most of China's leaders would not have allowed the Hundred 
Flowers campaign in the first place, Mao dearly does not emerge from the 
episode as any champion of the free expression of ideas. 

If the suppression of the Hundred Flowers movement and the subse-



quent antirightist campaign marked a defeat for what some observers saw 

as Mao's "liberalizing" vision of a new united front of the whole people and 

a victory for Mao's conservative Party opponents, that defeat was in large 

measure inherent in the very premises of Mao's Hundred Flowers polic): 

Both the assumption that "the people" were a basically united entity and 

the goal of unity lent themselves to a heresy-hunting outcome. For if the 

people were basically united in their aims and interests, then the implicit as

sumption was that they would express more or less similar ideas; ideas that 

diverged from what were deemed to be the socialist interests of the people 

put their exponents outside the ranks of "the people" and sanctioned de

priving them of the right of freedom of speech, a right reserved only for the 

people and not their "enemies." For the latter, as Mao cavalierly put it in 

the revised version of his speech, "the matter is easy; we simply deprive 

them of their freedom of speech."41 Since the ultimate criterion for deter

mining one's membership in the ranks of "the people" was one's conscious 

attitudes, the right of "freedom of speech" was a most limited and tenuous 

one from the outset. Moreover, the stated goal of the campaign was not the 

free expression of ideas as an end in itself but rather as the means to 

achieve higher levels of sociopolitical unity. The Maoist formula in accor

dance with which the movement was to proceed was "unity-criticism

unity." If criticism threatened to produce disunity, the logical and inev-itable 

Maoist response was to bring it to an end. 

While the failure of the Hundred Flowers movement marked a defeat for 

Mao and a victory for the established Party apparatus, Maoists soon turned 

the ensuing antirightist campaign into an instrument to serve their own po
litical ends. The antirightist campaign began as a Party witch-hunt to silence 

and punish its critics. But at a Central Committee meeting held in Qingdao 

in late July, Mao announced that it was to be extended from the cities to the 

countryside in the form of a "socialist education" campaign. The purpose 

was to consolidate the collectives, combat "spontaneous tendencies toward 

capitalism" in the rural areas, and oppose rightist policies which had permit

ted the expansion of private plots and free markets. By early fall, the sale of 

agricultural products on the private market was virtually eliminated, peas

ants who had drifted away from the collectives were persuaded or forced to 

rejoin, and stricter political controls were established over the countryside. 

The final Maoist twist of the screw was to turn the Party's antirightist 

campaign into a massive purge of "rightists" in the Party itself, a campaign 

officially sanctioned by the Central Committee in September. Invoking the 

principle of the mass line, Mao launched attacks against bureaucratism and 



conservative resistance to socialist transformation. The xia/ang movement, 
underway since early 1957, was intensified, and urban administrative of
fices were emptied as state and Party officials and cadres were "sent down� 
to engage in physical labor, mostly in the countryside. By the time the purge 
had run its course in 1958, over a million Party members had been ex
pelled, put on probation, or officially reprimanded. In the process, Maoists 
regained control of the Party apparatus. At the same time, Maoist socio
economic policies gained the upper hand in the higher councils of the Party, 
for in the political atmosphere created by the growing antirightist drive it 
had become politically dangerous to advocate policies that might be con
sidered conservative. Early in October the Central Committee formally ap
proved Mao's radical tw"elve-year program for agriculture, thus settling the 
debate over economic policy that had raged over the previous tw"o years. In
effect, this meant the scrapping of the Second Five Year Plan, and this led 
directly to the Great Leap Forward campaign of 1958. One immediate re
sult of the Maoist ascendancy was the reversal of the wage-reform mea
sures of early 1956. Material incentives now were denounced as a rightist 
deviation. The new and more egalitarian wage policy adopted in November 
1957 emphasized social mobilization and moral incentives. 

The period of the Hundred Flowers was the time when the Chinese aban
doned the Soviet model of development and embarked on a distinctively 
Chinese road to socialism. It was the time that China announced its ideo
logical and social autonomy from the Soviet Union and its Stalinist her
itage. It is a cruel and tragic historical irony that the break with the Stalinist 
pattern of socioeconomic development was not accompanied by a break 
with Stalinist methods in political and intellectual life. The latter was pre
cluded by the suppression of the critics who had briefly "bloomed and con
tended" in May and June of 1957. China thereafter was to follow ar:rleW . ·� path to sociali3!l>but not one leading to the goals of political democracy 
�al freedom, as the era of the Hundred Flowers seemingly had 
r:.romised . 

• 

NOTES 

l. Mao Tse-tung [Mao Zedong]. Socio.tist Upwrge in China's Countryside (Peking: Fore@ Lan

guages Press, 1957). pp. 159-160. 

2. Chou En-lai [Zhou Enlail, �on the Question of Intellectuals," January 14, 19.56, in Robert R.
Bowie and John K. Fairbank, Communist China 1955-1959: Policy Documents with Analysis 

(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1962), p. 133. 



3. Mao 'The-tung, On the Correct Handling of Contmd,ctions Among the People (Peking· Foreign 

Languages Press, 1957), p. 24. 

4. The Eighth National Congress of the Communist Party o/ Chint�: Documents (Peking: Foreign 

L.nguages Press, 1956), 1:142. 

5. Mao, On Correct Handlmg, p. 9. 

6. Chou, "On the Question ofintcllectuals," pp. 128---144. 

7 The number of Party members officially classified as intellectuals jumped dramatically from 

1,255,923 in 1956 to 1,880,000 in 1957, out of a total of 12,720,000. Workers numbered 

1,740,000 in 1957. See Franz Schunnann, Idrology and Orgpni::.ation in Ccrmmuni!t China 

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1966), p. 132. 

8. Mao presented his new views on economic development onApril 25, 1956 in the speech "On 

the Ten Great Relationships." For an English tnmslation of the text, which became available 

only during the course of the Cultural Revolution, see Stuart R. Schram, ed., Mao Tse-lung 

Vnreheaned: Talks and Letters, 1956---71 (Middlesex, England: Penguin, 1974), pp. 61---83. The 

document is discussed in greater detail in Chapter 12 below. 

9. "On the :Historical Experience of the Dictatorshlp of the Proletariat" was followed by a se

quel in December 1956, another and more lengthy editorial in the People's Daily entitled 

"More on the Historical Experience of the Dictatorship of the Proletariat," which also dealt 

with "the question of Stalin" an din a more favorable light. The second installment was v.'Iit

ten largely in response to later events, and especially the Hungarian revolution. 

10. Mao Tse-tung, The HJS!oncal Expen'ence of the Dictatorship o/ the Proletariat (Beijing: Foreign 

Languages Press, 1961)_. pp. 14--18. Mao's "private" views about Stalin were far less flatter

ing. In a talk of 1958, for example: 'The Chinese revolution won victory by acting contrary to 

Stalin's -will. . If we had followed . Stalin's methods the Chinese revolution couldn't have 

succeeded. When our revolution succeeded, Stalin said it was a fake " Mao, "Thlks at 

Chengru, ., in Schram, ed., ,\iao Tse-tung Vnreheaned, pp. 102-103. 

11. Mao, Historical Expenimce, pp. 7-13. 

12. "Let a Hundred Flowers Blossom, a Hundred Schools of Thought Contend!" appeared in the 

Prople's Dmly on June 13, 1956. An English translation was published in Beijing in 1958 and 

is reprinted in Bowie and Fairbank, Communist Chma, pp. 151-163. 

13. Ibid., pp. 152-153. 

14. Ibtd., pp. 152-157. 

15. Ibid., pp.157-162. 

16. Ibtd., pp.155. 

17. Luo's speech to the Chinese People's Political Consultative Conference was dehvered on 

March 18, 1957 and published in the People's Daity on March 23. For a partial translation, see 

Roderick :'.lacFarquhar, The Hundred Flowers Campaign and the Chinese Inte!lectU41!; (New 

YOrk: Praeger, 1960), pp. 20--21.

18. "Proposals of the Eighth National Congress of the Communist Party of China for the Second 

Five-Year Plan for Development of the National Economy," September 27, 1956, in Bowie 

and Fairbank, CormnuniJt China, pp. 204--216. 

19. ChouEn-lai, "Report on the Proposals for the Second Five-Year Plan for Development of the 

Nat10nal Econom�" September 16, 1956, in Bowie and Fairbank, Communist Chma, p. 228. 

20. For the most accurate English translation of �on the Ten Great Relationships," see Schram, 

ed., AWo Tie-tung Unreheaned, PP- 61-83. 

21. Mao, On Correct Handling, p_ 49. 

22. Ibzd_, p. 58. 



23. lbid.,p.50 (italics added}. 

24. Teng Hsiao-p'ing [DengXiaoping], "Report on the Revision of the Constitution of the Com· 

munist Party of Chma," Eigftth Nariond Congress of the Communist Party ofChma, 1:213. 

25. Cited in !\-iacFarquhar, The Hundred Fk!wers Campaign, p. 28. 

26. ibid_, p. 49_ 

27. IbM., p. 87_ 

28. Ibtd, p. 75_ 

29. Mao, On Correct Handling, p. 66. 

30. Ibid., p. 38. 

31. Lo Lun.g-ch! [Luo Lon.gqi], "My Preliminary Examination," statement presented to the Na

tional People's Congress on July 15, 1957. Translated in BOWle and Fairbank, Commumst 

China, pp. 331-337-

32. Chang Po-chlin [Zhang Bojun], "I Bow My Head and Admit :\1y Guilt Before the People," 

statement presented to the National People's Congress on July 15, 1957. Translated in Bowie 

and Fairbank, Communirt China, pp- 337-341.

33- From a speech delivered to the National People's Congress on July 13_. 1957_ Jen-mmjth-pao 

[Renmt/J nbao], July 15, 1957. 1i-anslared in IvfacFarquhar, Hundred Fk!wm Campaign, pp. 

285-286. 

34. liu Shao-ch'i [Liu Shaoqi], "The Present Situation, the Party's General Line for Socialist 

Construction and Its Future Tasks," report to the second session of the Eighth National Con

gress delivered on May 5, 1958. Thmslated in Bowie and Fairbank, Communist China, p. 434. 

35. Mao, On Cmect Handling, p. 52. 

36. Ibid., p. 42. 

37. Ibid., p. 47. 

38. Ibid., p. 51. 

39. Ibid., p. 53. 

40. See, for example, Mao's comments on lbe Bourgeois Orientat1on of the Wen-hui Pao" and 

lbe Situation in the Summer of 1957" in Jerome Ch'en, ed., MIW Papers (London: Oxford 

University Press, 1970), pp. 55-56. 

41. Mao, On Correct Handling, p. 53. 



1 1

Permanent Revolution 

The Ideologzcal Origzizs of the Great Leap 

T

HE GREAT LEAP FORWARD campaign of 1958--60 was, in 

part, the Maoist response to the consequences of early industrial

ization. In the early years of the People's Republic, Chinese Com

munists believed that the road to socialism in an economically backward 

land began with urban industrialization in order to create the necessary ma

terial prerequisites for the new society, prerequisites that an abortive capi

talism had failed to provide. By 1956 Mao Zedong and others had 

concluded that the social costs exacted by that road was too heavy a price 

for socialists to pay. China's First Five Year Plan had led to the growth of 

bureaucracy, new social inequalities and privileged elites, a grmving gulf be

t\veen the modernizing cities and the backward countryside, and processes 

of ideological decay The social, political, and an ideological results seemed 

to be moving China further away from, rather than toward, a socialist and 

communist future. The Maoist conclusion was that socialist ends could be 

attained only by socialist means. And the Maoist remedy for the evils of 

urban industrialization was to industrialize the countryside. In the new 

rural communes Maoists would :find what appeared to be the ideal agency 

to reconcile the means and ends of socialism, agencies that would serve the 

needs of modem economic development while at the same time fanning 

the basic social units for China's �leap" to a communist utopia. In the com-
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munization movement of the sununer of 1958 Maoists rejected in social 

practice what they already had come to reject in their socialist theory: the 

Soviet orthodoxy that the combination of nationalized means of produc

tion and rapid industrial development automatically guaranteed the arrival 
of a communist socle'tJ" The Second Five Year Plan, scheduled to begin in 
1958, was never formally revoked, but it was left to gather dust on the 
drawing boards of the economic planners. 

There were no detailed blueprints for the Great Leap. It was the prod

uct of a utopian social vision, not an economic plan on the order of a five 
year plan. When the "Great Leap Forward" slogan was set forth in January 

1958, Mao outlined general guidelines for Clllna's socioeconomic develop

ment, but it is unlikely that he had "people's communes" firmly in mind. 
Yet underlying the Maoist vision of the Great Leap were a set of theoretical 

assumptions and a distinctive theory of economic development from whkh 

the communes logically were to emerge. 
The ideological impetus for the Great Leap was deeply rooted in revolu

tionary Maoism. Many of the intellectual predispositions that had molded 
the Maoist interpretation and practice of Marxism over the revolutionary 

years again came to the fore a decade after the revolutionary victory A vol
untaristic belief that the consciousness and moral qualities of human be
ings are the decisive factors in detenn:i:ning the course of history, a populist 
belief that true revolutionary creativity resides among the peasant masses, 

and a particular faith in the revolutionary advantages of backwardness
such are some of the elements of the revolutionary heritage that were re
vived and given a more radical interpretation. These beliefs, combined with 
lessons derived from the experiences of a decade of postrevolutionary his
tory, received their most general theoretical expression in what was an
nounced on the eve of the Great Leap as "the theory of permanent 
revolution." 

Mao Zedong emerged as an advocate of "permanent revolution" in an 

unpublished speech delivered to the Supreme State Conference on Janu
ary 28, 1958 and elaborated on his interpretation of the concept in a report 
on "work methods" prepared for Party circulation three days later.l Lin 
Shaoqi brought the term into the public realm in May 1958 when he de

clared that the Chinese Communist Party always had been guided by "the 
Marxist-Leninist theory of permanent revolution."2 The concept appeared 

prominently in the theoretical literature of the Great Leap period, and soon 

was canonized as part of "Mao Zedong Thought." 
The term "permanent revolution" is identified primarily with 'llotsky; 

but it was also employed by Marx. A brief review of its earlier history might 



be useful for understanding how the Maoist usage establishes the place 

that Mao Zedong occupies in the Marxist tradition. 

Marxism and the Idea of Permanent Revolution 

The term "permanent revolution" or, more precisely, "The Revolution in 

Permanence," was set forth by Marx in 1850. The original theory was for

mulated with reference to comparatively backward Germany in response to 
the political conservatism of the German bourgeoisie in the defeated revo
lution of 1848. In anticipation that another European upheaval was immi

nent, Marx pondered the role of an embryonic proletariat in a country 

where the bourgeoisie could not be counted on to carry out its democratic 
tasks. His conclusion was that once the proletariat appeared on the politi

cal scene it could not allow a timid bourgeoisie to halt the revolutionary 
process in midstream; the proletariat would be compelled to achieve polit
ical supremacy, establish a "proletarian dictatorship," and more or less im
mediately transform the bourgeois-democratic revolution into a socialist 
one) 

If the Gennan workers were to pursue their own class interests and not 
be seduced by the bourgeoisie, their battle cry was to be: "'The Revolution 

in Permanence!"4 

The notion of "permanent revolution" modified the Marxist orthodoxy 
that there are well-defined political stages that necessarily correspond to 
stages of socioeconomic development. For later Marxists in economically 

backward countries, it provided doctrinal authority for the possibility that 
even a small proletariat could seize the political opportunity to turn a bour

geois-democratic revolution into a socialist one, at least in the context of an 

international revolutionary situation. 
The notion of permanent revolution does not appear explicitly in the 

writings of Marx and Engels after 1850, in the decades when the revolu

tionary situation did not develop according to their earlier expectations. 
Mter 1905, in different political and historical circumstances, it was revived 

and more elaborately formulated by 'frotsky, with whom the theory is pri

marily identified. 
'frotsky maintained that in the era of international socialist revolution 

the working classes of the backward countries (Russia, in particular, and 

the colonial and semicolonial countries of Asia and the Middle East by ex

tension) were potentially more revolutionary than their counterparts in the 

mature nations of the West. Since the Russian bourgeoisie had proven too 

weak and politically timid to perform its appointed bourgeois-democratic 



historical tasks, those tasks would fall to the proletariat with the assistance 
of the peasantry. The numerical weakness of the proletariat, it was argued, 
was outweighed by its political militancy .in economically backward lands, 
and thus the workers would assume the leadership of the bourgeois· 
democratic revolution. Once having gained political hegemony; the prole
tariat would find it imposSlble to confine the revolution to bourgeois limits; 
the necessary outcome would be a proletarian dictatorship and the trans· 
formation of the revolution .into a socialist one. That outcome, .in tum, 
would provide the stimulus for socialist revolutions in the advanced nations 
of Western Europe, which would guarantee the survival of the revolution in 
its backward homeland. As 'frotsky declared .in 1906, .in his classic inversion 
of orthodox Marxism, it was likely that ".in a backward country with a lesser 
degree of capitalistic development, the proletariat should sooner reach po· 
litical supremacy than .in a highly developed capitalist state. "5 

Thus for 'frotsky the revolution would be "permanent" .in two respects. 
First, a revolution .in an economically backward land could not be confined 
to any distinct "bourgeois-democratic" phase, but would proceed "uninter· 
rupted" to socialism. Second, a revolution could not be confined to a single 
nation; the survival of a revolution .in a backward country was dependent 
on the timely outbreak of socialist revolutions .in the advanced countries, 
for only in an international revolutionary context could the permanence of 
the revolutionary process be maintained. 

These perspectives guided Lenin as well as 'frotsky in the Russian Octo· 
her Revolution. The events of 1917-1918 dissolved all but terminological 
and semantic distinctions between Lenin's theory of "the democratic dicta
torship of the proletariat and peasantry" and 'frotsky's theory of "perma· 
nent revolution." It was not until the advent of Stalin that the notion of 
permanent revolution became an ideological heresy .in a newly canonized 
Marxist-Leninist orthodoxy. Stalin's doctrine of "sociahsm in one country" 
replaced the internationalist revolutionary perspective while the notion of 
an "uninterrupted" revolutionary process was replaced by the dogma that 
all revolutions (save perhaps the Russian) must proceed through distinct 
and well-defined stages of sociopolitical development. Thus when Mao 
proclaimed in January 1958 that "I advocate the theory of permanent rever 
lution, "6 he invited the charge of "'frotskyism," and he soon was to hear the 
accusation, despite the fact that such 'frotskyists as could be found .in the 

People's Republic languished in jails. It is hardly surprising that Mao has
tened to add that his theory should not be confused with 'frotsk:y's, al· 
though between the two there are significant similarities as well as vast 
differences. 



Maoism and the Concept of Permanent Revolution 

The Maoist version of the theory begins with the view that the whole revo
lutionary process, until the realization of communism, is characterized by 
an endless series of social contradictions and struggles which can be re
solved only by radical revolutionary breaks with existing reality. Progress 
from one phase to another "must necessarily be a relationship between 
quantitative and qualitative changes. All mutations, all leaps forward are 
revolutions which must pass through struggles. The theory of [the] cessa
tion of struggles [in a socialist society] is sheer metaphysics." Moreover, the 
resolution of contradictions can only be transient, for "disequilibrium is 
normal and absolute whereas equilibrium is temporary and relative. "7 

Mao's emphasis on "disequilibrium" as an absolute and universal law of 
historical development was the very antithesis of the rational planning and 
calculating mentality that went into the making of five year plans of eco
nomic development -a notion profoundly unsettling to Chinese economic 
planners and most Party leaders. For Mao, on the other hand, the combi
nation of rapid economic development and a continuous process of in
creasingly radical social and ideological transfonnations was necessary to 
fully release the latent productive energies of the masses and to prevent the 
ever-present danger of backsliding into capitalism. As he declared in his 
January 28 speech, "In making revolution, one must strike while the iron is 
hot, one revolution following another; the revolution must advance with
out interruption. "S And the revolutionary advance was to be social as well 
as economic, for the central Maoist assumption was that the socialist trans
formation of the "superstructure" was more the precondition for modem 
economic development than the product of it. In setting forth the concept 
of "permanent revolution" in early 1958, Mao called for a "great technical 
revolution," but the call presupposed an already completed-or an about
to-be-completed-socialist revolution "on the political and ideological 
fronts."9 And the Maoist practice of pennanent revolution, as it was re
vealed in the policies of the Great Leap, stressed the cultivation of a popu
lar "communist consciousness" and the creation of embryonic forms of 
communist social organization as much as it did the "technical revolution" 
In the Maoist view; the process of modern economic development begins 
with the seizure of state power, is followed by the transformation of social 
relationships, and the latter in tum opens the way for the development of 
productive forces.1o 

What is rejected in.the Maoist version of permanent revolution is not 
rapid economic development but rather the Marrist-Leninist view that 



there are well-defined and more or less prolonged stages of sociopolitical 

development that correspond to stages in the development of material pro

ductive forces. What is affinned is that changes in the "superstructure"-in 

social relationships, political forms, and ideological consciousness-must 

be accomplished as quickly as possible, "one after the other," if the goals of 

the revolution are to be achieved. Thus in summarizing Chinese sociohis

torical development since 1949, Mao emphasized the uninterrupted char

acter of the revolutionary process. No sooner had the bourgeois phase of 

the revolution been completed (with the completion of the land reform 

campaign), than China embarked upon the transition to socialism, a revo

lution "basically completed" in 1956 according to Mao. And now (in 1958)

the Great Leap Forward campaign was intended not only to bring about a 

technological revolution but also to mark China's passage from socialism to 

communism. For Mao these were fundamental revolutionary "leaps" in so

cial, political, and ideological life-and the process of social change obvi

ously was proceeding much more rapidly than the rate of economic 

development. \Xi'ithin a decade after the revolutionary victory, China had 

passed through the bourgeois-democratic and socialist revolutions and, ac

cording to the Maoist perspective of the time, was prepared for a leap to a 

communist societ;.' But China, as Maoists acknowledged, remained a poor 

and economically backward coun1:t}: This, of course, invited accusations of 

the Tiotskyist heresy of "leaping over stages." To ward off the accusations 

Maoists countered ·with a purely verbal orthodoxy: 'We are advocates of 

permanent revolution but also believe in revolution by stages." But the 

"stages" of social development, at least in theory, are passed through so 

rapidly that in this respect Mao appears as a super-Ttotskyist. 

At the same time, he also was anti-Stalinist. It was, after all, a principal 

Stalinist orthodoxy that such contradictions as exist in a presumably social

ist society could be resolved by a gradual process of evolutionary change. 

The Maoist '..-:iew that the struggle to achieve socialism and communism de

mands qualitative "leaps," radical breaks ·with the past, and a continuous 

series of revolutions was an explicit theoretical rejection of Stalinism-just 

as the Maoist practice of the Great Leap marks a wholesale rejection of the 

entire Soviet pattern of socioeconomic development. 

The whole vision of a continuous process of revolutionary change that 

would rapidly transform China into a country both economically modem 

and socially communist was based on a profound faith in the powers of 
human consciousness and the human v-ill to bring about that transforma

tion. Just as Maoist revolutionary strategy had rested on a faith that deter
mined people motivated by the proper ideas and moral values could 

triumph over the most formidable material obstacles, so now a similar faith 



was brought to bear to deal with postrevolutionary problems of social and 

economic development. If China lacked the Marxian-defined economic 

prerequisites for a communist society� those objective economic conditions 

could be brought into existence in the very process of striving to realize ul
timate communist goals, a process that the notion of permanent revolution 

demanded be undertaken in the here and now. The key to success was a 

mobilized people armed with the proper revolutionary spirit, \Vill, and lead

ers. In launching the Great Leap and setting forth the utopian social and 

economic goals it was to achieve, Mao looked to the "subjective" factors in 

history, to what he called "the boundless creative powers" of the masses 

and their "inexhaustible enthusiasm for socialism." 

If modern economic development itself did not guarantee the arrival of 
a communist future, a modern economy and popular prosperity were very 
much part of that future. Maoists did not envision a primitive communist 

utopia existing in perpetual conditions of economic scarcity From the very 

begirullng of the Great Leap, Mao emphasized the necessity for a "great 

technical revolution." Chinese industrial production, he declared in J anu

ary 1958, would overtake England in fifteen years, and this became one of 

the great popular rallying cries of the time. The manner in which Mao con

ceived the problem of carrying out the technical revolution, which he dis

cussed in outlining his theory of permanent revolution, reflects the decisive 

role of human consciousness implicit in that theory. In analyzing the rela

tionship between economic and psychological factors, Mao described a ·vi

cious cycle in which economic stagnation and mental stagnation tend to 

reinforce each other. Because of China's economic backwardness, her peo

ple were still "spiritually restricted" and "unable to take much initiative." 

The way to break the cycle was to stimulate the consciousness of the 

masses, release their latent energies, and turn them to the task of economic 

development. The task was like fighting a never ending war: ''After a vic

tory, we must at once put forvmrd a new task. In this way, cadres and 

masses ......,ill forever be filled with revolutionary fervour . . . . "11 

Once the process started, there would be a progressive and dynamic 

cyclical development of ever higher levels of consciousness and economic 

progress, each stimulating the progressive movement of the other. As ap

plied to economic development, "permanent revolution" meant a constant 

process of ideologically inspired mass activism: ''Ideological work and po

litical work is the guarantee for the completion of economic technological 

work and it serves the economic basis. Ideology and politics are the com
manders, the soul. "12 

In the Maoist worldviev-', the emergence of the new society presupposed 

the emergence of a spiritually transformed people. The slogans that guided 



the Great Leap Forward campaign-"man is the decisive factor" and "men 

are more important than machines" -logically flowed from these views, 

as did Maoist theoretical treatises that concluded v.rith the striking 

proposition that "the subjective can create the objective." The notion of 

permanent revolution was above all a formula for the continuous revolu

tionization of human consciousness and energies as the key to the achieve

ment of the social and economic goals promised by the Chinese 

Revolution. 

Another prominent aspect of the Maoist version of "permanent revolu

tion," even though it was not explicitly formulated in the theory itself, was a 

populist belief that the true sources of revolutionary creativity reside in the 

countryside. Just as the Maoist revolutionary strategy of "people's war" was 

based on a profound faith in the spontaneous revolutionary stri11ings of the 

peasantry, so the emerging Maoist strategy for postrevolutionary socioeco

nomic development took on an equally strong agrarian orientation. In 
1958, as in 1927, "the people" were defined essentially as the vast peasant 
masses and Maoists again looked primarily to the countryside for the 

sources of progress and regeneration. The potential to achieve the appro

priate transformation of morality and consciousness was attributed essen

tially to "the pioneering peasants," not to the urban populace. The 

functions of proletarian dictatorship and the tasks of the transition to com

munism were assigned not to the urban proletariat but rather to the rural 
people's communes. During the Great Leap Forward, the rural people's 

commune was seen as the agency to eliminate the differences behveen 

town and countryside, between peasants and workers, and benveen mental 

and manual labor; and, indeed, even to eventually abolish the domestic 

functions of the state. The policies of the Great Leap For.vard campaign 

emphasized "the industrialization of the countryside" and one of the 

prominent slogans of the time was "the urbanization of the countryside and 
the ruralization of the cities." Permanent revolution meant the permanence 

of agrarian revolution. 

Closely associated -with the voluntarist emphasis and the populist faith 

was another long-held Maoist belief revived on the eve of the Great Leap 

Forward campaign, which underlies the whole conception of "permanent 

revolution"-namely, a particular perception of the "advantages of back

wardness." This was not simply the now familiar idea that economically 

backward nations in the modern world are offered the advantage of speed

ing up their development by borrowing the technologies of the industrially 

advanced countries. Rather, it was a more general and pervasive faith in the 

moral-social virtues and revolutionary political advantages of backward

ness as such, a faith not dissimilar to that held by the nineteenth-century 



Russian Narodniks. As early as 1919, before his conversion to Marxism, 

·Mao deplored China's impotence and wretched backwardness but never
theless saw in that very condition a huge reservoir of youthful creativity and 

revolutionary energy, which augured well for the future. "Our Chinese peo
ple possess great intrinsic energy. . . .  The more profound the oppression, 

the greater the resistance; that which has accumulated for a long time v.rill 
surely burst forth quickly."13 And from the beginning of his career as a

Marxist revolutionary; Mao was disposed to find the sources of modem 

revolution in those areas of society least influenced by modern economic 

forces-in a peasantry relatively unJnvolved in capitalist relationships and 

in a de-urbanized intelligentsia relatively uncorrupted by the bourgeois 

ideas which pervaded the cities. It was this conversion of China's back

wardness into a revolutionary virtue that led Mao to predict in 1930 that 

"the revolution will certainly move tmvards an upsurge more quickly in
China than in We stem Europe, "14 and to draw a dichotomy bet\veen the 

revolutionary countryside and the consel\lative cities in the making of the 

Chinese revolution. 

This tendency to celebrate the revolutionary advantages of backward
ness received its most radical-and most un-Marxian-formulation in the 

"poor and blank" thesis, the special revolutionary virtues that Mao attrib

uted to the Chinese people in April of 1958: 

Apart from their other characteristics, China's 600 million people have two re

markable peculiarities; they are, 6rst of all, poor, and secondly blank That may 

seem like a bad thing, but it is really a good thing. Poor people want change, want 

to do things, want revolution. A dean sheet of paper has no blotches, and so the 

ne-;�o-est and most beautiful words can be written on it, the newest and most beau

tiful pictures can be painted on it. 1'

The condition of being "poor" and "blank" not only demanded a 
process of "permanent revolution" to overcome that condition but it also 

made possible an uninterrupted development leading to communism, for it 

was precisely because of China's backwardness that its people IXJSsessed 

special revolutionary capacities and were uniquely amenable to the appro

priate spiritual transformation; they could write, or could have written on 

them, "the newest and most beautiful words." For, as Mao later declared: 

"In history it is always people with a low level of culture who triumph over 
people with a high level of culture."16 

Implicit in the "poor and blank" thesis is a notion strikingly simllar to the 

nJneteenth-century Russian Populist assumption that an economically 

backward country does not suffer from the historical "overmaturity" and 



the moral decadence that had stifled the revolutionary spirit in the advanced 

Western nations and is therefore potentially more revolutionary than other 

countries. Just as the Russian Populists proclaimed pre-industrial Russia to 

be closer to socialism than the industrialized nations of the West precisely 

because of the relative absence of modern capitalist economic develop

ment, so Mao proclaimed the special Chinese revolutionary virtues of 

being poor and blank and saw preindustrial China pioneering the way to a 

universal socialist and communist future. Just as Herzen had declared that 

"we possess nothing" to declare his faith in Russia's socialist future,17 Mao 

found China "a dean sheet of paper," and in this condition he saw the 

promise of its future socialist greatness. 

If the Chinese people in general were characterized by being "poor and 

blank," those virtues were especially characteristic of two special sections 

of the people. For the poorest of the people were the peasants and the most 

"blank" the youth. \Vhile poor peasants most wanted revolution, the youth 

of China were the most receptive to the appropriate transformation of ide

ology and spirit. If the "poor and blank" thesis sen'ed to reinforce Mao's 

belief that the peasantry was the truly revolutionary class in Chinese society; 

it also marked the revival of the special faith in youth that characterized the 

formative stages of his intellectual development, the New Youth era of 

1915-1919. "From ancient times," Mao remarked in a speech in 1958, "the 

people who have created new schools of thought have always been young 

people without great learning. "18 

What relationship does the Maoist conception of permanent revolution 

bear to the conceptions of Marx and Tiotsky? That Mao chose to adopt the 

Marxist term, especially in view of its heretical standing in Soviet Marxist

Leninist orthodoxy, is itself a matter of some significance. The choice dra

matized Chinese political and ideological autonomy from Moscow and the 

Maoist determination to pursue a distinctively Chinese road to commu

nism, and at the same time it reflected the desire of Maoists to tie them

selves to the Marxist tradition and draw upon its most voluntaristic strains. 

But apart from the use of the term itself, the Maoist theory has rather little 

in common with the conceptions of either Marx or Tiotsky. \Vhile the Chi

nese version retained (and, indeed, magnified) the general notion that a 

backward country might telescope stages of revolutionary development, it 

did so in an historical context, on the basis of ideological assumptions, and 

through proposed means that together constitute a wholesale rejection of 

many of the most fundamental premises of Marxist theory. While Marx and 

Tiotsky raised the possibility of permanent revolution with reference to a 

bourgeois revolution passing over into a socialist one in an international 

revolutionary situation, the Maoist theory addressed itself to what was as-



sumed to be the period of the transition from socialism to communism in 
China alone, without reference to any international revolutionary process. 
Whereas Marx and 'llutsky assumed that the success of a socialist revolu
tion in an economically backw-ard country was ultimately dependent on 
successful socialist revolutions in the advanced industrialized nations, for 
only the latter could provide the material conditions for any genuinely so
cialist society, the Maoist assumption was that economic backwardness was 
not a barrier to either the socialist or the communist reorganization of soci
ety. Indeed, backwardness was converted into a revolutionary virtue that 
would yield the human energies and moral purity for the process of perma
nent revolution, and thus China could advance to a communist utopia on 
the basis of its own meager material resources. And while Tiotsky as well as 
Marx believed that only the urban proletariat could transform a OOurgeois 
revolution into a socialist one, the Maoist belief was that the true sources 
for revolutionary transformation reside in the peasantry and that the coun
tryside is the main arena where the struggle to achieve socialism and com
munism will be determined. 

The Maoist version of permanent revolution rests on a literal interpreta
tion of the Marxist premise that human beings make history, an extreme 
voluntarist belief that human consciousness is the decisive factor in deter

mining the course of social development. Marx, to be sure, believed that 
people "make their own history," but he also insisted, as did Tiotsky, that 
"they do not make it just as they please; they do not make it under circum
stances chosen by themselves, but under circumstances directly encoun
tered, given and transmitted from the past."19 For Mao, such Marxian 
historical restraints on the activation of human consciousness were largely 
absent, and thus dedicated people with the proper ideas and will were free 
to mold objective reality in accordance with their consciousness, "just as 
they please," in large measure, regardless of both the particular national so
cioeconomic conditions and the general international revolutionary condi
tions in which they might find themselves. 

These Maoist departures from the premises of Marxism found their 
most radical expression in the "poor and blank" thesis with which the 
Maoist notion of permanent revolution is so intimately connected. People, 
Marx once warned (and even TI-otsky's conception of permanent revolu
tion retained the warning), "do not build themselves a new world out of the 
fruits of the earth, as vulgar superstition believes, but out of the historical 
accomplishments of their declining civilization. They must, in the course of 
their development, begin by themselves producing the material conditions 
of a pew society, and no effort of mind or will can free them from this des
tiny. "2° For Maoists, by contrast, it was not the accomplishments of the past 



that were important but rather the belief that the present is unburdened by 

the historical weight of the past. It was the condition of being "poor and 

blank" that gave rise to their confidence in the emergence of the new soci
ety. Reflected in this celebration of the "advantages of backwardness" was 
the absence of any real Marxist faith in the objective forces of history, the 
lack of the Marxist conviction that socialism and communism were inuna
nent in the progressive movement of history itself Rather, what was deci
sive in detennining the historical outcome were the "subjective· factors," 
the consciousness, the moral values and the actions of dedicated people. 
On the basis of this most un-Marxian conviction the policies of the Great 

Leap were formulated and implemented. 
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Economics of the Great Leap Forward 

T

HE "GREAT LEAP" strategy of development relied ultimately 
on what Maoists perceived to be the "revolutionary enthusiasm" 
of the masses, especially the peasant masses, but it did not assume 

that moral zeal alone would bring modem economic development. The 
utopian fervors of 1958 were accompanied by a distinctive Maoist theory 
of economic development, which, when viewed in light of concrete Chi
nese socioeconomic conditions, appears not nearly as irrational as the 
scheme is usually now pictured. 

To understand the economic rationale of the Great Leap Forward, it is 
necessary to distinguish between the Maoist theory of economic develop
ment and the manner in which it was implemented during the course of the 
campaign. The distinction is partly artificial because Maoism only fully re
veals itself in practice, but in this case a largely abstract exposition seems 
justified because of the vast gap between what was intended and what was 
actually done. In the final analysis, of course, Maoists, like all historical ac
tors, must be judged on the basis of what they have done rather than on the 
basis of what they might have intended to do. 

A distinctively Maoist economic theory took shape in response to three 
major problems that confronted Chinese society as the First Five Year Plan 
was drawing to a close. First, there was the immediate problem of growing 
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unemployment in the cities and underemployment in the countryside, 

chronic problems which the First Five Year Plan had failed to resolve and 

the proposed Second Five Year Plan offered little promise of alleviating. 

Second, there was the more general question of how to speed up the 

process of "primitive socialist accumulation." Wtth little prospect of any 

significant foreign investment, the question turned on how to make most 

efficient use of China's major resource, human labor. And that, in turn, 

called into question the efficacy of concentrating on the development of 

capital-intensive heavy industries. Quite apart from the social conse

quences of urban industrialization, Maoists raised the question of v.rhether 

China's long-range needs of national economic development could be met 

by a continued reliance on the Soviet model of development. Third, the 

general recognition that China required a "technical revolution" raised the 

question of how modern technology and science could be mastered with

out fostering the development of a privileged technological intelligentsia. 

Problems of Population, Unemployment, and 
Underemployment 

One of the problems plaguing economically bachvard countries in the 

modern world is that urbanization has been proceeding much more rapidly 

than industrialization. Among the contemporary legacies of imperialism 

and colonialism is not only the phenomenon of "lopsided development" 

between modern cities and backward rural areas, but the tendency for 

cities themselves to grow in economically distorted and socially disfigured 

form. In cities resting on weak and structurally deficient industrial bases, 

huge populations conglomerate, the great majority living in destitution and 

squalor on the fringes of modern economic life. The horrendous social con

sequences are still painfully apparent today in many of the urban centers of 

Asia, Africa, and Latin America, as they were in pre-1949 China. \Vhile the 

Chinese Communists succeeded in alleviating the worst social abuses in 

the cities during the first years of their rule, they were not successful in 

dealing with the more fundamental problem of "overpopulated" cities. Al

though urban industry and the urban proletariat grew rapidly in the 1950s, 

the increase in the urban population from 57,000,000 in 1949 to about 

100,000,000 in 1957 cannot be accounted for by the growth of the urban 

economy alone. Many of the new urban dwellers were peasant migrants un

able to find work in urban enterprises. The result was persistent '\vide

spread unemployment and underemployment in the cities. 

The government was reluctant to recognize the problem. When the First 

Five Year Plan began in 1953, most economic planners assumed that a 



Great Leap. Heavy capital investments in the advanced industrial sector 

would continue, but at the same time there would be increased invest

ments in light industry and agriculture, and the three would grow together 

in dynamic fashion, with each stimulating the development of the others. 

The Maoist argument, simply put, was that the promotion of light indus

tries producing inexpensive consumer goods for peasant consumption was 

essential to motivate peasants to increase agricultural production, while 

greater agricultural output, in turn, would further stimulate the develop

ment of light industry and was the essential prerequisite for the state to ac

cumulate sufficient capital for heavy industrial development. On the basis 

of this concept of dynamic interaction among the three economic sectors 

Mao had declared that, "if you have a strong desire to develop heavy in

dustl)', then you will pay attention to the development of light industry and 

agriculture."4 From this statement flowed the policy of "simultaneous de

velopment" as the most rapid road to the building of a modern economy. 

While a process of "simultaneous development� dearly would be the 

best of all possible economic worlds, it was by no means clear that the 

Maoist policy was within the realm of the possible. No one questioned the 

desirability of developing all sectors of the economy in a manner that was 

"faster, better, and cheaper," as the slogan of the time went, but questions 

were raised as to how it could be done. It had been assumed that the mod

ern industrial sector could be developed rapidly only at the expense of 

other sectors-and most Chinese Communist leaders accepted the social 

consequences of that assumption. If capital investments in heavy urban in

dustry were not to be reduced, then how was a "great leap forward" in light 

industries and agriculture to be financed? The Maoist answer was that the 

key to simultaneous development was the labor power of the Chinese 

masses; through the establishment of ne\v forms of social organization and 

through the proper ideological guidance, the hitherto underutilized labor 

potential of the people could be released and mobilized in a vast crusade to 

conquer nature. It was a principal Maoist assumption that the new labor

intensive projects in industry as well as agriculture would not require new 

capital but rather would generate it. 

Since most of China's labor power, and an even greater proportion of its 

underutilized labor, resided in the peasantry, the new strategy of rapid eco

nomic development focused on the countl)'side rather than on the cities. 

The labor potential of the peasants, \vhich could be utilized only partially in 
agricultural production even under the best of circumstances, was now to 

be fully realized by promoting the industrial development of the rural 

areas. The huge reservoir of surplus labor during the "slack" seasons in 
agriculture was to be turned to the development of small and medium-



scale industries that required little capital investment. Labor-intensive in
dustries such as crop processing, tool manufacturing, simple consumer
goods production, shale-oil production, and small chemical and fertilizer 
plants could grow in conjunction with agricultural production in rural 
areas. Such locally-based industrial projects not only would make more ef
ficient use of the labor power of the peasant masses, but also would bring 
industry closer to sources of raw materials (and thus reduce strains on the 
fragile transportation system), exploit poorer quality raw materials not suit
able for use in urban-based heavy industrial enterprises, encourage techno
logical innovations based on local needs and conditions, and speed up 
capital accumulation to support large-scale construction and industrial pro
jects. 

This combination of industrial and agricultural production was seen as 
desirable on social as well as economic grounds. The growth of local indus
tries would promote the economic development of the more backward 
regions of the country and reduce regional inequities; and rural industrial
ization would be an initial step in abolishing the distinctions between 
workers and peasants, and between town and countryside. 

The new Maoist economic strategy presupposed a radical decentraliza
tion of socioeconomic life. In contrast to the form of decentralization that 
had been inaugurated in the autumn of 1957, when a large degree of ad
ministrative authority had been delegated by the central government and 
the economic ministries in Beijing to provincial and municipal administra
tive units and to large-scale economic enterprises (a form similar to post
Stalinist changes -in the Soviet Union and many East European countries), 
the Maoist policies of 1958 implied a wholesale dismantling of centralized 
bureaucratic planning organs, and the transfer of economic decision
making to basic production units. The Maoist argument was that the full 
utilization of local resources and labor power demanded that economic 
decentralization be carried down to the localities, that the initiative and 
creativity of the masses in production could be brought forth fully only if 
the people themselves participated in economic planning in their ov.'n com
munities. 

Decentralization and the emphasis on local development did not mean, 
or at least was not intended to mean, the abandonment of national eco
nomic planning, especially not insofar as the modern industrial sector was 
concerned. Even more ambitious plans were drawn up for the develop
ment of heavy industry. The nev..' industrial policy of "walking on two legs" 
envisioned the rapid development of both the large-scale modern sector 
and small and medium-scale industries in the interior based on indigenous 
technologies and local resources. Since the latter were labor-intensive oper-



ations, it was assumed that there would be no lessening of the rate of capi

tal investment in heavy industry. 

The Technological Revolution 

What is often taken as Mao's "anti-technocratic bias" was not a bias against 
modem technology and science as such, but rather a concern for the social 
consequences of modem technological development. Indeed, the grandiose 

economic achievements that were promised by the Great Leap presup

posed an extraordinarily rapid application of both advanced and interme

diate technologies as well as the general development of scientific 

knowledge and education. And no one more strongly emphasized the need 

for these than did Mao. In launching the Great Leap, he hailed the suc

cesses of China's socialist transformation but Lunented the country's con

tinued economic backw-ardness. 'We must now start a technological 
revolution," he declared in January 1958, "so that we may overtake En

gland in 15 or more years . . . .  The technological revolution is designed to 

make everyone learn science and technology. "5 

For Mao and Maoists, however, economic goals could not be separated 
from social and political ones. While no one questioned the necessity and 

desirability of mastering mcdem science and technology, Maoists were 

concerned with the question of how they were to be mastered and by 
whom. Part of the Maoist concern was a widely shared anxiety that China 

had become far too dependent on Soviet technology. In 1956 Mao had 
warned that "we should not become one-sided and copy everything which 

comes from abroad, and introduce it mechanistically."6 That "abroad" 

meant the Soviet Union was unmistakable, and the point was made more 

explicitly early in 1958. "Learning should be combined with creativity," he 

then said, and "to import Soviet codes and conventions inflexibly is to lack 

the creative spirit." He proceeded to level a wholesale attack on the Soviet
modeled First Five Year Plan, complaining that, 

all we could do in our ignorance was to import foreign methods. Our statistical 

work was practically a copy of Soviet work; in the educational field copying was 

also pretty bad . . . . \>:-e did not even study our own experience of education in the 

Liberated Areas. The same applied to our public health work, with the result that 

I couldn't have eggs or chicken soup for three years because an article appeared 

in the Soviet Union which said that one shouldn't eat them . . . . "We lacked un

derstanding of the whole economic situation and understood still less the differ
ences between the Soviet Union and China. So all we could do was follow 

blindly.7 



Having embarked upon a radically new strategy of development, it is 
hardly surprising that Mao was determined to break down China's reliance 
on the Soviet Union as well. It was not only a matter of the unsuitability of 
much of Soviet technology, especially to the new Maoist emphasis on small
scale rural industrialization. Also very much involved was the fear, reflect
ing long-standing nationalist resentments, that Chinese economic and 
teclmological dependence on Russia implied a degree of political depen
dence as well. 8 Moreover, economic and political dependence fostered psy

chological dependence, which, in tum, inhibited the initiative and activism 
of the masses; in the Maoist view, foreign borrowing had left the Chinese 
people "mentally fettered" and "passive," and their full liberation (and the 
liberation of their productive potential) required a spirit of "self-reliance." 
Thus the Maoist call for China to develop an independent and indigenous 
technology reflected a combination of old considerations of national pride 
and new economic considerations. It was a call that foreshadowed one of 
the main themes that emerged during the Great Leap Forward era-the 
principle of "self-reliance." 

While Mao's desire to end copying of Soviet methods was generally 
shared by most Party leaders and the non-Party intelligentsia-indeed, it 
had been among the more prominent criticisms heard during the Hun

dred Flowers campaign-it is unlikely that many were receptive to the al

ternative program for technological development that he proposed. Mao's 
program, simply put, envisioned the development and application of mod
ern science and technology without professional scientists and tech

nocrats. To Party economic planners, this seemed an economically 
irrational notion, and to the technological intelligentsia a professionally 
threatening one as well. 

But for Mao science and technology were not politically neutral matters. 
If left to itself, modem scientific and technological development generated 
technological elites and fostered bureaucracy and social inequality. 
W'hereas in 1956 Party leaders had freed the natural sciences from any 
"class character," in January 1958 Mao restored the political and social 
links. ''With the focus on technology," he warned, "[we are] apt to neglect 
politics . . . .  Ideological and political work is the guarantee for the comple
tion of economic and technological work. . . .  "9 In Mao's "technical revolu
tion," politics, not technicians, were to be in command to guarantee that 
the means of modern science and technology were used in a fashion con
sistent with socialist ends. 

W'hereas two years earlier Zhou Enlai had posed the problem in terms of 
a technological intelligentsia that was insufficient in numbers and lacking in 
professional skills, Mao now saw the problem in terms of how China could 



acquire modern scientific and technological knowledge ·without creating a 

privileged technocratic elite. The Maoist solution was deceptively simple 

and perhaps simplistically utopian:  the masses of peasants and workers 

themselves were to master modem technology. Moreover, they were to do 

so in the course of everyday productive work, learning the necessary skills 

and expertise in the course of doing, studying while working, and applytng 

their newly-acquired knowledge to immediate productive needs, and in 

ways appropriate to suit local conditions. There were to be no "experts," 

but only "reds and experts," a new generation of politically conscious 

"jacks-of-all-trades" who were to combine mental with manual labor and 

who were to be capable of engaging in "scientific and cultural undertakings 

as well as physical labor." The result would be the creation of a whole na

tion of what Mao called "socialist-conscious, cultured laborers." The "red 

and expert" formula was thus interpreted to mean neither simply "red" 

cadres acquiring technical expertise nor technical experts acquiring a "red" 

political consciousness (although it meant that too), but rather became a 

universal ideal to be universally realized. Just as the Chinese nation was to 

become technologically self-reliant and not dependent on other nations, so 

too were the Chinese people to become self-reliant and not dependent on 

a technological elite. Technological development was conceived as a mass 

movement, and one of the great rallying cries of the Great Leap Forward 

years was the slogan "the masses must make themselves masters of culture 

and science." It was amid such utopian fervors that the Great Leap For

ward campaign got under way. 
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The People's Communes and the 
"'fransition to Communism" 

1958-1960 

AT THE BEGINNING of l958, hardly more than eight years 

after the birth of the People's Republic, Mao Zedong was con

vinced that the transition to socialism had been successfully 

carried out. To be sure, the "ideological" class struggle between "the prole

tariat" and "the bourgeoisie" had yet to be concluded (indeed he hinted 
that it might have to be waged indefinitely), and there remained the ever 

present danger of a regression back to capitalism, or at least to some preso

cialist state of affairs. But the fundamental tasks involved in the socialist re
organization of Chinese society had been achieved, or so Mao believed. 

Thus, the time was ripe for China to move to a higher stage of social devel

opment, a course dictated by the theory of pennanent revolution whereby 

"revolutions come one after another." "Our revolutions are like battles," 

Mao declared. ·�er a victory, we must at once put forward a new task. "1 
The new task was "the transition from socialism to communism." 

To most Chinese Communist leaders, the call to proceed to a commu

nist reorganization of society must have seemed a wildly utopian notion, for 

"socialist transformation" had begun only a few years before and industri

alization was still in its infancy. Mao agreed that China remained a woefully 

backward country but from this fact he drew strik:ingty novel theoretical 

and practical conclusions. 
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If China's socialist system was still unconsolidated, then this seemed to 
Mao more an opportunity to move to a higher social stage than an impera
tive to institutionalize the existing system. For Mao had come to believe 
that it was precisely the relative immaturity of a social order that offered the 
greatest potential for radical change. And, conven;ely, he believed that the 
more consolidated a social system became, the more resistant it would be 
to change. Even more than ever before, Mao emphasized the decisive role 
of "consciousness" in sociohistorical development. As he put it in the de
tailed (but unpublished) critiques of Stalin and Soviet theory he then was 
undertaking: � cannot go on consolidating [a social system] for all time, 
otherwise we will make in:flextble the ideology reflecting this system and 
render people incapable of adjusting their thoughts to new changes."2 In 
bringing about the revolutionary ttansfotmation of social relations, the 
guiding Maoist principle was "to strike while the iron is hot. "3 To stabilize 
the existing order--and thus to delay moving to a higher stage of develop
ment-was a prescription for stagnation and regression. 

Nor did Mao regard economic backwardness as a barrier to ''the transi
tion to communism." Indeed, he regarded it as an asset, for it was in 1958 
that he set forth publicly his remarkable thesis on the revolutionary advan
tages of being "poor and blank," which he soon followed with the proposi
tion that the more backward the economy, the easier the socialist and 
communist reorganization of society would be.4 To be sure, economic 
backwardness also was deplored-and indeed was to be overcome--but it 
was to be overcome simultaneously with processes of social revolutionary 
change leading to communism. In launching the Great Leap Forward cam
paign, Mao promised both a "technical revolution" and a social revolution, 
both an economic miracle and a social miracle--but the latter was not de
pendent on the prior accomplishment of the former. Indeed, it was the rev
olutionary transformation of social relations and consciousness that would 
release the latent productive powers of the masses and provide the impetus 
for the "technical revolution" --and at the same time guarantee that eco
nomic development would be carried out in a fashion consistent with the 
realization of communist social goals. Just as during the collectivization 
campaign of 1955 Mao had proceeded on the assumption that "the eco
nomic conditions of our country·being what they are, technical reform will 
take longer than social reform," he now was even more firmly convinced 
that a social revolution was the necessary prerequisite for an economic rev
olution, that "proletarianization" must precede "mechanization." 

In attempting to understand the rather extraordinary events of 
1958-1960, it is important to keep in mind these Maoist assumptions on 
the relationship between social and economic change. For Mao and 



Maoists, the term "great leap"-which had been used several years before, 

but only with reference to rapid increases in production-now had ac

quired a social as well as an economic meaning. It conveyed the expecta

tion of a qualitative transformation of social relationships as well as the 

expectation of a "leap" in economic development. In the Maoist mentality, 

as it revealed itself in both the theory and the practice of the Great Leap, 

the pursuit of communist social and ideological goals was inextricably in

telt\vined with the goal of rapidly developing the material forces of produc

tion-and the former was seen as the precondition for the proper 

development of the latter. The Great Leap was the time when Maoists ex

plicitly rejected the Stalinist orthodoxy that the combination of state mvn

ership of the key means of production v.rith rapid economic development 

guaranteed the advent of a communist society In the Maoist view, by con

trast, the promise of a communist future demanded the introduction of 

communist forms of social organization and the cultivation of a communist 

consciousness in the here and now, in conditions of economic scarcity-; and 

as the prerequisites for transcending those conditions. It was the time when 

Maoism announced itself as a doctrine that divorced communism from its 

Marxist-defined economic preconditions. 

The Great Leap Fonvard campaign began at the end of 1957 and inten

sified in the early months of 1958 as a drive for increased productivity in 

both industry and agriculture. The campaign to produce "more, faster, bet

ter, and cheaper" (as the popular slogan of the time exhorted) proceeded in 

accordance with the new Maoist economic strategy of "simultaneous devel

opment" formally adopted by the Party in October 1957. A new emphasis 

on agriculture and small industries accompanied the raising of production 

targets in the heavy industrial sector. The centralized bureaucratic eco

nomic apparatus was partially dismantled in favor of relative autonomy and 

decision-making authority for localities and basic production units. Admin

istrative offices were emptied as officials were "sent down" (xia/ang) to en

gage in manual labor on farms and in factories in the name of "simple 

administration." Ideological exhortations and moral appeals replaced ma

terial rewards as the incentive for workers and peasants to work harder and 

longer, accompanied by the promise that "three years of struggle" would be 

followed by "a thousand years of communist happiness." The social mobi

lization of the masses for labor rather than the bureaucratic direction of la

borers became the central organizational feature of a campaign that 

acquired an increasingly militaristic character-and indeed was described 

as one which involved "fighting battles against the natural world" analo

gous to the battles that had been fought during the revolutionary years, de

manding the same qualities of heroism and self-sacrifice. 



In industry the Great Leap was marked by the implementation of the 

policy of "walking on two legs" (a policy announced three years before but 

hitherto largely dormant), in accordance \Vith which medium and small
scale laOOr-intensive industries using indigenous technologies were to be 
developed simultaneously with the modem industrial sector. For workers in 

modem factories it was a policy that meant harder and longer working 
hours (and for some, lower wages as well) to meet ever higher and increas

ingly unrealistic production quotas. The "second leg" of the new industrial 

policy was most spectacularly symbolized by the mobilization of tens of mil

lions of people in urban and rural areas in the futile "backyard" iron and 

steel campaign; it was the most publicized and most wasteful of the new 

labor-intensive local industrial projects. Other small-scale undertakings, es

pecially local chemical and fertilizer factories and coal mines in the rural 

areas, 'l.vere less publicized but often effective. 

In the countryside, the size of private family plots was reduced; the scale 

and intensity of collective labor expanded; .millions of urban cadres and 

technicians arrived to assist in the organization of new local industries; and 

annies of peasants were mobilized for large-scale irrigation and water con

servation projects. The '\:ampaign to build water works," begun in the au

tumn of 1957, was expanded enormously in the early months of 1958. 

If Maoists were "utopian" in their economic expectations, they were 

even more so in their belief that the Chinese people were prepared to carry 
out "the transition from socialism to communism." As the campaigns for 

increased productivity grew in scope and intensit)l Maoists searched for a 
new form of social organization to accomplish both the economic revolu

tion and the social one. The form that was discovered was the people's 

commune, and by the summer of 1958 Maoists were hailing the commune 

as the agency for China's transition to a communist societ): 

The Rural People's Communes 

The vast communization movement, which radically transformed the Chi

nese countryside and the lives of its 500,000,000 inhabitants in the summer 

and fall of 1958, was not the product of any detailed blueprint. Much of 

v.rhat happened was spontaneous, and many of the most crucial policy deci
sions were improvised during the frenetic course of the movement or made 

by local leaders on the spot. The spontaneous character of the campaign 

was partly responsible for the remarkable dynamism that communization 

generated-and it contributed a good deal to the economic chaos that 

eventually resulted. 

Although the communes can be seen as a logical outgrowth of Mao's 



new economic strateg:,; especially when that strategy became connected 
with utopian visions of the imminent advent of communism, there is no ev

idence that Maoists had commwllzation in mind when the Great Leap For

ward began. Only a few months before Mao anticipated that it would take 

five years or more to consolidate the existing collective farms.5 During the 

early months of 1958 Mao did not use the term "commune" in his speeches 

and writings. Nor did he explicitly advocate the wholesale "communist" re

organization of society. Although the December 1957 Politburo meeting, 

which formally launched the Great Leap, called for amalgamating collec
tives into larger wllts, this was motivated more by the organizational needs 

of the massive irrigation and water-consenration movement (begun several 

months earlier) than by utopian visions of communism. It was not until the 

Great Leap Forward was well underway that the commune was discovered 

and in the late summer of 1958 seized upon by Maoists as the organiza
tional ideal for China's "transition from socialism to communism." 

The communization movement involved the complex interplay of the 

spontaneous radicalism of rural cadres and poor peasants from below with 

the radical utopianism of Mao and Maoists from above. And, just as in the 

collectivization campaign of 1955, the two proved mutually reinforcing, 
with the result that the movement acquired a fantastic momentum of its 

own and proceeded at a frantic tempo that far exceeded the hopes and ex

pectations of even its most radical exponents. The first of the communes 
appeared on an experimental basis in Henan province in April 1958. While 
it is unlikely that the experiment could have been undertaken without the 

approval of Maoist leaders in Beijing, the initiative apparently came from 
radical local activists. Spontaneity and local initiatives were certainly pre

dominant in July when (after an excellent summer harvest) the amalgam
ation of collectives into communes spread rapidly in Henan and Hebei 

provinces and certain areas of Manchuria. The movement grew without of
ficial Party sanction and with little central direction, but it received power

ful ideological encouragement from Maoist leaders. In the July 1, 1958, 
issue of the newly established Party theoretical periodical Red Flag, Chen 

Boda, a leading Maoist theoretician and Mao's personal secretary, first 

used the term "people's commune" to describe an expanded and reorga

nized collective in Hubei. The Hubei commune, according to Chen, had 

succeeded in combining agricultural and industrial production, and it had 

produced new "all-round" people who were acquiring scientific and tech

nological knowledge in the course of working, integrating "technological 

revolution" with "cultural revolution," and learning to perform essential 
administrative functions as well as advanced productive methods. The 

commune was thus in the process of realizing the Marxist goals of eliminat-



ing the distinctions between mental and manual labor, between industry 

and agriculture, and between town and countryside-thereby opening the 

road "on which our country can smoothly pass over from socialism to com

munism." Chen attributed these accomplishments to the heroic spirit of 
the working masses.6 

In a lengthy speech delivered in early July at Beijing University to com

memorate the thirty-seventh anniversary of the founding of the Chinese 

Communist Party, Chen Boda elaborated on these themes in an even 
more utopian fashion and with the support of copious quotations drawn 

from the writings of Marx, Lenin, and Mao. He described the movement 

toward communism in the countryside in almost chiliastic terms and at

tributed the revolutionary upsurge not only to the creativity of "the pio

neering peasants" but also (and especially) to the inspiration of the 

thought of Mao Zedong. And he attributed the idea and the ideal of the 

commune to Mao as well: 

Comtade Mao Zedong said that we should steadily and systematically organize 

"industry, agriculture, commerce, education and soldiers into a big commune, 

thereby to form the basic units of society." . . .  This conception of the commune 

is a conclusion drawn by Comtade Mao Zedong from real life.' 

In view of the dose personal and ideological relationship between Chen 

and Mao, the Red Flag articles signaled Maoist approval (if not necessarily 

official Party approval) of the growing communization movement. By the 

time Liu Shaoqi and other Party leaders set out on tours to inspect com

munization in the northern provinces in late July, the movement already 

was widespread. Mao personally added to the momentum by undertaking 

an inspection tour of his own early in August; his glowing praise of the com

mune system was prominently reported in the press, as was his call for the 

extension of the system throughout the country. Thus when the members 

of the Politburo met in "enlarged session" (a meeting which included 

provincial and regional Party secretaries as well as the entire Central Com

mittee) at the seaside resort of Beidaihe August 17-30, they were faced 

with another Maoist fait accompli. Many communes already had been es

tablished, the campaign to establish new ones was proceeding at an accel

erating pace, and Mao's enthusiastic approval of communization had been 

widely publicized in newspapers and periodicals. Despite the grave reserva

tions of many Party leaders, they had no alternative but to formally ratify 

what was already taking place, although the length of the meeting suggests 

that they did so only after considerable debate. 

Formal ratification came in the form of a resolution issued on August 29 



from Beidaihe in the name of the Central Committee. Observing that "the 
people's communes are the logical result of the march of events," that "they 
are already widespread," and that "it is highly probable that there will soon 
be an upsurge in setting up people's communes throughout the country 
and the development is irresistible," the resolution sanctioned universal 
communization and recognized the commune as the appropriate organiza
tional form "to guide the peasants to accelerai:e socialist construction, com
plete the building of socialism ahead of time, and carry out the gradual 
transition to communism." The resolution recommended that wherever 
possible the commune should be coextensive with the xiang and ideally 
should comprise about 2,000 peasant households. \Xi'hile the document ac
cepted the Maoist demand that the commune system be universalized, at 
least in the rural areas, it also reflected the reservations and doubts of non
Maoist Party leaders. The resolution was replete with warnings against 
"compulsory or rash steps" in the organization of communes and any mea

sures which might have an adverse effect on agricultural production. More
over, it insisted on the socialist rather than the communist character of the 
new organizations. The co.tn.tnune system of ownership was to be "collec
tive" rather than characterized by "ownership by the people as a whole," 

while the system of distribution was to be in accord with the socialist prin
ciple of "to each according to his work" and not the communist ideal "to 
each according to his needs." "While the communes were to prepare the way 
for "the gradual transition to communism," the resolution was vague on 

when that transition might come about. Indeed, it implied that it might 
take many decades, for it was suggested that the conditions for the transi
tion to communism required not only an "advance in the people's con
sciousness" but also an unspecified level of "the development of 
producticih" and an "increase of income."S The August 29 resolution was a 
rather moderate document in contrast to the more radical utopian Maoist 
writings of the time, which advocated the immediate introduction of com

munist forms of work and organization and promised the more or less im
mediate advent of a communist utopia. 

Communization proceeded more rapidly and more radically than Party 

leaders anticipated. Before the year was out, virtually the entire rural popu
lation was organized in some 24,000 people's communes which had 
emerged from the hasty amalgamation of 750,000 collective farms. Much 
larger than officially proposed, the average commune comprised 5,000 

households (approximately 30,000 people); but the populations varied 
greatly, ranging from less than 5,000 members to over 100,000. And in defi
ance of the August resolution, many communes moved immediately to in
troduce communist forms of social life, work organization, and distribution. 



The summer and fall of 1958 was the most radical phase of the Great 

Leap. It was a time when hopes for economic abundance and a communist 

utopia were highest, and popular enthusiasm \vas the greatest. It was a time 

when postponed Marxist utopian goals became immediate ones and 

Maoist leaders proclaimed them to be more or less immediately realizable. 

The ultimate goals of classical Marxism-not excluding the most utopian 

of all visions, the '\v:ithering away" of the state-were popularized not as 
distant ends but as the inunediate tasks of the day. The achievement of 

these historically unprecedented tasks was assigned to the people's com

munes, which were conceived not merely as productive organizations but 

also as new social organizations that "combined economic, cultural, politi

cal and military affairs" and thus merged "workers, peasants, merchants, 

students, and militiamen into a single entity" By combining industry with 

agriculture, education \vith productive activit); and by merging economic 

with political power, the communes were to perform all the social revolu

tionary transformations that Marxists traditionally assigned to the period of 

"the dictatorship of the proletariat," the time of transition from socialism to 

communism. In the Maoist literature of the Great Leap, the commune was 

seen to be "the organizer ofliving" as well as the organizer of production; it 
was conceived not only as the means to realize ultimate communist ends 

but also as an embryonic communist society that was taking shape in the 
here and now, an embryo that would grow to become the basic social unit 

of the future communist utopia. 

The commune \Vas also conceived as both the product and the producer 

of new communist people, the ideal "red and experts" who would perform a 

vast variety of social functions and who were the carriers of that all

important "communist consciousness" upon which the new society ulti

mately was dependent. Very soon, it t)'Pically was proclaimed, "everyone will 

be a mental laborer and at the same time a physical laborer; everyone can be 

a philosopher, scientist, writer, and artist." The more utopian themes and 

passages in classical Marxist writings were widely drawn upon to support 

this vision. In the early days of communization nothing was more frequently 

quoted than the passage in The German Ideology where Marx took one of his 

rare glimpses into the future and sa\v a communist societ)': 

[where] nobody bas one ezclusive sphere of activity but each can become ac

complished in any branch he wishes, [a society that] regulates the general pro

duction and thus makes it possible for me to do one thing today and another 

tomorrffi'.; to hunt in the morning, fish in the afternoon, rear cattle in the 

evening, criticize after dirmer, just as I have a mind, vtithout ever becoming 

hunter, fisherman, shepherd or critic. 



These utopian visions of a future classless and stateless society at first 
evoked positive responses among the peasants and undoubtedly con

tributed to their ·willingness to sacrifice in order to bring about that future. 
In the chiliastic atmosphere of the early days of communization, Mao Ze
dong was thus able to partly by-pass the regular bureaucratic channels of the 

Party and state and establish, for a time, a direct bond between himself and 

the people, a bond between his utopian visions of communism and popular 

aspirations for social change and economic prosperity: 
Even before the communes were established, a radical change in work 

organization had been wrought by the vast irrigation and water-conserva

tion campaigns begun in autumn 1957. Peasants from different villages 

were brought together in production brigades and work teams that func

tioned with military-like discipline to perform specialized tasks, with labor 

organized (and remunerated) as in a modem factory. Wtth the establish
ment of the communes, the large production brigades (generally consisting 

of several thousand peasants) became more formalized and extended their 

functions to agricultural production as well as to the operation of newly es
tablished commune industries and large-scale construction works. Wtthin 
the large brigades were a dozen or more smaller brigades (later called work 

teams) whose members were recruited from a single village. Coordinating 

the work of the brigades was the commune, which in theory functioned as 

a more or less autonomous and self-sufficient economic, social, and politi
cal unit. 

The mobilization of peasants into production brigades demanded im
mediate and far-reaching changes in rural social life, changes which were 
celebrated as progress towards communism. The transfer of male peasants 
to irrigation work, large-scale construction projects, and to the new indus
trial undertakings created labor shortages in agriculture. The obvious solu
tion was to draw women into full-time productive labor in the fields as well 
as in light industries. Although instituted to relieve an acute labor shortage, 

the result was hailed as a giant step toward sexual equality and proclaimed 

to be one of the communist aims the communes were designed to achieve. 
The measures necessary to free women from traditional domestic chores 

and thus to free them for agricultural labor-the establishment of commu

nal mess halls and nurseries usually staffed by older peasant women-were 

celebrated as "the socialization of household work." Although the intensive 

mobilization of both male and female labor, coupled with the introduction 

of new communal forms of living, temporarily changed the pattern of fam

ily life, the family as such remained intact. Disruptions occurred, primarily 

because some male workers were assigned to projects distant from their vil
lages and temporarily separated from their \Vives and children, but contrary 



to widespread reports in the Western press at the time, the existing family 
structure was not abolished. Nor was there any inclination to do so. Even 

the most radical Maoists remained firmly committed to the maintenance of 

the nuclear family, just as they remained tied to highly puritanical sexual 
mores. 

\Xlhile the family remained secure, its private property did not. AB visions 

of communism gte\\', so did demands for total abolition of personal posses

sions and for a general social leveling. The ideological demand was rein

forced by the economic logic of the universal mobilization of labor. Wtth 
most able-bodied men and women organized in production brigades and 

working from sunrise to sunset on collective projects, little time or energy 

was left to tend family plots and animals. Private holdings, \vhich ac
counted for about 7 percent of the cultivated land at the beginning of 

1958, were virtually eliminated by the end of the year and became commu
nal property� as did hitherto family-owned pigs and fowL In the areas where 

communization was most radically pursued, everything from homes to 

cooking utensils, futn:iture, and watches were collectivized and turned over 
to the commune-at least in theory. 

The next step was to distnbute the surplus product, that which re

mained after state taxes and what was set aside for investment and welfare, 

in accordance vlith the communist principle of to each according to one's 
need. \Xlhile official regulations governing the operation of the communes 

speci£ed that the nev.' organizations were to be socialist in nature and that 

remuneration was to be based on one's labor, the problem of determining 

individual labor contributions for work performed in collective fashion 

proved formidable-and, in the hectic circumstances of the time, impossi
ble to resolve. It was much easier to simply distribute the surplus equally, or 

according to real or perceived individual needs, than calculate the quantity 

and quality of labor. The national formula arrived at near the end of the 
year recommended that 30 percent of the surplus be distributed according 
to labor and 70 percent according to need, although the extent to which the 

general formula was applied remains obscure. Indeed, the evidence is too 

scanty to determine how much of the widely celebrated social radicalism of 

early communization was actually practiced, for it was the most radical and 

"model" communes that were the most v.>idely publicized, both within and 

outside China. In reality, the communes differed enormously, not only in 

size and wealth but in nature. Some involved little more than formal ad
ministrative reorganizations of existing collective fanns, whereas others 

moved rapidly to achieve what was perceived to be a new communist order. 

The only universal feature was the intensive mobilization of labor and the 

lengthening of the working day. 



Of far greater and lasting significance than the more spectacular social
radicalism of the time (much of which vanished as rapidly as it had ap
peared) were new policies in industry and education. One was the policy of 
promoting "the industrialization of the countryside" and the other was the
introduction of a new rural educati.onal system based on the principle of 
"work and study." Maoists found theoretical support for these policies in 
the writings of Karl Marx. Despite Marx's aversion to drawing "utopian" 

blueprints of the future communist society, he did (on rare occasions) out
line in general terms his conception of the "dictatorship of the proletariat" 
and the corresponding period of the transition from socialism to commu
nism. In the Manifesto of 1848 he set forth ten "generally applicable" mea
sures following the overthrow of the bourgeois state. Among them was the 

"combination of agriculture with manufacturing industries" and the "grad
ual abolition of the distinction between town and country, by a more equi
table distribution of population over the country:" In educational policy, he 
urged the general principle of the "combination of education with indus
trial production. "9 If Maoist policies were not necessarily directly inspired 
by the writings of Marx, they nonetheless were consistent with the mea
sures Marx had proposed and theoretically justified by repeated references 
to the classic texts, although pursued under vastly different historical con
ditions from those Marx had envisioned. 

The positive accomplishments of the program for establishing com

mune-operated industries should not be obscured by the strange spectacle 
of the ''backyard" steel and iron production campaign of 1958. The back
yard furnaces resulted in an enormous waste of labor and soon were aban
doned. But other rural industries, established at the same time with less 
fanfare, proved viable and often innovative. Relying on local human and 
material resources, and using primitive technologies, they served well the 
immediate goals they were intended to achieve by assisting agricultural pro
ductivity and development, providing peasants with small conswner goods 
which otherwise would not have been produced, and utilizing surplus rural 
labor which otherwise would have gone unused. If there were waste, ineffi
ciency, and false starts in the beginning, in the long run Chinese agriculture 
has benefited by the commune-operated shops manufacturing and repair
ing agricultural implements, small chemical plants producing fertilizers and 
insecticides, small-scale power generators, and local crop-processing indus
tries. And both rural society and the national economy have profited from 
local coal-mining operations, small oil refineries, and locally produced con
sumer goods. These were the forerunners of the enormously successful 
"township and village enterprises" of the post-Mao era. 

The new education policies were closely related to the new emphasis on 



the industrialization of the countryside. Conununization was accompanied 
by an ambitious effort to establish locally operated part-time educational 
facilities: "red and expert" universities, evening schools, spare-time educa
tional programs, and a variety of "half-work and half-study" programs. The 
guiding principle was the "combination of education and production" and
the main purpose was to provide the peasants with the minimal technolog
ical knowledge and the basic literacy necessary for the operation of local 
rural industries and the future introduction of modem agricultural tech
niques. The program drew on a long modern Chinese tradition of radical 
educational concepts and experiences, which included the "half-work, half
study" ideal of young intellectuals in the May Fourth era (a program in 
which Mao persona.Uy had taken part) as well as the minban (popular
managed) schools and other educational experiments of the Yan' an years.10 

In addition to serving immec\iate productive needs, the new rural school 
system was seen as a means to realize the Maoist ideal for "the tnasses to 
make themselves �asters of technology;" lessen the nee� for specjalized 
urban universities and schools, forestall the growth of a technological intel
ligentsia, and thus contribute to the realization of the Marxist goals of abol
ishing the distinctions between town and countryside and between mental 
and manual labor. In the utopian spirit qf the times, the various programs 
based on the combination of educatipn with productive labor were typi
cally described as _ones "designed to foster students who are socialist
minded and cultured laborers and ensure their moral, intellectual and 
physical development to produce new men of conununism. "11 "The red 
and expert and spare-time universities are not intended to meet temporary 
needs alone," it was proclaimed. "Coordination between education and 
productive labor is one of the fundamental principles underlying our so
cialist education," and the new institutions were not only the ideal form to 
achieve this combination but they also "open our eyes to the germs of the 
educational system in a communist society. "12 Theoretical support for the 
new educational program was found in Marx's statemrot that "an early 
combination of productive labor with education is one of the most potent 
means for the transformation of present-day society" and Engei.s' vision of 
a future communist society which would educate "well-rounded human be
ings" who would "pass froni one branch of production to another in re
sponse to the needs of society or their own inclinations. "13 

The radical utopianism that characterized communization was not con
fined to social and economic policies but extended to the political sphere. 
The Maoist choice of the tenn "commune" to characterize the new forms 
of social organization was by no means fortuitous. The term was derived 
from Karl Marx's analysis of the Paris Commune of 1871 and the Marxist 



identification of the Paris Commune as the historical model of the dictator

ship of the proletariat. & such, the term "commune," in the Marxist tradi
tion, conveyed the notion of an entirely new form of the organization of 
political power-the armed community of laborers who would smash the 
existing centralized state apparatus (what Marx referred to as "the ubiqui

tous organs of standing army, police, and bureaucracy") and replace it with 
popular "working bodies," which would restore to society as a whole the so
cial powers usurped by the state. In Marx's description of the Commune, 
standing army and police are replaced by the armed populace; the state bu

reaucracy is destroyed in favor of popular organs, which combine executive 
and legislative functions; such socially necessary administrative functions as 

remain are performed not by appointed officials but by popularly selected 

members of the working people who carry out their duties at ordinary 

worker's wages, without special status or privileges, and are under the con

stant supervision of the people; and state power is decentralized into a 
"free federation" of self-governed local communes_l4 It was with this con

ception of political power reorganized as the dictatorship of the proletariat 
that Marx envisioned the transition period that would lead to a classless 

communist society and, in the process, result in the disappearance of the 

state itsel£ It was a conception held by radical Maoists as they undertook to 
reorganize Chinese society into people's communes. 

One way in which the Marxian model of the Paris Commune reflected 
itself (although in distorted form) in Maoist practice was in the general nill
itarization of work and life. "Our revolutions are like battles," Mao had de

clared in January 1958, and by July peasants on communes were organized 
in battalions marching off to labor in the fields in step, \vith martial music 
blaring from loudspeakers. The slogans of the time called upon the masses 
not only to collectivize but also to "militarize," "combatize," and "disciplin
ize." Although the militarization of work was ideologically rationalized by 
Marxist references to the Commune as a community dominated by the 

armed masses, the purpose was increased labor productivity. But the result 
was to be the physical exhaustion of the peasants, who were subjected to 
intolerable physical demands and an increasingly unrealistic extension of 

the working day. 
More in harmony with the Marxist concept of the Commune was the re

vival of the people's militia and the arming of the peasantry� measures 

which coincided with communization and the Taiwan Straits crisis of Au
gust 1958_15 In the literature of the time, the internal "war against nature" 
was closely linked to the threat of external aggression. As an August 1958 
Red Flag editorial put it: 



Though militarization in agricultural work is not for the purpose of repulsing the 

enemies of mankind, but for the purpose of carrying on the struggle with nature, 

it makes it easy to transform one of these two kinds of struggle into the other . . .  

if an external enemy should dare to attack us, all people can be mobilized and 

anned, and made into an army decisively, resolutely, thoroughly, and completely 

to destroy the enemy.l6 

Although the immediate danger of war over Quemoy and Matsu soon 

passed, the militia campaign continued. By the end of 1959, some 

220,000,000 people had been recruited into the militia and 30,000,000 had 

been armed with primitive riflesY The revival of the popular militia (an act 

presented in terms of the Commune ideal of abolishing the standing army) 

was soon to become an issue in a bitter political struggle over the nature 

and role of the regular People's Liberation Army. 

Perhaps the most radically utopian aspect of communization-and 

when for a brief time the people's communes approached most closely the 

Marxist model of the Paris Commune-was the role assigned to the com

munes in the reorganization and exercise of political power. The Maoist 

theoretical literature of 1958 strongly suggests that the communes origi

nally were conceived as organs of "proletarian dictatorship," albeit without 

an urban proletariat.18 The commune's appropriation of the administrative 
functions of the xiang was interpreted as making the commune a political 

unit "performing the functions of state power" and "the most desirable or

ganizational form" for the period of the transition from socialism to com

munism.19 It was stressed that the communes were not merely productive 

organizations but ones which "combined economic, cultural, political and 

military affairs," and combined "workers, peasants, merchants, students 
and militia into a single entity." Special emphasis was placed on the role of 

the commune in "merging" the basic economic units of society with the 

basic "organs of state power," a step that was hailed as the beginning of a 

process in which the internal functions of the state (now assigned to the 

commune, at least in theory) gradually would disappear.20 The vision of the 

"withering away" of the state was the most utopian of all the utopian goals 

proclaimed and popularized during the early period of communization and 

it probably struck deeply responsive chords among the peasantry; for it 
meshed with traditional peasant anarchist dreams of freedom from the 

tyranny of officials and bureaucrats. 

References to the Marxian model appear frequently in the Maoist litera

ture of the time. A Chinese Marxist theoretician writing in September 1958 

typically observed that "the integration of the xiang with the commune will 



make the commune not very different from the Paris Commune, integrat
ing economic organization with the organization of state power. "21 More 
important than the possible influence of Marxist precedents is that the po
litical functions which Maoists assigned to the communes in them:,; and the 
realities of communization, posed a grave challenge to the functioning of 
existing Party and state bureaucracies. Had the people's communes actu
ally developed in the manner Maoists tlriginally envisioned, centralized po
litical power in China would have been fundamentally undermined-much 
in the way in which Marx had attributed to the Paris Commune the poten
tial to restore to the producers those social powers which had been usurped 
by the state. The antibureaucratic implications of communization were un
mistakable, and bureaucrats with vested interests in the pre-Great Leap 
order soon began to respond to the threat. Their first opportunity to blunt 
the radical thrust of communization came in early December, when the 
Party Central Co:rnm.ittee conveneq at WUhan to deal with the economic 
and organizational difficulties that resulted from the hasty manner in which 
Maoist-inspired rural cadres implemented Mao's policies. 

The First Retreat 

Communization began in the summer of 1958, assisted by a bountiful har
vest and widespread popular enthusiasm. By late autumn, the movement 
was burdened by food shortages and a marked decline in peasant morale. 
The haste with which communes were established resulted in organizational 
chaos, compounded by the lack of skilled personnel to properly manage 
complex fiscal affairs and the new forms of communal life and work. Peas
ants from richer collectives resented the economic leveling that resulted 
from their amalgamation \vith peasants from poorer collectives; and they ex
pressed their dissatisfaction by slaughtering and consuming farm animals in
stead of turning them over to the commune. And peasants in general came 
to resent arbitrary work assignments, inequities in remuneration, and ineffi
cient management of mess halls and other communal facilities. The mobi
lization of peasant labor for industrial, irrigation and construction projects 
often led to the neglect of agricultural production and, consequently, food 
shortages. A general breakdown of national economic planning led to gross 
inefficiencies in the production and distribution of goods and materials, bot
tlenecks in an overtaxed transportation system, fiscal policies based on in
flated production reports, and shortages of raw materials for industry. The 
"commandism" practiced by local cadres produced the regimentation of 
labor rather than communal labor, and the lengthening of the working day 
to meet unrealistic production quotas resulted in the general physical ex-



haustion of the working population. The realities of communization bore lit
tle resemblance to the principles of the rational utilization of labor upon 
which the Great Leap Forward originally was based, and still less to the ideal 
of communal life and labor voluntarily undertaken. 

As economic difficulties multiplied and popular dissatisfaction grew, 
Party leaders met at "WUhan on November 28 to attempt to restore eco
nomic stabilit)' They emerged on December 10 with a resolution that re
tained much of the utopian rhetoric of the summer and fall and reaffirmed 
that the rural communes would be the agency for China's eventual transi
tion to communism,ll but one which set forth policies designed to blunt 
the social and political radicalism of communization. The policies were ap
proved and implemented over the opposition of Mao, marking the begin
ning of a bitter political struggle that was to come to a dramatic climax the 
following summer. 

Among the measures adopted at Wuhan was the reestablishment of the 
"production brigade" as the basic unit of production, in effect, a reversion 
to the pre-commune collective based on the natural village, although the 
commune retained 0\\'Ilership oflocal industrial enterprises. The resolution 
discussed at great length (and in orthodox Marxist-Leninist tenns) the dis
tinction between the socialist and communist stages of development, firmly 

identified the commune with the fotrner, and thus insisted that the social 

product be distributed solely on the basis of work rather than need. It was 
emphasized that the road to communism involved "a long and complicated 
process,� that a communist reorganization of society presupposed ad
vanced productive forces, and that this could be achieved "only after the 
lapse of considerable time." In the meantime, the resolution warned 
against "impetuous attempts" to introduce communist measures and 
"utopian dreams" of skipping over historically necessary stages of social de
velopment. Accordingly, it called for a restoration of individual ownership 

of personal property such as houses, furniture, consumer goods, small farm 
tools, and the restoration of small family plots for supplementary food pro
duction and individual family ownership of small domestic animals and 
poultry. And to undermine the influence of local rural cadres who had 

spearheaded radical communization, the Central Committee demanded 
the reestablishment of the full authority of regular Party and state organs 
over the countryside. 

A series of other Party meetings in the early months of 1959 further 
moderated the operation of the communes and established stricter central
ized controls over them. These meetings, as was the Wuhan Plenum of De
cember, were dominated by Liu Shaoqi. It was reflective of the political 
trends of the time that Mao's presumably voluntary decision to step down 



as head of state was announced by the Central Committee during the 
�an meeting and that the position of Chairman of the People's Repub
lic .formally was conferred on liu in April 1959. Mao retained the more im
portant post of Chairman of the Party, but he was no longer fully in 
command of the Party apparatus. He later was to complain that, after the 
\X.bhan plenum, he was treated like "a dead ancestor. "23 

While Mao may have been treated like a dead man, he did not behave 
like one. The first half of 1959 was marked by increasingly bitter Party de
bates over socioeconomic po� centering on the communes, with Maoists 
unsuccessfully attempting to revive the radicalism of the Great Leap. In 
April Mao sent a personal directive to local Party committees condemning 
the decisions of the Wuhan meeting. But the retreat ordered in December 
continued. By the summer of 1959 most of the communes were little more 
than hollow administrative structures. Communal mess halls were aban
doned, peasants were devoting more and more of their labor to private 
family plots, and private rural markets {abolished in late 1957) reappeared. 
Despite attempts by leaders in Beijing to restore centralized planning and 
political controls, economic conditions continued to deteriorate. Shortages 
of raw materials and transportation difficulties gravely hampered industrial 
production. And unusually severe :floods and drought in the spring and 
summer {affecting nearly half of the cultivated land) held ominous implica
tions for agricultural production and the national economy in general. 

As the economic situation became more critical, the political struggle 
between Maoists and the Party hierarchy intensified. The struggle revolved 
about what Maoists later called "the two roads" --one presumably leading 
back to capitalism and the other forward to socialism and communism-al
though the political lines had yet to be fully drawn. Matters reached a head 
(the first of many) in early August, when the Party Central Committee con
vened its Eighth Plenum at the mountain resort of Lushan in Jiangxi 
province. 

The Lushan Pleuum 

1bree momentous issues confronted Communist leaders at the Lushan 
meeting: the future of the communes and the Great Leap; Mao's political 
future; and control of the People's Liberation Army. The three issues came 
together (although they were to be resolved only temporarily) in the dra
matic confrontation between Mao and Peng Dehuai, a veteran revolution-· 
arywho had played a major role in the history of the Red Anny since joining 
Mao at Jinggangshan in 1928 and who had commanded Chinese forces in 
the Korean War. 



The prelude to the drama enacted at Lushan began when Peng, in his 
capacity as l\£nister of Defense, led a Chinese military delegation on a visit 
to the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe in the spring of 1959. During the 
course of hls travels, Peng expressed to Khrushchev and other foreign 
Communist leaders his displeasure (which coincided with Soviet displea
sure) over the policies of the Great Leap and the leadership of Mao. In 
Peng's view, a view shared by other military leaders, China's domestic so
cioeconomic policies were intimately related to its military policies and its 
relations with the Soviet Union. China's military security required a ratio
nal plan of economic development (to modernize the professional army 
that Peng headed) as well as the sophisticated weapons and the nuclear 
shield provided by the Soviet Union. The Great Leap Forward campaign 
threatened both, for it was undermining industrial and technological devel
opment within China and undermining the Sino-Soviet alliance. And even 
more directly threatening to the professional army was Maoist talk about 
revivillg the popular militia. 

When Peng returned to China in mid-June, he launched a wholesale at
tack on the Great Leap, culminating a month later in a "Letter of Opinion" 
addressed directly to Mao. With a striking lack of subtlety, he condemned 
communization, the collapse of national planning, the alienation of the 
Party from the masses, and oppressive economic and political conditions
all of which he attributed to the "petty bourgeois fanaticism" of Maoists.24 

Although it is most unlikely that Peng was involved with the Russians in 
any anti-Mao conspiracy, this may have seemed to Mao and others to be 
the case. For it was precisely when Peng returned from his military mission 
to the Soviet Union in June that Khrushchev un:ilaterally abrogated the 
1957 agreement according to which the Soviet Union was to provide China 
with modern military teclmolngy, including, it was reported, a sample 
atomic bomb. And it was at the very time that Peng was circulating his 
"Letter of Opinion" that Khrushchev, in a speech delivered in Poland on 
July 18, first publicly denounced the Chinese communes, attnbuting them 
to the ideas of people who "do not properly understand what communism 
is or how it is to be built."25 Mao, at any rate, was firmly convinced that 
Peng {among others) had gone "behind the back of our fatherland to col
lude with a foreign country."26 

Mao was by no means uncritical of his own role in the Great Leap. On 
July 23, in one of the conferences preceding the Lushan Plenum, Mao crit
icized himself for promoting the backyard steel campaign (which he de
scribed as "a great catastrophe") and for pushing communization with 
undue haste. "The chaos caused was on a grand scale and I take responsi
bility."27 The speech, however, was a curious combination of confessions, a 



defense of the Great Leap policies in general and the communes in partic
ular, a call for the revival of communization, and political threats. Mao still 
found mass "enthusiasm for communism" among the peasantry, reaffirmed 
his own enthusiasm for the communes and their future (while acknowledg
ing the mistakes of the past), denied that he and the Party had become iso
lated from the masses, and was harshly critical of comrades who "waver in 
times of crisis and show a lack of resolution in the great storms of histol):" 
And he put the most threatening of his political threats in the most dra
matic fashion. Should the Great Leap and the communes be allowed to 
perish, he vowed to "go to the countryside to lead the peasants to over
throw the government. If those of you in the Liberation Army won't follow 
me, then I will go and find a Red Army, and organize another Liberation 
Army. But I think the Liberation Army \1.'ould follow me. "28 

Mao hardly could have drawn the political lines more sharply. Nor could 
he have more narro,vly limited the range of policy choices that the Polit
buro and Central Committee could make. Not only did he challenge the 
Party to choose bet\veen himself and Peng Dehuai, but he tied the question 
of his personal leadership of the Party to his policy on the communes and to 
Maoistleadersbip of the army Since most Party leaders were not about to 
risk a major political upheaval (and perhaps even a civil war) by attempting 
to remove Mao, they had little choice but to reaffirm Mao's political su
premacy; and in the bargain support his policies as well. \Xi'hile Mao sought 
dramatic and decisive confrontations, most of his opponents were, above 
all, men of order who were not about to compound a chaotic economic sit
uation with political chaos. They did not share the boldness of a Peng De
huai, and, however much Liu Shaoqi and others may have shared Peng's 
criticisms of the Great Leap, they shrank from following him into a battle 
that held such unpredictable consequences. 

Thus when the Eighth Plenum of the Central Committee formally con
vened on August 2, Peng found himself politically isolated; and his criticism 
of the Great Leap was, for the time being, in political discredit as well. Mao 
insisted that Peng also be politically disgraced, a demand that Party leaders 
hardly could refuse in view of the \videspread suspicions that Peng was in
volved in Khrushchev's heavy-handed attempts to interfere in internal Chi
nese affairs. For however great their differences on matters of domestic 
policy, most Chinese Communists were committed no less ardently than 
Mao to the principle of Chinese national independence. The Lushan 
Plenum, accordingly� adopted a resolution denouncing "the anti-Party 
clique headed by Peng Dehuai," which subsequent statements likened to 
the anti-Party conspiracy of Gao Gang in the early 1950s, and condemned 
him for having slandered the Great Leap. Peng was dismissed as minister 



of defense and his supporters were removed from key positions in the army. 
In September he was succeeded by the then eminently Maoist Lin Biao. 

The official communique that emerged on August 26 from the Lushan 
meeting was quite candid in acknowledging the failures of the Great Leap. 
The communique was particularly critical of the now abandoned backyard 
steel production campaign and the absence of central planning and direc
tion. Also admitted was that due to inadequate accounting procedures, the 
celebrated increases in production for 1958 had been grossly overesti

mated. The officially announced figure of 375,000,000 tons for grain pro

duction was revised downward to 250,000,000 tons. The actual figure was 

probably about 215 million tons.29 Nevertheless, the Lushan resolution 

called for the revival of the Great Leap Forvrard and reaffirmed the validity 
and viability of the people's communes. The difficulties experienced by the 
communes now were attributed to "right opportunists" who underesti

mated achievements and overestimated defects. Communal mess halls 

were to be restored and private peasant plots reduced. But the Lushan 
Plenum formalized the Wuhan decision that the production brigade not 

the commune was to be the primary "unit of account." For the time being, 

the concept of communal ownership of property was rejected. 

The revival of the Great Leap in the fall of 1959 and the v.':inter of 1960 

was a pale reflection of the original movement and Mao's political victory at 

Lushan soon proved hollow . .Maoist ideological appeals fell on deaf ears as 

floods and drought ravaged much of the courttryside and food shortages 

spread in the wake of a poor harvest. Facing the threat of a bitter winter, 
peasants resisted the introduction of mess halls and the abolition of their 

priv3.te plots------m1d demoralized rural Party cadres were little inclined to 

press the issues. The statements of Party leaders were prefaced with the 

radical slogans of the Great Leap, but the substance of policy was to con

timie the cautious retreat from communization, implicitly sanctioning ma

terial incentives, the reemergence of private markets, and the return to the 

small intra-village team (in effect, the old mutual aid team) as the basic unit 

of production. Immediate economic needs rather than radical social visions 

alsO guided policy in the urban areas as food shortages spread to the cities 
and industrial production was increasingly hampered by problems of sup

ply and distribution. The previous year's utopian fervor and popular enthu

siasm withered as the struggle to achieve communism turned into an 

elemental struggle for basic subsistence and sheer survivaL 

By the end of 1959 Mao had come to recognize the gravity of the eco

notQ.ic situation and had come to accept (however reluctantly) the in

evitability of dismantling the Great Leap Forvrard. In a letter written in late 

November and circulated through the rural Party organizations, he invoked 



not the principle of "permanent revolution," with which the Great Leap had 
begun, but rather uncharacteristically advised paying attention "only to real 
possibilities," the somber note on which the campaign came to an end. Over 
the following months Mao quietly withdrew from day-to-day Party a:f:fatts 
and political life, although without relinquishing his formal position as chair
man of the Chinese Communist Party, and seemingly acquiesced in the re
assertion of the power of regular Party and state organizations, personified 
in the growing dominance of Liu Shaoqi. Indeed, there is much to suggest 
that Mao no longer regarded the Party as a reliable instrwnent of revolu
tionary social change. In September of 1959 he had complained that "bour
geois elements have infiltrated our Communist Party, "3° and by the end of 
the year he perhaps concluded that the "bourgeoisie" (as Mao loosely used 
the term) had come to dominate the Party. In 1960, at any event, Mao no 
longer fully commanded either the Party or the state and no longer deter
mined the policies they pursued. What remained of his victocy at Lushan 
was tenuous control of the army through his protege Lin Biao. 

The last act in the Great Leap, although it was enacted neither in the spirit 
nor for the purpose of the original movement, was an attempt to establish 
"communes" in the cities early in 1960. A number of urban communes had 
been organized in the summer and fall of 1958, but the urban movement 
was halted in December 1958, ostensrbly because the complexities of 
urban life and the persistence of bourgeois ideology in the cities made 
urban communization more difficult than the communization of the coun
tryside)l When the movement was revived :in 1960, it was still accompa
nied by a good deal of the utopian rhetoric of the Great Leap, but the 
purpose was no longer social revolution but economic survivaL It was a 
temporary expedient to cope .with the shortages of food and other basic ne
cessities by reorganizing the system of supply and distribution and organiz
ing the unemployed, youth, and women into hastily established workshops 
to produce household goods and food in vegetable gardens on the outskirts 
of the cities. Unlike the rural communes, which remained, even though in 

attenuated form, the urban communes soon disappeared entirely as eco
nomic conditions improved after 1961. 

Before that improvement came about, however, the people of China, in 
cities and countryside alike, were to endure the most difficult and calami
tous year in the histocy of the People's Republic. In 1960 the forces of na
ture inflicted even crueler blows than they had the previous year. Typhoons 
caused unprecedented floods in South China and Liaoning, drought af
flicted the middle and lower reaches of the Yellow River (whose flow was 



reduced by two-thirds), and pests afflicted wide areas of the countryside. 
More than 60 percent of the cultivated area suffered from flood or drought 
and agricultural prodtietion plummeted. As famine threatened the land, in
dustrial production fell because of damage to industrial crops, disruptions 
in the transportation system, the transfer of labor to officially designated 
disaster areas, and because laborers were physically exhausted and weak
ened by increashlgly critical food shortages. 

The economic crisis was gravely compounded in the summer of 1960, 
when Nikita Khrushchev abruptly recalled the 1,400 Soviet scientists and 
industrial specialists working in some 250 Chinese entetprises. The official 
Soviet explanation, which came only several years later, charged that the 
Russian specialists had been ill-treated by their Chinese hosts. The real rea
sons, of course, lay in the rapid deterioration of Sino-Soviet relations. A 
long series of events preceded the act which, perhaps more than anything 
else, precipitated the final rupture between the two countries. Russian 
anger over the Great Leap Forward and the Chinese abandonment of "the 
Soviet model" coincided with Chinese resentment over the absence of So
viet support in the Quemoy-Matsu crisis of 1958 and border disputes with 
India in 1959. Khrushchev's visit to Beijing in late September of 1959,
coming directly after his "summit" meeting with President Eisenhower at 
Camp David, his public ridicule of the communes, and the Peng Dehuai af
fair, served only to exacerbate the hostility between the two countries and 
between Mao and Khrushchev personally. Not even the usual pro forma 
communique issued from the Beijing talks. But inApril 1960 the Chinese 
issued what was in effect a public declaration of independence from the 
Soviet Union in the realm of international affairs as well as domestic pol
icy-in the form of the treatise Long Live Leninism, published in commem
oration of the 90th anniversary of Lenin's birth and probably written by 
Mao himself And in June, at the congress of the Rumanian CP in 
Bucharest, Sino-Soviet hostilities came into the open--or at least openly 
before an international Communist audience---when Khrushchev made a 
scathing attack on China and the Chinese delegate Peng Zhen replied in 
kind. Several weeks later, upon his return to Moscow, Khrushchev ordered 
the Russian specialists to return home, and apparendy ordered them to 
take their blueprints with them. 

The move surprised and shocked the Russian experts as much as it did 
the Chinese. In the words of Mikhail Klochko, a chemist who was a mem
ber of two Soviet scientific missions to China: 

As one of those who was suddenq and surprisingly ordered home in 1960, I can 
testify that all of the anger ll.t the move was not limited to the Chinese. Without 



exception my fellow scientists and the other Soviet specia.li.sts whom-I knew in 

China were extremely upset at being recalled before the end of our contracts. 

Like myself, others must have had difficulty hiding their amazement when told 

by Soviet representative5 in Peking that dissatisfaction with our living and work

ing conditions was an important reason for our recalL In fact few of us had ever 
lived better in our lives than we did in China. Our Clrinese hosts were even more 

mystified; again and again they asked why we were leaving and whether anything 

could be done to prevent our going. 
. .  At the beginning of September not a single Soviet citizen remained in 

Clrina, apart from diplomats and a few trade officials.32 

Kl.ochko has provided a vivid summary of the immediate economic im

pact of the Soviet attempt to punish the Chinese for their insubordination: 

The abruptness of the withdmwa.l meant that construction stopped at the sites of 
scores of new plants and factories while work at many existing ones was thrown 
into confusion. Spare parts were no longer available for plants bullt according to 

Russian design and mines and electric power stations developed with Russian 
help were closed down.. Planning on new undertakings was abandoned because 

the Russians simultaneously canceled contracts for the delivery of plans and 
equipment. A planned power and irrigation project for the le.l1ow River, which 

frequently ovecllows its banks, was one of those which had to be abandoned.ll 

Following two successive years of natural calamities, declining harvestS, 
and general organizational chaos, the abrupt termination of Russian tech· 
nological aid dealt yet another cripPling -blow to the Chinese economy. It 
was thus that China's "fraternal socialist ally" made its contribution to the 
"bitter years" of 1960--62. Hunger stalked the land as grain output 
dropped sharply to 170,000,000 tons in 1959 (from 200,000,000 in 1958) 
and further declined to 144,000,000 tons in 1960. Output increased only 
slighdy in 1961, not returning to its 1957 figure until 1965. And it was only 
in the early 1970s that per capita food grain production was restored to its 
immediate pre·Great Leap level.34 

It long has been known that food shortages, resulting in malnutrition 
and disease, took a heavy toll oflives in the early 1960s. But it also long had 
been generally assumed that the Communist state-through an effective 

system of rationing grain reserves (which were supplemented by �ge pur
chases of Canadian and Australian wheat)------.managed to avert massive 
famine. 1bat assumption proved erroneous. Eyewitness accounts of people 
starving to death sporadically began to appear in the post-Mao years as well 
as official statements alluding (however obliquely) to fllinine conditions.3' 



Moreover, government mortality statistics released in the early 1980s show 

a substantial rise in the death rate for the years 1959-61, which demogra

phers calculate as indicating 15,000,000 famine-related deaths. Thking 
other factors into account, some scholars have concluded that as many as 

30,000,000 people perished.% 

Famine, unfortunately, has been a chronic feature of Chinese history. In 
the first chapter of his book on the Great Leap famine (a chapter entitled 

"China: Land ofFarnine"),Jasper Becker notes that 1,828 "major" famines 

were recorded during the years 108 BC-1911 AD, that their severity and 
frequency appear to have increased over the centuries, and that a 1876 
famine in North China left 13 million dead, a higher percentage of the pop
ulation than in the case of the Great Leap.37 "For many of those [foreign
ers] who became involved with China in the first half of this century," 
Becker observes, "witnessing famine became the defining experience. "38 

For many years, both in China and abroad, it was a nearly universal be
lief that one of the great accomplishments of the 1949 Revolution was to 

definitely break with this ghastly legacy of chronic starvation. The real his
tory of the Great Leap, not fully revealed until more than two decades after 
the event, has shattered this belie£ While the scope of the famine still re

mains uncertain, there is no doubt that the Great Leap exacted a "high 
price in blood," in the words of the noted economist Sun Yefang)9 

Mao Zedong, the main author of the Great Leap, obviously bears the 
greatest moral and historical responSlbility for the human disaster that re
sulted from the adventure. But this does not make Mao a mass murderer 

on the order of Hitler and Stalin, as it is now the fashion to portray him. It 

was not Mao's intention to kill off a portion of the peasantry, as Becker and 

others imply.40 There is a vast moral difference between unintended and 

unforeseen consequences of political actions, however horrible those con
sequences might be, and deliberate and willful genocide. The blurring of 
that difference does no service to the task of understanding the terrible 
moral ambiguities of this most genocidal of all centuries. 

The political atmosphere of the Great Leap, not food shortages alone, 

was responsible for the famine that brought the movement to its tragic con
clusion. Local rural cadres, under intense pressure from higher Party offi
cials to produce spectacular results, responded by grossly inflating 

production figures. The "wind of exaggeration," as it came to be called, 

pervaded all levels of the bureaucracy and led state leaders to believe that 
far more was being produced than actually was the case. Even belated cam

paigns to "verify" production results yielded greatly :inflated statistics. On 

the erroneous assumption that the countryside held a vast surplus, the state 

abandoned hitherto moderate procurement policies and sharply raised 



quotas of grain that peasants were forced to sell to government stores at 

low prices. In 1959, as agricultural output was falling, state procurements 

of food grains were rising.41 Not until well into 1960 was the gravity of the 

situation fully recognized in Beijing. Government quotas were cut, but not 
before famine threatened many rural areas. 

The crisis was compounded by local officials who concealed food short
ages and famine conditions. Just as political considerations had impelled 

cadres to inflate output figures in the early phases of the Great Leap, fears 
over the political consequences of economic failure yielded reports that 
disguised deteriorating local conditions as the campaign neared its fateful 
end. In a political climate dominated by a continuing witch-hunt against 

"rightists," fearful local officials often simply lied to their superiors about 
the grave plight of the peasantty.42 As a consequence, relief supplies were 
never sent to many areas suffering from natural or man-made disasters, or 
arrived too late. Millions perished as a result. 

For many years standard Maoist accounts attributed the failure of the 
Great Leap (insofar as failure was acknowledged) simply to a combination 
of natural calamities and Soviet treachery. But Mao Zedong himself was 

aware early of the vast gap between intentions and results and the enor
mous incongruities between the policies he advocated and the way they 

were being implemented. In February 1959 he referred to policies and 
practices that oppressed the peasantry, suggesting a Stalinist infection: 
"With the peasants, he [Stalin] drained the pond to catch the fish. Right 

now, we have the same illness."43 And at the Lushan conference later that 
year he was critical (and pardy self-critical) of the hasty and disorderly man-· 
ner communization and labor mobilization were being carried out, critical 
of the "commandism" of cadres, and critical of the breakdown of central 
planning. For the economic chaos of the time "the main responsibility was 
mine," he confessed, "and you should take me to task."44 Yet for Mao, like 

many of the local rural cadres who looked to him for guidance, personal po

litical consideration ultimately proved more compelling than the welfare of 

the peasantry. For it was at the Lushan meeting that Mao had insisted on 
the purge of Peng Dehuai-and, as if to justify the political deed, further 

insisted on reviving the radical policies Peng had criticized. Mao must bear 
the main responsibility for the enormous human tragedy that in large mea
sure resulted from the renewal of the "communist wind" the Chainnan pre

viously had condemned. 
The Great Leap Forward campaign, which began with such great expec

tations in 1958, thus ended in 1960 with an economic and human disaster 
for China and a political debacle for Mao Zedong. It created a legacy of bit
temess and distrust between the peasantry and the Communist Party. The 



Great Leap further contributed to the collapse of the Sino-Soviet alliance, 
adding an increasingly precarious external situation to a grave internal eco
nomic crisis. Half-surrounded by hostile American military bases (stretch
ing from Korea, Japan, Okinawa, and Taiwan to Southeast Asia), China 
was now also confronted with a new Soviet threat from the north. Both the 
internal crisis and the external threat called for extraordinary political wis
dom, but as China entered the new decade the politicians of the People's 
Republic were in hostile confrontation with ea.ch other. 
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The Bureaucratic Restoration 

T

HE BL'REAUCRATIZATIOJ\ of state and society has been a 

universal feature of the history of the twentieth century, but 

nowhere has the process been more pronounced than in the 

"post-capitalist" societies that have issued from ostensibly socialist revolu

tions. The gigantic Soviet bureaucracy was of course the most grotesque 

example-and the prototype. But Communist China hardly proved an ex

ception. China, where the bureaucratic state had exceptionally deep cul
tural roots and a sophisticated expression in ancient and medieval times, 
was far from immune to the bureaucratic influences of its past and the bu

reaucratic imperatives of its modern political and economic development. 

Although the Communist victory in 1949 destroyed a Guomindang bu

reaucracy that was notoriously corrupt and oppressive, it did not funda

mentally change the conditions which pennit bureaucracy to flourish. 

Indeed, in the wake of the Revolution, as with most modern revolutions, 

came a massive process of bureaucratic centralization, closely associated 

"l.vith the achievement of national unification and the drive for rapid indus

trialization. 

The Communist bureaucracy grew rapidly in the 1950s, its vast expan

sion hastened by the demands of the First Five Year Plan. The new and 

massive Party-state apparatus penetrated society far more deeply than any 

245 



previous bureaucracy in Chinese history. Bureaucratic growth and rou
tinization were temporarily interrupted during the period of the Great 
Leap, but these processes resumed with renewed vigor in the tragic after
math of that failed movement. 

Although it is now common-on the basis of the histories of twentieth
century Communist regimes-to associate Marxism with bureaucracy, it 
needs to be emphasized that the bureaucratization of Chinese state and so
ciety in the 1950s and 1960s was wholly inconsistent with Marxist teachings 
about the nature of socialism and its essential preconditions. Karl Marx saw 

the state as the product of the class contradictions of society, and bureau
cracy as its typical organizational form. For Marx, state and bureaucracy 

were alien powers that rose above society to usurp human social powers. 

The bureaucratic state was rooted in what Marx called "the unsocial na
ture" of social life, in "private property, trade, industry, and the mutual 

phmdering of different civil groups . . . .  this debasement, this slavery of civil 
society is the natural foundation on which the modem state rests, just as 

the civil society of slavery was the foundation of the state in antiquity. The 

existence of the state and the existence of slavery are indivisible. "1 Thus so

cialism demanded the abolition of state and bureaucracy, just as it presup

posed the abolition of the class-based society which originally produced 
them. The original Marxian expectation was that when the "organizing ac
tivity [of socialism] begins, where in; own aim and spirit emerge, there so
cialism throws the political hull away."2 For Marx, human emancipation 

would be realized "only when man has recognized and organized his own 
powers as social powers so that social force is no longer separated from him 
as political power. "3 

Marx recognized that under certain sociohistorical conditions, especially 
where social classes were weak, the state could achieve a large measure of 
independence and an autonomous bureaucracy could come to dominate 
society.4 But he did not believe that such conditions would prevail in the af

termath of a genuine socialist revolution. He was convinced, as he had op
timistically predicted in the Manifesto, that when "class distinctions have 
disappeared and all production has been concentrated in the hands of a 
vast association of the whole nation, the public power will lose its political 
character. "5 

It was from these perspectives that Marx celebrated the Paris Commune 
of 1871, and set forth a model of how political power should be reorga

nized in the wake of a socialist-oriented revolution. His perhaps romanti
cized analysis of the Parisian revolt, The Civil "War in France, greatly 

influenced Chinese Communist thought and action during the Great Leap, 
as we have seen, and was to do so agajn in the early phases of the Cultural 



Revolution. In that treatise, Marx had emphasized that the victorious 

working class needed to destroy {and not simply take over) what he called 
"the centralized State power, with its ubiquitous organs of standing army; 
police, bureaucracy; clergy; and judicature." He praised the antibureau

cratic safeguards adopted by the Communards to restore political power to 
society as a whole-the performance of necessary administrative tasks by 
ordinary working people who were democratically elected and subject to 

immediate popular recall, paid prevailing workers' salaries, and barred 

from enjoying special status or privileges.6 Such, in brief, was Marx's rem
edy for the problem of bureaucracy in a postrevolutionary society. 

It one of the ironies of the history of Marxism in the twentieth century 

that successful Marxist-led revolutions have resulted not in the reduction 

of bureaucratic power, much less any process of the withering away of the 
state, but rather in the growth of bureaucracies more massive in scale, more 
powerful in function, and more independent in nature than those they re

placed. That Marx, and Marxists, gravely underestimated the threat that 

bureaucratization might pose to a postrevolutionary society often has been 
noted. But equally well noted is that Marx never anticipated socialist
oriented revolutions in the economically backward lands where in fact they 

have occurred-indeed, they have occurred in precisely the kinds of histor
ical situations that Marx himself believed likely to foster powerful bureau

cratic states. The problem appeared soon after the first successful socialist 
revolution. Less than five years after the Russian Revolution, Lenin pon

dered why the new Soviet order had quickly become so bureaucratic and 

oppressive. On his deathbed he somberly concluded that he had witnessed 
the resurrection of the old czarist bureaucracy to which the Bolsheviks 

"had given only a Soviet veneer." I:.enin's worst fears were soon realized 
with the massive bureaucratization of Soviet state and society during the 

Stalinist era, and the unleashing of what Isaac Deutscher called "an almost 

permanent orgy of bureaucratic violence. "7 

Conditions in China at the time of the Communist victory provided 
even more fertile soil for the growth of bureaucracy than had been the case 
in Russia. China was a far more economically backward land, a more pre

dominantly peasant socie� and one with a far weaker social class structure. 

The Otinese proletariat was far smaller and less politically mature than its 
Russian counterpart; it had only the most tenuous links to the ruling Com
munist Party. Moreover, it was a country that lacked a democratic tradition 
and was burdened with a deeply-ingrained bureaucratic tradition. The rev

olution itself took place in a profoundly nationalist environment, almost 
entirely lacking any internationalist dimension either in objective historical 
reality or in the mentality of its leaders. In short, China in 1949 suffered 



from the absence of most of the conditions that Marxists assumed would 

yield a society governed by the immediate producers rather than a new bu

reaucracy. 

Adding to the conditions favoring bureaucratization were the impera

tives of national political centralization and rapid economic development 

in a country long racked by chaotic political upheavals and poverty. Fur

thermore, the destruction of the propertied classes-the landlord-gentry 

elite and what remained of the bourgeoisie-however socially and perhaps 

economically necessary-removed the last barriers to the growth of an au

tonomous bureaucracy. Chinese society after 1949 was divided less by so

cial class differences than by the elemental distinction between rulers and 

ruled, by what Mao Zedong referred to as the contradiction between 

"those in positions of leadership and the led. "8 And \vith the nationalization 

of the major means of production, Communists "in positions of leader

ship" not only monopolized political power but controlled the nation's 

economy as well. 

Under such conditions, it was inevitable that a vast bureaucratic appara

tus would rise above society and become the dominant social force. Yet 

while a new ruling bureaucracy arose in the People's Republic, its power 

was relatively restrained, at least compared to the Soviet bureaucracy. The 

restraints were imposed by two factors. One was the lingering influence of 

the revolutionary heritage, which passed down the egalitarian values forged 

during the heroic struggles of the 1930s and 1940s, values which dictated 

close relations between leaders and led in accordance with the anti

hierarchial principles of the still celebrated "mass line." A second, and per

haps more important factor, was the enormous personal authority and pop

ular prestige of Mao Zedong, whose deep hostility to bureaucracy was 

coupled with a claim to a special personal relationship with the people, a re

lationship that transcended all formal organizational structures. 

The sources and nature of Mao's antibureaucratism is a complex and 

controversial matter that we shall encounter again in discussing the Cul

tural Revolution. Here it must suffice to note briefly the two major expla

nations for Mao's antibureaucratism. If it is seen as a genuine antipathy to 

bureaucratic organization and procedures, and not simply a convenient po

litical ploy; much weight must be given to the anarchist influences on the 

pre-Marxian Mao in the early May Fourth period, influences which persisted 

and were reinforced by Mao's attraction to the more anti-authoritarian 

strains in the Marxist tradition-especially the idealized model of the Paris 

Commune set forth in Marx's The Civil War in France, a text that appears 

prominently in the ideology of both the Great Leap and the Cultural Revo-



lution. Many observers, on the other hand, are inclined to dismiss intellec
tual influences, instead viewing Mao's antibureaucratic tendencies as moti
vated by the eminently mundane and practical political aim of crushing any 
organizational threat to the arbitrary personal authority of the supreme 
leader. In this interpretation, Mao is essentially the Chinese Communist 
version of Stalin. 

Mao was no doubt no less interested thall Stalin in maintaining his per
sonal supremacy over the Communist organizational apparatus, but his 
methods were far different. Whereas Stalin played off one bureaucratic 
agency against another to maintain his personal supremacy; Mao was in
clined to ca11 forth mass popular movements against his bureaucratic foes. 
This was clearly the case in the revolutionary revivalism that took place dur
ing the years 1955-1960. When Mao launched the drive to collectivize 
agriculture in 1955, for example, he did so in the populist spirit of the rev
olutionary years, going over the heads of Party bureaucrats and bypassing 
much of the formal bureaucratic structure of the ne.v st!J.te. The Hundred 
Flowers campaign posed an explicit threat to the privileges and indepen
dence of entrenched bureaucratic interests, especially when Mao pointed 
to "the bureaucratic practices of certain state functionaries in their rela
tions with the masses" as a principal contradiction in Chinese society and 
demanded that "we must stamp out bureaucracy." And the egalitarian and 
populist cluust of the Great Leap Forward had profoundly antibureaucratic 
implications-and encountered powerful bureaucratic resistance. The rev
olutionary revivalism of the late 1950s did not stamp out bureaucracy; but 
it did serve to mitigate the power of a bureaucracy standing above society. 

However, the retreat from the Great Leap in 1960, and Mao's retreat 
from the center of the political stage, led to the reassertion of the pO\ver of 
Party and state bureaucracies. Faced with what was becoming a struggle for 
sheer survival, the mood of the masses tUrned sullen and apolitical. Maoist 
ideological appeals fell on deaf ears. A demoralized and politically apa
thetic population is a condition on which bureaucracy always thrives, and 
such was the condition of China in the aftermath of the Great Leap. The 
sharp decline in both agricultural and industrial production, the shortages 
in food and supplies, the dislocations in the systems of transportation and 
distribution, the breakdown of national planning, the threat of famine, and 
the generally chaotic conditions of economic and social life all demanded 
the reintroduction of centralized economic and political controls. The de
mand reflected itself in a renewed Leninist emphasis on the virtues of dis
cipline, order and organization. And there was a general aversion to 
Maoist-style mass campaigns in favor of economic stability and sociopoliti-



cal order. A return to order was the order of the day and the mood of the 

times. Thus both powerful objective and subjective factors were at work to 

bring about the restoration of bureaucratic rule 

Bureaucratization dominated all facets of Chinese economic, social, and 

political life in the early 1960s, but the phenomenon had its primary locus 

in the Chinese Communist Party, which controlled the formal state admin

istration, the army, all mass organizations, and the basic units of social or

ganization in both town and countryside. The history of the Party, and its 

17 million members, from 1960 to 1965 was molded by the reaffirmation 

of fundamentalist Leninist principles of political organization, particularly 

the cardinal Leninist principle of the crucial role of the vanguard part}c The 

Party was to be a highly centralized apparatus presided over by a revolu

tionary leadership possessing a true socialist consciousness and functioning 

with military-like precision; a disciplined organization in which the Party 

center (or the "general staff," as Lenin had phrased it) exercised the appro

priate discipline over its cadres, who, in tum, disciplined and organized the 

masses for effective action. This conception of the nature of the Party was 

naturally accompanied by a typical Leninist hostility to the "spontaneity" of 

the masses. Nothing better describes the mentality of those who controlled 

the Party apparatus during those years, and their conception of the rela

tionship bet\Veen the Party and the people, than Lenin's dictum that "the 

Party exists for the very purpose of going ahead of the masses and showing 

the masses the way."9 Just as the leaders of the Party were to train and dis

cipline their cadres, the latter were to train and organize the masses. 

It was precisely the "spontaneity of the masses," the virtue so prized by 

Maoists, that was blamed for undennining the stability of the postrevolu

tionary order in general, and the authority of the Party in particular. By the 

end of the Great Leap the organizational structure of the Party had been 

gravely weakened, and its membership had become demoralized. Party of

ficials, who now began to look more to the leadership of Liu Shaoqi than 

Mao Zedong, were intent on reestablishing the Leninist authority and le

gitimacy of the Party, restoring firm lines of command within it, and restor

ing its command over society in general.10 From the prevailing Leninist 

perspective, this was the immediate and essential prerequisite for dealing 

with the economic crisis and restoring social order. 

One of their first acts was to blame the disasters of the Great Leap on 

lower-level Party cadres (mostly Maoist-inspired rural cadres), who were ac

cused of a vast array of Marxist-Leninist ideological deficiencies. They also 

were charged with the sin of "command.ism "-ignoring the desires, wishes, 

and complaints of the masses. It was an easy enough charge to make at a 

time when the masses had lost their taste for radical social action and the 



mood of an impoverished population favored order and stability. Many local 

cadres were dismissed, and those who remained were instructed to act 

strictly in accordance with the directives passed down from higher levels of 

the Party hierarchy. It was therefore not the Party as such that was to be 

faulted for the difficulties plaguing Chinese society but rather the errors of 
some of its individual members. It was thus that the myth of the infallibility 
of the Leninist party was maintained for the time being. 

The downgrading of the role of basic-unit cadres (those in direct contact 

with people in factories, communes, schools, and residential organizations) 

was naturally accompanied by an increase in the power of the middle and 
higher organs of the Party, especially the authority of provincial, regional, 

and urban Party committees. The latter were headed by Party secretaries, 

usually members of the Central Committee and directly responsible to it, 

who became the most powerful figures in their areas of jurisdiction. The 

centralization of the Party apparatus was reinforced by the establishment in 

1960 of new regional Party bureaus directly attached to the Central Com

mittee and a new emphasis on the role of control commissions, which hith

erto had played only a relatively limited role in Party life. New Party schools 

for the training of disciplined cadres appeared, and Party directives 

stressed more strongly than ever the Leninist virtues of a tightly knit orga

nizational structure, strict adherence to formal Party rules and procedures, 
and the obedience of lower to higher-level organs-and ultimately obedi

ence to the Central Committee and its Politburo, which stood at the apex 

of the ultra-centralist structure of command. A 1961-1962 campaign to re

store the Leninist spirit of the Party stressed the principle of "democratic 

centralism," with the emphasis clearly on centralism. In view of the firm 
control exercised by the Party over the key organs of the state, and indeed 
the very considerable overlapping in key personnel, the increasingly cen

tralized and bureaucratic character of the Party meant the increasing bu

reaucratization of the formal state administrative structure. It also meant 

increased centralized control over the rural communes by outside Party or

gans and the restoration of the authority of economic ministries in Beijing 

over urban factories and other large enterprises. 
These tendencies toward bureaucratic centralization and professional

ism were reflected in the Party's personnel policies in the post-Great Leap 

period. While the role of radical rural cadres who had spearheaded the 

communization movement was downgraded, many officials purged in the 

antirightist campaign of 1957-1958 were reinstated. New recruits tended 
to be people who possessed teclmical and administrative expertise; such 

matters as class background and ideological commitment were factors of 
decidedly lesser concern. It was an environment in which the Party tended 



to attract opportunists rather than revolutionaries, one that reinforced the 

latent careerist tendencies already present in the Pa:ty. This was hardly a 

new phenomenon. Bureaucratic opportunism and careerism had been 

among the more prominent objects of attack by the critics whom Mao 

briefly had invited to "bloom and contend" in the spring of 1957. In the 

early 1960s the tendency merely was more pronounced than it had been a 

half-decade earlier. Indeed, the bureaucratization of Party and state in the 

post -Great Leap years was largely a continuation of a trend that had domi

nated the 1950s and had been interrupted only temporarily by the utopi

anism and populism of the Great Leap. It took the form of the 

institutionalization of a system of thirty formal ranks for state arid Party 

cadres, the introduction of a differentiated system of wage payments corre

sponding to the hierarchy of cadre ranks, and the growth of functional spe

cialization among cadres in both governmental and Party organs. The 

transformation of revolutionary cadres into bureaucratic functionaries and 

administrators, the development of a bureaucratic caste enjoying special 

privileges, the gro\\.'th of bureaucratic professionalism and Occupational 

specialization, and the general growth of a bureaucracy increasingly sepa

rated from society-all were phenomena that had their roots in the pre

Great Leap era and flourished in the post-Great Leap years. 

If the Chinese Communist Party was in the process of being trans

formed from a revolutionary organization into a professional bureaucratic 

apparatus with strong vested interests in its own self preservation and per

petuation, it had an equally strong interest in preserving the society from 

which it had sprung and which it ruled. And preservation, in the first in

stance, required overcoming the grave economic crisis into which the Great 

Leap Forward campaign had degenerated. Whatever the evils of bureau

cracy, the Party demonstrated the virtues of bureaucratic organization in 

rescuing China from its plight and reestablishing a viable national economy. 

Through a combination of the restoration of centralized controls over pro

duction and a renewed emphasis on material incentives for the producers, 

the leaders in Beijing, relying primarily on the organizational effectiveness 

of a reinvigorated Leninist party, succeeded in reviving the national econ

omy in a remarkably short time. The ministries in Beijing reestablished cen

tralized control and planning over the modem industrial sector of the 

economy, anq the authority of managers and technocrats (acting according 

to the guidance of the Party) was greatly strengthened. Higher Party organs 

imposed cebtral direction over the operation of the communes and over 

the rural economy in general. Centralization of economic life was coupled 

with a policy that allowed wide latitude for authorities in local productive 

units to offer financial incentives to workers and peasants in order to raise 



popular morale and spur production. In industrial enterprises this meant 

increasingly differentiated wage rates and a system of bonuses and prizes. 

In the rural areas it meant the encouragement of private peasant plots, the 

reappearance of private markets, and toleration of a growing tendency to

ward a market economy: By the end of 1961 conditions in both town and 

countryside were largely stabilized, and production began to increase after 

three successive years of decline. The rapidity of the recovery from near 

disastrous economic conditions and the renewal of growth must be attrib

uted in large measure to the organizational effectiveness of the Chinese 

Communist Party and the bureaucratic precision with which it functioned. 

During the early 1960s Mao Zedong occupied a most ambiguous place in 
the political life of the People's Republic. Mao remained the chairman of 

the Part;.� but he did not control its apparatus or determine its policies; in

deed, the policies the Party pursued were increasingly repugnant to him. 
Maoist slogans and quotations were widely propagated, but they were used 

less to achieve radical Maoist social aims than to promote national unity; 

maintain social order, and spur production. Due homage was paid to Mao 

as the leader of the revolution and the Party, but he could not assume lead

ership of the nation. When Mao appeared at Party gatherings, his speeches 

were greeted v..':ith the customary "enthusiastic applause" (according to the 

official transcripts), but the import of his words were largely ignored by 

most Party leaders. The gap between Chinese Communist theory and prac

tice \\':idened, and the conflict between radical Maoists and Party bureau

crats grew increasingly sharp and eventually irreconcilable. 

Shortly after his victory over Peng Dehuai at Lushan in August 1959, 

Mao removed himself from the day-to-day affairs of the Party. The with

drawal was perhaps voluntary, or at least graceful, but it was certainly moti

vated by Mao's awareness that Peng's criticisms of the Great Leap were 

widely shared by Party leaders, even if they did not share Peng' s bluntness, 

by a recognition that he could not command a majority of the Central 

Committee to continue the socially radical policies of the Great Leap (even 

assuming that he might have been inclined to do so), and that a collapsing 

economy and a demoralized peasantry did not provide favorable circum

stances for any attempt to override the Central Committee as he had in the 

past. Thus control over the Party and its policies fell into the hands of cau

tious leaders, the "Thennidoreans" who were less interested in social 

change than in political order and economic efficiency. The most promi

nent of the Thennidoreans was Liu Shaoqi-the formal head of state of 

the People's Republic, the senior Vice Chairman of the Party, Mao's infor-



mal heir apparent, and certainly the most orthodox Leninist among Chi
nese Communist leaders. Another was DengXiaoping, who, as the General 
Secretary of the Part); wielded vast power over its organizational apparatus. 
The ascendency of Liu and Deng was accompanied by the restoration of 
the authority of Party bureaucrats whose power had been eclipsed during 
the Great Leap era-such leading Party officials as Lu Dingyi, Peng Zhen, 
and Luo Ruiqing; and the economic planners who had been the architects 
of the First Five Year Plan, such as Chen l:bn, Li Fuchun, and Bo Yibo. All 
had been critical of the policies of the Great Leap (although hitherto 

mostly silent critics), and they now proceeded to dismantle those policies 
and retum China to a condition of "normalcy:" 

The early 1960s were undoubtedly the most frustrating years in Mao's 
long political life. He was the acknowledged and still celebrated leader of 

the revolution, but he was no longer able to determine the direction in 
which the new society was moving. His attempts to inaugurate new revolu
tionary campaigns were repeatedly thwarted, distorted or ignored. Having 
taken the fateful decision to withdraw from active leadership in late 1959, 
Mao found it impossible to regain the reins of control over an increasingly 
bureaucratized and routinized Party machine. They were years in which he 
was "treated as a dead ancestor," as he later charged. "Deng Xiaoping 

never came to consult me," he complained in 1966, "from 1959 to the pres
ent he has never consulted me over anything at all."Il

With the disintegration of the Great Leap and his consequent isolation 
from the center of political p.::>wer, Mao began to suffer from an uncharac
teristic loss of confidence in the future of the revolution. He no longer en
tertained any hope of an imminent transition from socialism to 
communism. The vision of a "leap" from "the realm of necessity" to "the 
realm of freedom" was no longer conceived as a sudden qualitative change, 
but rather now was characterized by Mao as a gradual process of indeter

minate length. The Great Leap Forward promise of an economic miracle 
vanished in similar fashion. Whereas in 1958 Mao had declared that it 
would take only fifteen years for China to reach the economic levels of the 
industrialized West, in 1962 he somberly concluded that "it will be impossi
ble to develop our productive power so rapidly as to catch up v;r:ith, and 
overtake, the most advanced capitalist countries in less than one hundred 
years." He observed that Western capitalism had developed over a period 
of three centuries and implied that the development of socialism and com
munism would take place over an equally lengthy historical era.12 

Not only did visions of communism fade, but so did confidence in the 
continued viability of the existing system. Mao began to brood over the 
possibility that the work of the revolution would be destroyed and that he 



might be forced to begin anew. He speculated that the revolutionary order 

might "perish" and be replaced by a nonrevolutionary state. He became in

creasingly obsessed with the possibility of historical regression. New bour

geois elements are produced in a socialist society, he insisted much more 

forcefully than ever before; classes remain, the class struggle persists, and 
"this class struggle is a protracted, complex, [and] sometimes even violent 
affair."13 Nor was it by any means assured that this "protracted" class strug

gle would have a favorable outcome. In the autumn of 1962 Mao raised the 

possibility of "the restoration of the reactionary classes" and warned that "a 

country like ours can still move toward its opposite."14 In the years preced
ing the Cultural Revolution the sense of historical indeterminateness that 
generally characterized the Maoist mentality-and which hitherto generally 

reflected itself in a deep faith that determined revolutionaries could mold 

history in accordance with their ideas and ideals-began to assume darkly 

pessimistic overtones and implications. 
'While Mao was less confident about the future of the People's Republic 

than he had been, he did not fall into a state of political paralysis. He was 

unwilling to play the role of a "dead ancestor" to which he claimed he had 

been assigned. If he had lost faith in the Party as a reliable revolutionary in
strument, or at least in the Party as it was, he remained confident in his own 

abilities to rekindle the flames of revolution through other means. H Mao 

could not control the Party bureaucracy, the Party bureaucrats were unable 

to control Mao. They could not physically remove him &om the political 
scene or even from his formal position as Chairman of the Party without 
risking a massive political struggle and very possibly a violent civil war. Mao 
still enjoyed enormous personal prestige in Chinese society (which he and 
his followers undertook to cultivate through the form of the "Mao cult") 
and he retained a wide following among the Party rank and file, most of 

whom were probably unaware of the conflict among their higher leaders. 

Most importantly; he apparently commanded the loyalty of much of the 

People's Liberation Army (PLA) largely through the efforts of Lin Biao. 

Mao had lost control over the Party, but he hardly was powerless. 
:r\'or is it likely that those who came to dominate the Party and state bu

reaucracies in the early 1960s were inclined to remove Mao as titular head 

of the Party. The Thermidoreans, above all, valued order and thus were in

tent on reestablishing social, economic, and political stability. They were 
not about to compound the chaos by precipitating a new political crisis 

\Vith unpredictable consequences. They preferred to use Mao for their 
own ends rather than attempt to bury him. They invoked his name as a 

symbol of national unity and his slogans to promote the non-Maoist order 

they were attempting to build. Yet by invoking the authority of Mao and 



his "thoughts, " the Thermidoreans were unwittingly contributing to their 
own political demise. In the meantime, they were determined to avoid an 

open clash. It was Mao who was to pose the political challenges and force 

the confrontations. 

In the years 1960 and 1961 Mao apparently took little or no part in the 

work of the Party. His energies were turned to fortifying his political and 

ideological control over the PLA. He emerged from relative political seclu
sion in January of 1962, v?ith a speech deWered to a national Party work 

conference attended by some 7,000 provincial and district Party func

tionaries. The speech was a wide-ranging and harshly critical attack on the 

bureaucratic methods and practices that had come to dominate Party life in 
the post-Great Leap years. Mao focused on the Leninist principle of dem

ocratic centralism, a formula much emphasized by Liu Shaoqi and other 

Party leaders over the previous two years. Liu had interpreted and applied 

the principle in a super-Leninist and ultra-centralist fashion, perhaps best 

described in Rosa Luxemburg's prophetic critique of the Leninist scheme 

of Party organization and the "bureaucratic straitjacket" it threatened to 

impose; writing in 1904, she characterized it as a scheme that demanded 

"blind subordination" to "the party center, which alone thinks, guides, and 

decides for all," and meant "the rigorous separation of the organized nu

cleus of revolutionaries" from the mass movemem.15 No better words can 

be found to describe the character and methods of the Chinese Commu

nist Party in the early 1960s. Mao for his part affirmed the validity of the 

principle of democratic centralism, but gave it a far different interpretation. 
In effect, he equated the Leninist notion with his own principle of the mass 

line, which, he strongly implied, the Party had abandoned. Charging that 

"some of our comrades still do not understand the democratic centralism 

which Marx and Lenin talked of," he defined it for them in the fashion of a 
formula: "First democracy, then centralism; corning from the masses, re

turning to the masses; the unity of leadership and the masses. "16 The issue 
was not "democracy" in the conventional sense, but rather whether the im

pulses leading to policy decisions were to come primarily from the bottom 

up or to be dictated from the top dov.n. By emphasizing democracy over 
centralism, Mao was expressing his abiding faith in the revolutionary spon

taneity and initiative of the masses-the mass stxmtaneity so much dis

trusted in orthodox Leninist theory, and at the same time condemning 

Party leaders who lacked that faith. For Mao, democracy meant that the 
masses were to speak first, even though they were not necessarily to have 
the last word. 

The absence of a proper Maoist understanding of "democratic central

ism" was reflected in Party officials whom Mao chastised as being: 



afraid Qf the masses, afraid of the masses talking about them, afraid of the 

masses criticizing them. . . . There are some comrades who are afraid of the 

masses initiating discussion and putting forward ideas which differ &om those of 

the leaders and leading organizations. As soon as problems are discussed they 

suppress the acth;sm of the masses and do not allow others to speak out. This at

titude is extremely eviJ.n 

Among the practitioners of this evil were the first secretaries of provincial, 
district, and county Party committees-the pillars of the Party bureau
cracy-whom Mao called "tyrants" and against whom he directed some of 
his most bitter and sarcastic barbs. 

Another proposition Mao pursued was that class struggles persist in a 
socialist societ): It was not a new notion, but he now presented it in a qual
itatively new way. The class struggle in China was no longer seen in the rel
atively benign form of mostly nonantagonistic contradictions that took 
place primarily "in the ideological field," as Mao had characterized it in 
1957. "The reactionary classes which have been overthrown are still plan
ning a comeback," he now warned. "In a socialist society, new bourgeois el
ements may still be produced." But it was not the fear that old reactionary 
classes or the bourgeoisie as such might regain state power that concerned 
Mao but rather the state of the Party: "There are some people who adopt 
the guise of Communist Party members, but they in no way represent the 
working class-instead they represent the bourgeoisie. All is not pure 
within the Party." And with his own minority position in the higher councils 
of the Party no doubt very much in mind, he defended the rights of a mi
nority: "Very often the ideas of a minority will prove to be correct. History 
abounds with such instances." He concluded his remarks with a warning 
and a threat: "let other people speak out. The heavens will not fall and you 
will not be thrown out. If you do not let others speak, then the day '-'-ill 
surely come when you are thrown out. "18 

Mao's speech, according to the official transcript, was greeted ·with the 
usual "enthusiastic applause." But it had no noticeable effect on the poli
cies and practices of the Party. 

Mao spoke again in September 1962 at the Central Committee's Tenth 
Plenum. Mao's speech at the Plenum (and his talks at the informal sessions 
which preceded it) largely repeated the views he had presented in his 
"seven thousand cadres" speech in January, stressing particularly the neces
sity and inevitabilit)' of class struggle to combat the growing danger of "re
visionism."19 Mao also called for a massive ideological education campaign 
for both Party cadres and masses to be conducted in accordance with the 
principles of the Yan'an rectification movement of 1942-1945. This was 



duly approved by the Central Committee and, in various forms and 

through a variety of instrumentalities, was to proceed over the next three 

and one-half years under the name of the "Socialist Education Move

ment." For Maoists, the aims of the new campaign were to revolutionize 

the Party and the thought and behavior of its cadres, raise the ideological 

consciousness and socialist spirit of the masses, and reverse what were seen 

as "capitalist" and "revisionist" tendencies in the social and economic life 

of the country-and particularly the countryside. The Maoist thrust of the 

movement was to be blunted, and its aims were to be subverted, by an en

trenched Party bureaucracy; which wanted neither the leadership of Mao 

nor the disruptions of Maoist mass campaigns. 

As the Socialist Education Movement foundered on bureaucratic resis

tance and popular apathy; the frustrations and fears of Mao and Maoists 

grew. Mao's own frustrations were certainly; in part, political ones; he was 

bitter that he was unable to control the Party that he had built and guided 

through more than two decades of revolutionary struggle. All the more 

galling was that he had lived to witness, and was powerless to prevent, the 

transformation of the Party from a revolutionary instrument into a conser

vative bureaucratic apparatus, a Party that had succumbed to all the bu

reaucratic practices he had so long fought against. For Mao, bureaucracy 

had always been among the greatest evils. He viewed bureaucracy not so 

much, in a Marxist sense, as a reflection and product of the evils of society; 

but rather more, in an anarchist sense, as an evil that is visited upon society; 

as a principal source of social vices and inequities. And while Marxists tra

ditionally have been reluctant to assign a social class status to bureaucratic 

strata, Mao was not. As he put it in 1965: 

The bureaucratic class is a class in sharp opposition to the working class and the 

poor and lower-middle peasants. How can these people who have become or are 

in the process of becoming bourgeois elements sucking the blood of the workers 

be properly recognized? These people are the objectives of the struggle, the ob

jectives of the revolution.20 

For Mao, then, "the bureaucratic class" was virtually synonymous with 

"the bourgeoisie," and bureaucratic dominance was equated with "revi

sionism" or capitalism, or at least considered the main force leading to a 

"bourgeois restoration." The leaders of "the bureaucratic class" to which 

Mao referred were of course the leaders of the Chinese Communist Party. 

But the Maoist concern was more than a thirst for power, pure and simple. 

That Mao was struggling for political power, that he was detennined to re

gain political supremacy, and that he was detennined to remove the bu-



reaucratic obstacles that stood in his way are all matters that may be taken 

for granted. But if Mao regarded bureaucracy as evil, he also viev.red as evil 
the socioeconomic policies that Party bureaucrats ·were pursuing. If he 
found intolerable his own loss of power, he found no less intolerable the di

rection in which Chinese society was moving. 
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The New Economic Policy, 1961-1965 

D URI:'>TG THE C ULTURAL revolution of 1966--1969, the eco
nomic policies of the preceding half-decade were condemned 
for leading China on a retreat from "socialism" to "capitalism," 

and the Party leaders responsible for implementing those policies were 
purged as "capitalist-readers" who allegedly had exercised a "bourgeois 
dictatorship." This, in brief, was the Maoist judgment on the early 1960s, or 
at least the dramatic picture of a "life-and-death struggle" between capital
ism and socialism that Maoists presented to the 'WOrld. 

Yet the differences between what came to be known as the Maoist and 
Liuist roads do not appear to be nearly so sharp. It is instructive to compare 
the economic policies pursued by Liu Shaoqi in the early 1960s with those 
adopted by Lenin in the Soviet Union forty years earlier. In 1921 Lenin in
troduced the New Economic Policy to rehabilitate the Russian economy 
after the ravages of World War I, the revolution, and the ensuing civil war. 
The new policy; a retreat from the radical policies of the period of War 
Communism, encouraged capitalist forms of economic activity, as Lenin 
frankly acknowledged. The NEP, as the program came to be called, estab
lished a "mixed economy;" partly state and partly private. While large in
dustrial enterprises remained in the hands of the Bolshevik government, 
private enterprise was permitted (and indeed encouraged) in smaller in-

260 



dustries and in commerce. Except for standard forms of agricultural taxa

tion, the countryside was largely left to itself, that is to sa}; left free for the 
development of small-scale capitalist fanning and the \vorkings of the mar

ket. The import of foreign capital for industrial development was encour

aged-and eminently capitalist methods of management and work 
organization (such as Thylorism) were adopted even in state-owned indus

trial enterprises. Lenin's immediate aim was economic recovery; his long

range expectation was that the socialist sector gradually would expand and 

eventually prove victorious in a process of essentially peaceful economic 

competition. 
The economic policies adopted by Chinese leaders forty years later were 

in some respects similar to Lenin's NEP. They constituted a large-scale re

treat (in fact if not in name) from the radicalism of the Great Leap Forward 

in an attempt to deal with the grave economic crisis and famine of 

1960-1961. In agriculture, concessions were made to "petty capitalism," 

primarily by permitting an extension of the private plots worked by individ

ual peasant households. In industry, greater emphasis was placed on the cri

terion of "profitability" in the operation of enterprises, and the authority of 

managers and technocrats was strengthened. Wider scope was given to 

market forces and prices, and material incentives were stressed over moral 

ones. Yet, as an alleged "retreat to capitalism," the Chinese program was 

but a pale reflection of its earlier Soviet counterpart. Agricultural produc

tion remained basically collectivized; no more than 12 percent of the till

able land was allowed to be restored as private plots. Industries, both large 

and small, remained under state ownership, and commerce in general re

mained under fairly strict centralized govennnent control. No invitations 

were extended for foreign capitalist investment. IfLiu Shaoqi was a "capi

talist-roader," he walked a far more narrow and cautious path in the early 

1960s than did Lenin in the early 1920s. Nonetheless, the differences be

tween what came to be known as "the two roads," between "Liuism" and 

"Maoism," were profound, and the policies dominant in the early 1960s 

had significant social consequences-and ones which Maoists found re

pugnant. 

The Chinese version of NEP began as a series of ad hoc emergency 

measures in 1960 to deal with the immediate crisis of widespread food 

shortages and the threat of famine. Part of the problem was one of distri

bution, and that part was handled with dispatch by a reinvigorated central

ized state apparatus through an efficient system of rationing and transport. 

But the larger problem was the sharp decline in agricultural production 

over three successive years (1959-1961). Production was revived-al

though not before millions perished-through a combination of central-



ized Party control over the countryside, the virtual removal of communal 

controls over individual peasant producers, and urban assistance to rural 
areas. Hundreds of thousands of Party cadres were sent to the villages, dis

placing (and criticizing) the Maoist-inspired local rural cadres. They were 

reinforced by soldiers, students, and millions of unemployed urban 

dwellers who were sent to the countryside to engage in agricultural work 

The small private family plots were restored, the free market in rural areas 

was reopened, "communized" personal and household belongings were re

turned, and peasants were pennitted to reclaim uncultivated lands and till 

them on their own. From the cities came emergency aid in the form of in

secticides, chemical fertilizers, and small farm tools. By the end of 1962 the 

agrarian economy was stabilized. 

These measures proceeded under the policy of taking "agriculture as the 

foundation of the economy and industry as the leading sector," a slogan 

adopted by the Party Central Committee in January 1961. It was a recogni

tion by Communist leaders of the central importance of a viable agricul

tural economy for the national economy. It meant giving priority to the 

agrarian sector and accepting a slower rate of industrial development than 

had been envisioned both in the First Five Year Plan and the Great Leap. It 

was a slogan that could be accepted by Maoists and non-Maoists alike, and 

it meant there was to be no return to a Stalinist strategy that subordinated 

agriculture to heavy industry. 

Yet the slogan was not without ambiguities. For if agriculture was now to 

be granted a certain priority; it was by no means clear how agricultural pro

duction was to be socially organized. Also left ambiguous was the question 

of the relationship between agriculture and industry; between tmvn and 

countryside, and the fate of the Maoist program of industrializing the rural 

areas. 'What "taking agriculture as the foundation" meant in terms of con

crete policies was dependent upon who was determining and implementing 

policy. 

The Decline of the Communes 

The abandonment of the Great Leap did not result in the abolition of the 

rural people's conununes, although it did result in a drastic reduction in 

their size. The 24,000 communes were broken dmvn into approximately 

74,000 units, each with about 1,600 households, and each corresponding 

roughly to the o1dxtimg structure and the traditional rural marketing area.1 

The communes remained the basic administrative units in the countryside, 

but operated under the direction of salaried state functionaries who were 

responsible for the implementation of centrally detennined policies. 



But while the communes remained as political units, their original so

cioeconomic functions were emasculated. Party directives of the early 
1960s denounced �egalitarianism" in the distribution of the agricultural 

product and encouraged the use of material incentives to promote produc
tion. Not only \Vere private plots returned and peasants encouraged to en
gage in "sideline" occupations and to trade on the reopened free market, 

but the operation of commune industries was discouraged in favor of peas
ants purchasing goods produced in urban factories. Furthermore, the basic 

work unit was progressively reduced from the commune as a whole to the 
production brigade and finally to the production team. By the beginning of 

1962 the team, consisting of about twenty or thirty households (the equiv

alent of the former "lower" agricultural producer cooperative), was estab
lished as the principal unit for the organization oflaOOr and production.2 

The autonomy of the commune was reduced further by transferring 

control of its commercial and financial affairs to thexian (county) govern

ments, organs of the centralized state administrative apparatus. The xian 

administration also assumed control of the commune militia and its educa
tional institutions and health services. The tractors and other large-scale 
farm machinery distributed to the communes during the Great Leap were 
now returned to some 2000 Soviet-style tractor stations, v.>ith the profits 

from the rentals going to the state. 

The policies of the period facilitated the growth of petty capitalism in 
the countryside, although on a far smaller scale than Lenin and other Rus

sian leaders had been willing to tolerate in the Soviet Union forty years ear
lier. Nevertheless, the retreat from collective production was by no means 

insignificant. Although private family plots officially were limited to 6 per

cent of the arable land, they actually came to constitute twice that percent
age. Given the relatively high prices for fruits, vegetables and domestic 
animals that could be commanded on the free market (and even higher 
prices on a flourishing black market in the cities), most peasants naturally 
were disposed to devote more time and energy to their private holdings 

than to collective work. By the mid-1960s, private production probably ac
counted for about one-third of peasant income. Moreover, collective labor 

on the production team was by no means conducted along egalitarian lines. 

Complex workpoint sy-stems were introduced to remunerate peasants ac

cording to their individual productivity rather than according to the 
amount of time or labor they contributed. 

Both the workpoint system in collective production and the new oppor

tunities for sideline production on private plots inevitably benefited the 

more productive, physically stronger, more experienced, and more entre

preneurial-minded peasants. The result was increasing income differentia-



tions among the rural population. Growing inequality was exacerbated by 
the far greater problem of corruption among rural Party cadres. During 
the early 1960s, the communes were plagued by local leaders who embez
zled communal funds and resources. Even more widespread was collusion 
between lower-level team cadres and peasants (often members of the for
mer village elite} in the allocation of workpoints, to the economic advan
b<ge of both. 

The differences between "Maoists" and "Liuists" in dealing with corrup
tion and inequality in the countryside were not as great as they later were 
portrayed during the Cultural Revolution. Liu Shaoqi was no less intent 
than Mao on eliminating cadre corruption and blunting spontaneous ten
dencies towards rural capitalism. The differences centered more on the 
methods to be employed than on the goals to be achieved. Whereas Liu 
and most Party leaders were inclined to use the central Party and state ap
paratus to rectify the rural situation, Mao and Maoists wished to stimulate 
a popular movement based on the ideological and political mobilization of 
the poorer peasants. 

The Reorganization of Indusny 
As in the rural areas, the new policies in the cities were initially emergency 
measures to alleviate a critical and rapidly deteriorating economic situation. 
In 1960 and 1961, some factories had closed and many were operating at 
reduced capacities for want of adequate raw materials and supplies. Most 
of the small industrial enterprises and shops, hastily established during the 
Great Leap, were grossly inefficient and wasteful of scarce resources. By 
1962, industrial production had declined by about 40 percent from the 
1958-1959 levels. The cities were filled with workers, unemployed and un
deremployed, their ranks swollen by millions of peasant migrants from de
pressed·rural areas. 

The first step taken by the government to reestablish a viable urban 
economy was stringent financial retrenchment. Thousands of small and 
economically inefficient factories and shops were closed and most of the 
workers in larger enterprises hired during the Great Leap were dismissed. 
A freeze was placed on new employment. In all, the total industrial work 
force was cut by half. A second measure was to send economically redun
dant urbanites to the countryside, a drive that reached its peak in the spring 
of 1962 in what was called the "return to the village" (huixiang) movement. 
The campaign was not motivated by any p�pulist spirit, nor was it con
ducted in the manner of earlier Maoist-inspired xiafong movements. It was 
dictated by the economic necessity to relieve the strain on a precarious 



urban food supply, just as the industrial cutbacks were dictated by a short
age of raw materials and a scarcity of state investment capitaL 

The long-term problem of modernizing the industrial sector was pur
sued through the reintroduction of central economic p]anning comhi.o.ed 
with a degree of economic autonomy for individual enterprises and a re
liance on semi-market forces, the strengthening of managerial authority, a 
renewed emphasis on tedmological and scientific expertise, and a heavy 
stress on financial incentives for the workers to spur productivity and raise 
the quality of what was being produced. Direction over the economy in 
general was returned to the economic ministries in Beijing, and the archi
tects of the First Five '\ear Plan were restored to prominence. Managerial 
authority in individual factories and enterprises, which :ra,d v:irtually disap
peared during the Great Leap, was reestablished. Managers and techno
logical experts, who were closely linked to district and provincial Party 
organizations, regained control over the operations of industrial enter
prises, although now under a more flexible and autonomous system called 
"independent operational authority." The traditional distinction between 
managers and workers reemerged, and the new emphasis clearly was on 
technical "expertise" rather than political "redness." If industrial workers 
were once again subjected to the authority of managers, they were com
pensated through the revival of a system of financial incentives for in
creased ptod.uctivity and promises of a better material life. Increasing 
econoniic differentiations among the werking class came about less 
through revisions in the formal wage shuctufe than through the wide
spread introduction of piece rate work sbd the use of prizes and bonuses to 
reward workers for their individual productive performances. The reliance 
on material incentives was justified on the grounds of economic efficacy
the -pressihg need to raise productivity in a still economically backward 
land---4lnci ideologically justified by the traditional Marxist principle that in 
a � society the distribution of goods riece.,orily would be guided by 
the principle "to each according to one's work" rather than the communist 
principle "to each according to one's needs." 

While the new industrial policies restored many of the features of the 
First Five Year Plan. they were by·no means a wholesale return to the "Sta
linist model." The policy of "taking agriculture as the foundation" was in 
fact taken seriously, finding concrete expression in a significant shift of in
vestment from urban industrial development to agriculture. hnportant sec
tors of modem industry were refashioned to increase production of 
chenrical fertilizers and modem farm tools. Scientific institutes were estab
lished for the development of improved seeds, and a program for rural 
electrification was undertaken. While the principal formulators of the First 



Five Year Plan had been restored to their posts, they now envisaged a much 
more modest pace of industrial development than the ambitious targets 
they had set in the previous decade, and now gave priority to the modern
ization of agricultural production. In this sense, the Liuist period was a fun
damental departure from the Stalinist strategy of subordinating all to the 
heavy industrial push. 

In light of the disastrous conditions confronting the government in 
1960--1961, the rapidity of the recovery and the renewal of economic 
grmvth was quite remarkable. Agricultural production began to revive in 
1962 and increased at a steady, if not spectacular rate, over the following 
years. Grain output rose from a low of 193,000,000 tons in 1961 to 
240,000,000 tons in 19653 augmented by large wheat purchases from 
Canada and Australia. The modern industrial sector was stabilized in 1962. 
Between 1963 and 1965 industrial production grew at an average annual 
rate of approximately 1 1  percent, industrial employment 7 percent, and 
labor productivity 5.5 percent.4 

The policies of Liu Shaoqi brought economic recovery and renewed 
growth, but the social and ideological results were less salutary. There was a 
social price to be paid for economic progress-and the price was the emer
gence of new forms of inequality. The tolerance of market forces and the 
ever present "spontaneous" tendencies toward capitalism in the country
side gave rise to a new stratum of relatively rich peasants who, often in co
operation with local cadres and officials, developed a vested interest in the 
new economic policies and the government that presided over them. In the 
cities there emerged a relatively privileged stratum of more experienced 
and skilled industrial workers who benefited from the system of piece rate 
work and incentive bonuses, measures that encouraged productivity but 
also made workers compete with one another, militating against a sense of 
collective class solidarity. The absence of a collective consciousness among 
the workers facilitated, in turn, an increasing differentiation benveen the 

working class as a whole and a rising technological-bureaucratic elite fos
tered by the emphasis on material rewards for professional competence 
and technical skills. 

Perhaps the most glaring manifestation of inequality was a growing so
cial, economic and cultural gap between the cities and the rural areas. 
While a minority of peasants prospered, the countryside as a whole re
mained backward and fell further behind the modernizing cities. The 
Great Leap Forward policy of industrializing the countryside was aban
doned and most local rural industrial undertakings were closed or atro
phied, thus firmly reestablishing the sharp distinctions between industrial 
and agricultural production and between workers and peasants. The prices 



of industrial goods sold to the peasants (such as chemical fertilizers, agri

cultural machinery, cloth, salt, kerosene, matches, and, for those few who 

could afford them, radios and bicycles) were kept artificially high, to the 

benefit of the urban economy and in defiance of the stated Maoist policy of 

encouraging peasant consumption by maintaining only a narrow differen

tial between the prices of industrial and agricultural products) Moreover, 

since productivity in industry rose far more rapidly than in agriculture, the 

bonus system served to further increase the already considerable differen

tial between worker and peasant incomes. Further widening the gap be

tween tov..-n and countryside were urban-oriented educational policies and 

an inequitable distribution of medical and social services. Just as during the 

First Five Year Plan, the countryside was being exploited for the benefit of 

the cities. 

The gro\.Vth of new forms of socioeconomic inequality was alluded to by 

Zhou Enlai in his report to the Third National People's Congress, which 

met in Beijing in late December of 1964 and reelected Liu Shaoqi as Chair

man of the People's Republic. After lauding the economic gains of the pre

vious two years, Zhou observed: 

new exploiters will be ceaselessly generated in society, in Party and government 

organs, in economic organizations and in cultural and educational departments. 

These nev.· bourgeois elements and other exploiters will invariably try to find 

their protectors and agents in the higher leading organizations. The old and new 

bourgeois elements and other exploiters will invariably join hands in opposing 

Socialism and developing capitalism.6 

Who were the "new bourgeois elements� to whom Zhou referred? Ob

viously they were not owners of property, but rather those who enjoyed eco

nomic privileges, social prestige, and political power v.rithin the existing 

"socialist" order. They were privileged not by virtue of property but by 

virtue of function and income. The new rich peasants and the more highly 

paid industrial workers hardly could be described as "new exploiters." 

However undesirable, such economic differentiations among the masses 

were no more than symptoms of a deeper social disease. The nature of the 

disease was hinted at (and partially diagnosed) in Zhou's statement that the 

"new exploiters" are "generated" in "Party and government organs." Im

plicit was the suggestion that the Party-state bureaucracy itself was the 

source and site of "new bourgeois elements." 

What Zhou Enlai left implicit, Mao Zedong soon made bluntly explicit. 

By 1965 he began to charge that "the bureaucratic class" was the oppressor 
of the masses of workers and peasants, and it \Vas this view of bureaucracy 



as generating a new exploiting class that lay behind Mao's increasingly 

strong insistence that China was racked by a sharpening conflict between 

"the bourgeoisie" and "the proletariat," a growing emphasis on the need for 

"class struggle," and the belief that the contest benveen "socialism" and 

"capitalism" was approaching a decisive stage. No doubt these Maoist per

ceptions were influenced by the deepening contlict with the Soviet 

Union-and, consequently; a heightened awareness that the pursuit of "re

visionist" policies portended a regression to "capitalism." But the Maoist 

fears of the time grew primarily out of the concrete realities of the internal 

Chinese situation. For Mao, the economic policies pursued during the 

post-Great Leap years posed the question as to whether socialist ends 

could be achieved through nonsocialist means. From the sense of historical 

indeterminateness that characterizes the Maoist mentality-that is, the ab

sence of any confidence in the historical inevitability of socialism-flowed 

the belief that people are free to choose their ends and thus the moral in

junction that they must choose means which are consistent with the ends 

they seek. In the eyes of Mao, the means most Party leaders had chosen 

were seen as incompatible with socialism; instead, they were seen as lead

ing to what Maoists chose to call "the road back to capitalism." 

Of no less concern to Maoists than social inequality and bureaucratic 

elitism were the processes of ideological decay which accompanied them. 

Due homage was paid to the "Thoughts of Mao," but mostly in ritualistic 

fashion. If Mao was treated politically as a "dead ancestor," his ideas and 

ideals fared little better. The leaders who presided over the Party and state 

apparatus were preoccupied with social order, administrative efficiency, 

technological progress and economic development. The popular mood was 

dominated by a longing for security and a quest for a better material life. 

Bet\veen the Party leaders and the mostly politically apathetic masses, 

stood a technological intelligentsia and the cadres of state and Party who 

increasingly ignored the Maoist political ethic in favor of a bureaucratic vo

cational ethic. It was a tendency that was in harmony \vith the dominant 

policies and the general temper of the times, as was the conversion of the 

"red and expert" notion from a universalistic Maoist ideal of the future "all

round" communist indi1ridual into a formula that gave priority to the acqui

sition of professional and technological competence over political and 

ideological considerations. The urban masses, it was observed, responded 

with a most non-Maoist enthusiasm to state appeals to increase produc

tion-and thus to increase income-in order to purchase "the four good 

things": watches, bicycles, radios, and sewing machirles. And in the coun

tryside, Maoists observed such "unhealthy tendencies" among the peasants 



as the revival of traditional religious festivals, money marriages, supersti

tious cults, extravagant spending on holidays, and gambling, as well as a 
sharp decline in the ideological zeal of rural cadres. 7 

Education 

In a society where stratification is based primarily on income and function, 

rather than on property; the educational system is a particularly powerful 

force for promoting socioeconomic equality-or inequality. The educa
tional policies of the early 1960s promoted inequality. 

During the previous decade there had been an enormous expansion of 

educational opportunities. BernTeen 1949 and 1957 the number of primary 

school students increased from approximately 26,000,000 to 64,000,000, 

while university enrollment almost quadrupled, from 117,000 to 441,000. 

The early educational policies of the People's Republic, like its economic 

policies, were largely patterned on the Soviet model, especially in institu
tions of higher education. The ovenvhelming emphasis \Vas on scientific 

and technological education to produce specialists and experts necessary 
for carrying out the industrial goals of the First Five Year Plan. There was a 

wholesale borrowing of Russian pedagogical methods, forms of organiza

tion, and textbooks. Thousands of college graduates \Vent to the Soviet 
Union for advanced training in modern science and technology.8 

While great progress was made in the 1950s in expanding educational 

opportunities to a much wider section of the population than under the old 

regime, the opportunities still remained very limited and unequal. Al

though the stated purpose of the new educational system was to serve 
workers and peasants, the criterion of formal academic achievement for 

admission to middle schools and universities favored both the old and new 
privileged groups in Chinese society-the sons and daughters of the rem

nant urban bourgeoisie, higher Party and government officials, and the 

technological intelligentsia. Moreover, educational opportunities were un

evenly distributed between the cities and the rural areas. Universities were 

located in the cities, urban oriented in curricula, and drew most of their 
students from the urban classes. While children who lived in the cities were 

afforded the opportunity of at least a primary school education, many rural 
children were not, or received only the most rudimentary schooling. 

The educational policies of the Great Leap were designed to correct 
these inequities through new programs of education, particularly in the 

countryside. A vast variety of "half-work, half-study" programs, "red and 

expert universities," and part-time evening schools for peasants and work-



ers were hastily established in accordance with the Great Leap goals of per
mitting "the masses to make themselves masters of science and technol
ogy" and eliminating the distinction between mental and manual labor. 
Regular six-year primary schools and three-year middle schools were ex
panded in the rural areas under the administration of the communes so as 
to better serve local needs and realize the Marxian goal of combining edu
cation with productive activities. 

In the early 1960s these egalitarian policies were reversed in favor of the 
practices of the mid-1950s. Financial retrenchment forced many poorer 
schools to close, thus restricting educational opportunities for children 
from lower income families in both town and countryside. Many of the 

half-study and part-time schools and programs were abandoned. Primary 
and middle schools in the rural areas were removed from communal con
trol and returned to the administration of xian education departments, thus 

restoring control over the rural educational system to the central state ap
paratus. A renewed emphasis on standardized admissions criteria for mid

dle schools and universities through formal examinations worked to the 

advantage of the children of the more privileged social groups and favored 
urban over rural youth. What was in effect a two-track educational system 
emerged, roughly divided between town and countryside. In the rural 
areas, children who received a primary school education (and not all did9) 
advanced, if they did at all, mostly to what were called "agricultural middle 
schools" for vocational training rather than to regular full-time middle 
schools. In the cities, special schools of high quality were favored in order 
to train a relatively small number of highly trained experts so as to replenish 
the ranks of the technological intelligentsia and the bureaucratic elite. The 
first duty of students was to study and acquire professional ability; it was 
emphasized, and in the better schools and in the universities political edu
cation and productive-labor requirements tended to become ritualistic ob
servances. In all, the educational system in the early 1960s was probably 

more elitist than it had been a decade earlier, reinforcing growing socioeco
nomic differences. 

Just as inequalities in the educational system reflected and perpetuated 
social and economic differentiations, so too was this the case in other state 
financed and operated services-most notably, public health. In the years 
since 1949 striking progress had been achieved in the control of infectious 
and parasitic diseases and in the building of a modem medical system. Be
ginning with an emphasis on preventive medicine and popular campaigns 
to raise the levels of sanitation and public hygiene, the new government 

soon was able to cls.im credit for the virtual elimination of smallpox, 
cholera, typhus, typhoid fever, plague, and leprosy, as well as venereal dis-



ease and opium addiction; the incidence of tuberculosis and most para
sitic diseases was reduced significantly. Huge state invesnnents funded 
modem medical training and hospitals, hitherto largely dependent on for
eign philanthropy. Between 1949 and 1957, over 800 Western-type hospi
tals were built, adding some 300,000 beds to the 90,000 available when 
the People's Republic was established The number of doctors trained in 
modem Western medicine increased from 40,000 in 1949 to 150,000 in 
1965, supplemented by 170,000 paramedics; by the early 1960s, medical 
schools were graduating about 25,000 new doctors each year.10 The 
achievements were impressive, but the benefits were unevenly distnbuted. 
Urban inhabitants enjoyed far greater access to modem medical services 
than did peasants, and the differences between town and countryside in 
this area (as in so many other areas in the early 1960s) were glaring and 
growing. It was a matter that brought forth some caustic comments from 
Mao Zedong in 1965: 

Tell the Ministry of Public Health that it only works for fifteen percent of the 

total population of the country and that this fifteen percent is mainly composed 

of gentlemen, while the broad masses of the peasants do not get any medical 

treatment. First they don't have any doctol"s; second they don't have any medi

cine. The Ministry of Public Health is not a Ministry of Public Health for the 

people, so why not change the name to the MiniStry of Urban Health, the Min

istry of Gentlemen's Health, or even to the Ministry of Urban Gentlemen's 

Health? . . .  The methods of medical examination and treatment used by hospi
tals nowadays are not at all appropriate for the countryside, and the way doctors 

are trained is only for the benefit of the cities. And yet in China over 6ve hundred 

million of our population are peasants.11 

The economic successes of the time, based on non-Maoist methods, thus 
produced social and political results that were incongruous with the Maoist 
egalitarian visions. The price for economic progress was bureaucratic and 
teclmocratic elitism, the emergence of new forms of inequality in both the 
cities and the rural areas, and a widening gap between town and country
side. 1b.e price was not one which Mao was willing to pay, and the Socialist 
Education Movement, launched in 1963, was the first attempt to reverse 
the course that the Thennidoreans were following. 
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The Socialist Education Movement, 

1962-1965 

l N LATE 1962, with the economy stabilized, Mao Zedong emerged 
from political seclusion to launch the "Socialist Education Move

ment." The new campaign aimed to counter bureaucratization, re
verse socioeconomic policies that Maoists condemned as "revisionist" and 
believed were creating new forms of capitalism, and revitalize a collectivis
tic spirit within the Party and in society at large. It was to be Mao's last at
tempt, prior to the Cultural Revolution, to implement his vision of radical 
social transformation through existing Party and state institutions. 

The campaign had its origins in a September 1962 speech to the Central 
Committee when Mao had set forth the thesis that classes and class strug
gles necessarily exist in socialist societies, stressed that the class struggle in 

China would continue for a prolonged period, and raised the spectre that 
the outcome of the struggle could be a "restoration of the reactionary 

classes." ':A.. country like ours can still move toward its opposite," he warned. 
To wage the struggle between "Chinese revisionism" and "Marxism
Leninism," Mao proposed a "Yan' an-style movement, based on the model of 
the rectification campaign of 1942-1944.1 

"While Mao was no longer in control of the Party apparatus, he was not 

without the power to influence formal Party policies. He still commanded 

enormous personal prestige and, no less important, seemed to command 

273 



the People's Liberation Army as well. Thus the Central Committee, with 

copious quotations from Mao, agreed that the entire historical period of 

"the transition to communism" would be characterized by a continuing 

class struggle between the proletariat and the bourgeoisie, condemned re
visionist tendencies -w:ithin the Party, and called for strengthening the so

cialist life of the rural people's communes.2 The practical (and rather pale) 

expression of these resolutions was a limited ideological rectification cam

paign to improve the work of rural Party cadres and raise the consciousness 

of the masses in selected rural areas during the winter of 1962-63. It was 

not until May 1963 that the "Draft Resolution of the Central Committee 

on Some Problems in Current Rural Work� concretely stated the purposes 

and methods of the Socialist Education Movement and launched the cam

paign on a nationwide basis. 

The May 1963 resolution, or the "First Ten Points," was an eminently 

Maoist document, setting forth the two major concerns which originally 

motivated the Socialist Education Movement. One was the decline of the 

communes and the disintegration of collective farming. The second was the 

increasingly bureaucratic character of the Communist Party and the -w:ide

spread cormption which pervaded local rural Party organs. Accordingly, the 

original aims of the movement were to restore collectivism in the rural 

areas by reestablishing the communes as functioning socioeconomic units 

and to cleanse the Party of corruption and bureaucratic elitism. 

The most visible expression of the "First Ten Points" was the "four 

cleans" (siqing) campaign, an investigation of how cadres determined 
workpoints, kept accounts, distributed supplies, and handled warehouses 

and granaries. The aim was not only to root out corrupt practices but to ex

pose the collusion between Party cadres and rich peasants and their ex
ploitation of the majority of the rural population. The method to carry out 

the campaign was "to set the masses in motion" through the organization of 

"poor and lower-middle peasant associations.� 
To combat bureaucracy and the growing separation between leaders and 

masses, the resolution stressed the need for officials and cadres to labor in 

the fields on a regular basis to demonstrate that "the cadres of our Party are 
ordinary laborers . . .  and not overlords who sit above the heads of the peo

ple." And to overcome the political apathy of both masses and cadres, the 

resolution called for new ideological reeducation campaigns and a rene\\red 

emphasis on "self-education."3 

What marked the "First Ten Points" as distinctively Maoist was not so 

much the goals it announced-for all Party leaders were concerned -w:ith 

cadre corruption and the gto\vth of "spontaneous" capitalist tendencies

but rather the means which Maoists proposed to restore socialist principles 



in the countryside. The document was permeated by populist and antibu
reaucratic impulses phrased in characteristically Maoist terms, stressing a 
far greater reliance on the grass-roots organization and initiative of the 
peasant masses than on the organizational apparatus of the Party. Indica
tive of the populist tone of the rewlution was the reproduction of Mao's 
1941 statement that, "We must clearly understand that the masses are the 
real heroes, while we ourselves are often childish and ignorant." The docu
ment concluded with a lengthy passage from a more recent directive by 
Mao, where he warned that the Chinese Communist Party was not only in 
danger of turning to revisionism but to "fascism" as well, and where he de
scnbed the Socialist Education Movement in terms that foreshadowed the 
chiliastic fervors of the Cultural Revolution: 

This is a struggle that calls for the reeducation of man. This is a struggle for reor· 

ganizing the revolutionary class armies for a confrontation with the forces of feu

dalism and capitalism which are now feverishly attacking us. � must nip their 

counterrevolution in the bud. we must make it a great movement to refonn the 

bulk of elements in these counterrevolutionary forces and turn them into new 

men. With cadres and masses joining hand in hand in production labor and sci

entific experiments, our Party will take another stride forward in becoming a 

more glorious, greater, and more co�t Pttrty; our cadres \\ill be versed in poli
tics as well as in business operations, become red as well as expert. They will then 

no longer be toploft); no longer bureaucrats and overlords, no longer divorced 

from the masses. They will then merge themselves with the masses, becoming 

truly good cadres supported by the masses.4 

Although Party leaders generally shared Mao's concern over cadre cor
ruption and the retreat from collectivism, they viewed the new Maoist calls 
for the mass mobilization of the peasantry and an intensified class struggle 
as threats to maintaining agricultural productivity and to the organizational 
viability of the CCP-and as a threat to their awn control over the Party 
and state apparatus. Bureaucratic resistance to carrying out the measures 
proposed in the "First Ten Points" was fortified by the appearance of two 
additional Party directives on the Socialist Education Movement; one 
came to be called the "Later Ten Points" and was drafted by the Party's 
General Secretary Deng Xiaoping in September 1963, while the second 
(known as the "Revised Later Ten Points") was issued by Liu Shaoqi in 
September 1964.5 Both offered detailed instructions on implementing the 
policies set forth in Mao's original directive of May 1963. Both duly quoted 
the writings of Mao. But the real purpose was to blunt the radical thrust of 
the movement, limit its scope, and, most importantly; keep the movement 



under the centralized control of the Party. The device for accomplishing 
this was the dispatch of"work teams" (small groups of outside cadres orga
nized by higher Party organs) to villages and communes to supervise local 
cadres and the masses. The work team was an old Communist organiza
tional method, widely employed during the land reform campaigns. The 
method was revived to blunt the Maoist demand that the Socialist Educa
tion Movement proceed on the basis of the initiative and mobilization of 
the peasant masses themselves. \X!hereas the original Maoist directive em
phasized that the first step was "to set the masses in motion," Liu Shaoqi 
insisted that "to launch the Socialist Education Movement at any point re
quires the sending of a work team from the higher level. The whole move
ment should be led by the work team. "6 Neither version of the "Later Ten 
Points" made mention of the peasant associations that figured so promi
nently in the "First Ten Points"; instead, it was decreed that "meetings 
should first be convened within the Party."7 Rather than the peasants hav
ing their own organizations, as Mao had proposed, Deng and Lu empha
sized the central importance of the Party, with higher organs rectifying the 
errors of local level cadres and the� proceeding to lead and educate the 
masses: "To consolidate over 95 percent of the cadres is a prerequisite to 
the consolidation of over 95 percent of the masses. When the question of 
the cadres is properly handled, the question of consolidating the masses 
v:ill also be solved."8 

Operating from orthodox Leninist perspectives, most Party leaders
and most notably, Liu Shaoqi and Deng Xiaoping-believed that what was 
crucial for successful political and economic work was the organizational 
and ideological soundness of the CCP and the quality and discipline of its 
cadres. This firm Leninist beJief in the Party as the sole bearer of a true so
cialist consciousness (and thus the only institution capable of correct polit
ical action) was epitomized in the crucial role assigned to the work team, 
the agency of the centralized Party apparatus that would discipline lower 
level Party organs and cadres and guide the masses from above. 

Mao Zedong, by contrast, never had arrived at so firm a Leninist belief 
in the ideological infallibility of the Party. His faith in the Party as the repos
itory of "proletarian consciousness" always had been mitigated by an 
equally strong faith that the true sources of revolutionary creativity resided 
in the masses themselves, and particularly in the peasantr}: For Mao, the 
Party was as much the "pupil" of the masses as it was their "teacher," and 
particularly so in the early 1960s when his trust in the Party as a reliable in
strument of revolution had all but vanished. In the Socialist Education 
Movement, he looked primarily to the peasants themselves, to a more or 
less spontaneous upsurge from below. From this essentially populist faith in 



the people flowed the strong Maoist insistence that the movement to re
store collectivism and revive a socialist spirit was to be based on associa
tions comprising a majority of the peasantry, and not on "work teams" 
controlled by higher Party organs. 

The differences were made explicit in January 1965 when Mao con
vened a "national work conference" (ostensibly under the auspices of the 
Politburo of the Party's Central Committee) and from that forum issued a 
ne\\-· directive known as the ''Twenty-three Articles. "9 Beginning \vith the 
proposition that the struggle between "socialism" and "capitalism" in soci
ety at large was reflected within the Party, the document redirected the 
focus of the movement away from cadres in rural localities to "those people 
in positions of authority \vithin the Party who take the capitalist road." 
Some such "capitalist-readers" remained concealed, it ominously warned, 
and some were operating at the highest levels of the Party, including the 
Central Committee itself. It was, in effect, a declaration of political war 
against the Party bureaucracy and its top leaders. And the war was to be 
waged through a radical implementation of the principles of the mass line. 
'We must boldly unleash the masses," Mao declared, and he added (reviv
ing a metaphor made famous in his collectiv-ization speech of a decade ear
lier), "we must not be like women with bound feet." There was a renewed 
call for the establishment of peasant associations and an injunction that 
specific problems arising during the course of the movement were to "be 
judged and decided by the masses" and "not be decided from above." The 
"four cleans," hitherto confined to correcting specific economic and politi
cal irregularities in the countryside, were now broadly redefined as "clean 
politics, dean economics, clean organization, and clean ideology," thus 
making no one immune to the campaign for purification. The document 

left little doubt that Maoists regarded the Party itself, particularly its high
est leaders, as the primary source of political and ideological impurities, 
and it left little room for compromise.10 With the Socialist Education 
Movement now turned against "those people in positions of authority 
within the Party who take the capitalist road," the battle lines for the Cul
tural Revolution inexorably were being drawn. 

The Role of the Army 

As Maoists grew increasingly disillusioned v.':ith the Party, they began to 
look to the People's Liberation Army as the primary institutional repository 
of revolutionary values, as a model for refashioning society; and as a politi
cal instrument to combat the conservatism of the Party bureaucracy. It is, of 
course, paradoxical that a standing army� the most bureaucratic and hierar-



chical organ of the state machine, should have been seen as an instrument 

to serve antibureaucratic and egalitarian ends. 1bis apparent contradiction 

between Maoist means and ends seems less glaring (although it by no 

means vanishes) in light of the rather unique history of the People's Ltber

ation Army (PLA). During the revolutionary years, the Red Army was less a 

professional military organization than a highly politicized and egalitarian 

popular force of peasant guerrilla fighters. In a situation where revolution

ary struggle primarily took the form of military struggle over a period of two 
decades, the function of the army could not be confined to fighting alone 

but necessarily encompassed political organization, economic production, 

and the ideological education and mobilization of the masses. The Party 

may have commanded the gun, as the Maoist maxim went, but the distinc

tion between military and civilian functions, between army and Party, was a 

thin one or, perhaps more precisely, an overlapping one. The army was led 

not by professional soldiers but by eminendy political men, the leaders of 

the CCP. The situation gave rise to the perception, particularly on the part 

of Mao, that the army no less than the Party was the bearer of the values 

and conscience of the revolution. The perception remained, even as the 
PLA increasingly took on the characteristics of a professional standing 

army in the years after 1949. 

The army, now presumably refashioned and once again revolutionized 

according to Maoist precepts by Lin Biao in the early 1960s, first appeared 

on the civilian political scene early in 1963 with the launching of the "learn 

from the PLA" campaign. Its role, initially, was largely confined to propa

ganda, primarily popularizing the heroic and self-sacrificing deeds of revo

lutionary soldiers; the first and most celebrated of these model 

soldier-heroes who exem.pli.fied all the proper Maoist moral virtues was the 

legendary Lei Feng, typically described as "one of Chairman Mao's good 

warriors." By 1964 military intervention in civilian affairs became more di

rect when the PLX s General Political Department assigned army person

nel to work in schools and in govenunent of:fices and economic 

organizations. In the countryside, the influence of the PLA was exercised 

mainly through its control over the local militia, organizations composed of 

army veterans and young peasants, which were now revived after having 

fallen into disarray with the collapse of the Great Leap. 

Yet military inte.tvention was limited and its nature unique. The PLA did 

not take over either the functions of the Party or the government. The op

erations of both Party and state remained in the hands of their officially 
designated civilian leaders. Nor did the PLA prove decisive in the outcome 
of the Socialist Education Movement, the final results of which, from a 



Maoist point of view, were meager at best. What made the process of mill· 
tary involvement unique was that the impetus for intervention came not 
from withln the army but rather from without, from the civilian political 
sector itself. The army did not intetvene in civilian llle on its own. but was 
called into the political arena by Party politicians or, more precisely, by-the 
Maoist faction of the Party. And it was the latter who defined and limited 
the role of the army. The call was intended partly to assist Maoists in an 
intra· Party conflict, but perhaps in greater part to present the PIA as a 
model for emulation in various areas of political, economic, and ideological 
life. The political results, in any event, were inconclusive. In 1965 the 
"Liuists" remained in control of the Party and state apparatus, while the 
Maoist minority within the Party remained in :increasingly hostile opposi· 
tion, backed by the apparent support of the army. 

The Mao Cult 

The most curious political assignment of the army during these years was 
the glorification of the person and the thought of Mao Zedong. The cult of 
Mao was by no means an entirely new phenomenon, fOr the Chairman long 
had occupied a semi·sacred position in the eyes of his more devoted fol· 
lowers and among much of the peasantry. But prior to the 1960s it was a 
perception that developed more or less spontaneously, largely correspond
ing to the enormous personal role Mao played in the history of the revolu· 
tion. As early as the Thn'an days, Edgar Snow reported in 1937, legends 
that Mao led "a charmed life" already were widespread in the Soviet 
areas.11 The popularization of Mao's writings and the veritable canoniza· 
tion of his "thought" during the rectification campaign of the early 1940s 

contnbuted to the rapidly growing "personality cult," and perceptions of 
him as a "savior" and "the star of salvation" undoubtedly Were reinforced 
by the victory of 1949. While the revolutionary triumph enhanced Mao's al· 
ready vast personal power and prestige, in the early years of the People's 
Republic he did not attempt to go beyond the rules of the Party and state 
institutions he headed-althOugh there was no lack of public praise for the 
creativity of his thought and the wisdom of his leadership. It was not until 
1955, when Mao found it expedient to place himself above the Party in the 
agricultural collectivization campaign, that he began to foster the political 
conditions that demanded a supreme leader and a political climate con· 
ducive to the flourishing of the cult that was to be built around him. Those 
political conditions, briefly put, centered on the ability of a popular leader 
to overcome bureaucratic resistance to his policies by standing above es· 



tablished political institutions and by speaking to and for society as a whole. 
Implicit in that demonstration was the message that political wisdom 
resided not in the institution of the Party but in its leader and his thought. 

The growth of the Mao cult was temporarily retarded by the impact of 
Khrushchev's 1956 speech denouncing Stalin and his "cult of the person
ality." While the official Chinese response duly denounced "personality 
cults," it did not truly reflect Mao's own views on the matter. In a secret 
speech delivered early in 1958, Mao distinguished between "correct" and 
"incorrect" forms of political cults: "The question at issue is not whether 
or not there should be a cult of the individual, but rather whether or not 
the individual concerned represents the truth. If he does, then he should 
be revered."12 Mao's belief that he possessed the truth and that he de
served reverence was amply demonstrated during the Great Leap Forward 
campaign, when he appeared as a utopian prophet speaking directly to the 
people, partly bypassing regular institutions of Party and state. The failure 
of the Great Leap gravely undermined the semi-sacred posture Mao had 
come to assume-and indeed led to the publication of a rash of bitter 
satirical attacks against him, mostly in the form of historical allegories. The 
reassertion of the power of Party and state bureaucracies in the early 
1960s, in tum, created an urgent political need for Mao to reestablish his 

personal and ideological supremacy. It was a task that fell to the People's 
Liberation Army. 

In contrast to its earlier incarnations, the Mao cult fashioned in the 
1960s was a rather contrived affair, although, as the events of the Cultural 
Revolution were soon to demonstrate, no less real a political phenomenon 
because of that. Following his campaign, launched in 1960, to turn the 
PLA into a "great school of Mao Zedong Thought," Lin Biao proceeded 
to use that school to educate the entire nation-and to deify Mao and his 
"thought" in the process. It was the Political Department of the army that 
published the first edition of Quotations from Chairman Mao in May of 
1964. In his introductions to the various editions of that soon to be fa
mous-and fetishized-"little red book," Lin Biao made increasingly ex
travagant claims for the universal validity and extraordinary powers of 
Mao's thoughts. "Comrade Mao Zedong is the greatest Marxist-Leninist 
of our era" whose genius had raised the doctrine to "a higher and com
pletely new stage," Lin proclaimed. The masses of the people as well as 
cadres and intellectuals were advised to "study Chairman Mao's writings, 
follow his teachings, act according to his instructions and be his good 
fighters," for, once grasped by the masses, Mao's thought was no less than 
"an inexhaustible source of strength and a spiritual atom bomb of infinite 
power," Lin wrote shortly after China's first successful nuclear test in Oc-



tober 1964. The campaign tp study Mao's writings, to the virtual exclusion 
of all other writings, was conducted largely by the PIA, which printed 
nearly a billion copies of the Q}mtations along with some 150,000,000 
copies of Mao's Selected Works over the next three years. And the heroic 
figures popularized as models for emulation were mostly PLA soldiers, all 
of whom attributed their miraculous deeds to the inspiration of Mao's 
thought. 

By 1965 the cult was becoming all pervasive. It was not only the 
"thoughts" that were being deified but their producer as well. When Edgar 
Snow visited the People's Republic in the winter of 1964-1965, he was 
puzzled by the "immoderate glorification" of Mao. 

Giant portraits of him now hung in the streets, busts were in every chamber, his 
books and photographs were everywhere on display to the exclusion of others. 
In the four-hour revolutionary pageant of dance and song, The East Is Red, Mao 

was the only hero. As a qimax in that perlonnance-presented, with a cast of 
2,000, for the visiting King Mohammed Zahir Shah and the Queen of 

Mghanistan, accompanied by their host, Chairman Liu Shao-ch'i---I saw a por
trait copied from a photograph taken by myself in 1936, blown up to about 

thirty feet high. It gave me a mixed feeling of pride of crafts�p and uneasy 

recollection of similar extravaganzas of worship of Joseph Stalin seen during 

wartime years in Russia . . . . The one-man cult was not yet universal, but the 

trend was unmistakable.1l 

Mao apparently had few reservations about the cult. Not only had he 
distinguished between "good" and "bad" personality cults, but in an inter
view with Edgar Snow (held in January 1965) he suggested that such cults 
were essential political assets. Candidly acknowledging the existence of the 
phenomenon in China, Mao went on to suggest that Khrushchev's fall 
from power, which had occurred only three months earlier, might be attrib
uted to the fact that the former Russian leader "had had no cult of person
ality at all. "'14 

Revolutionary Successors 

One of the major themes of the forthcorrling Cultural Revolution was first 
heard in the spring of 1964: the need to train "!evolutionary successors." 
The Maoist call was of course directed to the youth of China, for the youth 
were not only the bearers of the future society, it was also assumed that they 
Were less corrupted by the traditions of the past and the pernicious "revi
sionist" ID.fluences of the present. Thus, youth were seen as more amenable 



than their elders to acquiring the proper consciousness necessary for the 

pursuit of revolutionary goals. It is thus hardly surprising that the problem 
of training "worthy successors" was first publicly discussed at a Communist 
Youth League congress, held in June 1964, although there was to be some 
historical irony in the fact that the youth organization was to be dismantled 
little more than two years later in the name of removing one of the obsta
cles to continuing the revolution. And it was wholly appropriate that the 

five criteria for revolutionary successors that Mao laid down were first pub

lished in the most comprehensive Chinese critique of the Soviet Union

the document entitled "On Khrushchev's Phoney Communism and Its 

Historical Lessons for the World"15-for the Soviet Union (in Maoist eyes) 
now had become a wholly negative example of a postrevolutionary society. 

In that document Mao made public his fears that China was following the 
same revisionist path to capitalism as Russia and his warnings {hitherto 

confined to Party councils) that China was threatened with the danger of "a 
counterrevolutionary restoration," that the Chinese Communist Party was 

in danger of becoming transfonned into a revisionist and even a fascist 
party, and that the struggle between socialism and capitalism in China 
would span a lengthy historical era of a century or longer. The criteria Mao 

set forth for training "millions of successors who will carry on the cause of 
proletarian revolution" are not especially noteworthy, and we shall not 

pause to note them here.l6 What is worth noting about the campaign is that 

it reflected not only Mao's fears about the future and fate of the revolution 

but also his distrust of the Communist Party. Implicit in the campaign was 
the assumption that the Party could not be relied upon to continue the 
work of the revolution. 'Iiue successors were to be trained not by the Party

but directly through the study and the practice of the thought of the Chair
man. Here the movement to train revolutionary successors merged with 

"the learn from the PLA" campaign and the growing Mao cult, the two 
main carriers of revolutionary values and the revolutionary alternatives to a
conservative Party and state apparatus. 

Mao's concern. with the overriding need for ideological purity among the 

youth was reflected in his growing dissatisfaction over China's educational 

system. He complained that "book-learning" divorced from social reality 

and revolutionary practice was corrupting both the minds and the bodies of 
young people. The remedy he proposed in 1964 was to reduce the period 

of formal education and to "put into practice the union of education and 

productive labor. "17 While Mao had long harbored a certain enmity toward 
formal education (and especially to institutions of higher education), he 

had never expressed his views in so extreme a fonn as he did in the years 
immediately preceding the Cultural Revolution. "At present," he com-



plained, "there is too much studying going on, and this is exceeding:l.y 
harmful" From the history of traditional China he drew the lesson that, 
"when the intellectuals had power, things were in a bad state [andl the 
countty was in disorder," and thus he concluded, '1t is evident that to read 
too many books is harmful." 'llue knowledge came from the practical expe
riences of real life and not from fonnal education, a point demonstrated by 
the fact that Confucius 

never attended middle school or universit)l . . . Gorld had only two years of pri
mary school; his learning was all self,.taught. Franklin of America was originally a 

newspaper seller, yet be discovered el.ectricicy 'Watt was a worker, yet he invented 

the steam engine. Both in ancient and modem times, in China and abroad, many 

scientists trained themselves in the colll'Se of practice. 

From this Mao drew the strange conclusion that "if you read too many 
books, they petrify your mind in the end." The Chairman also dem.nded 
the reform of the existing school system and conventional methods of 
teaching and examination-all of which he condenmed as "exceedingly de
structive of people."l8 

Debates on History aod Dialectics 

If Mao was concerned about the education of the youth--and whether 
they would be educated as bearers of the Maoist revolutionary ethic-his 
fears about the future deepened as he heard the ideas then being advanced 
by many of China's most prominent intellectuals. In the early 1960s Marx
ist theoreticians, scholars, and writers engaged in debates on such subjects 
as the inheritability of traditional Chinese culture, the role of the peasantty 
in Chinese history, the nature of human nature, historical materialism, 
Marxist literary theory; and dialectics. The discussions were erudite, for the 

most part, and were conducted in a relatively free and open atmosphere
and many of the views and arguments that emerged were decidedly anti
Maoist in their theoretical content and political implications.19 

The noted philosopher !eng Yulan aod the historian Wu Han (vice
mayor of Beijing as well as a professor at Beijing University) suggested, for 
example, that traditional Confucian thought, especially the concept of ren 
("humanism"), offered a wrlversally valid system of moral values and a rich 
cultural legacy that mould be inherited by ccntemporaiy sociali" societj< It 
was not a suggestion that conformed with the increasingly antitraditionalist 
posture Maoism had assumed or with Maoist demands for a radical break 
with the vestiges of the feudal traditions of the past. At the same time other 



Marxist historians, such as Liu Jie, argued that the laws of class struggle had 
not governed Chinese history as they had the history of the West, and this 
had resulted in a distinctively Chinese evolutionary process of historical de
velopment; also invoking the concept of ren, which allegedly had mitigated 
class conflict in the past, it was argued that the principle might be applied to 
serve the same purpose in the present. The argument appeared at the very 
time Mao was insisting that the survival of the revolution required intensify" 
ing class struggle. Other scholars took issue with the Maoist thesis that peas
ant rebellions were the motive force of historical development in traditional 
society, some suggesting that the peasantry constituted a social force no less 
conservative in the present than it allegedly had been in the past-just as 
Maoists, in the Socialist Education Movement, were hailing the revolution
ary energies and the spirit of struggle latent in the peasant masses. 

These non-Maoisthistorical views were echoed by literary theorists. In a 
remarkably explicit refutation of the Maoist emphasis on class struggle and 
the accompanying Maoist insistence that all forms of consciousness, in
cluding all literature and art, were expressions of particular class interests, 
some scholars set forth an "historicist� position to the effect that in a given 
historical era various forms of consciousness inevitB.bly merged into a 
"spirit of the age." From this it followed that such revolutionary and non

revolutionary elements in contemporary Chinese society were more or less 
united in a general national spirit, and with contradictions thus naturally 
reconciled, there was no need to artificially foster ideological and political 
struggle. Other writers challenged the Maoist view that the function of lit
erature and art in a socialist society was to popularize heroic revolutionary 
examples and condemn counterrevolutionary villains. Instead, it was ar
gued, realism demanded that the masses be portrayed as they really were 
rather than as Maoists wished them to be-as mostly what were termed 
"middle people," caught tip in the whirlwind of revolutionary change, 
standing ambiguously betweeh the forces of the new and the old. Such, in 
reality, was the position of the peasants in particular, who were to be realis
tically portrayed as essentially politically ambivalent. It was not a very 
Maoist portrait of the peasantry; needless to say. 

The controversies eventually came to focus on two Marxist theoretical 
issues: the interpretation of historical materialism and the proper under
standing of dialectical materialism. On the first, the non-Maoist partici
pants generally held to an orthodox Marxist view, invoking, often in rather 
deterministic fashion, the J\llarxist proposition that "being determines con
sciousness" -as opposed to the voluntaristic Maoist emphasis on the deci
sive role of consciousness in transforming historical and social reality. The 
political implications of these differences were made rather explicit in the 



course of the debates. Mao, with an excessive reliance on subjective histor

ical factors, his critics suggested, had gone beyond the bounds of objective 

historical possibilities in the Great Leap Forward campaign, and was at

tempting to do so again with the Socialist Education Movement. In brief, 

he had violated the dictates of the objective lav.'S of historical development 

as taught by Marxist theory. For Maoists, by contrast, it was a prime article 

of faith that "the subjective can create the objective," and they never tired 

of quoting Marx's statement that "once theory is grasped by the masses, it 

itself becomes a material force" and Marx's injunction that hitherto "the 

philosophers have only interpreted the world, in various ways; the point, 

however, is to change it." The critics of Mao were charged with failing to 

recognize the dynamic role of the masses in sociohistorical development, 

\vith attempting to dampen their revolutionary enthusiasm, and \Vith prop

agating theories designed to prevent the people from changing the world in 

accordance with socialist goals. 

The theoretical debates cuhninated in a bitter ideological controversy on 

dialectical materialism in 1964 which centered on the views of "tang 

Xianzhen, head of the Higher Party School for the training of upper level 

cadres and a theoretician widely regarded as an ideological spokesman for 

Liu Shaoqi. \Xlhile the debates on dialectics produced a voluminous and 

rather obtuse body of literature on epistemology and other philosophical 

problems, the differences \Vere popularized and oversimplified in Yang's 

formula that "two combine into one" constitutes the fundamental law of 

dialectics, as opposed to Mao's insistence that "one divides into two." 

Whereas Mao held that the unity of opposites was temporary while the 

struggle benveen them \vas eternal, Thug and his disciples stressed the mu
tuality of opposites and the unity of contradictions as the principal law of 

dialectical materialism and sociohistorical development. Yang's views pro

vided theoretical support for the then still politically dominant Liuists and 

their policies of an orderly and more or less evolutionary pattern of devel

opment, whereas the v"'iev.rs of his Maoist protagonists lent support to 

Mao's emphasis on the necessity of revolutionary transformations through 

class struggle in the present and to the Maoist notion of the ceaselessness 

of contradictions and struggles in the future. 

The theories advanced by many intellectuals in the years 1962-1964 
were seen by Maoists as ideological reflections of the "revisionist" tenden
cies that had come to dominate the Party; in part, they were attributed to 
the persistence of traditional Chinese values among the intelligentsia and 

the equally pernicious influences of contemporary Soviet and East Euro

pean intellectuals. But for Mao ideas were more than simply reflections of 

social reality; consciousness was an historical force in its mvn right in deter-



mining the direction of society. And more than purely academic debates 
were required to remedy the situation. The remedy Mao first proposed (in 
February 1964) was both simple and drastic: "We must drive actors, poets, 
dramatists, and writers out of the cities, and pack them off to the country
side. "20 In June 1964 he called for a "rectification" campaign along the lines 
of the antirightist movement of the latter half of 1957. For the past fifteen 
years, he complained, the intellectuals 

have acted as lrigb and mighty bureaucrats, have not gone to the workers, peas
ants, and soldiers, a.M. have not reflected socialist reality and socialist construe· 
tion. In recent years, they have slid right down to the brink of revisionism. Unless 

they remold themselves in real earnest in the future, they are bound to become a 
group like the Hungarian Petofi Club. 21 

If Mao was concerned over the revisionist tendencies of the intelli
gentsia, he probably was even less happy about the feeble efforts of the 
Party to combat those tendencies. The task of conducting the rectification 
movement in the latter half of 1964 fell to the Party's Propaganda Depart
ment, headed by Lu Dingyi and Zhou Yang. It was a perfunctory and pale 
affair compared to previous ideological campaigns, and largely kept withln 
the boundaries of polite academic debate. It was not that Lu Dingyi or 
Zhou Yang had become recent converts to -the cause of intellectual free
dom-for Zhou Yimg in particular had long established himself as the 
guardian of literary and cultural orthodoxy, and had acquired a well
deserved reputation as a witch-hunter of considerable ruthlessness. Rather, 
it was their intention to insulate the Party and the state Ministry of Culture 
from Maoist and PLA influences. It was hardly to be expected, in any 
event, that the leaders of the Party apparatus would prove especially ardent 
in "'remolding" the thoughts of those who were providing ideological justi
fication for their policies. Nor is it likely that Mao expected much more 
than the little that was done. Indeed, his opinion of the Party had fallen so 
low that he no longer refrained from such sarcastic comments as one he 
made in August of 1964: 'h present, you can buy a Party branch secretary 

for a few packs of cigarettes, not to mention m.a:rrying a daughter to him. "22 
The rectification campaign, along with the historical and philosophical de
bates, quietly petered out early in 1965, as did the Socialist Education 
Movement as a whole. 

The more heretical and heterodox voices were stilled by 1965, but the 
ideological issues remained unresolved, just as the political struggle be

tween Maoists and the Party bureaucracy remained a stalemate. OJl,ly in 
one limited area of the cultural realm did Maoists gain a symbolic victory, 



and that involved the curious spectacle of the army, assisted by Mao's wlle 
Jiang Qing, engaged in the reform of the traditional Beijing opera. Other
wise, Maoism was dominant only in the realm of formal ideology. While ap
propriate lip service was paid to the "thought of Mao," real power over the 
Party and state remained in non-Maoist hands and basically conservative 
socioeconomic policies continued to be pursued under the cover of radical 
rhetoric. Maoist attempts to revolutionize thought and society were frus
trated at every turn by the resistance of entrenched bureaucracies and the 
apparent political inertia of the masses. At no time in the history of the Peo
ple's Republic was the gap between theory and practice so wide. 

The sense of activism-and the impatience-that continued to charac
terize Mao's mentality during those years were reflected in his poem enti
tled "Reply to Guo Moruo," written in 1963: "Seize the day, seize the hour! 
. . . Our force is irresistlble." These active impulses were soon to find real 
political expressiof.L, and on a momentous scale. ff the half-decade follow
ing the Great Leap can be seen as a variant of the Therm.idorean reaction, 
then the events that began to unfold in early 1966 marked the beginning of 
Mao's revolution against the Thermidoreans. 
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The Concept of Cultural Revolution 

MAO Z E D O N G ' S  LAST revolutionary act was to tum into 

the greatest tragedy of his long revolutionary career-and 

one with dire consequences for the Chinese people. In 1966 
the seventy-two-year-old Mao staged his final revolutionary drama, stimu

lating a cataclysmic upheaval that he baptized "the Great Proletarian Cul

tural Revolution." It was his last desperate attempt to revive a revolution 

that he believed was dying. It was an attempt that failed, and it was a failure 

on a grand scale, dominating and distorting the social and political life of 

the People's Republic for more than a decade and tarnishing the historical 

image of Mao in the process. In launching the Cultural Revolution, Mao 

proclaimed principles and ideals he could not (or would not) sustain, and 

unleashed social and political forces he could not control, forces which 

were to exact a fearsome human and social toll. Before the drama had 

played itself out, it consumed, physically or spiritually, virtually all of its 

original promoters and supporters as well as many of its intended ·victims

along with a good number of unintended ones who would have preferred 

to stand on the sidelines of the battles that racked and nearly wrecked 

China during the last decade of the Maoist regime. 

Mao Zedong's successors in Beijing, most of whom were among the po

litical victims of Mao's last revolution, condenm the Cultural Revolution as 
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a decade-long "catastrophe" (now officially dated as the period from May 

1966 to October 1976), "responsible for the most severe setback and the 
heaviest losses suffered by the Party; the state and the people since the 

founding of the People's Republic," according to the official assessment. 

Although the most horrendous crimes of the era are blamed upon Mao's 
evil associates, especially Lin Biao and the "Gang of Four," the main re

sponsibility for the movement as a whole resides with Mao himself who, it 
is said, "initiated and led" the movement on the basis of erroneous "leftist" 

ideas that were "inconsistent with the system of Mao Zedong Thought." 

But Mao's personal ideological and political errors are ultimately attributed 
to deeper historical forces inherited from the millennia, especially the per

sisting influences of China's long feudal past. A pernicious "petty

bourgeois ideology;" deeply rooted in a two-thousand-year-long tradition of 

small-scale peasant production, produced the contemporary political phe

nomenon of "ultra-leftism," which, it is argued, first manifested itself in the 

utopianism of the Great Leap Forward campaign and then found its most 

disastrous political expression in the Cultural Revolution and its "feudal

fascist" results. It is acknowledged, however, that "it remains difficult to 

eliminate the evil ideological and political influences of centuries of feudal 

autocracy."l 
In the years since the death of Mao Zedong, especially since 1978, much 

has been told and learned about the events of the "cultural revolution 

decade" and about the extent of human suffering those events entailed. 

The disclosures of recent years, from both official and unofficial Chinese 

sources, certainly demand a searching reassessment of the Cultural Revolu

tion and its results, particularly on the part of those who once expressed (to 

greater or lesser degrees) some sympathy for the movement. But it does 

not demand lUlcritical repetitions of the version of events dispensed in Bei

jing in recent years. Those in post-Maoist China who are free to speak and 

write about the Cultural Revolution are for the most part those who were 

the political and sometimes physical victims of the time, and their political 

and emotional stake in portraying the cultural revolution decade as an un

mitigated disaster is no less compelling than the political stake Maoists 

once had in portraying it as the most glorious of revolutionary triumphs. As 
Harry Harding has cautioned: 

China's official repudiation of the Cultural Revolution invites another look. Tbis 

time, however, we should be skepticaL The Chinese who today preach a new 

gospd condemning the Cultural Revolution are its principal surviving victims, 

the "ghosts and monsters" so often beaten, duncecapped, and denounced by the 

Red Guards. If we simply translate the revised authorized version into English, 



we v;>ill be repeating the mistakes we made in the late 1960s, when we took the 

official rationale for the Cultural Re\'olution at face value.2 

Today's wholesale condemnations of the Cultural Revolution \lr:ill prove lit

tle more conducive to historical understanding than did the uncritical cele

brations of the event in years past. 

Controversies over the nature and results of the Cultural Revolution 

will rage for many years to come, and it \Vill be decades before its full his

tory can be vlritten \v:ith any reasonable degree of accuracy and under

standing. Yet the "decade of catastrophe" obviously cannot be ignored in 

the interim, nor can the events of the era be conveniently dismissed as 

"the ten lost years." For not only was the Cultural Revolution the historical 

culmination of Maoism and the Maoist era, but the experiences of the 

time continue to dominate the political consciousness of many Chinese in 

the post-Mao era. An attempt to write even a brief prel.iminary account is 

a formidable task not only because of the political passions the Cultural 

Revolution necessarily arouses but also because of the moral and historical 

dilemmas it poses. There is no period in China's long history so complex 

and contradictory or so lacking in historical precedents, no other period 

where all historical analogies fail. Rarely has any society revealed itself so 

openly v • .rith all its contradictions and scars, and rarely have events nn

folded in ways so strange, tortuous, and bizarre. Few episodes in modern 

history are filled \Vith so many ironies and paradoxes, plagued by such 

deep incongruities benveen means and ends, and marred by so large a gulf 

bet\.veen intentions and results. 

The Cultural Revolution began with its leaders loudly proclaiming the 

principles of popular democracy, but the masses of people who heeded the 

proclamation subordinated themselves at the outset to the thoughts and 

person of Mao Zedong, "the Great Helmsman" who presented himself as 

the embodiment of the collective popular will. The movement announced 

itself (and won much of its massive popular support) as a war against bu

reaucratic privilege and oppression, but it soon fell under the sway of the 

Chinese army, the most oppressive and hierarchical organ of the bureau

cratic state apparatus. Maoist leaders initiaU.y provoked a popular assault 

against the Chinese Communist Party, promising a more democratic politi

cal structure, but those very leaders eventually proclaimed the Cultural 

Revolution really had ahvays aimed to "consolidate" the Party, and soon 

thereafter the movement degenerated into a ferocious struggle among 

Communist leaders for control of the Party apparatus. At the outset the 

leaders of the Cultural Revolution attacked "the four olds," especially the 

lingering influences of superstitions inherited from old China's feudal tra-



clition, only to replace them with the superstitious worship of Mao Zedong 
and the primitive rituals performed around the Chairman's cult. One of the 
loudly announced intentions of the movement was to train the youth of 
China as "revolutionary successors" to the May Fourth generation of older 
revolutionary leaders, but the result of the Cultural Revolution was to 
breed political disillusionment and cynicism among an entire generation of 
young Chinese, many of whom in the wake of the catastrophe would refer 

- to themselves collectively as "the lost generation." The Cultural Revolution 
politically activated China's urban working class for the first time since the 
proletariat had been so brutally crushed by Chiang Kai-shek's armies in 
1927, but the genuine workers' organizations formed during the early 
phases of the movement were dissolved and suppressed from above long 
before the Cultural Revolution was officially concluded, with China's 
working class once again condemned to political passivity. The ideology of 
the Cultural Revolution purported to speak on behalf of the countryside 
against the exploitative cities, but most peasants gained little from the up· 
heaval, and some lost much. The leaders of the Cultural Revolution at first 
appealed to the intelligentsia to join a crusade against bureaucratic 
tynumy-and many intellectuals responded-but intellectuals as a social 
group would then become the principal victims of the movement's virulent 
anti-intellectualism. Aiming to revitalize the spirit of sociaJism in China, to 
forestall the danger of a "bourgeois restoration," and to guarantee China's 
�transition to socialism," the upheaval in the end only discredited the very 
idea of socialism in the eyes of many Chinese, creating "a crisis of faith" in 
Marxism and undermining such fragile foundations for socialism as existed 
in the People's Republic. The struggles that were unleashed, which were 
meant to bring ever higher levels of unity among the people in the pursuit 
of a better future, led only to an endless cycle of violence and vengeance 
that has yet to spend itself fully. 

Between the intentions that motivated the Cultural Revolution and the 
actual results of the upheaval, there is an enormous gap. W'hat the move
ment yielded in the end bore little resemblance to the ideals and aims that 
were proclaimed at the beginning. History, it need hardly be emphasized, 
must be written primarily on the basis of what people do rather than what 
they say. And Mao Zedong, like any other historical actor, ultimately must 
be judged by the results of his actions rather than by his words and inten
tions. Goals and intentions are not historically inconsequential, however, 
and certainly not morally irrelevant. Any serious attempt to understand 
the meaning of the events that unfolded in (and engulfed) China in the 
years 1966-69 must begin by confronting the yet unfulfilled task "to dis· 
tinguish the intention that underlay the Cultural Revolution from the dr-



cumstances that perverted the intention into its ovrn caricature."3 The 

dash between the intentions of Mao and the circumstances he encoun

tered lies at the heart of the tragedy of the Cultural Revolution. Thus the 

discussion must begin with an examination of the aims and goals of the 

Cultural Revolution-if for no other reason than to appreciate the magni

tude of the failure. 

The Concept of Cultural Revolution and the Aims of the Great 
Proletarian Cultural Revolution 

Mao Zedong was not the inventor of either the term or the concept of "cul

tural revolution." The notion of "cultural revolution" is deeply imbedded in 

the thought of the modern Chinese intelligentsia. A half-century before 

Mao embarked upon the adventure of the Great Proletarian Cultural Rev

olution, indeed before there were Marxists in China, the Western-oriented 

Chinese intellectuals associated with the New Culture Movement (circa 

1915-19),4 and especially \vith the New Youth magazine, were calling for a 

"cultural revolution" (wenhua geming) to bring about a fundamental trans

formation of the culture and psychology of the nation. The term, as it was 

employed by China's radical democratic intellectuals in the second decade 

of the century, conveyed tvw notions that would prove of enduring signifi

cance in contemporary Chinese thought and politics. First, China's icono

clastic intellectuals demanded a wholesale rejection of the traditional 

Chinese cultural heritage, which they tended to view as not only useless for 
China's modern regeneration but also morally evil and inherendy corrupt. 

Second, they placed an extraordinary emphasis on the role of human con

sciousness in the making of history, believing that cultural and intellectual 
change was the essential prerequisite for effective political action and so

cioeconomic progress. 

Both of these ideas deeply influenced the young Mao Zedong in his for

mative years, and both eventually became crucial features of the Maoist 

variant of Marxism-Leninism. The doctrine that came to be celebrated as 

"Mao Zedong Thought" was above all based on the faith that people armed 

v::ith the proper ideas and will could surmount all material obstacles and 

mold social reality in accordance with their ideals. "While Mao paid ideolog

ical deference to the presumably "objective laws" of historical development 

set forth in orthodox Marxist texts, he clearly believed that the course of 
history ultimately was determined by what people thought and their will

ingness to engage in revolutionary action. From that belief flowed the enor

mous Maoist concern with developing "correct consciousness" among the 
people, the stress on "ideological remolding," and the emphasis on 



"thought reform." Just as the maxim that people are "more important than 

machines" was the guiding Maoist principle for the making of revolution 

and the fighting of war, so the Maoist strategy of postrevolutionary devel

opment relied upon the consciousness of the Chinese people, on what Mao 

so often celebrated as "the boundless creative powers" of the masses. 

Closely associated with Mao's belief that conscious human activity is 

the ultimately decisive factor in history was his highly iconoclastic con

demnation of traditional Chinese culture. "Correct consciousness," in the 

Maoist view, required the total elimination of the pernicious influences of 

traditional values and old ideas. That cultural iconoclasm and the belief in 

conscious human activity as the determining force in history were the key 

elements in Mao's notion of cultural revolution, a concept he had inher

ited from the pre-Marxian intellectuals of the New Culture era and one 

which retained a central place in his Marxist outlook during both the rev

olutionary Yan' an era and the postrevolutionary history of the People's Re

public.s 

The concept of cultural revolution is part of the I'vlarxist tradition as well 

as the modern Chinese intellectual tradition, having achieved a certain 

prominence in Russia shortly after the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917. 

Among the Russian advocates of a "cultural revolution" was Lenin, who, 

like Mao, was concerned \.v:ith maintaining the socialist spirit of the revolu

tion during the lengthy period that would be required to carry out the mod

ern economic transformation of a bacbvard land. But Lenin's idea of 

cultural revolution was far different from Mao's later conception, and the 

differences suggest some measure of the ideological distance ben.veen 

Leninism and Maoism. 6 W'hen Lenin called for a cultural revolution, he 

generally had in mind the need to bring the fruits of modern "bourgeois 

culture" to the masses of a backward land who remained mired in "feudal" 

habits, customs, and methods of work. The construction of a socialist cul

ture was a task to be performed in the future, and it was dependent on es

tablishing the material and social prerequisites for a socialist society; Lenin 

assumed that the bearers of modern culmre were properly politicized and 

technically educated intellectuals, and to a lesser extent the more advanced 

sectors of the urban working class, who would bring the fruits of modem 

urban industrial culture to the peasants in the backward countryside. Fur

ther, Lenin believed that the modern cultural transformation of the people 

would proceed gradually; since it was dependent on the building of a mod

ern industrial economy While emphasizing the need to raise the cultural 

level of the masses (especially the peasantry), he emphasized even more 

strongly that "to be cultured we must achieve a certain development of the 

material means of production, [we] must have a cenain material base."7 



And Lenin took it for granted that a cultural revolution demanded inherit
ing the culmrallegacies of the past, arguing that it was essential "to grasp all 
the culmre which capitalism has left and build socialism &om it. "8 

On all of these issues, Mao Zedong' s concept of cultural revolution dif
fered radically from Lenin' s-and departed &om the Western Marxist tra
dition generally. Whereas Lenin assumed that the cultural development of 
the Russian people presupposed the modern industrial development of the 
Russian nation, Mao Zedong, uninhibited by orthodox Marxist considera
tions, envisioned a China moving rapidly to socialism and communism 
through a process of "continuous" revolution. For Mao, neither a socialist 
nor a communist society was dependent on the prior development of mate
rial productive forces; rather, the essential precondition was the "proletari
anization" of the consciousness of the people, and that was to be 
accomplished through the means of a culmral revolution. For Mao, the cul
tural "proletarianization" of the masses was not so much the product of 
modern economic development as the precondition for it, at least insofar 
as economic growth might contnbute to a socialist historical outcome. In 
socialist construction, Mao emphasized time and again, "the important 
question is the remolding of people."9 

While Lenin, in advocating cultural revolution, praised as historically 
progi-essive the dissemination of capitalist cultural forms and techniques 
among the backward populace of a largely pre-capitalist land, that certainly 
was not the case with Mao ruling an even more backward country. For 
Mao, Western bOurgeois culture and capitalist methods were no less perni
cious, and no less incompatible with socialist ends, than the hated feudal 
culture of China's Confucian past. The cultural revolution was intended to 
destroy the evil influences of both. Indeed, Mao eventually rejected (as 
Lenfu never did) the Marxist proposition that capitalism is a progressive 
stage in historical development; instead, he came to celebrate the socialist 
advantages of China's backwardness, arguing that China had been fortu
nate to have escaped a prolonged capitalist phase of development.1° 

Mao's concept of cultural revolution also radically departed from 
Lenin's on the question of who were to be ihe bearers of modem culture. 
For Lenih, the role of intellectuals remained decisive. Just as Lenin's con
ception of the revolutionary party demanded that the "consciousness" of 
the intelligentsia be imposed on the "spontaneous" movement of the amor
phous masses, so he assumed that technologically proficient intellectuals 
would spearhead the industrial transformation of Russia and bring modern 
culture to the masses in the process. In contrast, Mao Zedong, distrustful 
of intellectuals, retained a populist-type faith in popular spontaneity, be
lieving that a cultured people would emerge &om the revolutionary self-



activity of the masses and thereby realize his vision of a nation of "socialist
conscious, cultured laborers." The principle of self-reliance had an internal 
as well as external significance for Mao. Just as the Chinese nation was to 
become economically self-reliant and not dependent on other countries, so 
the Chinese people were to become self-reliant and not dependent on an 
intellectual-technocratic elite. "The masses must make themselves masters 
of culture and science," a Maoist slogan of the Great Leap era, was to be 

heard again during the Cultural Revolution. 
Mao's distrust of the urban intelligentsia extended to a distrust of dries 

in generaL \X'hile Lenin retained a firm Marxist belief that the forces of 
mcxiem historical progress resided in the cities, and thus naturally assumed 

that the cultural revolution would spread from the urban to the rural areas, 
Mao Zedong retained the powerful anti-urban biases bred during the long 
revolutionary years in the countryside. Just as Maoist revolutionary strategy 
took the form of mobilizing peasants to "surround and overwhelm" the 
conservative cities, so his vision of the proper course of postrevolutionary 

development centered on the countryside as the true repository of social 
and cultural creativity. In the postrevolutionary era, as before, the cities re

mained under Maoist suspicion as the breeding grounds of cultural and 
ideological cormptions. \Xi'hereas Lenin advocated sending members of the 

urban proletariat to the countryside to raise the cultural level of peasants, 
Mao advocated sending urban dwellers to the countryside to learn "prole
tarian virtues" from the peasants-and he was to do so on a massive scale 
during the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution. 

Perhaps the most striking difference between the Maoist and Leninist 
concepts of "cultural revolution" concerned the relationship of the envi
sioned new society to the cultural legacies of the past. Lenin, like Marx, as
sumed that a socialist society would inherit (and build upon) all the cultural 

as well as material accomplishments of its predecessors. Hence he de
plored Russia's cultural backwardness, which, shortly before his death in 
1924, he partly blamed for the degeneration of the Russian Revolution.ll 
Mao Zedong, by contrast, seemed to celebrate the very absence of culture, 
or at least the absence of "high culture." "In history," he once remarked, "it 

is always people -with a low level of culture who triumph over people with a 
high level of culture."12 The remark reflected a long-standing :Maoist faith 
in the alleged socialist advantages of backwardness, a faith which found its 
most extreme cultural expression in the remarkable "poor and blank" the
sis announced at the beginning of the Great Leap campaign in 1958: 

Apart from their other characteristics, China's 600 million people have two re

markable peculiarities; they are, first of all, poor, and secondly blank. That may 



seem like a bad thing, but it is really a good thing. Poor people want change, want 

to do things, want revolution. A clean sheet of paper has no blotches, and so the 

newest and most beautiful words can be "lkTitten on it, the newest and most beau

tiful pictures can be painted on it.U 

It would be difficult to invent a formula more radically opposed to the 

logic of the Marxist conception of history14 and to Marx's and Lenin's be

lief that the new society necessarily would inherit all the accomplishments 

(and all the burdens) of the past. Mao Zedong, by declaring the Chinese 

people "blank," was driven by a utopian impulse to escape history and by 

an iconoclastic desire to wipe the historical-cultural slate clean. Having re

jected the traditional Chinese cultural heritage, Mao attempted to fill the 

emotional void with an even more iconoclastic proclamation of the non

existence of the past in the present. A new culture, Mao seemed to believe, 

could be created ex nihilo on a fresh canvas, on a "clean sheet of paper" un

marred by historical blemishes. In his iconoclasm and in his belief in the 

powers of the human consciousness to mold history, Mao's concept of cul

tural revolution owed far more to the May Fourth intellectual tradition than 

to Marxist-Leninist traditions. 

Yet the "clean sheet of paper" Mao optimistically proclaimed China to 

be when he launched the Great Leap Forward campaign in 1958 had be
come a canvas marred by all manner of political and ideological blotches, 

he pessimistically concluded in the early 1960s. In a 1964 conversation with 

his longtime friend Andre Malraux, then France's Minister of Culture, Mao 

emphasized that "the thought, culture, and customs which brought China 

to where we found her [in 1949] must disappear, and the thought, cus

toms, and culture of proletarian China, which do not yet exist, must ap

pear."15 Destruction, not inheritance-and not yet construction-was the 

Maoist injunction when the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution was 

launched in 1966, just as it had been the injunction of the pre-Marxian 

Chen Duxiu when he had launched the New Culture Movement half a 

century before. If the Cultural Revolution was a "utopian" movement, it 

was (unlike the Great Leap) marked by a strangely negative utopianism, its 

author far more preoccupied with the weight of the past than with any pos

itive vision of the future. 

The vast upheaval that Mao Zedong set in motion in the mid-1960s, the 

consequences of which were to dominate the last decade of his rule, was of 

course not simply the product of his concept of cultural revolution. It goes 

without saying that the pm.ver interests and the personal political ambitions 

of Mao and other Communist leaders were very much involved in the out

break of the Cultural Revolution and the tortured course the movement 



took But it needs to be emphasized, especially since it is now usually ig

nored, that this most extraordinary of political upheavals was also under
taken with the intention of resolving a host of social problems that had 

emerged in the postrevolutionary years: growing social inequality, the fad
ing of the socialist vision among leaders and populace alike, and the en
trenchment of new bureaucratic elites. These tendencies raised the specter 
that China was becoming like the Soviet Union, where, Maoists loudly 
charged on the eve of the great upheaval, "a privileged bureaucratic stra
tum" had usurped pm1ler.16 The social and political problems that the 
Maoists vowed to address were very real ones. More was involved in the 
making of the Cultural Revolution than Mao's "erroneous" ideas and a 

thirst for total power. 

Social Inequality 

The social inequalities bred by the Soviet-modeled First Five Year Plan 

(1953-57), temporarily halted by the egalitarianism of the Great Leap, re
sumed at an even more rapid pace in the early 1960s. The Chinese Com
munist Party, at least in its official ideology, was committed to narrowing 

and eventually eliminating what were called the "three great differences": 
between mental and manual labor, city and countryside, and workers and 
peasants. But under the policies pursued by the Liuist regime to recover 
from the debacle of the Great Leap, those differences clearly were -widen
ing. The strengthening of the authority of managers and technological per

sonnel in the urban industrial sector again -widened the distinction between 
administrators and workers in the factories-and the distinction between 
mental and manual labor. The latter grew increasingly conspicuous as intel
lectuals were restored to their customary professional and social status, 
bringing renewed Maoist complaints that intellectuals were behaving as 
"high and mighty bureaucrats." A growing reliance on piece-rate wages .and 

bonus payments, designed to spur productivity, increased socioeconomic 
differences within the urban working class, while drastic reductions in the 
number of state employees aggravated the even more politically explosive 
division between relatively privileged regular factory workers with lifetime 
job tenure and an ever larger semi-proletariat of temporary and contract 
workersY 

In the countryside, the emasculation of the people's communes, the ex
pansion of individual family fanning on private plots, the growth of rural 
markets, and the decline of collective labor inevitably increased socioeco
nomic differentiations among the peasantry. W'hat was condemned in offi
cial ideology as "spontaneous tendencies towards capitalism" in the rural 



areas was in fact tolerated and often encouraged by official policy in many 
parts of the countryside. 

\XThile a minority of peasants thrived in a semi-market economy, the 

countryside as a whole fared less well than the cities. & the nation strug
gled to recover from the Great Leap, when famine ravaged portions of the 

countryside, state fiscal and econo:rnic policies favored urban inhabitants, 
especially bureaucrats, intellectuals, and workers who were regular state 

employees. State austerity measures fell hardest on the local rural indus

tries established during the Great Leap, many of which were forced to 

dose, thereby undermining the most viable Maoist policy for narrowing the 

difference between peasants and \vorkers. Rural and part-time .schools 

were deemphasized in favor of urban educational institutions, including 
special schools reserved for the children of Party officials.18 Many of the 

rural health care centers established during the Great Leap were forced to 

close, while urban medical facilities expanded. In the period immediately 

following the Great Leap, the gap between town and countryside, along 

v.rith other inequalities, grew more rapidly than they had in the 1950s. 

The Fading of the Socialist Vision 

k social inequality grew in the early 1960s, collecthrist values declined and 

Marxian socialist goals, although still proclaimed, became increasingly di

vorced from social and political practice. After the collapse of the Great 

Leap the citizens of China, seemingly disillusioned \vith politics, turned to 

private pursuits and familial obligations. That was particularly the case in 

the countryside, \vhere the revival of private markets was accompanied by a 
revival of traditional religious beliefs and social customs. The apparent po
litical apathy of the people was reinforced by the conservatism of the ma

jority of Party leaders; who, behind facades of radical Maoist rhetoric, were 

concerned \v:ith economic development, technological expertise, and above 
all, power in an increasingly bureaucratized Parry apparatus. 

The conservatism of both the Party and the people was in large measure 
due to the debacle of the Great Leap. The movement that had aroused 

such heady expectations of an imminent communist utopia and econo:rnic 

abundance had soon turned into a desperate struggle for sheer physical 

survival, demoralizing the masses and making most Party leaders suspi

cious of Mao's utopian schemes. But apart from the immediate effects of 

the Great Leap, long-term forces were at work moderating the radicalism 
of the Chinese Revolution. One factor was the very success of that revolu

tion, or more precisely the success of the Parr;..· that had presided over it. 

The Chinese Communist Party, having fashioned a Oe\v social order, now 



had an overriding interest in maintaining that order. The Party as an insti
tution had no interest in Mao Zedong's demand for "permanent" revolu
tion; rather, its interest lay in the permanence of its rule, and that 
presupposed the stability of the society it governed By the early 1960s the 
Party had grown into an enormous organization of some 20 million mem
bers, functioning with almost military precision in accordance with the 
Leninist organizational principles hUd down by Liu Shaoqi. The Party orga
nization had been formed originally to achieve revolutionary ends, but now 
the power of the organization itself seemed to have become the principal 
end. A noted political theorist has obsetVed that there is "an inverse rela
tionship betw-een a radical movement's organizational strength and the 
preservation of its radicalism, "19 and the truth of this proposition can be 
abundantly documented in the conservative character of the Chinese Com
munist Party in the years immediately preceding the Cultural Revolution. 

Mao's fears that the radical spirit of the revolution was dying were thus 
by no means groundless. The prevalence of what he regarded as "bour
geois," "revisionist," and "feudal" ideological tendencies, while significant 
in th.errudves, seemed symptomatic of a deeper spiritual malaise and polit
ical degeneration. His awareness that he and the other surviving members 
of the original May Fourth generation of revolutionary leaders would soon 
be passing from the political scene deepened his anxieties. For this there 
was good reason since a period of generational change is also typically the 
occasion for deradicalizing change. To carry on the revolutionary enter
prise, Mao looked not to his immediate political heirs, but rather, like his 
May Fourth predecessors, to the youth of China. The campaign to train 
young people as "revolutionary successors" got under way in 1964, and the 
hope of creating a new generation of revolutionaries was to become one of 
the more prominent themes of the approaching Cultural Revolution. 

For Mao, socialism in China could not long survive the absence of a vital 
socialist vision. The overriding Maoist aim in the Great Proletarian-Cul
tural Revolution was to spiritually re-revolutionize a once revolutionary 
Party and populace. 

Classes and Class Struggle 

Of the multitude of issues involved in the origins of the Cultural Revolu
tion, none had more momentous implications than the nature of postrevo
lutionary Chlna's social class structure. Many of the crucial ideological 
battles of the Cultural Revolution were fought over this issue, and it was 
here that Maoist theory was at once the boldest and the most ambiguous. 

What actually happened in Chinese society after 1949 seems reasonably 



clear, at least in broad outline. The completion of land reform completed 
the destruction of the traditional landlord-gentry ruling class. Rich peasants 
as a distinct class, as well as most other significant socioeconomic differen

tiations among the peasantry; were largely eliminated with the collectiviza

tion campaign of 1955-56. At the same time, the urban bourgeoisie also 
ceased to exist as a social class, the greater portion of the compradore bour

geoisie having put itself out of busiDess by fleeing the country in 1949. The 

properties of the remaining "national bourgeoisie" were nationalized dur
ing the "socialist transfonnation" of 1953-56, and the survivors reduced to 

a vanishing group of aging pensioners collecting paltry dividends from the 

state bonds given them in payment for their industrial and commercial en
terprises. By 1956 private ownership of the means of production had been 

largely abolished in both town and countryside, and the exploiting classes 
of the old society had been eliminated. In their place came a growing army 

of state and Party bureaucrats, who assumed the economic fi.mctions of the 

old exploiting classes, although ostenstbly as representatives of the workers 

and peasants. As in the Soviet Union, the disappearance of the old eco

nomically based ruling classes was accompanied by the emergence of a new 

politically based bureaucratic ruling class, albeit one in still embryonic form 
whose members saw themselves as "sexvants of the people." 

The social realities of China's "socialist transformation" were clear 

enough, but less clear was Chinese Marxist theory, whose authors were the

oretically ill-equipped to take into account the new bureaucratic phenome
non and politically disinclined to do so. At the Eighth Congress of the 
Chinese Communist Party in 1956, Liu Shaoqi (who delivered the main re

port) celebrated the elimination of the old exploiting classes and thereby 
proclaimed the definitive victory of socialism. 20 With capitalism thus de

feated, Deng Xiaoping declared the virtual elimination of class divisions; 

social differences were now "only a matter of division of labor within the 

same class. "21 The principal contradiction in Chinese society, it was there

fore concluded, was no longer between antagonistic social groups but 

rather "between the advanced socialist system and the backward social pro

ductive forces,"22 a formula that was to reappear more than two decades 
later as a principal ideological orthodoxy of the post-Maoist era. From this 
it followed that the main task facing the Party in the new socialist era was 

no longer the promotion of class struggle but rather the development of the 
economy. 

Classes and class struggle, to be sure, were not completely ignored. 
Remnants of the expropriated classes remained, as did their ideological 

residues, and these hangovers from the past found continuing expression 

in the formalization of the system of class designations and political labels 



applied to each citizen and duly recorded in their dossiers kept in Party and 

security police files. Although classes such as the bourgeoisie, landlords, 

and rich peasants no longer survived in social reality; the individuals (and 

their offspring) who once had been members of those groups \l!tOre so des

ignated in state and Party records. Officially recorded class designations, 

accompanied by a complex and changing sy-stem of political labels based on 

the Party's evaluation of an individual's political history and behavior, 23 
could be emphasized or deemphasized as political needs dictated. In the 

euphoria of celebrating the triumph of "socialism" in 1956, class back

ground as well as class struggle were deemphasized. 

While official ideology took into account the disappearance of the old 

ruling classes, the 1956 Party Congress failed to address the social status of 
the bureaucrats who had assumed the economic functions hitherto per

formed by rural landlords and urban capitalists--and who increasingly 

came to enjoy many of the social and economic privileges of the classes 

they had displaced, albeit without any claims to private propert}\ On the 

question of the new postrevolutionary bureaucracy; the Eighth Congress 

was content to issue standard admonitions against ''bureaucratic prac

tices," ritualistically advising Party members not to estrange themselves 

from the masses. 

China in 1956, following "socialist transformation," was essentially simi

lar to the Soviet Union in both social structure and official ideology. As in 
the Soviet Union, the propertied classes of the old regime had been de

stroyed and a new bureaucracy had become the economic manager of soci

ety, controlling (if not legally owning) state and collective property. And, 
like Soviet ideology, the ideology of the CCP celebrated the elimination of 

the exploiting classes, declared the cessation of class struggle, and ignored 
(or denied the existence of) a new bureaucratic ruling group. Yet in China, 

as in Russia, one of the more obvious social results of the revolution and 

the abolition of private ownership of productive property was the rise to 

dominance of an autonomous and privileged bureaucracy. That the power 

and privileges of the bureaucracy; indeed its origins, were rooted in the mo

nopoly of political power exercised by the Leninist Part}' was self-evident, 

and it was equally evident that the leaders of Communist Parties had a 

strong interest in ignoring the social class status of its bureaucratic off

spring. It was far more congenial to Communist bureaucrats to concern 

themselves with the "class designations" of individuals once members of 

now nonexistent social classes of the prerevolutionary past than to enter

tain the possibility that the new society may have produced a new ruling 

class. This deception was ideologically facilitated by a crude interpretation 

of Marxist theory which narrowly defines classes solely in terms of ovmer-



ship of private property. From this there followed the universal Communist 
orthodoxy (first expounded by Stalin in 1936) that no new exploiting 
classes could arise in a society where private ownership of the means of 
production has been abolished. 

In 1956 Mao Zedong apparently agreed with the official Party doctrine 
that the triumph of socialism had done away with antagonistic class divi
sions (save for "bourgeois remnants" and a handful of counterrevolutionar
ies) and thus mitigated the need for class struggle. In December 1956 he 
argued that "after the elimination of classes, the class struggle should not 
continue to be stressed as though it was being intensified, as was done by 
Stalin, with the result that the healthy development of socialist democracy 
was hampered."24 Not until the early 1960s, after the failure of the Great 
Leap and the consequent waning of visions of a classless communist 
utopia,25 did a now politically weakened Mao Zedong confront the prob
lem of analyzing social class relationships in a postrevolutionary society 
where private property had been abolished, particularly the problem of 
new classes produced by the political structures of the new society itself. 
He emphasized more strongly than ever before the persistence of class 
struggle in a socialist society, especially in his Tenth Plenum speech of Sep
tember 1962, from which emerged one of the d�minall"t�ogans of the 
forthcoming Cultural Revolution: "Never forget class struggle." He wamed 
that the classes overthrown by the revolution were "still planning a come
back" and added an even more significant and ominous warning: "In a so
cialist society, new bourgeois elements may still be produced. "26 

Mao's use of the term "bourgeois" was confusing and ambiguous, but in 
setting forth the notion of "new bourgeois elements" produced in a social
ist society, he dearly was no longer primarily concerned with the social and 
ideological remnants of the expropriated classes of the old society. His at
tention now focused on the forms of inequality being generated by the new 
society created by the revolution, inequalities and social relationships 
based on the possession of political power rather than the ownership of 
property. In the early 1960s he was increasingly critical of the whole system 
of organized inequality rooted in the elaborate hierarchy of bureaucratic 
ranks and status that had grown in the Party and state administration and 
threatened to envelop the whole of society. He lamented the degeneration 
of the Chinese Communist Party from a revolutionary organization of self
sacrilicing fighters for justice and equality into a conservative bureaucratic 
apparatus. He complained that Party cadres were becoming hedonistic and 
corrupt, seeking only power, status, and luxuries.27 The next generation, 
Mao feared, would only perpetuate the errors of its parents: "The children 
of cadres are a cause of discouragement. They lack experience of life and 



society, yet their airs are considerable and they have a great sense of superi
ority."28 Mao was also highly critical of Stalin's injunction that "cadres de
cide everything," a slogan identified in Soviet history -with the general 
institutionalization of inequality.29 

In the years immediately preceding the Cultural Revolution, Mao ar
rived at a conclusion that no other Marxist in power had hitherto been will
ing to entertain. A socialist society, he now believed, could generate a new 
class of exploiters; the main barriers to the "transition to socialism" were not 
the bourgeois residues of the past but rather the bureaucrats of the present, 
the onetime revolutionaries whom the revolution had transformed into 
rulers and who by virtue of their political power controlled the new society 
and appropriated much of the fruits of social labor in the process. On oc
casion Mao was quite explicit, indeed blunt, in setting forth this view; as 
when (in 1965) he condemned "the bureaucratic class" as a class "in sharp 
opposition to the working class and the poor and lower-middle peasants," 
as those becoming "bourgeois elements sucking the blood of the work
ers."30 Nor did he hesitate to identify the site and source of these "new 
bourgeois elements" or their leaders. They were, he charged on the eve of 
the Cultural Revolution, "those people in positions of authority-within the 
Party who take the capitalist road." What seemed at the time to be pure 
ideological bombast proved to be a remarkably accurate prognosis of tht 
future of Chinese Communist society. 

Mao Zedong was not the first to recognize that a socialist revolution 
could produce a new exploiting class of bureaucratic rulers. He was pre
ceded by Max Weber, Leon Tiotsky, and Milovan Djilas, among a good 
many others. What was unique about Mao's notion of a new bureaucratic 
ruling class was not his analysis of the phenomenon, which was theoreti
cally ill-developed in any event, but rather the fact that the idea was put 
forth by the leader of a Communist state. It had not happened before, and 
it is not likely to happen again. The notion has been a highly heretical and 
politically explosive one in official Marxist-Leninist ideologies, calling into 
question the legitimacy of the Communist regimes these ideologies were 
designed to rationalize. From Mao's perspective, however, China's bureau
crats did indeed take on the appearance of a new exploiting class, using po
litical power to appropriate a good share of the surplus produced by the 
workers and peasants. They had a vested interest not in private property 
but rather in "public ownership" by a state that they controlled, and from 
which they derived social and economic benefits for themselves and their 
families. They owed their status and privileges, however paltry in most 
cases, not to ownership of property but rather {in Marx's phrase) to their 
status as the de facto "owners of the conditions of production." In Mao's 



eyes, they were, or at least were becoming, a propertyless but functional 

bourgeoisie. 

\"Xlhile Mao clearly recognized this fundamental and elemental reality of 

postrevolutionary "socialist societies," and on occasion expressed it, he ul

timately shrank from the political implications of identifying China's bu

reaucrats as a new ruling class. To do so would have demanded a political 

revolution and not simply a cultural one, in effect, the violent overthrow of 
the existing Communist state and not merely its spiritual reformation. Al

though Mao characterized the Cultural Revolution as the most "profound" 

of revolutions that would "touch men's very souls," he knew well the dif

ference between a movement for spiritual revitalization and a real revolu

tion. No doubt there were emotional inhibitions as well as political ones. 
The bureaucrats with whom Mao had become so bitterly disillusioned 

were, after all, his onetime revolutionary comrades and cadres)J To con

demn them in toto would be to condemn the revolution he had led and the 

new society he had been so instrumental in creating. He preferred to be

lieve that most could be reformed and ideologically remolded, to become 

again what they once had been. For all its verbal thunder and fury, the Cul

tural Revolution was thus intended more as a reformist than a revolutionary 

movement-and a nonviolent one. That it came to involve massive vio

lence had more to do with the condition of Chinese society than the state 

of Mao's mind. 

Having drawn back from the implications of the view that China was 

under the domination of a new bureaucratic ruling class, Mao eventually 

arrived at a conception of class based on the criterion of individual political 

behavior. One's class status was to be determined not so much by such rea

sonably objective criteria as economic status or political position but rather 

by more subjective factors: the evalution of one's ideological proclivities, 

level of "political consciousness," and political activities. What decided 

who belonged to which class in a socialist society, Mao concluded, was not 

economic or political position, past or present, but rather one's �class 

standpoint. "32 'This definition had the advantage of retaining the notion 

that classes and class struggle persist in a socialist society (including "new 

bourgeois elements") while superseding the old system of class designa

tions, which after 1956 no longer conformed to social reality-but without 

condemning the Party bureaucracy in toto as an enemy class. It was a con

ception of class in keeping with Mao's long-standing proclivity to define 

class less in terms of a group's (or individual's) place in the socioeconomic 

structure than by a political evaluation of their potential for revolutionary 

action or, as in the 1960s, for counterrevolutionary action. But it was also a 

conception of class whose subjective criteria easily lent themselves to arbi-



tracy classifications of political foes as "class enemies" and to a greater con
cern with the political behavior of individuals than of social groups. 

Chinese Communist ideology thus conveyed three different theories of 
class on the eve of the Cultural Revolution: :first, the image of China's pre-
1956 social class structure, inherited from the aid regime, which lingered 
on in the official system of "class designations"; second, the theory of a new 
bureaucratic ruling class generated by the new society itself, a notion abor
tively put forward by Mao and pursued by some of his more radiCal follow
ers;'' and third, the notion that class status was determined by individual 
political consciousness and behavior. The :first had conse.tVative political 
implications, sanctifying the post-1956 sociopolitical order, and was natu
rally favored by most Party officials and cadres. The second implied the ne
cessity of a revolution against the existing political order. The third, 
essentially refonnist in nature, was the one held by Mao at the beginning of 
the Cultural Revolution, and it supported his belief that 95 percent of the 
cadres were basically good and that the Party as a whole could be politically 
and ideologically reformed and purged of bourgeois influences, but only 
through the radical means of mass mobilization and class struggle. 

Yet all three versions of class--conse.tVative, revolutionary, and re
formist-had become part of the political consciousness of the Chinese 
people, who were told that the Cultural Revolution involved an acute ch.ss 
struggle between the "bourgeoisie" and the "proletariat." But how was one 
to identify "the bourgeoisie"? Against whom was the class struggle to be di
rected? The conflicting and ambiguous views of class and class struggle em

anating from Beijing over the years offered no clear answers 'to these 
questions. Or, rather, they suggested different answers, depending on 
which version of class analysis one adopted. It is hardly surprising that each 
of the multitude of political groups and actors in the Cultural Revolution 
adopted the version best suited to its particular political and social inter
ests. The theoretical confusion over the matter of class and class sttuggle 
would contribute to the chaos into which the Cultural Revolution soon de
generated and to the indiscriminate persecution of groups and individuals 
who could all too easily be labeled "class enemies" on a variety of theoreti
cal and political grounds_34 
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The Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution, 

1966--1969 

T

HE FIRST PUBLIC RUMBLINGS of the "Great Proletarian 
Cultural Revolution" were heard in November 1965, when a 
minor literary critic, Yao Wenyuan (later condemned as one of the 

"Gang of Four"), wrote a critique of the popular play Hat" ]ui Dismissed 

from Office. Written five years before by the historian and Party official Wu 
Han, the allegorical drama set in the Ming dynasty celebrated the heroism 
of a virtuous official deposed by a tyrannical emperor for having protested 
the seizure of peasant lands by rapacious landlords and conupt bureau
crats. It took little imagination on the part of the politically astute Ch.iE.ese 
reader to identify the tyrannical emperor as Mao Zedong, the virtuous offi
cial as Peng Dehuai, and the confiscation of peasant lands as an allusion to 
the policies of the Great Leap, which Peng had vehemently opposed, re
sulting in his political demise in 1959. 

Wu Han's play was one of many anti-Maoist historical allegories and 
political satires written during the "bitter years" following the collapse of 
the Great Leap. The writers were not simply isolated intellectuals, but 
people who enjoyed the patronage of Mao's most prominent political foes, 
including Liu Shaoqi, Deng Xiaoping, and Peng Zhen. Among the more 
noteworthy examples of this literary genre were several series of essays en
titled "Evening Chats at Yenshan" and "Notes from Three-Family Vll-
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lage," in which it was suggested that Mao, among other failings, was an 
amnesiac who had forgotten his promises and suffered from a severe men
tal disorder. 1 

Most of the satirical attacks ceased with Mao's Tenth Plenum speech of 
September 1962, the launching of the Soci.Ust Education Movement, and 
the general tighterlln.g of the political-ideological reins. At the time Mao, 
aware of the intimate tie betw"een literature and politics in China, sarcasti
cally remarked that "the use of novels for anti-Party activity is a great in
vention" and entirely without sarcasm went on to obsetVe that "anyone 
wanting to overthrow a political regime must create public opinion and do 
some preparatory ideological work. "2 While open literary attacks on Mao 
ended in 1962, they were not forgotten, despite Mao's alleged amnesia. It 
was at Mao's personal direction (and with the assistance of Mao's wife, 
Jiang Qing) that Yao Wepyuan's critique of WU Han was published in No
vember 1965. Not only did WU Han distort � Ming historical record, Yao 
charged, but the play's message of "returning the land" to the peasants of
fered ideological support for those who wanted to "demolish the people's 
commUQ.es and to restore the criminal rule of the landlords and rich peas
ants." All of this was no less than "the focal point of bourgeois opposition 
to the dictatorship of the proletariat. "3 The opposition, as events would 
soon reveal, was more Leninist than bourgeois. 

Although Maoists later. dated the beginning of the Cultural Revolution 
with the appearance ofYao's article, it seemed a matter of little significance 
at the time. Nor did anything exceptional occur during the debates in liter
ary and ideological circles that ensued over the next six months. If the Cul
tural Revolution was under way, it seemed to be confined mostly to 
academic and literary circles. 

But Mao was bent on more than just another ideological cleansing of the 
cultural realm. Beneath the symptoms of cultural and ideological decay he 
saw lurking much graver social and political maladies, which the estab
lished Party app!li'fttuS seemed little inclined to remedy. Indeed, he had al
ready identified the principal enemy of socialism in China as "'those people 
in authority within the Party who are taking the capitalist road." At the Jan
uary 1965 Politburo meeting from which Mao hw em-d with thia polit
ically ominous thesis, he had prevailed on Party leaders to undertake a 
"cultural revolution." Delegated to implement that still vague and seem
ingly innocuous concept was a "Five-Man Group" chaired by Peng Zhen, 
the fifth-ranking member of the Politburo, head of the Beijing Party orga
nization and mayor of the capital city as well. Of the five, only one, Kang 
Sheng, could be counted as a supporter of Mao. The Group was dormant 
until the November appearance ofYao Wenyuan's article. Then Peng Zhen 



was moved to action, but only to blunt the political thrust of the Maoist at

tack. In February 1966 Peng censured Yao and other Maoists for "treating 

a purely academic question in political terms." Despite the obvious political 

issues involved, Peng and the Party apparatus managed to keep the debate 

confined to largely academic and historical questions well into the spring of 

1966. In the meantime, Mao disappeared from public view, having em

barked in November 1965 on a six-month tour of the provinces to rally 

support for his policies. 

With Mao's return to Beijing in the spring, events began to unfold at a 

dizzying pace. The attacks against 'WU Han and other literary-political foes 

of Mao--the "Black Gang," as they were called-became more shrill and 

increasingly political. The army, now more finnly under the command of 

Lin Biao following the purge of its Chief of Staff, Luo Ruiqing, earlier in 

the year (the former secret police head was accused of having given priority 

to military affairs rather than to the thoughts of Mao), declared itself "the 

mainstay of the dictatorship of the proletariat" and announced that it 

would play an important role in the unfolding Cultural Revolution. Editori

als in Lzberation Army Dmly in early May demanded not only a purge of 

"anti-socialist elements" in cultural circles but the elimination of "right

opportunist elements within the Party." On May 16 a directive drafted by 

Mao (and issued in the name of the Party Central Committee) dissolved 

the Five-Man Group, condemned Peng Zhen for having obstructed the 

Cultural Revolution, charged that "representatives of the bourgeoisie" had 

infiltrated the Party at all levels (not excluding the Central Committee it

self), and were preparing to establish a "dictatorship of the bourgeoisie." 

"Persons like Khrushchev," the document ominously warned, "are still 

nestling beside us. "4 

The Cultural Revolution was thus quickly turning explicitly political, and 

the first high-ranking Party leader to fall was Peng Zhen. It was soon re

vealed that Peng and his followers had been dismissed from their official 

posts and that the Beijing Patty committee and municipal government had 

been reorganized around loyal Maoists, headed by LiXuefeng. A wholesale 

purge of the propaganda and cultural apparatus in the capital immediately 

followed; the most notable victims were Lu Dingyi, chief of the Party's pro

paganda department (who also controlled the authoritative People's Datly), 

and Zhou Thug, China's longtime literary and cultural czar. Under the di

rection of the newly created "Cultural Revolution Group" Maoists now 

controlled Beijing and the country's principal organs of communication. 

The Cultural Revolution Group, headed by Jiang Qing and Chen Boda and 

composed mostly of radical intellectuals, was a quasi-official agency estab-



lished to guide the Cultural Revolution, and in the process it assumed many 
of the powers of the Party Central Committee and Politburo. 

But Mao's purpose was not simply to achieve ascendancy in Beijing. The 
Maoist aim was to bring about the total reformation of the country's politi
cal structure and the social life of the nation--and, moreover, the spiritual 
transformation of the people. Indeed, the factors of revolutionary spirit 
and consciousness were regarded as decisive in determining the eventual 
outcome of what was now being described as a "life-and-death struggle" 
between sociaJism and capitalism. The underlying Maoist assumption in 
the Cultural Revolution was that the existing state and Party apparatus was 
dominated by "bourgeois ideology" and thus was producing capitalist-type 
socioeconomic relationships in society at large. Only by raising the political 
consciousness of the masses, revitalizing the socialist spirit and ideals of the 
revolution, and refashioning a state structure guided by "proletarian ideol
ogy" could the danger of a regression to capitalism be forestalled. And by 
both Maoist preference and objective political necessity, those aims could 
be accomplished only by the mobilization of the people for Maoist-inspired 
revolutionary action. In the course of revolutionary struggle, it was be
lieved, the people would spiritually transform themselves while transform
ing their objective social world. What Mao called for was no less than a 

"profound" revolution "that touches people to their very souls." If Marx 
believed that social being detennines consciousness, Mao seemed to be
lieve that it was consciousness as such (mediated through political action 
and the state apparatus) that ultimately determines social being. 

The Red Guards 

The spontaneous mass movement &om below was not long in coming, al
though it came with the generous assistance of Mao's Cultural Revolution 
Group and Lin Biao's army. University and middle school students were 
the first to respond to the Maoist call to rebel against established author
ity-some genuinely inspired by the announced ideals and goals of the Cul
tural Revolution, others in pursuit of their particular social interests in the 
academic and political hierarchies, and still others organized as "rebels" by 
the regular Party apparatus to deflect the radical thrust of the Maoist at
tack. That diversity of intermingling motives and aims was to result in a 
youth movement that was not only massive but also extraordinarily com
plex and fractionalized. 

The chaos that soon engulfed the schools was signaled on May 25, when 
students at Beijing University led by a young philosophy instructor, Nie 



Yuanzi, posted on the campus walls a manifesto denouncing the university 
president for having suppressed student discussion of the Wu Han affair 
and calling upon "all rev'olutionary intellectuals" to "go into battle." The 
first of the "big-character posters," (which were to become the main form 
of popular political communication during the Cultural Revolution) was 
immediately torn down by Party authorities, and those involved in the inci
dent were duly punished. But a week later, when Mao hailed the poster as 
"the manifesto of the Beijing commune of the 1960s" (predicting, in ap
parent reference to the Paris Commune of 1871, that China soon would 
see "a wholly new form of state structure") and had it broadcast on Beijing 
radio and published in People's Daily, rebel student groups were organized 
-with extraordinary rapidity and in bewildering variety at schools through
out the country. Encouraged by a June 18 decree postponing university en
trance exams for six months in order to refashion the entire educational 
system, student activists mounted politicai-and sometimes physical-at· 
tacks against school administrators, teachers, and especially school Party 
committees. 

The student rebels not only fought political and educational authorities, 
they also soon became locked in battle with each other. For at the very be
ginning of the student turmoil in early June, Liu Shaoqi hastily dispatched 
Patty work teams to the campuses in an effort to keep the burgeoning 
movement under the Party's organizational control. The work teams orga
nized "rebel" student groups, led primarily by the sons and daughters of 
Party officials, which supported the school Party committees and at
tempted to deflect the Cultural Revolution attack away from the Maoist 
target, the "power holders," to "bourgeois authorities" and those with 
"bad" class backgrounds. "Bourgeois authorities" were most obviously i..rt
tellectuals, individual professors, teachers, \vriters, and others who were 
virtually defenseless against political attack. Contrary to the current version 
of events, the terrible persecution of intellectuals during the Cultural-Rev
olution was begun not by Maoist radicals but rather by Party-organized 
"rebels" intent on protecting Party bureaucrats from Maoist assaults. One 
of the firsi: victims was Gao Yisheng, the president of the Steel Institute in 
Beijing, who was driven to suicide by the local Party work team in July 
1966.5 Many others were to suffer similar fates over the months and years 
that followed. Intellectuals, the most vulnerable group in Chinese society 
and the most conveniently identifiable as "bourgeois," would be indiscrim
inately attacked from virtually all political quarters over the course of the 
Cultural Revolution, but at the outset the principal culprits in this unsavory 
business were groups operating under the sponsorship of the established 
Party apparatus, which was itself under Maoist attack. 



Besides persecuting intellectuals, student groups organized by Party 

work teams attacked fellow students -with "bad" class backgrounds-the 

sons and daughters of former landlords, former rich peasants, and former 

capitalists, and those whose parents were intellectuals. They found it polit
ically useful as well as socially advantageous to perpetuate those out
moded class designations and to invent as well the ''bloodline theory" (or 

the theory of "natural redness"), by which they claimed to have inherited 

the revolutionary virtues of their once revolutionary parents, who were now 
mosdy officials in the Party-state apparatus. The political intentions behind 
that arcane "class analysis" and behind the attack on intellectuals in general 

were of course the same: to protect the existing Party machine. 

One of the ironies of China's postrevolutionary history, fully apparent 
during the Cultural Revolution, is that the revolutionaries drawn from the 
oppressed classes under the old regime tended to be socially and politically 

conservative under the new order (increasingly so as the years went on), 

whereas the social and political radicals in "liberated" China tended to be 
the children of families who made up the privileged classes in pre-1949 
China. It takes no great sociological insight to unravel the paradox. The 

onetime revolutionaries, who came mosdy from the poorer peasantry and 

the working class, were, along with their children, favored for political posi
tions, educational opportunities, and employment after 1949. They en
joyed an unaccustomed high social status under the new regime. The 
children of former capitalists, ex-landlords, and intellectuals, on the other 
hand, labored under various forms of social, economic, and political dis

crimination-and nowhere more than in the educational system. \Vhereas 

those who could claim lowly class origins (at least those among them with 

access to political power) had a conservative stake in the postrevolutionary 
order and its new inequalities, the offspring of the former ruling classes 

were the new underprivileged. It is hardly surprising that the latter re
sponded so enthusiastically to radical Maoist critiques of bureaucratic priv

ilege and calls for greater equality, while the former rallied to the defense of 

the Party and channeled their "revolutionary" energies into assaults against 

the offspring of the formerly privileged social classes. The political divisions 
that appeared in the student movement in the summer of 1966--which 
were to remain throughout the Cultural Revolution and beyond-were 

eminendy rational expressions of conflicting social interests, however irra
tional the student movement became in other respects. Students from 

worker and peasant families whose fathers were not Party cadres and who 

had a disproportionately low representation in the middle schools and uni

versities tended to divide more or less equally among the radical and con
servative "rebel" groups.6 



The struggle, verbal and often physical, between vaguely "Maoist" and 
"Liuist" student groups continued through much of the summer of 1966, 
with Party work teams largely successful in manipulating events in their 
favor. Both groups loudly shouted Maoist slogans and proclaimed their loy
alty to Mao and his "thought," but they interpreted the Chairman's 
thoughts differendy to suit their own purposes, especially his thoughts 
about social class. It was not until late July that Mao, over the opposition of 
Liu Shaoqi, ordered the withdrawal of the work teams from the schools, 
condemning the previous ":fifty days of White Terror." Student rebels were 
now free to organize themselves solely on the basis of the authority of 
Mao's thought, unhampered by the dictates of the Party organization. They 
quickly did so, reincarnating themselves as Red Guards, but not without re
producing in their new guise the social and political divisions that had 
marked the student movement of June and July. 

The name "Red Guards" occupies a hallowed place in the Marxist rev
olutionary tradition. The original Red Guards were the armed Russian 
workers and soldiers who seized power in the Bolshevik Revolution of 
1917. In the Chinese Communist revolutionary movement during the 
1930s and 1940s, the local peasant militias who supported the soldiers of 
the regular Red Army were called Red Guards. In early August of 1966, 
young students wearing armbands bearing the characters for "Red Guard" 
appeared on the streets of Beijing. Within a few weeks, and with the en
couragement of Maoist leaders in the capital, Red Guard groups were or
ganized at virtually every university and middle school in the land. Rallying 
under the slogans "it is justified to rebel" and "destruction before con
struction," rebellious youth numbering in the millions soon were marching 
in the streets of cities and towns throughout the country, conveying the 
Maoist injunction to destroy all "ghosts and monsters." They flocked to 

Beijing to receive the Chairman's personal blessing, which was bestowed 
in dramatic fashion on August 18, when a million youths crowded into-the 
square beneath the Gate of Heavenly Peace, the symbolic site of revolu
tionary upheaval since the May Fourth incident of 1919. Mao appeared 
atop the gate at sunrise in a godlike posture and solemnly donned a red 
armband, thereby becoming the "Supreme Commander" of the Red 
Guards as well as their "great teacher," "great leader," and "great helms
man." A month earlier the seventy-two-year-old Chairman had performed 
another· dramatic act in his self-deification, announcing his political su
premacy as well as his physical virility through a much-publicized swim
ming exhibition in the Yangzi, reportedly covering a distance of nine miles 
in sixty-five minutes. 

Both the deified presence of an aging Mao and the rebellious energies of 



the young Red Guards were essential for carrying out the program of the 
Cultural Revolution, for the latter were the chosen instruments to imple
ment the various "directives" and "instructions" issued by the former. The 
program itself was set forth in "Sixteen Articles" approved at a heated 
twelve-day meeting of the Party Central Committee (the Eleventh 
Plenum) at the beginning of August, from which many non-Maoist Party 
leaders were excluded, their places taken by Red Guard representatives. 
The "Sixteen Articles" explicitly defined the purpose of the movement as 
the overthrow of "those within the Party who are in authority and taking 
the capitalist road" A second, closely related purpose was to destroy what 
soon was known as "the four olds." '�though the bourgeoisie has been 
overthrown," the document read, "it is still trying to use the old ideas, cul
ture, customs, and habits of the exploiting classes to corrupt the masses, 
capture their minds, and endeavor to stage a comeback. "7 The ''bour
geoisie" was thus to be identified as those deemed to be carrien; of "old 
ideas," while "old ideas" were all ideas not conforming to "Mao Zedong 
Thought," which had now replaced the organized authority of the Party as 
the sole source of political legitimacy. 

As it had been made abundantly clear that the danger of a "bourgeois 
restoration" resided primarily within the Party itself and among its highest
ranking leaden;, the tasks of cleansing the Party and eliminating bourgeois 
influences in society as a whole plainly were not to be left to the Party in the 
fashion of earlier rectification campaigns. Rather, the cultural revolutionary 
means was "boldly to arouse the masses." Tune and again it was proclaimed 
that "the only method is for the masses to liberate themselves, and any 
method of doing things in their stead must not be used." It was stipulated 
that the agents for stimulating the mass movement were to be the Red 
Guards, whom their elders hailed as those "large numbers of revolutionary 
young people, previously unknown [who] have become courageous and 
daring pathbreakers." The burgeoning of the "pathbreakers" w" facili. 
tated, in tum, by the newly proclaimed principle of "the free mobilization 
of the masses," which had now replaced mass mobilization under the cus
tomary auspices of Party work teams. 

If all of this had not given regular Party leaders enough cause for anxi
ety, the "Sixteen Articles" by no means made it entirely certain that the ul
timate political result of the revolution from below would be simply a 
rectified Communist Party in its old Leninist form. It was hinted that in 
the future political power would be reorganized more in accordance with 
Marx's description of the Paris Commune than with Lenin's c-oncept of 
the vanguard party. The new political organizations that had come into 
being early in the upheaval, the "cultural revolutionary groups, commit-



tees, and congresses," it was declared, "should not be temporary organiza

tions but permanent, standing mass organizations." They were proper or

ganizational forms not only for schools and economic enterprises but also 

for government organs in cities and villages. It was further stated that "it is 

necessary to institute a system of general elections, like that of the Paris 

Commune." Indeed, Mao personally endorsed the original Marxist model 

of proletarian dictatorship, having proclaimed in July that :t\'ie Yuanzi's 

celebrated big-character poster was the "manifesto of the Chinese Paris 

Commune" of the twentieth century. Its significance, he added, surpassed 

that of the Paris Commune itself. 8 

While the leaders of the Cultural Revolution left ambiguous their vision 

of the new political order-and the place of the Party in it-there was 

nothing ambiguous (although there was much that was astonishing) about 

Mao Zedong's call for the masses to rebel against the existing Party and its 

organizations, albeit a call made in the name of the Party and its Chairman. 

On August 5 Mao had put his O\V1l big-character poster on the door of the 

room where the Central Committee was meeting, urging his student fol

lowers to "bombard the headquarters" of his Party opponents who, he al

leged, were exercising a "bourgeois dictatorship." Three days later the 

"Sixteen Articles" was publicly promulgated as the charter of the Cultural 

Revolution. On August 18 the Red Guards, presumably guided by the 

thoughts of Mao and acting in accordance with his personal instructions, 

were anointed as the vanguard of the rebellion against Party and state au

thorities. At the same time, Lin Biao, now described as Mao's "closest com

rade in arms," was informally named the Chairman's successor. From then 

on, the Maoist attack was directed against the entire Party apparatus and 

most of its highest -ranking leaders, especially Liu Shaoqi, now variously re

ferred to as "the leading person in authority taking the capitalist road" and 

"China's Khrushchev,"9 and Deng Xiaoping, the Party General Secretat)j 

now known as "the second leading person in authority taking the capitalist 

road." In official publications, Liu Shaoqi was not referred to by name (al

though his name appeared in wall posters often enough) until the autumn 

of 1968, when China's premier Leninist was branded a "counterrevolution

ary" and formally expelled from the Party he had devoted his life to orga

nizing. But after November 1966 Liu was no longer seen in public; placed 

under arrest, he died of pneumonia in 1969 (it was revealed a decade later) 

while being transported from Beijing to Hefei. Wrth the political demise of 

the Chairman of the People's Republic in late 1966, such ceremonial func

tions as China's head of state performed during the Cultural Revolution 

were assumed by Soong Qingling, v;r:idow of Sun Yat-sen and Vice Chair

person of the People's Republic. 



What makes this so remarkable a phenomenon in the history of post
revolutionary societies is that the call for rebellion against the existing polit
ical order came from those who had built that order. It came from some 
among the veterans of the revolution-and Mao was certainly the most 
venerable and venerated of the veterans-who had created state and Party 
institutions they now had come to regard as obstacles to, rather than as in
struments of, the revolutionary social changes they sought. But the more 
important question about the Cultural Revolution is not so much why Mao 
issued ills rebellious call but rather why and how so many tens of millions of 
ordinary Chinese citizens responded to it. 

Following the spectacular August 18 rally in Tiananmen Square, the Red 
Guards took to the streets of Beijing and other cities in a frenzied crusade 
against "the four olds." They did so in far more violent and indiscriminate 
fashion than their elders anticipated or wanted. Although the "Sixteen Ar
ticles" had enjoined them to "put daring above everything else," it also cau
tioned that "contradictions among the people" were to be resolved "by 
reasoning, not by coercion or force" and that even "anti-socialist rightists" 
were to be "given a chance to turn over a new leaf." It was further stipu
lated that "both the cultural revolution and production [should be carried 
on] without one hampering the other." Indeed, it was emphasized that the 
movement aimed to revolutionize popular consciousness in order to in
crease production, not disrupt it. But in their initial assaults the Red 
Guards paid little heed to such distinctions and restraints. The young 
rebels acted more in the mystically anarchistic spirit of an early Red Guard 
manifesto, which proclaimed that the "supernatural powers" and "magic" 
derived from "Mao Zedong's great invincible thought" were to be used "to 
turn the old world upside down, smash it to pieces, pulverize it, create 
chaos and make a tremendous mess, the bigger the better. "10 

During the remaining chaotic months of 1966 millions of Red Guards, 
carrying portraits of Mao (who was "the reddest sun in our hearts," they 
chanted) and waving copies of the Chairman's "little red book" (to which 
some attributed semimagical properties), marched through the streets of 
the cities and traveled over the country and through the countryside in a 
campaign against all symbols of the feudal past and the bourgeois influ
ences of the present. Museums and homes were ransacked, and old books 
and works of art were destroyed Everything from ancient Confucian texts 
to modern recordings of Beethoven were sought out and thrown into dust
bins. Nev.• revolutionary names were pasted on street signs and buildings, 
along witl1 portraits of the Chairman md his sayings. Hapless citizens wear-



ing Western-style clothes or Hong Kong-style haircuts were attacked and 

humiliated, as were those possessing old Buddhist and Daoist relics. The 

Cultural Revolution soon began to destroy people as well as culture. fu the 
Red Guard assault moved from uprooting the "four olds" to attacking 
"power-holders," Party officials and administrative cadres were "arrested" 
and paraded through the streets in duncecaps, forced to confess their 
"crimes" at public rallies, and often physically as well as psychologically 
abused at struggle sessions. Not a few were beaten to death or driven to 
suicide. The brunt of the attack was borne by intellectuals, who were the 

most vulnerable and the most defenseless. One of the earliest victims was 
Lao She, China's most renowned playwright and the author of the famed 

Rickshaw Boy. He was repeatedly ordered to "study" and "struggle" meet
ings by middle school Red Guards; his house was pillaged and his books 

burned. Finally, the body of the sixty-seven-year-old author was found in 

Thiping Lake near Beijing in late August of 1966, a suicide by drowning, it 

was reported.ll 
Red Guard activities did not go wholly unchallenged. Bloody battles 

sometimes ensued when the young militants entered factories and com

munes and were confronted by rival rebel groups of workers and peasants. 
Even bloodier battles were fought among the Red Guards themselves, for 
the social and political divisions that marked the student movement from 
the outset became deeper and more bitter as time went on, escalating into 

a seemingly endless cycle of violence and revenge between "conservative" 

and "radical" factions -within the movement. The ranks of the Red Guards 

swelled, and the violence and factionalism of the movement were exacer
bated, as increasing numbers of urban youths who had been sent to work in 

the countryside in earlier years returned to the cities to participate in the 
Cultural Revolution. Denied educational and employment opportunities in 

the dries, they were the most discontented of all youth, harboring particu
larly bitter grievances against the Party and especially against the childt:en 

of Party cadres and PLA officers who managed to exempt themselves from 

xia/ang and enjoyed preferential treatment in the universities. The "re
turned youth" usually joined the more radical Red Guard organizations.12 

The older cultural revolutionaries in Beijing simultaneously attempted 
to restrain and encourage the actions of their youthful "pathbreakers." The 
Red Guards were exhorted not to use force; ordered not to interfere with 

the productive activities of workers and peasants; admonished for indis
criminate attacks on local and provincial Party organizations rather than on 
individual "capitalist-roaders"; and criticized for fomenting differences 

among the masses rather than uniting with them in common struggle. Fu-



tile efforts were made to bring the swelling (and increasingly factionalized) 

movement under some sort of central controL At the same time, the PLA 
was ordered to assist the Red Guards, who were given free use of railroads, 

buses, and trucks and provided with food and lodging wherever they went. 

Such privileges hardly were conducive to inhibiting the wanderlust of the 

Red Guards, nor did the announcement at the end of October that schools 
would remain dosed for the academic year do anything to dampen their re
bellious prochvities. Before the year was out, some 12,000,000 Red Guards 
had journeyed to Beijing to see (and be seen by) Chairman Mao. The mas

sive rallies beneath the Gate of Heavenly Peace (the eighth and last of 

which took place November 26), and the magnetic presence of Mao, did 

nothing to restrain the movement, especially since the speeches of Lin Biao 

and others conveyed more praise of their revolutionary zeal than criticism 
of their "leftist excesses." The Red Guards continued to embark on "long 

marches" through the countryside to steel themselves as "revolutionary 

successors"; they freely traveled across the land to "exchange revolutionary 

experiences"; they intensified their "bombardments" of the headquarters 

of local Party organizations and continued to hound individual cadres, in
tellectuals, ex-capitalists and others who might be branded with derogatory 

political labels or class designations. 

By the end of 1966, in the view of most members of the Cultural Revo
lution Group in Beijing, the Red Guards had outlived their political useful

ness. They had more than ful£lled their assigned task to "expose" Party 

leaders "taking the capitalist road," and indeed had put the entire Party ap
paratus on the defensive, but their attacks on all authority threatened anar

chy and was hardly in accord with the Maoist goal to "achieve the unity of 

more than 95 percent of the cadres." They had carried out the Maoist in
junction to "boldly arouse the masses," but they often only aroused workers 

and peasants to defend the existing order of things against the youthful and 

often arrogant interlopers. Moreover, the almost total lack of discipline, the 

violent factionalism, the vandalism and sometimes outright hooliganism 

that characterized the movement led Maoist authorities in Beijing to con

dude that the Red Guards had become a political liability. In 1967 various 
and increasingly stringent measures were taken to remove "the vanguard" 

of the Cultural Revolution from the political stage. But the Red Guards 
were not to be dispersed as easily as they had been called into being. 

The Cultural Revolution would not be terminated \vith attempts to end 

the political life of the Red Guards. In 1967 the Great Proletarian Cultural 

Revolution moved to a new stage-the move to "seize power" from local, 

provincial, and regional Party authorities-and new political actors moved 



to the center of the political arena: workers and soldiers. The new stage was 

to prove far more turbulent than that of the previous six months, when the 

Red Guards had dominated the stage. 

The Rise and Fall of the Shanghai Commune 

As the Cultural Revolution spread from Beijing to other urban centers and 

the provinces in the summer and fall of 1966, it became apparent to Maoist 

leaders that they had underestimated both the disorders the movement 
would bring and the power of local Party organizations to resist the move

ment. At a work conference in late October, Mao Zedong acknowledged 

that "the Great Cultural Revolution wreaked havoc after I approved Nie 
Yuanzi's big-character poster" and "I myself had not foreseen that . . .  the 

whole country would be thrown into turmoil . . . .  Since it was I who caused 
the havoc, it is understandable if you have some bitter words for me."U At 

the same time, Chen Boda, head of the Cultural Revolution Group, at

tempted to explain why the mass organizations had failed to achieve unity 

and fashion a new political structure; he blamed local Party leaders who 

were "afraid oflosing their positions and prestige" and thus had "instigated 

workers and peasants to fight the students."14 Chen, of course, failed to 
note that he and other Maoist leaders in Beijing were no less active than 

non-Maoist Party officials in seeking to manipulate the mass movement for 

their own political ends. 

There was another factor Maoists had underestimated: the spontaneous 

social and political radicalism of the urban working class, which soon was to 

acquire a dynamic of its own. But at the end of 1966 the Maoist concern 

\Vas with the resilience of the old Party bureaucracies in the cities and the 

provinces, which had managed to maintain themselves by playing upon the 
divisions ·within the growing mass movement. As a functioning national or

ganization, the Party had virtually ceased to exist. In Beijing, Mao and the 

Cultural Revolution Group held sway, issuing directives in the name of the 

Central Committee. But in the provinces, districts, and cities outside the 

capital, local Party organizations survived and functioned within their own 

spheres of jurisdiction. Everywhere the old bureaucratic apparatus was 

under attack, but almost everywhere the separate parts of the old structure 

remained more or less intact, their leaders paying homage to the thoughts 

of Mao while fending off the onslaughts of the Chairman's local support

ers. To break the political stalemate, the leaders in Beijing called for the im

mediate implementation of one of the aims announced in the "Sixteen 

Articles," the "seizure of power by proletarian revolutionaries." The first at-



tempt was made in Shanghai, and the events in that city of 1 1,000,000 in 

the early months of 1967 were to prove decisive in determining the future 

course of the nationwide struggle, revealing both the objective limits that 

the Cultural Revolution confronted and the subjective limitations of the 

cultural revolutionaries. 

Shanghai was not only the most populous city in China but also the most 

highly industrialized. In the huge and modem factories of the sprawling me

tropolis there labored the largest and most concentrated part of China's 

proletariat, heir to a militant working class tradition forged in the bloody 

revolutionary struggles of the 1920s. Shanghai was the most culturally cos

mopolitan of Chinese cities and also the most politically radical, the home of 

a mature working class and long the center of modem China's radical intel

ligentsia. The Chinese Communist Party was officially bom in Shanghai in 

1921, and Mao Zedong had called upon its radicalintellecruals to begin the 

Cultural Revolution in 1965. If China was to have a "proletarian cultural 

revolution," Shanghai was its natural starting point. The dramatic events 

that unfolded in the gigantic city in late 1966 and early 1967 foreshadowed 

what would occur, albeit on a smaller scale, in many other urban areas. 
Inspired by the Maoist upheaval in Beijing, the Cultural Revolution in 

Shanghai began in the summer of 1966 v.>ith students organizing Red 

Guard groups in emulation of their counterparts in the capital. As else

where, the Shanghai Red Guards were rent by bitter internal disputes, 

partly of their O\Vn making and partly manufactured by Party officials. But 

however factionali.zed, the movement grew and acquired an increasingly 

radical momentum, rapidly escalating from attacks against Party authorities 

on wall posters and at mass rallies to physical attacks on government of

fices, from the criticism of "bourgeois authorities" in schools to a massive 

challenge to the authority of the established Party-state bureaucracy 

headed by the mayor of the city, Cao Diqiu, and the regional first secretary 

of the Party's East China bureau, Chen Peishen.15 

A particularly explosive political issue that arose early in the Shanghai 

movement, as it did elsewhere, and one which clearly revealed the deep re

sentments of the people against those who governed them, was the "black 

files," political dossiers on citizens compiled by Party and police func

tionaries in schools, factories, neighborhood associations, and mass organi

zations. The files inhibited political action on the part of many inclined to 

heed the Maoist call to rebel, especially workers who feared economic as 

well as political retribution should the Party be restored to its customary 



preeminence. Student rebels demanded that the files be destroyed, en

couraged by an October 5 directive from Beijing ordering that they be 

bumed in public. But Party officials refused to release materials they la

beled "state secrets," and in early November some of the more militant 

Red Guards staged nocturnal raids on Party offices and attempted to seize 

the files, resulting in violent clashes "With Party cadres and police. A ne\v di

rective from Beijing on November 16 again called for destruction of the 

files but stipulated that the matter be settled by persuasion and not by 

force. Party authorities proved less than amenable to persuasion, and the 

result in the end was not the elimination of political dossiers but increased 

hostility between rebel citizens and Party cadres, leaving a legacy of distrust 

that was to remain long after the Cultural Revolution ended. 
While the prestige of the Shanghai Party apparatus was undermined by 

the struggle over the "black files," the power of the apparatus was de

stroyed by Shanghai's working class. By mid-autumn of 1966 the rebellion 

had spread from the schools to the factories, thus marking the appearance 

of the actual proletariat in the drama of the "Great Proletarian Cultural 

Revolution." But the workers did not join the battle as a united body. It was 

a class divided bernreen older and more skilled workers, who benefited 

from the prevailing wage and bonus system and generally v.rished to pre

serve the existing sociopolitical order, and younger unskilled and appren

tice workers, whose conditions of life and work made them more inclined 

to rebel against the Party bureaucracy. A far greater gap separated regular 

workers, who were permanent state employees, and a vast semi-proletariat 

of temporary and contract workers, drav.m mostly from peasants on nearby 

communes (and, to a lesser extent, from the urban unemployed), \vho were 

hired for limited periods and were subject to immediate dismissal. The 

contract workers lived on the barest margins of subsistence, not only labor

ing at meager wages but lacking even the most elementary social welfare 

benefits and the job security enjoyed by regular workers. Originally con

ceived, or at least ideologically justified, as a means to reduce the distinc

tion between workers and peasants (one of "the three great differences"), 

the contract system became no more than a source of cheap labor for state 

enterprises-and of profit for the Communist state. The system had been 

greatly expanded in the years immediately preceding the Cultural Revolu

tion, as were other forms of labor exploitation.16 

The ranks of the Shanghai working class grew as young workers and stu

dents who had been involuntarily dispatched to the countryside in earlier 
years returned to the city demanding jobs and housing. Also seeking jobs 

were demobilized soldiers, along "With a variety of temporary and part-time 

manual laborers. 



From those disparate groups of Shanghai's working class and urban 
poor came different and often conflicting socioeconomic demands, which 
soon found expression in rival political organizations. The Cultural Revolu
tion, for the first time in the history of the People's Republic, brought dis
contented workers and others the freedom to voice their grievances and 
the freedom (albeit short-lived) to establish their own organizations, un
hampered by the organizational and ideological restraints imposed by the 
Communist Party. The result was the spontaneous emergence of a bewil

dering variety of popular rebel organizations, all proclaiming fidelity to 
Mao and Maoist principles but interpreting those principles to suit their 
own particular interests. At the begirming of November several of the rebel 
groups formed a loose alliance under the name Headquarters of the Revo
lutionary Revolt of Shanghai Workers, which came under the leadership of 
Wang Hongwen, a young textile worker and mid-level Party functionary. 
The 'Xbrkers' Headquarters was largely the self-creation of the Shanghai 
workers, owing little to instructions &om Beijing. Indeed, the Maoist in
structions then corning &om the capital were stressing the productive over 
the revolutionary role of the workers, instructing them to fulfill their eight
hour working day before participating in the Cultural Revolution. What 
was vaguely envisioned in the capital was a peaceful transformation of pro
ductive relationships in the factories, with workers' committees (created 
during spare time, it was emphasized) cooperating with managerial cadres. 
Fearful of disrupting production, Beijing waited until the beginhing of the 
new year before calling upon workers to organize themselves as "revolu
tionary rebels." 

But the revolutionary upsurge in Shanghai was proceeding more rapidly 
than Maoist leaders anticipated. On November 8 the Workers' Headquar
ters presented its demands to the Shanghai Municipal Party Committee, 
and they dearly portended the replacement of the old bureaucratic admin
istration by new popular organs of government. The workers demanded 
that the Headquarters be recognized as a legal organization under "the dic
tatorship of the proletariat," thereby challenging the Party's monopoly of 
political power; they insisted that the workers be provided with the means 
to organize all factories in the city; and they called for the municipal gov
ernment to give a public accounting of its administration. When the de
mands were refused, some of the more radical workers were determined to 
present them to Mao himself, and on November 10 they attempted to do 
so by commandeering a train bound for Beijing. Party authorities halted 
the train at Anding, a small town on the outskirts of Shangha� but half the 
workers defied orders to return to the city and settled in for a three-day 
siege. 



The leaders in the capital reacted to the crisis at Anding -,vith hesitation 

and uncertainty. The first response was a telegram from Chen Boda warn

ing that "it is a serious matter to disobey Party instructions." The main job 

of workers was to work, he added, while "joining the Revolution is only sec

ondary." "They must therefore go back to work," he decreed.J7 But before 

the Shanghai authorities could implement the order, new instructions ar

rived from Beijing, personally conveyed by Zhang Chunqiao, who had 

been secretary of the Shanghai Party Committee until July; when he had 

left to become a leading member of the Cultural Revolution Group in the 

capital. On November 14 Zhang declared the Workers' Headquarters a le

gitimate revolutionary organization, signed their demands in the name of 

the Party Central Committee, and forced the reluctant Mayor Cao to sign 

as well. Maoist leaders in Beijing apparently had concluded that the time 

had come to permit the proletariat, at least in Shanghai, to participate in 

what was hailed as a "proletarian" revolution. Mao Zedong to that point 

had had little to say about the role of the actual proletariat in the Great Pro

letarian Cultural Revolution; as events in Shanghai and elsewhere were 

soon to demonstrate, his faith in the urban working class was transient. 

With the victory of the Workers' Headquarters in mid-November, the 

power of the Shanghai Party and government apparatus rapidly disinte

grated as rebel groups freely roamed the city to organize workers and oth

ers. The mass movement grew at a frenetic pace and on a vast scale, as a 

growing variety of working-class organizations, loosely allied with Red 

Guard groups, competed for popular support and for power. Among the 

more prominent of the revolutionary organizations, most initially allied 

with the Workers' Headquarters but organizationally separate and politi

cally more radical, were the Workers' Second Regiment (a 500,000-strong 

organization of manual laborers led by the fiery Geng Jinzhang), the Work

ers' Third Army (a group of several hundred thousand radical workers and 

students who had split away from the Workers' Headquarters), and the 

Red F1ag Army; part of a loose nationwide confederation of demobilized 

soldiers.18 Opposing the radical workers was an organization that called it

self the Workers' Scarlet Guards for the Defense of Mao Zedong Thought. 

The Scarlet Guards, a relatively conservative organization composed 

mainly of skilled workers and technicians and claiming a membership of 

800,000, was probably originally organized by the old Party machine to 

counter the attacks of the radicals, but the Scarlet Guards soon began con

demning the Shanghai Municipal Party Committee for having capitulated 

to the political and economic demands of the rebels. It rallied under its 

banner the not inconsiderable number of Shanghai workers and other citi-



zens who wished to preserve the pre-Cultural Revolution order of things, 
although loudly proclaiming fidelity to Mao and his thought while doing so. 

By mid-December Shanghai was roughly divided into two huge rival 
coalition::;, one led by the conservative Scarlet Guards and the other by the 
original Workers' Headquarters, although neither was monolithic. The ri
valry erupted into large-scale vj:olence in the last week of the year, virtually 
halting production in the factories and gravely disrupting municipal ser
vices. The economy of the huge metropolis was paralyzed when the Scarlet 
Guards declared a general strike on December 3 1  amidst a wave of strikes, 
political demonstrations, marches, and escalating violence. The chaos was 
compounded when the old bureaucracy, in a desperate effort to save itself, 
expended the last of the financial resources of the city and its factories. 
Partly in response to economic demands made by virtually all sectors of the 
working population, partly in an attempt to bribe the workers into political 
passivity, the Municipal Committee authorized the payment of bonuses, 
retroactive wage increases, and cash handouts. What later was condemned 
as "the ill-wind of economism" was the last gasp of the old Shanghai Party 
apparatus, whose officials, having exhausted their economic as well as po
litical capital, now could only stand by helplessly and watch the rise of the 
popular movement that was preparing to overthrow them 

The overthrO\\� which would be celebrated as the 'January Revolution," 
was accomplished during the first week of the new year. On January 5 a 
dozen rebel organizations loosely allied with the Workers' Headquarters 
(and with the encouragement and assistance of members of the Cultural 
Revolution GroUp in the capital) published a "Message to All the People of 
Shanghai" in the city's leading newspaper Wenhuibao, which had been 
taken over by insurgents two days before. The message deplored the divi
sions within the surging mass revolutionary i:novement (and condemned 
the Scarlet Guards and Party authorities for creating them), appealed to 
workers to return to the factories, and cailed for the unity of workers, stu
dents, intellectuals and cadres. That call for unity received dramatic ex
pression the next day, January 6, when more than a million citizens 
gathered to hold a mass meeting in the central city square, with the pro
ceedings observed on television by millions of others. Mayor Cao and other 
high Party officials were denonnced, removed from their positions, and 
fOrced to make public confessions. Over the next few days lesser officials 
were similarly humiliated and paraded through the streets wearing placards 
and duncecaps. The old regime had fallen. 

However, the place of the old Municipal Party Committee was taken 
not by the workers who had carried out the 'January Revolution" but rather 



by Zhang Chunqiao, who again appeared in Shanghai on January 6---not 
only to place himself at the head of the victorious mass movement but also 

to control it and to reestablish order in the city.19 Along with his assistant 
&om the Cultural Revolution Group in Beijing, Tho Wenyuan, Zhang 

struck a political deal with Wang Hongwen, the leader of the Workers' 

Headquarters, an alliance that brought together three of those who a 

decade later were jailed as the "Gang of Four." The Workers' Headquarters 

was now Zhang's main base of popular support, but he did not rely on the 

masses alone to restore order in Shanghai. He also took over the local Party 

apparatus, using his old organizational connections to v;rin the cooperation 

of basic-level cadres. Zhang further had at his disposal the city's secret po
lice agencies and local units of the PLA, which he freely employed in urging 

workers to return to the factories, rejecting "economist" demands for 

higher wages, suppressing strikes, and reestablishing political order. Before 

the end of January� Shanghai was functioning in more or less normal eco

nomic and administrative fashion. 

Zhang Chunqiao was less successful in maintaining the unity of the mass 

movement briefly achieved in early January. While the Scarlet Guards dis

banded, many of its members apparently joining the Workers' Headquar

ters, the more radical groups that had taken part in the January Revolution 

went into opposition. Fearing that Zhang's new regime would differ little 

from the one it had replaced, organizations representing manual laborers 

and the lumpenproletariat (especially Geng Jinzhang's Second Regiment) 

challenged the revolutionary legitimacy of Zhang's rule. Factional .fighting 

resumed during the last two weeks of J anual)� sometimes erupting into 

violence.20 

What provided the mass movement with a semblance of unity was 

Zhang's promise that the new order would be constructed in accordance 

with the democratic principles of the Marxist model of the Paris Com

mune, principles loudly proclaimed since the beginning of the Cultural 

Revolution. Those principles enjoyed almost universal support among 
Shanghai's political activists, in large part, no doubt, because of their dis

taste for the old Party dictatorship. '1\J.l power to the Commune," if not 

necessarily to Zhang, was the slogan heard throughout the city early in 

1967. 

The Shanghai People's Commune, after some delay due to factional 
bickering, was formally proclaimed on February 5. Its birth was accompa

nied by a massive rally of a million workers to celebrate "the greatest day in 

the history of proletarian and revolutionary Shanghai." But the attempt to 

establish a "proletarian dictatorship" based on the principles Marx set forth 

in 1871 was flawed &om the outset. Whereas the Marxist model demanded 



a "self-government of the producers," with officials democratically elected 

and subject to mass supervision and immediate popular recall, the leaders 

of the Shanghai Commune-Zhang Chunqiao and Yao Wenyuan-were 

appointed by Beijing. Such authority and legitimacy as Zhang and Tho pos

sessed derived not from the workers of Shanghai but from the supreme au

thority of Chairman Mao. "Whereas Marx had called for the abolition of the 

standing army and the police, Zhang used the PLA and the security police 

to enforce his rule in the name of the Commune and to suppress dissent; 

indeed, at the inauguration of the new government he emphasized that it 
had the support of the army. Moreover, Zhang excluded his political oppo

nents from the planning, organization, and leadership of the Commune, 

driving some of them to armounce a rival "New Shanghai People's Com

mune" and to send delegations to Beijing protesting Zhang's repressive 

policies.21 

Yet the Commune and its hallowed principles had been proclaimed in 

Shanghai. More important, the Marxian ideals of the Commune had taken 

root among the people of the city. Given the opportunity and freedom, the 

embryonic organization, however unpromising its origins, might have 

grown to maturity on its own base of popular support and participation. 

But that was not to be. While the people of Shanghai waited for Beijing 

to hail the Commune with the same enthusiasm as the January Revolution, 

Mao Zedong now was attracted to very different political models. During 

the month of January two other "power seizures� had taken place, one in 

Shaanxi Province and the other in the city of Harbin in northern 

Manchuria. In both instances, a most prominent part in the "revolutionary 

movements" had been played by the People's Liberation Army. In both 

cases the political outcome of the overthrow of local Party leaders was not 

a commune but a "revolutionary committee" based on what came to be 

called the "triple alliance" of mass revolutionary organizations, Party 

cadres, and the anny-\vith the last clearly the dominant partner. Within a 

month, Maoist leaders in Beijing were declaring the "revolutionary com

mittee" the only appropriate structure for the reorganization of political 

power. In the meantime nothing was said publicly about the Shanghai 

Commune. But the decision was conveyed privately to Zhang Chunqiao 

and Yao We nyu an in mid-February when Mao summoned them to an audi

ence in Beijing, where they remained ten days. Having heard that some 

Shanghai revolutionaries were demanding the abolition of all "heads," Mao 

informed Zhang and Tho of his thoughts on the matter: "This is extreme 

anarchism, it is most reactionary. . . . In reality there will always be heads." 

As for the Shanghai Commune itself, Mao doubted that its radical princi

ples could be implemented anywhere else in China but Shanghai and won-



dered whether such a form of political organization could exercise the nec
essary revolutionary vig:ilance even in Shanghai: "Communes are too weak 
when it comes to suppressing counterrevolutionaries. People have come 
and complained to me that when the Bureau of Public Security arrest peo
ple, they go in the front door and out the back." Thus Mao suggested�d 
a suggestion from the Chairman at the time was a supreme command
that the Shanghai Commune tnmsform itself into a "revolutionary commit
tee."22 In a prophetic pointer to the future course of the Cultural 
Revolution, Mao also wondered whether the Commune structure left any 
political place for the Communist Party, insisting that China would require 
the Party and its experienced cadres for the foreseeable future. 23 

Upon his return to Shanghai, Zhang Chunqiao was forced to explain to 
the people of the city in a televised speech on February 24 why the Com
mune had ceased to exist, not an easy task in view of the widely publicized 
claims by Maoist theoreticians that Chairman Mao had not only ilmerited 
but also "developed and enriched" the experieJlce of the Paris Commune, 
not to mention Mao's own lavish praise of the original Marxian model of 
proletarian dictatorship. In any event, the Shanghai People's Commune, 
after an undistinguished nineteen-day existence, became the "Revolution
ary Committee of the Municipality of Shanghai" The decision was made in 
Beijing, not by the workers of Shanghai. Plans to establish cornniunes in 
other cities immediately were abandoned in-favor of the "triple alliance," 
and the Shanghai Commune itself became a non-event; nowhere is its birth 
-or death recorded in official accounts of the Grear Proletarian Cultural 
Revolution. 

Although the proclamation of the Shanghai ·People's Commune had 
done nothing to change the realities of political power in Shanghai, more 
than a change of names was involved in the demise of the Commune. Its 
disappearance symbolized an abandonment of principles and a crushing of 
hopes. For the "revolutionary committees," in Shanghai as elsewhere, were 
not organs of popular democratic rule but essentially bureaucratic instru
mentalities. Initially dominated by the army, they eventually were to come 
under the control of, and merge with, a refashioned but still very Leninist 
Communist Party. 

The events of February 1967 signaled the first of a long series of Maoist 
retreats from the original aims of the Cultural Revolution. Those events 
also revealed that all political power in China ultimately resided in, and 
was attributed to, one man and his "thought," a phenomenon akin to that 
once described by Karl Marx as one where the political power of the peo· 
ple "finds its ultimate expression in an Executive power that subjugates 
the commonweal to its own autocratic will. "24 The cult of Mao Zedong 



had now become so pervasive that the Chairman could decide not only 
the fate of individuals but the destiny of social movements. The workers 
of Shanghai who had won political power on their own, and for a brief mo
ment in early January had made a reality of the much-celebrated Cultural 
Revolution aim of creating a "great alliance of proletarian revolutionaries," 
now surrendered that power to a "higher authority." The Cultural Revolu
tion right "to dare to rebel," it was now clear, was not a right inherent in 
the people but one granted them by the authority of the deified Mao, and 

thus one that could be revoked by him. For the workers of Shanghai, in 
February 1967, Mao defined the limits of rebellion and determined its po
litical outcome. 

Power Seizures, the Army, and the Ultra-Left 
(March-August 1967) 

The pattern of events in Shanghai that cuhninated in the January Revolu
tion was repeated, with considerable variation, elsewhere in China in 1967. 
But in most other cities and provinces the power of local Party organiza
tions was greater, while the mass movement was weaker, even more fac
tionalized, and guided by less experienced leaders than in Shanghai. 
Moreover, the now officially sanctioned movement to "seize power from 
below" was restrained by the decree that the only acceptable political out
come of a "power seizure" was a revolutionary conunittee based on the 
"triple alliance"; in practice there were to be no more radical experiments 

with the Paris Commune model, even though its Marxian principles might 
still be praised in theory. Moreover, on January 23 Lin Biao, on orders from 
Mao, had instructed the People's Liberation Army to enter the political 
struggles, to support "the revolutionary left" and maintain order at the 
same time. 

The decision in favor of military intervention was both momentous and 
incongruous, for now the army, the most bureaucratic agency of the state 
apparatus, was called upon to promote what was supposed to be a popular 
revolutionary movement against bureaucratic elitism. Yet for Mao, this 
fateful step perhaps did not appear as inconsistent as it did to later ob
servers-and indeed to many Chinese involved in the batde at the time. 
Mao no doubt looked upon an army made up mostly of peasants as a more 
reliable and certainly more effective revolutionary force than the urban 
masses, who seemed utterly incapable of self-&scipline and unity. More
over, he always had regarded the army as the main repository of the revolu
tionary heritage of struggle and egalitarian values. Under Lin Biao's 

direction, the PLA presumably had undergone "living ideological indoctri-



nation" in the uthought of Mao Zedong" in the years prior to the Cultural 

Revolution and therefore, it was thought, was fUlly prepared to play its ap

pointed revolutionary role. These views were not shared by all of the Chair

man's followers. 

Mao did not call on the army to impose a revolution from above, nor did 

the PLA attempt a takeover in the name of "order." For the most part, the 

army remained obedient to the civilian authority of lvlao, if not necessarily 

to the Cultural Revolution Group as a whole. Yet in an increasingly chaotic 

situation where the Party had ceased to function as a national organization 

and the mass movement was hopelessly divided, it was inevitable that the 

army would become the arbiter of the struggles of the Cultural Revolution. 

As conditions became ever more chaotic, the anny came to play an increas
ingly prominent role not only in the political but also the economic life of 

the nation. Soldiers entered factories and communes, and it was largely 

due to the discipline enforced by the PLA that production in both cities 

and countryside was maintained during those turbulent times. Where revo

lutionary committees were established, it \Vas usually the military that as

sumed the dominant position in the tripartite alliance, more often than not 

siding with the old cadres rather than the representatives of mass organiza

tions. Faced with the dilemma of determining who was "the revolutionary 

left" among a multitude of groups claiming to be the true followers of 

Chairman Mao, the anny usually supported the less radical rebel organiza

tions in the interests of stability. Charged with the often conflicting tasks of 

assisting the revolutionary efforts of the masses and maintaining social and 

economic order, army commanders usually preferred order. 

The preference for order frequently led to the military suppression of 

the more radical mass organizations. In February and March of 1967, in 

what some later condemned as the ".March Black Winds," the anny 

forcibly disbanded (and sometimes militarily attacked) radical student 

and worker organizations in the provinces of Sichuan, Anhui, Hunan, 

Hubei, and Fujian. Many thousands of activists were arrested, killed, and 

wounded.25 While groups of virtually all political orientations resorted to 

violence during the Cultural Revolution, most of the lives taken during the 

upheaval were not the work of "radical Maoists," as conventionally as

sumed, but rather the work of the army, with radicals as their usual vic

tims. Where the PLA did not employ force, it preferred to define the 

Cultural Revolution as a mass movement to study Mao Zedong Thought. 

As Hong lUng Lee has observed, making Mao's thought an object of 

study rather than a guide to action served to dampen revolutionary ac

tivism and was intended to resolve the army's dilemma benveen "its 



rhetorical commitment to revolution and its conservative institutional in
terests. �26 In many areas following the January Revolution, Maoist aims 

were obstructed by de facto alliances between the PLA, Party cadres, and 

the more conservative mass organizations. 

If military intervention blunted the radical thrust of the Cultural Revolu

tion, the actions of the PLA were largely in accord with the relatively mod

erate course Mao was pursuing at the time. Having declared in February 

1967 that the slogan "doubt everything and overthrow everything" was re

actionary, Mao moved to eliminate the more anarchistic tendencies he had 

unleashed the year before. Natiomvide organizations of contract workers, 

apprentices, demobilized soldiers, and students returned from the country

side-now deemed excessively radical and violent-were branded as 

"counterrevolutionary" and officially banned. New efforts were made to 

restrain the activities of Red Guards, if not to remove them from the polit

ical scene entirely. Students were urged to return to their schools, which, it 

was prematurely announced, would reopen in March. Draconian punish

ments were decreed for attacks on government offices, seizures of official 

files, and physical assaults on state and Party cadres. In April a new drive 

was launched against the already silenced Liu Shaoqi, now accused (al

though not yet by name) of being a national traitor as well as a capitalist

roader. The purpose was to unify the factionalized movement by 

"narrowing the target." More significant was the attempt to reestablish the 

functioning of the state apparatus headed by Zhou Enlai, and to a lesser ex

tent the legitimacy of the Party, excepting, of course, those still very large 

segments of the organization controlled by alleged followers ofLiu Shaoqi. 

The effort centered on the rehabilitation of Party cadres, the overwhel.ming 

majority of whom, it was said, were good and loyal revolutionaries, or at 

least amenable to rectification. Cadres were now described as the "back

bone of the struggle to seize power." Zhou Enlai made Herculean efforts to 

persuade the mass organizations to end their indiscriminate attacks on 

cadres and to unite vrith them in common struggle. 

Despite the efforts to unify the mass movement and the presence of the 

PLAon the political scene, the drive to "seize power" and establish revolu

tionary committees was a slow and arduous process. Many attempts failed, 

and others were denounced as "false power seizures," cases where existing 

Party committees simply changed their names. In other cases, the PLA pre

vented mass organizations deemed too radical from coming to power, call

ing the attempts "sham power seizures."27 At the end of April l967, apart 

from Shanghai and Beijing,28 only four of China's twenty-seven provinces 

and autonomous regions had set up officially approved revolutionary com-



mittees: Shaanxi, Heilongjiang, Guizhou, and Shandong. Elsewhere the 

old Party organizations remained entrenched, besieged by a variety of rebel 
organizations. The latter, in turn, were in conilict with each other as well as 
with army units ostensibly dispatched to support them. The chaotic strug
gle seemed to have reached a stalemate, and the Cultural Revolution 
seemed to be grinding to an inconclusive if bloody end. 

The revolutionary flames soon were rekindled by radical Maoist leaders 
and organizations who were later condemned as "ultra-leftists." Hostility to 

the army grew in the spring of 1967 as local military commanders came 
down on the side of "order," which in most places meant protecting what 
remained of the old Party machine, supporting conservative mass organiza
tions, and preserving the political status quo. Popular resentments over the 
intrusion of the anny were exacerbated by a concurrent campaign for the 
restoration of cadres, orchestrated from Beijing by Zhou Enlai. The oppo
sition was by no means con£ned to a few radical extremists, for the whole 

history of the Cultural Revolution clearly reveals that workers, students, 

and peasants harbored bitter resentments against Party cadres in general, 
and not simply against the mere "handful" officially termed "anti-socialist 
rightists." Without that widespread popular resentment against bureau
cratic privilege, it would be di:f.ficult to explain why millions responded to 
the Maoist call to rebel. 

Opposition to military intervention and to the resurrection of old cadres 
meant an implicit rejection of the revolutionary committees, the now or
thodox Maoist political formula. The rejection soon became explicit when 
it was charged that the masses were being excluded from the triple alliance. 
Indeed, ahnost everyw-here political power gravitated to the army, which in 
turn relied on experienced civilian cadres to maintain administrative order 
and production. 

In May these resentrnents burst forth in a radical drive to reverse what 
was called the "February adverse current" and the "black \vind" of the pre
vious months. The drive soon exploded into a frenzy of popular violence 
against all authority. In Beijing, where wall posters denouncing Zhou Enlai 

as the leader of the "red capitalist class" had begun to appear in late April, 
the leftist attack centered on the state bureaucracy and its ministries, partic
ularly the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Red Guard organizations conducted a 
series of raids on its offices, seized and destroyed secret documents in its 
archives, and demanded the ouster of the foreign minister, the veteran Red 
Army Marshal Chen Yi. From provincial cities came an ominous stream of 
reports of anned struggles between contending mass organizations in facto
ries, schools, and streets. Despite orders from the Cultural Revolution 
Group in Beijing f01bidding violence, illegal arrests, and the seizure of anns 



from PLA arsenals, the scale and scope of the battles escalated. By Jul;.; 

against a background of nationwide violence and chaos, there were new de

mands to implement the old Maoist call for a "Commune of China." 

In an attempt to reconcile the warring factions, high government and mil

itary leaders were sent from Beijing to the provinces to forge "great revolu

tionary alliances." A particularly perilous situation existed in \"X-Uhan, a major 

industrial center and the heart of China's railroad system. From the begin

ning of July, much of the paralyzed city on the "Thngzi had become a battle

ground for two huge rival mass organizations. One, the "N1illion Heroes" 

(made up of some 500,000 skilled industrial workers, state office employ

ees, and militiamen), was supported by the local Party organization and the 

regional military commander, General Chen Zaidao, who long had ignored 

official instructions to refrain from attacking rebel organizations. The other, 

an alliance of more radical (and younger) workers and student Red Guard 

organizations, the Wihan Workers' General Headquarters, which had made 

an abortive attempt to seize power in January and claimed a membership of 

400,000, was besieged by the 11illion Heroes, who had been supplied with 

weapons and troops by General Chen.29 When Chen refused to obey orders 

from Zhou Enlai to lift the siege, two prominent members of the Cultural 

Revolution Group, Wang Li and Xie Fuzhi, were dispatched to \VU.han. The 

emissaries from Beijing arrived on July 16 and ordered Chen and other local 

commanders to withdraw their support of the j\,ljj]]jon Heroes in favor of the 

Workers' Headquarters and make public self-criticisms. The response of the 

\'>fuhan military leaders was swift. In the early morillng hours of July 20, sol

diers of the mutinous PLA division detained Xie Fuzhi \vhile Wang Li was 

kidnapped by the Million Heroes, with PL.A encouragement. Xie, who was 

11inister of Public Security; was held under house arrest while Wang Li, a 

radical intellectual, was taken to a military headquarters and brutally beaten. 

The response from Beijing was equally swift when the news reached the cap

ital-and after Zhou Enlai failed in an attempt to mediate the dispute, his 
plane unable to land at an airfield surrounded by hostile troops and tanks. 

Three infantry divisions and an airborne unit converged on Wuhan, along 

with navy gunboats sailing up the Thngzi. It was only under the threat of su

perior military force that Chen Zaidao capitulated. Wang Li and Xie Fuzhi 

returned to Beijing to receive a hero's welcome at a massive rally held at 

Tiananmen Square on July 25. The \VU.han military leaders were arrested 

and returned to the capital in disgrace. No one could have foreseen that 

\\i.thin a few months Wang Li would be purged as a "counterrevolutionary," 

whereas a year later the leader of the mutiny; General Chen, would be 

standing on public podiums alongside the top leaders of the People's Re

public, as if he had been a loyal supporter of Mao und the Cultur"B.l Revolu-



tion all along. It was an ironic turn of events, yet perhaps not out of keeping 
with the inexorable political logic of the retreat from the principles of the 
Cultural Revolution that had begun in February. 

The Wuhan mutiny raised the specter of civil war, for it revealed that the 
one apparently cohesive force that remained in the country, the PLA, was 
something less than monolithic. That specter loomed ominously larger dur
ing the critical month of August 1967, as leftist leaders vociferously ques
tioned the revolutionary credentials of the army and rebel masses attacked 
it physically, thus threatening to bring to the army the same political differ
ences that already had torn the Party asunder and had divided the mass 
movement into a multitude of warring factions. While Chainnan Ma.o re
mained publicly silent Jiang Qing did not. Referring to the Wlhan incident 
in a July 24 speech, she angrily advised Red Guards to "attaCk with words, 
but defend yourselves with weapons." Rebel groups throughout the coun
try thereupon promptly proceeded to seize such weapons as they could. (It 
was observed that the PLA, briefly bowing to the Cultural Revolution 
Group, permitted radical Red Guard and workers' organizations to "seize" 
old weapons while supplying more sophisticated arms to conservative orga
nizations,30 thereby ensuring even bigger and bloodier batdes between the 

rival groups.) An editorial in the July 31 issue of Red Flag. provocatively en
titled "The Proletariat Must Firmly Grasp the Barrel of the Gun," called for 
the overthrow of "persons in authority taking the capitalist road" in the 
army as well as in the Party. On August 9 Lin Biao criticized unnamed mil
itary commanders for "suppressing the masses," demanded that they make 
public self-criticisms, and advised them to take "revolutionary rebels" as 
their teachers-although he took care to treat the Wuhan incident as a po
litical error amenable to the proper ideological rectification, not as a 
mutiny;31 But Wang Li and other radical leaders of the Cultural Revolution 
Group gave public speeches demanding the ouster of the "handful of revi
sionists" who had usurped power in the army, just as their counterparts al
legedly had done in the Party. 

Individual army leaders had been criticized earlier in the Cultural Revo

lution, not excluding Zhu De, the "father of the Red Army," who on one oc
casion was characterized as "a big warlord who has wormed his way into the 
Party." But this was the first time that leading luminaries of the movement 

suggested that the model Maoist instrument as a whole, the "pillar of the 
dictatorship of the proletariat" itself, was suffering from "bourgeois" and 
"revisionist" infections and therefore should be subjected to the same 
processes of cultural revolutionary purification as all other organizations 
and institutions. 

In Beijing the new leftist offensive of August, fueled by the passions 



aroused over the WUhan affair and the fiery speeches of left-wing leaders, 
focused on the central state apparatus. Tl.IUllllllllen Square was occupied 
for a week by hundreds of thousands of demonstrators demanding that Liu 
Shaoqi be turned over to the people for public trial Angry crowds besieged 
the offices of Zhou Enlai. And in one of the more bizarre episodes of the 
Cultural Revolution, the Foreign Ministry was taken over by rebels for two 
weeks. Installed as de facto foreign minister in place of Chen Yi was Yao 
Dengshan, a diplomat who had won popular acclaim for his heroic attempt 
to defend the Chinese Embassy in Jakarta when it had been sacked in 

April. Chinese foreign policy had been largely dormant since the beginning 
of the Cultural Revolution, but now a new "revolutionary internationalist" 
program was proclaimed, based on a literal reading of Lin Biao' s 1965 trea
tise, "Long Live the Victory of People's War." Cables bearing new "revolu
tionary" instructions flowed from Beijing to Chinese embassies abroad; 
foreign diplomats were harassed in the Chinese capital, and an ultimatum 
was presented to the British govenunent demanding the release of Com
munist journalists imprisoned in Hong Kong. The brief era of "proletarian 
internationalism" in forejgn policy culminated-and ended-with the 
burning of the British Chancery in Beijing on August 22. 

The functioning of the central government soon was restored, but in 
other cities and provincial centers the situation was far more dif6cult. 
Rebel o�tions, armed with weapons seized from military depots-· 
and in some cases from convoys of war materials bound for Vietnam-were 
locked in pitched batdes with PLA soldiers throughout much of the coun
try. In some areas, armed peasants marched into cities and towns to attack 
government buildings. The PLA now not only had to defend itself against 
the masses who had "dared to rebel" but had to protect such civilian ad
ministrations as still functioned in the local areas, whether they were new 
revolutionary committees or old Party organizations. The battles, often 
bloody and usually inconclusive, were spreading and threatened total eco
nomic and political chaos. 

In late August China seemed to be sinking into anarchy. Mao, having re
turned to Beijing :&om an "inspection tour" of the provinces, was now con
vinced that to continue the Cultural Revolution as a movement based on 
the initiative of the masses was to run the risk of a massive civil war. He 
opted for order and, in effect, the end of the Cultural Revolution. 

The Thennidor of the Cultural Revolution 

On September 5, 196 7, the army was instructed to restore order. The 
masses were instructed to turn in their arms and forbidden to interfere with 



the mission of the PLA, which was hailed as a "peerless people's army" that 
was "personally formed and led by our great leader Chairman Mao and 
commanded by Vice Supreme Commander Lin Biao." Lest there be any 
question that the order was definitive, the directive was jointly issued by 
the Party Central Committee, the Cultural Revolution Group, the State 
Council of the central government, and the Central !vlilitary Affairs Com
mittee of the PLA-and signed by Mao Zedong. The directive was ad
dressed to all mass organizations the Cultural Revolution had spawned as 
well as to all governmental and military organs. The restoration of order 
under PLA qirection was accompanied by efforts to rebuild the Party and 
reestablish the authority of the state bureaucracy under the leadership of 
Zhou Enlai. The process was protracted and difficult, but it proceeded with 
an inexorable logic, which clictated that the political power that had fallen 
to the army would eventually pass to a revived and refurbished Communist 
Party. 

The whole process of the "return to normalcy" was decorated with an 
abundance of revolutionary rhetoric, which retained many of the slogans 
and battle cries of the Cultural Revolution, but it was made abundantly 
dear that the right of the masses to rebel had been withdrawn. The tusk of 
publicly announcing that decision fell to Jiang Qing, who took advantage of 
the occasion to hastily renounce her own past views and leftist comrades, 
declaring that it was no longer pennissible to attack either the army or the 
government and that even verbal criticisms would be considered counter
revolutionary: Attacks were now to be directed against the "ultra-left" plot
ters with whom she had been intimately associated but now had cliscovered 
were really members of "a very typical counterrevolutionary organization" 
to whose machinations all the factionalism and violence of the summer 
months were to be attributed.32 

The message that order was the order of the day was forcefully conveyed 
by public executions of alleged instigators of violence. That the army was 
now inviolable, at least as far as the masses were concerned, was symboli
cally demonstrated on National Day, October 1, 1967, when most of the 
old generals denounceq so vehemently earlier in the year stood promi
nently alongside Mao atop the Gate of Heavenly Peace. That the Red 
Guards were no longer wanted was made clear two weeks later in a direc
tive ordering the youth to return to their studies. And the demise of the 
Cultural Revolution Group itself was signaled in :\fovember, when &d 

Flag, the Party theoretical journal which had become the radical voice of 
the Cultural Revolution, was ordered to suspend publication. 

According to the official Maoist version of events, the chaos of the "hot 
summer" of 1967 resulted from plots hatched by a small group of leaders in 



Beijing who had formed a clandestine organization known as the "May Six
teenth Corps," a name taken from the famous circular that had launched 
the Cultural Revolution. The plotters, it is said, playing on the divisions 
"'r:ithin the revolutionary movement (especially among the gullible Red 
Guards), instigated the violence for the ultimate purpose of overthrowing 
the "proletarian headquarters" of Mao Zedong and seizing state power. 
Once exposed as "anarchists," "neo-lrotskyists," and "ultra-leftists" they 
were duly disposed of. But in the Orwellian world of official mythology; and 
aided by a bit of dialectical magic, the "ultra-leftists" were converted into 
counterrevolutionary rightists, who, subsequent investigations revealed, 
were really tied to Liu Shaoqi. "Ultra-left in form, but ultra-right in 
essence" was the official verdict.33 

The leaders of the alleged conspiracy turned out to be most of the lead
ing members of the central Cultural Revolution Group, especially those 
who in the years before and during the Cultural Revolution were most 
closely identified with Mao Zedong. Initially they included such eminently 
radical Maoist theoreticians as Wang Li, Gwm Feng, and Qi Benyu, and 
eventually, some years later, even Chen Boda and Lin Biao.34 

Revolutionary movements typically produce extremists and radical ex
cesses, and the Cultural Revolution certainly produced more than its fait 

share. In rnid-1967 there were no lack of "cultural revolutionaries" literally 
practicing the slogan Mao had condemned some months earlier: "Doubt 
everything and overthrow everything." But that nihilistic tendency had 
been present in the Cultural Revolution from the beginning, from the time 
of the inception of the Red Guards a year before. More important for un
derstanding the events of the summer of 1967 is another common phe
nomenon in the history of revolutions: leaders who adhere to the original 
aims of the revolution appear as '1extrernists" when higher leaders compro
mise those aims and moderate the radical thrust of the movement. The fact 
of the matter is that in February Mao had embarked on a more moderate 
course-perhaps more because of what he perceived to be objective limita
tions than because of natural inclination-and those who were branded as 
"ultra-leftists" were those who did not move as rapidly as the Chairman or 
who were un\villing to do so. l\1oreover, the mass movement that Mao had 
called into being had acquired a radical life of its own, and much of it was 
no longer under anyone's control or direction. 

To be sure, members of the Cultural Revolution Group did manipulate 
Red Guard groups and other mass organizations in their struggles with the 
PLA and the state bureaucracy, as PLA commanders and other bureau
cratic leaders did in their turn, usually with greater success. The divisions at 
the top no doubt perpetuated the factionalism that plagued the mass 



movement below. Radical intellectuals such as "Wmg Li, Guan Feng, and 
Qi Benyu actually did organize a faction within the now divided Cultural 
Revolution Group itsel£ using the name of "May Sixteenth" to symbolize 
their commitment to the original goals of the Cultural Revolution, which, 
as it happened, coincided with their personal political interests. In the 
streets of Beijing in late May of 1967 young militants calling themselves the 

"May 16 Armed Corps" were observed marching, and they undoubtedly 
took their direction from the more radical leaders in the capital, including 
Mao's wife Jrang Qing, who was particularly noted for her inflammatory 
speeches to young rebels. But there is no evidence of any organized plot to 

seize state power, much less to overthrow Mao. Even less credible is the 

view that a few "ultra-leftist" intellectuals in Beijing, utterly lacking an or
ganizational structure of any sort, could have incited and directed the mas
sive violence that appeared virtually everywhere over the vast land during 

the swnmer. Save for providing ideological inspiration for those prepared 

to receive it, the influence of the Cultural Revolution Group intellectuals 
was largely confined to Beijing. A far more plausible explanation for the 

events of the "hot swnmer" is that they were largely spontaneous reactions, 
among rebel leaders and rank and file alike, to widespread fears that the 
promises of the Cultural Revolution were being betrayed. 

The construction of the post-Cultural Revolution order and the preser

vation of such gains as could be salvaged from the wreckage of the up
heaval required both a. united leadership at the top and the obedience of 
the masses below. Neither was easy to achieve. Some of the more promi
nent of the radical leaders of the Cultural Revolution Group, such as W"ang 

Li and Guan Feng, were arrested on Mao's orders early in September. But 
the counter-Cultural Revolution thrust against the seemingly hydra-headed 
"ultra-left" became a permanent purge that continued until virtually all the 
original leaders of the Cultural Revolution {save Mao himself) were re
moved from the political scene, for as Mao moved to the right, or at least to 

the center, most of his disciples found themselves too far to the left. In a 

sense, the continuing purge of ultra-leftists would eventually reach Mao 
himself, although not until several years after his death. 

Purges in the increasingly Byzantine political atmosphere of Beijing were 

not directed exclusively against leftists. In March 1968 ling Chengwu, act

ing chief of staff of the PLA since the dismissal of Luo Ruiqing in 1965, was 
arrested and replaced, along with the commander of the Beijing garrison 
and the political commissar of the air force. Reportedly, Lin_ Biao personally 

arrested Yang-in the presence of 10,000 PLA officers meeting in the Great 
Hall of the People, despite the fact that the two men had been close com
rades since the Long March. )aug had been in the forefront of PLA opposi-



tion to the Cultural Revolution Group, which brought him into a particularly 
acrimonious encounter with Jtang Qing. But Mao probably ordered his ar
rest not to defend the Culrural Revolution Group but because he feared 
that the army was moving too rapidly into the political vacuum and acquir
ing too large a share of power. The Chairman preferred to keep some sem

blance of balance between conservatives and radicals at the top of the 
political hierarchy. However that may have been, the incident suggested that 
the PIA was not necessarily the most stable pillar of "the dictatorship of the 
proletariat" and thus provided impetus to a campaign, now being quietly 
promoted by Mao as well as Zhou Enlai, to reestablish the supremacy of the 
Party and the central state apparatus-as the most appropriate institutions to 
guide the country back to stability and order.35 

Wlrile continuing political differences and intrigues among the leaders 
in Beijing hindered the stabilization of the post-Cultural Revolution order, 
the state of the mass movement posed more fonnidable barriers. The de
sired Maoist solution presupposed a "'great alliance" of the popular revolu
tionary organizations whose members hannoniously and enthusiastically 
would integrate themselves into the "triple alliance." But there was little 
real unity among the people and even less enthusiasm. By the spring of 
1968 most of the working class, having grown weary of the strife and strug
gles of a movement whose goals they could no longer easily define, turned 
politically passive, and many of their organizations disintegrated or became 
dormant. The mood of the urban populace was noted in Beijing by two 

American teachers who had perceptively observed the Cultural Revolution: 

[A] pall hung over the capital city of the revolution. As we took long walks down 

the back lanes of Peking and rode the buses from here to there, silently observing 

the people who had learned about revolution bytnakingit, there could be no ques

tion that the joy had gone out of the movement. The spirit of adventure had been 

replaced by a grimness reflected in the faces of a people who still marched behind 

c.timson banners and portraits of the Cl!airman, but who did so out of habit.J6 

Rebels who continued to be politically active in what remained of the 
mass revolutionary organizations were often distrustful of the Party cadres 
and PLA soldiers with whom they were enjoined to unite. The reconcilia
tion was difficult at best and usually enforced by the anny, which bore the 
ultimate responsibility for establishing the tripartite revolutionary commit
tees from prov:inces down to factories, communes, and neighborhoods. But 
some of the more militant factions of the remnant mass movement contin
ued to fight battles, in a war that was all but over, well into the summer of 
1968. Among them were the surviving members of a coalition of radical 



Red Guard organizations fanned in Hunan province late in 1967, the 
Shengwulian. One of the most critically radical and theoretically sophisti
cated organizations produced by the Cultural Revolution, the Shengwulian 
combined the original ideals of the Cultural Revolution with the theory of a 
new bureaucratic ruling class, a notion Mao had briefly entertained but 
abandoned in the mid-1960s. The Shengwulian advocated Mao's theory of 
"continuous revolution under the dictatorship of the proletariat" but saw 
its purpose as the overthrow of China's "Red capitalist class" personified by 
Zhou Enlai. They praised the Cultural Revolution for having awakened the 
masses and for having stimulated popular democracy but criticized its lead
ers' proclivity to attack individuals instead of searching for the social class 
roots of China's social and political problems. They found those roots in 
China's "new bureaucratic bourgeoisie," which still controlled the old state 
machine and had usurped the power of the new revolutionary committees. 
Their proposed remedy was "smashing" the existing state apparatus in 
favor of a "People's Commune of China" based on the popular democratic 
principles of the Paris CommuneY The Shengwulian, or at least its leaders, 
were radical Maoists-but too radical for Mao in 1968. In January they 
were denounced by Minister of Public Security Kang Sheng and others as 
"anarchists" and "'llotskyists" and brutally suppressed over the following 
months by the army and secret police. 

The final popular radical upsurge of the Cultural Revolution came in the 
spring and early summer of 1968. Rage against the heavy-handed interven
tion of the army, combined with a brief official campaign against "rightist 
trends," led to new outbursts of violence in various parts of the country, 
particularly between rival Red Guard groups and between students and sol
diers. In-Guangzhou old factional disputes flared into :fighting so intense 
that the army was forced to impose a dawn-to-dusk curfew in the city, even 
while supplying arms to the conservative faction.38 But the bloodiest :fight
ing took place in the more remote provinces, and nowhere was the blood
shed greater than it was ·in Guangxi, where Wei Guoqing, political 
commissar of the provincial military district and future ally of Deng Xiao
ping, carried out massacres and mass executions of radical Red Guards that 
were shocking even by the bloody standards of the time_39 There had been 
much persecution and bloodshed earlier in the Cultural Revolution, com
ing from a variety of political quarters, and more was to come later, but the 
greatest toll in human lives probably was taken by the PIA in its general re
pression of Red Guards and other radicals in the summer of 1968. 

The last battles of the Cultural Revolution were fought where the strug
gle had begun two years before: on university campuses in Beijing. For 
three months the campuses were turned into armed camps by student 



rebels, partly repeating the factional struggles of the previous summer (but 
now with more lethal weapons), partly in inchoate rebellion against the new 

authoritarian order being imposed from above. F�y, at the end of July, 
Mao summoned the student leaders to a personal audience and informed 
them (with tears in his eyes, it was reported) that the time had come for the 
Red Guards to pass from the historical scene.40 Less gently, PLA-directed 
"Workers' Mao Zedong Thought Propaganda Teams" were sent to the 
campuses to end the fighting and discipline the students. Throu�t the 
country, where Red Guard groups failed to dissolve themselves, they were 
swiftly crushed by the army, and not without further bloodshed. The

-
death 

of the Red Guard movenient thus came at the hands of the force that had 
assisted its hhth. Many student rebels were dispatched to the countryside 
to be "reeducated by the poor and lower-middle peasants," while some 
were permitted to remain in school to study as best they could under the 
supervision of soldiers and workers. 

Also sent to the countryside-to ba4tnce the political ledger, as it 
were-were hundreds of thousands of Party officials and cadres who had 
been among the more inttansigent in their resistance to the Cultural Revo
lution. Tllling virgin lands and living a spartan life for several years, it was 
hoped, would cure t}:tem of their bureaucratic habits before they were re
turned to their official posts. The May Seventh Cadre Schools, as they were 
called, were to become a pl'Ollllnent feature of Chinese political life in the 
years after the Cultural Revolution, celebrated as a remedy for bureau
cratism. At the time, in 1968, the removal of the more conspicuous bureau
crats from the cities was a way to ease tensions between masses and cadres 
and to ease the way for the reappearance of a presumably purified Party. 

However, before the supremacy of the Party could be fully reestablished 
it was necessary to complete what was called the "phase of broad unit))" 
now the desired political result of the Cultural Revolution. Progress toward 
unity was measured by the establishment of officially approved provincial 
revolutionary committees, which ip. turn were responsible for setting up 
similar "three-in-one" committees at district, county, and municipal levels 
of adm.inisttation. The process went more slowly than was anticipated, but 
it was finally completed in September 1968, when revolutionary commit
tees were established in the southwestern provinces and finally in Xinjiang 
and Tibet. In all cases the committees were formed largely under the aug.. 
pices of the army, and indeed most provincial committees were headed by 
military commanders or PLA political commissars. Civilians chaired revo
lutionary committees only in the provinces of Hebei and Shaanxi. The 
masses, or more precisely those selected as their representatives, partici
pated, but the representatives were drawn less from the mass organizations 



that had come into being during the Cultural Revolution than from what 

could be salvaged from the ruins of the mass movement. The revolutionary 

committees were hardly the "permanent mass standing organizations" in

stituted by "a system of general elections" that had been promised in 1966. 

'With the political situation more or less stabilized and the radicalism of 

the popular movement tamed, the Central Committee convened its 

Twelfth Plenum in October-in customary secrecy. The main business was 

the formal expulsion of Liu Shaoqi from the Party� a decision publicly an

nounced at the end of the month. It was announced further that Liu had 

been removed from all his official posts, including that of Chairman of the 

People's Republic (a position he formally owed not to the Party but rather 

to the National People's Congress). The charge was that Liu not only had 

followed a "capitalist road" but also that he was a "renegade, traitor, and 

scab" and, moreover, a secret agent of the Guornindang who had consis

tently betrayed the Party since 1922. The purpose of those absurd accusa

tions, so reminiscent of those leveled at the Old Bolsheviks by Stalin during 

the purge trials of the 1930s, was painfully obvious: to restore the revolu

tionary image of a more or less infallible Leninist Party. Now it could be 

suggested to the more gullible that the Liuist deviation was not one that 

grew naturally within the Party, but rather was an alien intrusion. The strug

gle between the "two lines" could now be reduced to a struggle between 

revolutionaries and counterrevolutionaries, between a proletarian Party 

that on the whole had maintained its revolutionary purity and enemy agents 

who had infiltrated its ranks from without. 

As the Cultural Revolution waned in 1968, the cult of Mao, paradoxi

cally, grew more extravagant. The writings of the Chairman were printed 

and distributed in ever greater volume. Portraits, statues, and plaster busts 

of Mao increased in both size and number. But whereas in the early days of 

the Cultural Revolution the cult had inspired, and had flourished on the 

basis of, the spontaneous revolutionary fervor of the people, it now mani

fested itself in a form resembling the established rituals of an orthodox 

church. It was observed, for example, that "PLA teams fostered group 

therapy sessions all over Peking, at which members of opposing factions sat 

together and embroidered portraits of the Chairman."41 In households 

there were often "tablets of loyalty" to Mao's thought around which family 

members gathered to pay reverence. Schoolchildren no longer began the 

day by saying "good morning" but by chanting, "May Chairman Mao live 

ten thousand times ten thousand years." Throughout the land exhibition 

halls, decorated with traditional religious symbols, were built to chronicle 

the life and commemorate the deeds of the Chairman, and people came on 

organized pilgrimages to pay homage at what the official press termed "sa-



cred shrines." The test of loyalty to l\1ao was no longer measured by revo
lutionary acts inspired by his thought but by the ability to recite his sayings 
and by the size of portraits carried in streets or hung in homes. In 1966 the 
Mao cult had stimulated iconoclasts; in 1968 it produced icons. 

Both the person of Mao and his personality cult were essential for the 
birth of the Cultuml Revolution, but the cult reached its strange apogee as 
the movement was being buried. It was perhaps inevitable that the people, 
having surrendered the power they briefly had grasped with declarations of 
eternal loyalty to the all-embracing wisdom of "Mao Zedong Thought," 
should now subordinate themselves to its author. Yet the phenomenon of 
the Mao cult flourishing on the wreckage of the mass movement was nei
ther paradoxical nor unwelcome to the commanders of the PLA, for they 
long had favored "ideological transformation" under the aegis of Mao's 

Thought as a substitute for any real political movement directed against es
tablished institutions. And the army v.>as now the dominant institution in 
the People's Republic. 

The last official campaign of the Cultural Revolution, and the prelude to 

the full restoration of the Chinese Communist Party, was a 1968-69 move
ment to "purify class ranks." Its ostensible purpose was to investigate the 
political reliability of Party cadres and other leaders who had been attacked 
in the Cultuml Revolution, as well as those who had risen to positions of 
authority during the upheaval The criteria employed in the purge marked 
a further Maoist retreat on the question of defining class in a presumably 
socialist society. Whereas at the beginning of the Cultural Revolution Mao 
had settled on defining class in terms of political behavior, he now compro
mised with old-line bureaucrats who found it politically expedient to em
phasize social class origins. Thus the investigative teams were instructed to 
inquire into not only the political histories of those who came under 
scrutiny but also their possible social ties to what were called the "five black 
categories"-those who once were (or were labeled) landlords, rich peas
ants, reactionaries, bad elements, or rightists. In keeping with the political 

temper of the times, the purge fell hardest on intellectuals and leaders of 
radical organizations formed during the Cultural Revolution. It was ob

served that conservative political leaders responded enthusiastically to the 
"purification" campaign.42 The rectification movement spread from cadres 

to citizens in general, many of whom suffered persecution and discrirrllna
tion because of their allegedly ''bad" class backgrounds. With social origins 
again a principal standard of political judgment, those with less than pure 
family histories became fair game for others who had old political or per
sonal grudges to settle, to say nothing of the multitude of new animosities 
generated by the Cultural Revolution. 



The Cultural Revolution came to its anticlimactic end when the CCP 
opened its Ninth Congress on April 1, 1969, the first held since 1958 and 
the first to which observers from foreign Communist Parties were not in
vited. Lin Biao, now at the height of his power and prestige, delivered the 
main political report, generally assessing the Cultural Revolution (which he 
now redefined as a movement for "Party consolidation") and the interna
tional situation. At the time there seemed nothing exceptional about his re
marks. The Congress' resolutions stressed the need to study "Mao Zedong 
Thought" (as it was officially canonized) as the sole guide for correct revo
lutionary action; the need to emphasize agriculture in economic develop
ment; and especially the need to rebuild the Party, which now was to be 
fully restored to its customary vanguard position. Mao underscored the lat
ter point in a talk delivered shortly after the close of the Congress, adding 
that the Party should continue to be "rectified" by the masses in the process 
of its reconstruction. He also added that "after a fe\1.' years maybe we shall 
have to cany out another [Cultural] revolution."43 

The predominant role that the army had assumed in the political life of 
the People's Republic was reflected in the composition of the ne\v Central 
Committee elected at the Ninth Congress. Of the 170 full and 109 alter
nate members named to the enlarged bodY, 49 percent were PLA soldiers, 
while the remainder were equally divided benveen old Party officials and 
representatives of mass organizations. The five-member Standing Com
mittee of the Politburo, the locus of power, included, in addition to Mao 
and Lin Biao, Zhou Enlai, Chen Bod a, and Kang Sheng. Perhaps reflect
ing doubts that even a rebuilt and rectified Party would remain faithfully 
Maoist, and perhaps even more reflecting the influence of the army, it was 
written into the new Party constitution that "Comrade Lin Biao is Com
rade Mao Zedong's close comtade-in-anns and successor."44 The public 
communique released at the conclusion of the closed -door meeting on 
April 24 duly condemned Liu Shaoqi as a "counterrevolutionary revision
ist," hailed the "great victories" of the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolu
tion, and proclaimed that it had been "a congress of unity and a congress 
of victory." 

Yet unity was to prove an elusive goal, and the nature of the victory was 
difficult to define. The Cultural Revolution had begun with a wholesale at
tack on the Communist Party; it ended with the resurrection of the Party in 
its orthodox Lenninist form, albeit shorn of Mao's more prominent oppo
nents. In 1966-67 a massive popular movement had flourished on the basis 
of the principle that "the masses must liberate themselves"; by 1969 the 
mass movement had disintegrated, and selected remnants of it had been 
absorbed by old bureaucratic apparatuses. Much blood had been shed, but 



what had changed? That question must have been on the minds of many 

Chinese in the spring of1969. 
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Social Results of the Cultural Revolution 

l� 1 9 6 9 IT A P P E A R E D  that the Cultural Revolution had come full 

circle, returning the People's Republic to its pre-Cultural Revolution 

starting point. Political power resided where it had been three years 

before-in the closely intemvined trinity of Party, army; and state bureau-

cracy. The Party was being rebuilt on its traditional Leninist foundations 

and was being restored to its old preeminence. To be sure, new revolution

ary committees had come into being at all levels of political administration 

and economic life, but it took little political foresight to know that such 

committees soon would become instruments to carry out policies decided 

upon within the inner councils of the Party, whose supreme authority was 

now being reestablished. 

Yet, for both better and worse, the Cultural Revolution did bring impor

tant changes in the social character and political climate of life in China, 

even if not in its formal institutions. One immediately apparent change was 

that the reins of political power were :firmly in Maoist hands. More pre

cisely, they were largely in the hands of Mao himself, for many eminent 

"Maoists" had fallen by the wayside in the course of the upheaval, and oth

ers were soon to follow them to political oblivion. That power now rested 

\v:ith Mao was a basic political fact, and it had enormous social conse

quences in an historical situation where political power was crucial in de-
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tennining the direction of social development. The power Mao gained 
from the Cultural Revolution was employed to pursue relatively egalitarian 
socioeconomic policies in the late 1960s and the early years of the new 
decade, reversing many of the "Liuist� policies and practices dominant in 

the years just before the great upheavaL Yet the Maoist program that 
emerged from all the revolutionary fury and thunder of the Cultural Revo
lution was essentially refonnist in character, intended to mitigate the more 
glaring manifestations of inequality and elitism rather than to fundamen
tally change the social and political structure of the People's Republic. The 
post-Cultural Revolution Maoist program did not bring about any revolu
tionary transformation of existing social relationships, as advertised at the 
time by Maoist ideologists.1 Moreover, much of what might have proved 
positive in Mao's socioeconomic strategy was largely vitiated by the in
creasingly despotic and arbitrary exercise of political power at both the 
highest and the lmvest levels of the state apparatus during the last years of 
the Maoist regime, one of the many unintended consequences of the Cul
tural Revolution and a phenomenon that some post-Maoist leaders would 
later condemn as "feudal-fascism.� But the changes wrought by the up

heaval, both positive and negative, profoundly affected the lives of the vast 
majority of the Chinese people. Among surviving victims and participants 

alike, the traumatic experiences of the Culrural Revolution shaped all polit
ical concerns and consciousness through the remainder of the Maoist era 
and well into the Deng era that followed. However one chooses to judge 

the nature and results of the Cultural Revolution, the three turbulent years 
that make up its history cannot be dismissed as simply another case of plus 

qa change, plus c'est la meme chose. 

The most obvious result of the Cultural Revolution, and perforce the 
starting point for any evaluation of the upheaval and its consequences, is 

that it took a fearsome toll of human lives. Of the number killed, no official 
count was taken at the time. Such official figures as have emerged from the 
post-Mao regime are fragmentary at best. The estimates of outside ob
servers vary greatly; depending on the political proclivities of the observer. 

But even official statistics, however incomplete and scattered, suggest 
killings on a massive scale. When the Gang of Four was brought to trial in 
1980,2 the official indictment charged that the Gang and its supporters 
wei-e responsible for the deaths of 34,000 innocent people during what is 
now called the "cultural revolution decade," 1966-1976. The indictment 
itself suggests a far greater toll. In providing such details as it did on specific 
incidents, it reported 14,000 deaths in the southwestern province of YUn
nan alone and more than 16,000 in sparsely populated Inner Mongolia) 

A more independent and probably more reliable calculation was made 



by Li Zhengtian, one of the ideological forerunners of the Democracy 

Movement of the late 1970s. According to Li's investigation, some 40,000 
people were killed in the province of Guangdong during the Cultural Rev

olution, with the greatest number of lives taken during the PLA suppres

sion of the Red Guard movement :in 1968.4 Li' s estimate for Guangdong is 

roughly consistent with a widely accepted nationwide :figure of 400,000 
Cultural Revolution deaths, a number first reported in 1979 by the Agence 

France Presse correspondent in Beijing based on estimates of unofficial but 

"usually reliable" Chinese sources.5 The toll may well have been higher. It is 
unlikely that it was less. 

Besides the dead, millions of Chinese limped away from the battles and 

repression of the Cultural Revolution physically and psychologically 

scarred. Many were beaten and tortured in endless "struggle" sessions, and 

others were wounded in factional battles that grew ever more violent in di

rect proportion as they became devoid of political purpose. Children were 

persecuted for the alleged political sins (or social origins) of their parents, 

and parents were denounced by their children. Millions were arbitrarily ar

rested and sent to prisons and labor camps, and many more millions were 
shipped off to labor or to idle away their days in the more remote areas of 

Manchuria and Xinjiang. Lives were broken and careers destroyed. What

ever else it may have been, the Cultural Revolution was a time of enormous 

human suffering. 

The persecution of intellectuals and cadres has been widely publicized 
both within and outside China. It is less well lmown that while vir:tually all 

factions involved in the Cultural Revolution engaged in violence and com

mitted atrocities in what became a seemingly endless cycle of violence and 
revenge, the greatest atrocities and a heavy share of the killings appear to 

have been the work of the PLA, especially in the general repression of rad

ical Red Guard and workers' organizations in the summer of 1968. It is 
hardly surprising that this should have been the case when an armed, orga

nized military force was given (or asswned) a free hand to rid the country 
of an anarchistic and poorly anned popular movement whose members 

had perhaps taken too literally the Maoist slogan "Dare to rebel." It was an 

anny, moreover, made up mosdy of young peasants who were inherently 
suspicious of rebellious urban students. Nor is it surprising that leaders in 

Beijing, both in the Maoist and post-Mao eras, should wish to obscure the 

role of the PLA in the atrocities of the Cultural Revolution, for the "peo

ple's anny," if not necessarily the "pillar of the dictatorship of the prole

tariat," is certainly the pillar of the Chinese Conununist state. Rather than 
tarnish the image of the PLA, whose conunanders are so closely politically 
intertwined with the leaders of the Party, the latter find it more convenient 



to blame their political foes for the evils of the time. Thus the 1980 indict
ment of the Gang of Four, which chronicles the 14,000 deaths in the 
province ofYimnan, attributes the tragedy to "ultra-leftists" who, it is said, 
slandered the provincial Party leader�hile failing to mention the well
known fact that the great majority of the dead were radical Red Guards 
massacred by local units of the Chinese army. Nor have post-Mao authori
ties acknowledged the bloody reign of terror against radical organizations 
and alleged "leftists" in Jiangsu province and the city of N anjing carried out 
by General Xu Shiyu, commander of the powerful Nanjing Military Re
gion. Beginning in the early months of 1967, General Xu's repression of 
radicals reached its apogee in 1970. In a year-long "Drag Out May 16" 
campaign directed against alleged "ultra-leftists," over 100,000 people 
were accused of leftist heresies; many were executed, imprisoned, or exiled 
to labor reform camps. 6 

If Beijing's distortions are politically understandable, even though dis
quieting, eyebrows might well be raised when foreign writers perpetuate 
the fiction. While the sufferings of intelleCOJal, during the Cultural Revulu
tion have been described in grisly detail, the massacres carried out by the 
PLA are rarely mentioned. Rather, the atrocities of the era are vaguely at
tnbuted, at least in the more popular literature, to "radical Maoists." The 
radical Maoists, however, were as much the victims of Mao's Cultural Rev
olution as were China's intellectuals-and in far greater numbers. 

Nonetheless the Cultural Revolution yielded inhumanities in sufficient 
quantity for all groups and institutions involved to share some part of the 
blame. And one of the products of the years 1966-69 was a bitter legacy of 
grief, distrust, hatred, and a thUst for revenge. Such was the gruesome 
background for the politics and policies of the 1970s. 

The Peasantry and the Relationship between Town and 
Countryside 

The Cultural Revolution was a distinctly urban movement. Its great politi
cal battles were fought in the cities, and its roam revolutionary actors were 
urban workers, students, and intellectuals. But such meager social gains as 
it yielded went to the countryside. 

During the years that the cities were in turmoil, most of the countryside 
remained politically quiescent. Villages on the outskirts of cities sometimes 
were drawn into the struggles of the Cultural Revolution. Old Party organi
zations and new rebel groups both attempted to recruit peasants for the 
urban battles. In the relatively few cases where peasants acted on their own 

between 1966 and 1968, they did so for mostly "economist" ends, march-



ing into the cities and towns to demand an extension of private family plots 
and &ee markets. But the vast majority of the peasantry never became di
rectly involved in the main political struggles of the Cultural Revolution. 
That was in keeping with the desires of the leaders in Beijing, whose policy 
was to insulate the countryside &om the urban battles. Red Guards were 
forbidden to enter the villages, and although the prohlbition was not always 
heeded, the student radicals rarely found rural audiences responsive to rev
olutionary appeals. Directives issued from Beijing, to be sure, called for 
poor peasants to wage their own "class struggle" and to struggle against the 
"four olds," but above all the directives emphasized the need to maintain 
and increase productivit}: While temporary disruptions in the factories 
could be tolerated, thls clearly was not the case in agriculture, a precarious 
enterprise even in the best of times in China. W'hen token forces of PLA 
soldiers were sent to the countryside in the summer of 1967 to "aid agricul
ture" and assist the "poor and lower-middle peasants," they found that 
many villagers had never heard of the Cultural Revolution, \vhile most of 
the remainder were indifferent to the battles being waged in the cities. The 
task of the soldiers, in any event, was less to promote class struggle than to 
ensure that such struggles as there were did not hinder production. 

Only when the Cultural Revolution was waning in the cities in 196&---69 

was the movement extended to the countryside. There were political and 
social conflicts in the villages, but they were relatively benign in comparison 
to the struggles that had racked the cities. The situation varied enormously 
from region to region and from village to village. Some villages split into 
political factions, mimicking those in the cities or in nearby middle schools, 
but the divisions often were based more on old clan and neighborhood dif
ferences than on political ones./ In many areas there was an intensification 
of class antagonisms, but this usually involved "poor and lower-middle 
peasant associations" reenacting old hatreds against former landlords and 
rich peasants, based on the memory of class divisions that had long ago 
ceased to exist. One result was often the persecution of individuals stigma
tized with "bad" class labels, but it was hardly the "life and death" class 
struggle depicted in the official press. In the countryside, as Richard Kraus 
has pointed out, there was a particularly strong tendency to translate old 
class designations into new caste categories.8 In many villages the Cultural 
Revolution "struggle between two lines" was largely confined to PLA
organized ideological campaigns against Liu Shaoqi's "revisionist" policies 
and the organization of sessions for the study of the thoughts of Mao Ze
dong. The one universal feature of the Cultural Revolution in the rural 
areas was a grotesque burgeoning of the cult of Mao, with villages erecting 
communal "rooms of loyalty" dedicated to Mao's thought and peasant 



families paying reverence to the Chairman before household "tablets of 

loyalty," much in the fashion they traditionally venerated their ancestors. 
Ahnost equally widespread was the degeneration of village political life into 

a brutal struggle for power behind a fas;ade of "class struggle" and the use 

of Cultural Revolution political slogans as a pretext for settling old personal 

and kinship grudges. 

Nonetheless, the Cultural Revolution did yield signi£cant changes in 

rural social and economic policies, although they resulted less from such 

political and social struggles as took place in the villages than through the 

commands of a state-Party apparatus now under Maoist control. Thus Liu 

Shaoqi's rural policies, now condemned as "capitalist" and "revisionist," 

were replaced by those advocated by Mao during the abortive Socialist Ed

ucation Movement of the early 1960s. If there was some\vhat greater par

ticipation by poorer peasants in the socioeconomic life of the villages and 

communes, the rural areas in general were subjected to greater political 

control and economic coercion by higher Party organs and the state admin

istration in the 1970s than had been the case in the 1960s. The Cultural 

Revolution, in any event, certainly did not result in peasant control over the 

institutions that governed their lives. 

Maoist rural policies were mainly directed toward halting the "sponta

neous tendencies toward capitalism" that appeared to have been develop

ing so rapidly in the early 1960s. Private household plots, which had grown 

to 15 percent or more of the cultivated land, were now limited to 5 per

cent. Free rural markets, while not entirely abolished, were severely re

stricted, and peasants were subjected to strong political and ideological 

pressures to sell privately produced "sideline" goods to state commercial 

organizations at government-determined prices. Renewed efforts were 

undertaken to curb the endemic problem of cadre corruption in the allo

cation of workpoints for collective labor, one of the main sources of grow

ing socioeconomic inequalities in the years prior to the Cultural 

Revolution. But the workpoint system remained the same, resting (at least 

in theory) on the inherently non-egalitarian socialist principle "to each ac

cording to one's labor" rather than the communist principle "to each ac

cording to one's need." 

Although egalitarianism was rejected in practice in most areas of the 

countryside, much emphasis was given to a campaign to "learn from 

Dazhai," a brigade that epitomized the Maoist ideals of collectivism and 

self-reliance. Here, in a rather remote and barren area of Shaanxi province, 

it is said that a group of selfless peasants organized spontaneously to build 

a flourishing socialist community from the fruits of the earth. Rejecting pri

vate cultivation of household plots, they evolved a new system of collective 



work and remuneration known as "self-assessment and public discussion," 

with workpoints determined by such criteria as political consciousness, 

honesty, and spirit of dedication to work performed for the good of the 
community as a whole. Inspired by the teachings of Mao, it was said, they 
constructed a largely self-sufficient community through the full mobiliza
tion of the labor power of previously underemployed peasants, with the 
brigade rather than the production team as the unit of account. The Dazhai 

experiment was first set forward as a model by Mao in 1964, and with the 

Cultural Revolution it became a national model to emulate. The Dazhai 

brigade's peasant leader, Chen Yonggui, became a national political figure, 

elevated to the Party's Central Committee in 1969 and to its Politburo in 

1973. But Dazhai, however socially progressive and economically success

ful, always remained a romanticized model, an example of the spartan and 

egalitarian principles around which Maoists believed rural communities 

should be organized, but not necessarily what Chinese rural life really was 

or was becoming.9 

Probably the most socially significant and economically successful of the 

new-rural policies resulting from the Cultural Revolution was the regenera
tion of the program to build industrial enterprises in the countryside. Rural 

industrialization had been announced as one of the goals of the Cultural 

Revolution at the outset of the movement. ''While the main task of the 

peasants in the commune is agriculture," Mao \Vrote in May of 1966, "they 

should at the same time study military affairs, politics, and culture, [and] 

where conditions permit, they should collectively run small plants."JO The 

goal was not new. Many local rural industries had been established during 

the Great Leap Forward campaign, but most proved nonviable or atro

phied during the ensuing economic crisis, and the effort was largely aban

doned. In the aftermath of the Cultural Revolution the program was 

revived, and thereafter it thrived as one of the main innovations of the 

Maoist developmental strategy foreshadowing the enormous growth of the 

township and village industries in the post-Mao years. The Maoist aims 

were social as well as economic: social in their promise to diminish two of 

the "three great differences"-between workers and peasants, and be

tween town and countryside; and economic in their use of local labor and 

resources that otherwise would go to waste, thus contributing both to rural 

development and the national economy in general. 
Most rural industries initially were established to assist agricultural pro

duction. The emphasis was on the building of small enterprises for the pro

duction and repair of farm machinery and tools, the manufacture of 

chemical fertilizers, the processing of locally produced agricultural prod
ucts, and small technical centers to develop improved seeds and popularize 



new agricultural techniques. By the end of the Maoist era in 1976, half of 

China's chemical fertilizer was being produced by local rural industries, as 

was a large portion of the country's rapidly growing output of farm 
machinery In addition, many small factories in the countryside were pro
ducing cement, pig iron, construction materials, electricity, chemicals, 

pharmaceuticals, and a variety of small consumer goods. By the mid-1970s, 

it was not unusual for a single county (xian) to have a hundred or more such 

small factories producing several hundred different products.11 

The program of rural industrialization was part (and probably the most 
successful part) of a larger Maoist design to achieve local socioeconomic 

self-sufficiency in rural areas and to narrow the gap between town and 

countryside. At the end of the Maoist era, the program could claim a good 
many accomplishments: the transformation of almost 20,000,000 peas

ants into full-time or part-time industrial workers in the countryside; some 

amelioration of the chronic problem of nual underemployment; and, in 
the case of the more successful enterprises, the generation of new capital 

for agriculture and for further investment in the expanding rural indus

tries. Moreover, rural industry contributed to the regeneration of the com
munes as vital socioeconomic organizations in the years following the 

Cultural Revolution, with some of the more advanced communes becom
ing mini-technological centers disseminating scientific knowledge and 

technical skills to surrounding agricultural areas. Although the develop
ment of industry in the countryside did not have any statistically signifi
cant impact on the gap between urban and nual income levels, which 
remained as wide after the Cultural Revolution as before, it was a program 
that proceeded, by and large, in accordance \vith the dictum Mao had set 

forth in 1961: 

Don't crowd into the cities. VJ.gorously develop industry in the countryside and 

turn peasants into v:orkers on the spot. This is a very important question of pol

icy; and that is that rum.l living standards must not be lower than in the cities. 

They can be more or less the same or slightly higher than in the cities. Every com

mune must have its own economic center and its own institutions of higher edu

cation to bring up its own intellectuals. Only in this way can we truly resolve the 

problem of excessive population in the rural areas.12 

The Cultural Revolution also resulted in a shift of emphasis, from the 
cities to the countryside in t\vo other vitally important areas of Chinese life: 

medical care and education. In the early 1960s, with the retrenchment fol

lowing the disasters of the Great Leap, more than 200,000 of China's 

280,000 rural health clinics were closed, while the number of urban clinics 



nearly doubled.13 In 1965 Mao Zedong, complaining that doctors were 

being trained "only for the benefit of the cities" in a coun!ty where the vast 

majority of the population lived in the rural areas, proposed some radical 

measures to remedy the situation: 

In medical education there is no need to accept only higher middle school grad

uates . . . .  It will be enough to give three years [of medical training] to graduates 

from higher primary schools. They would then study and rnise their standards 

mainly through practice. If this kind of doctor is sent dov.'ll to the country--side, 

even if they haven't much talent, they would be better than quacks and witch 

doctors, and the villages would be better able to afford to keep them. 

Mao also suggested a greater emphasis on preventive medicine and the 

treatment of "commonly seen, frequently occurring, and widespread dis

eases" rather than the study of "rare, profound, and difficult diseases at the 

so-called pinnacle of science." He concluded, "We should leave behind in 

the city a few of the less able doctors who graduated one or two years ago, 

and the others should all go into the countryside . . . .  In medical and health 

work put the emphasis on the countryside!"14 

The policies pursued after 1969 followed these proposals, by and large. 

When medical schools resumed functioning after the disruptions of the 

Cultural Revolution, the program of formal study was reduced from six to 

three years in order to graduate doctors to meet immediate needs, and the 

curriculum was re�.-i.sed to deal with the problems for which, as Mao had 

put it, "the masses most need solutions." The new classes admitted for 

study in 1971 included a far greater number of students from rural areas, 

many of them younger "barefoot" doctors who lacked formal education 

but who possessed a wealth of practical knowledge and experience. The 

entire national health care system was radkally decentralized, ·with urban 

hospitals and medical schools establishing clinics and local teaching insti

tutes on the rural communes and providing doctors to staff them. More 

mobile medical teams were dispatched to the countryside by urban medical 

centers and the PLA (which has its O\Vn system of medical schools and hos

pitals), and all city medical personnel were required to serve on such teams 

or at commune medical centers on a rotating basis. In 1969 the training 

program of barefoot doctors was greatly accelerated and systematized. By 

the mid-1970s more than a million such paramedics (the number having in

creased more than fourfold since 1965) were engaged in preventive medi

cine; providing health education and birth control information and devices; 

and treating common illnesses while referring more seriously ill patients to 

commune or city hospitals. Although the new health care system in the 



countryside was financed primarily by local funds from communes, 

brigades, and production teams, central government support was essential. 

Professional medical personnel working in the countryside were on state 

salaries, mobile medical teams were state financed, and the costs of training 

barefoot doctors were largely borne by the state. In all, this entailed a sig
nificant transfer of resources from urban to rural areas, although the level 

of medical services still remained far lower in the countryside than in the 

cities. 

The radical restructuring of the educational system during and after the 

Cultural Revolution benefited the countryside much in the same fashion as 

the reforms in health care. The deficiencies and inequities in the system 
that prevailed in the years before 1966 were glaring and growing. Educa
tional resources were concentrated in the urban areas, not only in universi
ties and middle schools but in the quantity and quality of primary schools 

as well. Entrance exams and a conventional grading system, the enforce
ment of rigid age limits for attendance, and the imposition of tuition fees 

severely limited educational opportunities for the urban poor and even 
more so for rural youth. In large measure, the system and the content of ed

ucation were oriented to train students for professional careers in the cities 

and senred to perpetuate the privileges of urban elites. It was certainly par

tially intentional; in the early 1960s, the number of rural and part-time 
schools declined, while urban special preparatory schools designed for the 

children of Party and government officials expanded.15 Moreover, the en
tire educational system was both costly and inefficient. Universities pro

duced ah abrmdance of specialized graduates for already overstaffed 
government and urban industrial bureaus, but few -w:ith the technological 

skills so much needed in the countryside. 
The educational system had come under criticism in the years prior to 

1966. The severest critic was Mao Zedong, who in 1964 concluded that 

"the present method of education ruins talent and ruins youth.� He advo
cated that the period of formal schooling be shortened and that a new sys

tem based on "the union of education and productive labor" replace the 

old system of book learning divorced from real life. Mao emphasized his 

long-held belief that the best and most creative form of education is that 
which comes from self-teaching in the course of practice. To support the ar

gument he converted Confucius into a poor peasant, an "all-rormd" per

son, and even a forerunner of the "mass line": 

Confucius was from a poor peasant family; he herded sheep, and never attended 

middle school or university either. He was a musician, he did all sorts of things . 

. . . He may also have been an accountant. He could play the lute and drive a 



chariot, ride a horse and shoot with bow and arrow. He produced seventy-two 

sages, such as Yen Hui and Tseng-tzu, and he had 3,000 disciples. In his youth, he 

came from the masses, and understood something of the suffering of the 

masses.l6 

But significant educational reforms did not come until the Cultural Rev

olution shattered the established Party apparatus. When schools reopened, 

after having largely ceased to function during the Cultural Revolution, they 

did so in accordance with new Maoist educational policies. Certainly the 

most positive feature of those policies was the expansion of education in 

the rural areas. State aid to relatively well-off urban districts was reduced, 

and funds were redirected to the poorer areas, primarily in the countryside. 

Although local self-reliance was proclaimed the guiding principle, state fi

nancial aid and policies remained critical in detennining how and where 

education \Vas provided. The new policies placed a priority on primary 

schools; and since primary education was already universal in the cities, the 

aim was to introduce at least five years of primary schooling even in remote 
rural areas. During the now condenmed "cultural revolution decade" 

(1966--76) there was a dramatic increase in primary and secondary enroll

ments in the countryside, v.rith primary enrollments increasing from about 

116,000,000 to 150,000,000 over the decade and secondary enrollments 
(inclucling the addition of hvo-year junior middle school classes to village 

primary schools) rising from 15,000,000 to 58,000,000.17 

The expansion of rural schools was accompanied by attempts to dis
mantle the state educational bureaucracy and decentralize the school sys

tem. Whereas prior to the Cultural Revolution rural schools were 

administered by county governments (organs of the state bureaucracy) in 

accordance with standardized national policies, the new policy called for 

local community control. Primary schools were generally to be managed by 

production brigades and middle schools by communes, with the aim of 

providing peasants a greater voice in selecting teachers and teaching mate

rials, in recommending students for admission to middle schools and uni
versities, and in refashioning the curriculum to meet particular local 

needs.18 In addition, tuition fees, entrance examinations, and age limits on 

student attendance were abolished. Many of the spare-time and work

study educational programs introduced during the Great Leap Forward 

were revived. Changes in admissions criteria and curricula in middle 
schools and universities enhanced opportunities in higher education for 

rural youth. For admission to universities, entrance examinations were 

downgraded in favor of a system of recommendation from local production 

units and selection on the basis of political criteria as well as academic abil-



ity, -with priority given to poorer peasants, workers, soldiers, and lower level 
cadres. University students were admitted only after having completed sev

eral years of productive labor and were required to return to work in their 
home areas after graduation. 

The vigor with which the new rural education programs were pursued in 

the early 1970s was in striking contrast to the dismal state of education ( es
pecially higher education) in the cities in the post-Cultural Revolution era. 
Yet if the peasantry generally benefited from the social reforms yielded by 
the Cultural Revolution, they derived few if any economic gains from the 

upheaval. Contrary to speculation at the time, the Cultural Revolution did 

not significantly disrupt agricultural production, which continued to grow 
at a modest rate of about 3 percent annually in the late 1960s and early 

1970s.19 But peasant incomes remained essentially stagnant, in view of a 2 
percent per annum rate of population increase, and there was no rise in 
rural living standards or per capita food consumption. After the Cultural 
Revolution, as before, the countryside was economically exploited by the 

cities and remained the main source of state capital accumulation for in

vestment in urban industry. The rural surplus that might otherwise have 

gone to raise peasant living standards continued to be drained into state 

coffers through taxes, forced grain deliveries, and state pricing policies. 

Even though a good many peasants benefited from the program of rural in
dustrialization and from reforms in education and health care, the Cultural 
Revolution did not bring any fundamental change in the relationship be

tw"een town and countryside. 

The Working Class and the Division of Labor in Industry 

W'hile the Cultural Revolution brought a small measure of social, if not eco
nomic, gains for the peasantry, it yielded nothing for the urban workers 

who had been the principal actors in the revolutionary dramas of 1966-68. 

There were, of course, widely publicized Maoist claims that the Cultural 
Revolution resulted in a revolutionary transformation in the industrial divi

sion of labor, changes that presumably found expression in what one writer 
termed "the gradual elimination of the distinction betw"een performance 
tasks and administrative tasks [and] betw"een manual labor and intellectual 
labor. �20 There is little to support these rather grandiose claims; indeed, all 
evidence suggests that productive relationships in the factories remained 

much the same after 1969 as they were in the years prior to 1966. 
During the Cultural Revolution, to be sure, a wholesale attack against 

the existing system of industrial organization was launched by rebel work
ers' groups, sometimes supported by the more radical leaders in Beijing. 



Demands were heard for the immediate producers to assume control over 
the means of production; elimination of wage differentials and bonuses in 
favor of a more egalitarian system of remuneration; abolition of the system 
of temporary and contract workers; workers' freedom to work ip factories 
and enterprises of their own choosing rather than in places assigned by the 
state; and the abolition of Party-controlled trade unions. 

These demands were not wholly ignored in the new industrial policies 
pursued after the Cultural Revolution.21 The trade union bureaucracy, 
having collapsed along with local Party organizations between 1966 and 
1968, was formally abolished along with the central .Ministry of Labor. In
dividual bonuses and piecework rate wages were eliminated as part of a 
general policy that aimed to establish the primacy of moral and political in
centives over material ones. The bureaucratic and hierarchical character of 
enterprises was mitigated by reductions in administrative personnel and 
the abolition of "unreasonable rules" governing work organization and 
factory operations-the "10,000 rules," which proliferated over the years 
and were attributed to the bureaucratic practices of the Liuist regitnt:. At
tempts to reduce the status and fi_mctional differences between workers 
and administrators, and b�tween manual and mental labor, were under
taken through the revival at' the old tradition of cadre partic:ipatio.p_ in pro
ductive labor and worker participation in management. Whereas 
administrative cadres and te�cians were instructed to spend at least a 
third of their time on the factory benches, elected workers' management 
teams were to play a role in planning and decision making. The responsi
bility for managing enterprises was lodged in factory revolutionary 
committees (based on the "three-in-one" combination of workers' repre
sentatives, cadres, and soldiers), which were to replace the old authoritar
ian management system. And an attempt was made to decentralize the 
state industrial establishment by transferring control of many enterprises 
from ministries in Beijing to provincial administrations. 

Many of these innovations, if they survived at all, were partially reversed 
in the early 1970s, or were far less than they seemed to be. Meanwhile, the 
more fundamental demands that emerged from the Cultural Revolution 
were either ignored or denounced as "ultra-leftist.� Indeed, the most strik
ing feature of :industrial organization in the post-Cultural Revolution era 
were not the changes :introduced but what remained the same. External 
controls over the movement of laborers-more stringent than those ever 
practiced in the Soviet Union-remained in force, officially justified as 
necessary to control peasant migration to the cities. Freedom of job choice 
was listed among the heresies of Liu Shaoqi, who also was accused of hav
ing planned to introduce a capitalist-type free labor market.22 The highly 



exploitive system of temporary and contract workers, who made up nearly 

half of the non-agricultural work force, was retained despite the fact that it 
had been widely denounced as a particularly pernicious form of exploita

tion during the Cultural Revolution and the expansion of the system in the 
early 1960s was attributed to the "capitalist" policies promoted by Liu 

Shaoqi. The bask wage system remained intact, modified only by the elim

ination of individual bonuses and prizes (some of which, in fact, had been 

abolished prior to 1966, while others were retained under new names) and 
by politico-ideological campaigns denouncing monetary incentives and cel

ebrating the moral virtues of selfless and collectivistic work in behalf of the 

people. Salary differentials for employees in state enterprises were approx

imately the same as before the Cultural Revolution, with a national eight

grade wage system for factory workers ranging from 30 to 108 yuan per 

month (excluding apprentices and temporary and contract workers \vhose 

wages fell below the minimum), a fifteen-grade system for technicians, and 

a thirty-grade system for administrative and other cadres. In 1972 at a 
model factory in Beijing, for example, workers' wages ranged from 30 to 

102 yuan, with an average of 54 yuan, \vhereas the average for technicians, 

engineers, and cadres was about 150 yuan.23 Despite the radical Maoist 

rhetoric of the time, proposals for a more egalitarian wage system \vere con

demned as "ultra-leftist," while the whole hierarchy of worker and cadre 

work grades was left untouched. 

Moreover, the drive to reestablish labor discipline in the factories after 

the disruptions of the Cultural Revolution (particularly aimed at younger 

workers who had been the most politically radical) was followed in the 

early 1970s by the gradual revival of many of the old factory rules and reg
ulations previously abolished and by a growing emphasis on specialist ad

ministrators and technical criteria.24 Radical critiques of prevailing factory 

work regulations were considered manifestations of the ubiquitous "ultra

left line." Even the demise of the trade unions proved to be temporary. By 

mid-1973, nevl official unions emerged on the provincial level, replacing 

or absorbing the "workers' representative congresses" organized during 
the Cultural Revolution, and the reappearance of a national federation 

soon followed. The functions of the new Party-controlled trade unions 
were not significantly different from those of their pre-Cultural Revolu

tion predecessors. 

However, crucial for measuring changes in industrial organization is the 
question of the nature and role of the factory revolutionary committees. 

The revolutionary committees, after all, were loudly hailed as the principal 

organizational achievement of the Cultural Revolution and the main insti

tutions for workers to participate in the making of economic and political 



decisions. Here the essential fact was that factory revolutionary committees 

soon came under the control of the Party. With the 1969 decision to rebuild 

the Party, the reestablishment of the authority of provincial and municipal 

Party organizations was quickly followed by the reestablishment of Party 
committees in the factories. It was clear in 1969-and it became even 
clearer in subsequent years-that factory revolutionary committees would 

be subordinated to factory Party committees, which, in turn, were ulti

mately resp::msible to higher levels of the Party. The majority of the mem

bers of factory revolutionary committees were Party members and the 

secretary of the Party committee almost invariably was also the head of the 

revolutionary committee and simultaneously the director of the factory. 

The power to make economic and managerial decisions resided, in the final 

analysis, in the Party committees, and the revolutionary committees were 

little more than instruments to carry out those decisions. 
In China, during the Maoist era and after, collective work did not come 

under collective control. Whatever the climate may have been in Chinese 

factories in the 1970s, the basic strucmre of productive relationships was 

no different from what it had been in earlier decades. The claim that the 

Cultural Revolution brought a fundamental change in the position of the 

urban working class, much less the beginnings of a revolutionary transfor

mation of the division of labor, cannot stand the test of serious scrutiny. For 

the urban workers, who manned the battalions of "revolutionary masses" 

during the years 1966--68, life and work remained much the same in the 

years that followed. And it cannot be assumed that the whole of the urban 

working class was gravely dissatisfied "With the result. For while the Cultural 

Revolution revealed a society seething with socioeconomic and political 

discontents, it also revealed that the majority of the established proletariat 

(that is, state workers "With lifetime job tenure) supported the established 

Party apparatus and had a conservative stake in the existing industrial 
order. 

Intellectuals, Students, and Culture 

No social group or institution in Chinese society escaped unscathed from 

the Cultural Revolution, but none were as badly scarred as China's intellec

tuals. Ironically, many members of the intelligentsia regarded themselves as 

the intellectual heirs of China's first "cultural revolution" of 1915-19, a 
movement for modem enlightenment that broke many of the shackles of a 

millennial tradition of cultural and political despotism-and gave birth to 

the Chinese Communist movement. Half a century later, the leader of that 
victorious movement, himself a product of the first cultural revolution, 



launched a new Cultural Revolution that made intellectuals its principal 
victims. The second cultural revolution became a caricature of the first; po
litical persecution, intellectual repression, and cultural obscurantism soon 
became its trademarks-and the marks cut most deeply on those whom 
Mao called "the stinking ninth category," the intellectuals. 

In an ostensibly "proletarian" revolution, which placed so extreme an 
emphasis on "class" and "class stamJ_point," intellectuals were suspect 
from the beginning. Their knowledge �·eparated them from the masses of 
workers and peasants, as did their relatively privileged material status. In a 
movement directed against "the bourgeoisie,� intellectuals seemed the 
most obviously "bourgeois" in a society that no longer had a bourgeoisie. 
They became easy targets of opportunity, and often of opportunists. Rela
tively defenseless, intellectuals became the political scapegoats of all fac
tions involved in the Cultural Revolution, radical and conservative alike. 
They were hounded by Red Guards zealously seeking out the "bour
geoisie" and attacked by Party officials seeking to deflect the political as
sault away from themselves . .Along with Party cadres, intellectuals were 
among the first victims of the Cultural Revolution, their homes frequently 
ransacked, their books burned and manuscripts destroyed, their alleged 
political sins visited upon their children and families, while they them
selves wete often subjected to physically- as well as psychologically agoniz
ing "study and criticism" sessions. They were more vulnerable than Party 
officials, having no organizational structure to provide protection . .Al
though many intellectuals were Party members-indeed, they were repre
sented in the Party in far greater proportion than any other social 
group-they rarely were in positions of real political power. Being the 
most defenseless, they were the most persecuted. And the era of persecu
tion was prolonged. The attacks on Party officials largely ceased with the 
Maoist decision to rebuild the Communist Party in late 1967, and many 
cadres "overthrown" in the early phases of the Cultural Revolution were 
restored to their positions after 1969. The witch-hunt against intellectuals 
continued, however, with varying degrees of intensity; through the remain
der of the Maoist era. A good many \Vere arrested and jailed or sent off to 
labor camps in the barren reaches of Xinjiang and northern Manchuria, 
often the victims of old personal and political vendettas. Millions were 
sent to do menial labor in -the countryside, where they languished for years 
and sometimes were subjected to further humiliations by local rural cadres 
and peasants. Strangely� they usually retained their fonnal ranks in the in
stitutions where they once worked and received their salaries in the in
terim. The bureaucracy functioned more or less normally, even if life was 
abnormal. Those who remained in the cities or were allowed to return 



after presumably being "proletarianized" by laboring in the fields and cow

sheds often found themselves with little to do. Research in the social sci

ences and humanities had all but ceased while scienti£c and technological 

institutes were paralyzed by political fears and by a lack of equipment and 

supplies. In 1975 Deng Xiaoping commented on the continuing stagna

tion of science and technology: "Out of the 150,000 scienti£c and techni
cal cadres in the Academy of Sciences, no one dares go into the research 
laboratories. They are all afraid of being disparaged as 'white' specialists. 

The young are frightened and the old are frightened . . . .  Research person
nel no longer read books nowadays. "25 

The state of higher education \vas little better. Emptied of students, uni

versities resumed functioning on a limited basis in the years 1970-72, usu

ally under the political supervision of soldiers. By the mid-1970s college 

enrollments were only about one-third of what they had been a decade be

fore. University campuses were lifeless and somber places, largely devoid 

of any intellectual or even genuine political life, their demoralized (and 

often academically ill-prepared) students and faculty listlessly ped"orming 

only the required political and academic rituals. Official statements re

ported that the universities were undergoing a long-term process of exper

imentation and reform, and there were heated debates on educational 
policy, but little was actually done to remedy the languor. Maoist cultural 

revolutionaries had destroyed the old elitist educational establishment, but, 

with the exception of elementary education in the rural areas, the Cultural 

Revolution yielded no viable system to take its place. 
Cultural as well as educational life seemed to descend to a dark and ob

scurantist age. Writers could not write or could not publish what they did 
write, for little was being published save for the writings of Mao and the po
litical p:Jlemics involved in the ideological campaigns of the time. Artists 

did not paint and actors and musicians did not perform, save for those few 

involved in Jiang Qing's "revolutionary" ballets and operas, the main "cul

tural" product of the Cultural Revolution. Few new films were produced, 

and those made prior to 1966 were not shown. Most museums holding tra

ditional or modem works of art were closed to the public. Bookstore 

shelves were largely empty, having been purged of most Chinese as well as 

foreign literature. Vrrtually all academic, scienti£c, and cultural journals 

had been suspended in 1966, and few were pennitted to resume publica
tion during the remainder of the Maoist era. The study of Marxism was re

duced to ritualized commentaries on a relatively small number of officially 

approved classic texts or portions of texts. Even the use of libraries was re

stricted. For intellectuals, the period of 1966--76 was truly the "ten lost 



years," and for the country as a whole it was a tragic waste of talent and 

experience which added to the somberness of life, especially in the cities. 

For this state of affairs, much of the blame rests with the powerful anti

intellectual and anti-urban impulses that long had characterized Maoism, 

which reached their zenith on the eve of the Cultural Revolution. "\Xlhen 

Mao declared in 1964 that "we must drive actors, poets, dramatists, and 

writers out of the cities, and pack them off to the countryside," few could 

have predicted that the injunction actually would be carried out. 

Urban students fared little better than intellectuals-and worse, in the 

long run. When Maoist leaders in Beijing decided to end the Cultural Rev

olution in the cities in late 1967 and disband the Red Guards, Mao Zedong 

urged educated urban youth to "go to the countryside to be reeducated by 

the poor and lower-middle peasants." The revived "rustification" pro

gram,26 which was conducted on a massive scale through the remainder of 

the Maoist era, was cloaked with the revolutionary ideal of narrowing the 

gap between town and countryside. But it served eminently practical polit

ical and economic purposes at the time, removing from the cities the polit

ically disruptive Red Guards and relieving the urban areas of millions who 

would otherwise have been added to the unemployment rolls. Demobilized 

Red Guards were soon followed by ordinary middle school graduates, and 

over the years 1967-76 some 17,000,000 urban youth, willingly or not, 

were sent to live in the villages. Such revolutionary idealism as may have 

originally facilitated th� migration to the countryside soon gave way to feel

ings of betrayal and political cynicism. Deprived of the possibilities of 

higher education or urban employment, and subjected to the unanticipated 

hardships and poverty of rural life, the "rusticated" youth eventually came 

to -.,.-it\\' themselves as "the lost generation." Such was the fate of the great 

majority of those who had been the first to heed Chairman Mao's call "to 

dare to rebeL" 

Political Power and Social Classes: The Domination of State 
over Society 

The great failure of the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution was not that 

it did not bring -!Undamental social changes. In conditions of economic 

scarcity, any attempt to radically transform the existing di\-ision of labor and 

abolish class distinctions surely would have resulted in economic chaos and 

social regression. The real failure of the Cultural Revolution was that it did 

not produce democratic political institutions that might have permitted the 

working population to acquire control over the means of production and 



eventually, as they developed modem productive forces, bring about their 
own socioeconomic emancipation and the emancipation of society as a 
whole. 

At the beginning, the Cultural Revolution seemed to promise funda
mental political changes. The "Sixteen Articles" of August 1966 had called 
for the establishment of "permanent, standing mass organizations" as "or
gans of power" at all levels of political, social, and economic life and, more
over, the institution of "a system of general elections like that of the Paris 
Commune." At the same time Mao himself had predicted that China 
would soon see the emergence of a "wholly new form of state power" and 
implied that it would be organized in accordance with the principles of the 
Marxist model of the Commune. But the history of the Cultural Revolution 
was in very large part a history of retreats from these socialist ideals. The re
treat began with Mao's rejection of the Shanghai Commune in 1967 in 
favor of military-dominated revolutionary conunittees and concluded in 
1969 with the restoration of the authority of the Party, which soon turned 
the revolutionary committees into bureaucratic organs to carry out its poli
cies. Whatever may have been Mao's intention at the beginning of the Cul
tural Revolution, in the end he settled for the reestablishment of a 
presumably ideologically rectified Party and a preswnably reformed state 
bureaucracy. 

The failure of the Cultural Revolution to produce new political institu
tions is particularly striking in view of the Maoist argument that it was pre
cisely the political superstructure that was crucial in the struggle between 

"socialism" and "capitalism." Maoists began the Cultural Revolution with 
the assumption (a remarkably prophetic one, it would now seem) that the 
existing Party-state apparatus was leading China on the road back to capi
talism. The assumption flowed from two key; if sometimes implicit, Maoist 
beliefs. The first was that officials in the upper echelons of the Party bu
reaucracy; by virtue of their power and prestige in the state apparatus, were 
acquiring material privileges and exploiting society as a whole; in effect, 
they were becoming a functional bourgeoisie, albeit one whose privileges 
derived from political power rather than from property. The second propo
sition was that an entrenched bureaucracy had acquired a vested interest in 
preserving the social order over which it ruled and from which it derived its 
privileged position, and thus was opposed to radical social changes and 
willing to tolerate (and perhaps even promote) capitalist forms of socioeco
nomic relations and ideologies in society at large. 

Yet the end result of the Cultural Revolution was the restoration of the 
very political structure identified as the main source of the "revisionist" ten

dencies threatening to bring about a "bourgeois restoration." To be sure, 



the political apparatus underwent reforms in the wake of the Cultural Rev
olution, but they were not significandy different from earlier attempts to 
rectify and control the bureaucracy. In accordance with the Maoist prefer
ence for "simple administration," it was said that government organs and 
functionaries were reduced in number, at least at the upper levels of the 
state administration. In 1970 Zhou Enlai claimed that ninety central gov
ernment bureaus had been consolidated into twenty-six, and their adminis
trative personnel reduced from 60,000 to 10,000. Yet at the same time 
Zhou reported that 95 percent of Party officials dismissed during the C ul
tural Revolution had been reinstated, 27 and many more were restored to 
their posts in the years that followed. Clearly; the old bureaucratic appara
tus emerged from the Cultural Revolution largely intact, albeit with some 
changes in personnel and organization. 28 Not only did the bureaucracy sur
vive, it did so in bloated form. Many of the political activists of the Cultural 
Revolution had to be rewarded, and the usual reward was appointment to 
an official position. Millions were added to the membership of the Com

munist Party and to the rolls of those holding bureaucratic posts. One of 
the ironic results of the Cultural Revolution, oste:nsilily a movement against 
bureaucracy and bureaucratic privilege, was to swell the numbers of 
China's bureaucrats, especially at the lower and middle levels of the politi
c.! hierarchy. 

There were of course much-publicized campaigns against bureaucratic 
arrogance and bourgeois habits, as well as a renewed emphasis on the 
virtues of the mass line. More significant, however, was the fact that no 
change was made in the highly formalized cadre system, based on a hierar
chy of twenty-four official ranks with salacy levels far higher than those en
joyed by workers and peasants. Nor was there any serious attempt to 
eliminate the many privileges traditionally enjoyed by those occupying offi
cial positions, such as free meals and expenses provided in the perfonnance 

of official duties-and for higb.-level leaders, houses, servants, chauffeur
driven cars, access to special stores and goods, and vacations at official re
sorts. 1hat half-hidden but well-established system of bureaucratic 
privileges and benefits survived the Cultural Revolution and its egalitarian 
ideology along with the bureaucracy itself, although the material rewards 
bestowed on those occupying official posts may have been somewhat less 

conspicuously displayed for a time than in years past. 
The Maoist remedy for "bureaucratism" demanded that officials and all 

"brain workers" regularly participate in productive labor so as not to be
come "divorced from the masses." The Cultural Revolution produced a 
more or less institutionalized means for the practice in the form of "May 
Seventh" rural cadre schools. Some 3,000,000 officials found themselves 



in these newly built communes during their first year of existence (the first 
was established on May 7, 1968), and :millions more experienced this 
process of "ideological revolutionization" in subsequent years. Dividing 
their day between self-sufficient productive labor and intensive study of 
Marxism-Leninism and the thoughts of Mao for periods ranging from six 
months to two years, officials were allegedly cured of their bureaucratic 
proclivities by "learning from the peasants" and ":integrating themselves 
with the masses." Yet, however admirable :it may be to have bureaucrats 
leave their offices to labor :in the fields, particularly :in a country where the 
gap between mental and manual labor traditionally was so wide, the sys
tem left a great deal to be desired as a remedy for bureaucracy. If the pur
pose was to teach officials to "integrate themselves with the masses," it 
was strange that the "May Seventh" schools often were physically sepa
rated from neighboring communes of peasants. The peasants remained 
peasants, in any event, while the officials remained officials. \'Qhile en
gaged in work and study in the countryside (for which, it was claimed, they 
volunteered, regarding it as an honor), they retained their official tides and 
continued to receive the salaries appropriate to their rank. After having 
taken the cure, they usually were returned to their original positions, or 
equivalent posts. Even if the experience had salutary effects on the behav
ior and attitudes of cadres in their relations with the masses, as was 
claimed, it left untouched the basic structural and functional distinction 
between rulers and ruled. If the political reforms that resulted from the 
Cultural Revolution mitigated some of the more glaring manifestations of 
bureaucratic elitism, they did not fundamentally alter the relationship be
tween state and society. And that relationshlp, bluntly put, was one where 
the state (and the bureaucrats who are its representatives) exercised an 
overwhelming dominance over society. 

The phenomenon of the dominance of political over social power was of 
course hardly new. It had characterized the whole history of the People's 
Republic and :indeed modern Chinese history :in general. �ut rarely had it 
manifested :itself so forcefully as during and after the Cultural Revolution, 
and rarely had the problem cried out so urgently and so obviously for a so
lution. In Marxist terms (which were not the terms preferred by Maoists or 
favored by their successors) it :is the age-old problem of "alienated social 
power," that :is, the process by which the state, the product of society, rises 
above society, becomes estranged from it, and comes to dominate social 
life. The Cultural Revolution yielded no solution to the problem but only 
perpetuated it. Indeed, it exacerbated :it. The bitter factionalism engen
dered by the Cultural Revolution and the general breakdown of established 
political procedures created a situation in the last years of the Maoist era 



where the exercise of state power became increasingly arbitrary and 
despotic. 

The Cultural Revolution not only failed to produce permanent institu
tions of popular self-government but also failed to resolve the more imme
diate problems of political succession. One of the original aims of the 
Cultural Revolution was to "train revolutionary successors." But in the 
summer of 1968, when Mao summoned Red Guard leaders to his "prole
tarian headquarters" to inform them that the time had come to end their 

rebellions (and then dispatched most of their followers to the country
side), it was an admission that the young generation had failed the politi
cal test. Nor did the Cultural Revolution yield an ansv.'er to the short-term 
question of political succession at the top-in effect, the question of who 
would (or who possibly could) succeed Mao. If the masses were politically 
quiet after 1968, that was not the case in the Politburo, where the unre
solved issues of the Cultural Revolution were to erupt into fierce political 
struggles in the 1970s and throw its participants into a Byzantine world of 

political intrigue. 
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The Aftermath of the Cultural Revolution 

and the Close of the Maoist Era, 1969-197 6 

H

ARDLY HAD THE Ninth Congress of the Chinese Commu

nist Party closed in April 1969, ha1.ting proclaimed the Great 

Proletarian Cultural Revolution a glorious triumph and having 
declared itself a congress of "unity and victory," when new political strug
gles erupted to shatter such "unity" as had been achieved. The struggles re
volved around the issues the Cultural Revolution had raised-and left 
unresolved-and were inflamed by the political passions that the great up
heaval continued to arouse. But unlike the days of the Cultural Revolution 
itself, when the masses were involved in battles against bureaucratic au
thority, Chinese politics now reverted to factional strife among Communist 

leaders of the bureaucracy, entirely hidden from public view. 

The Fall of Lin Biao 

Two issues dominated Chinese politics in the years after the Ninth Con
gress seemingly had written the closing chapter on the Cultural Revolution. 
One was the question of the place of the People's Republic in an interna

tional arena presided over by two hostile «superpowers," the United States 

and the Soviet Union. The other was the question of the place of the Party 
in the internal post-Cultural Revolution order. The two questions were cu-

376 



riously interrelated, for both derived from the experience of the Cultural 

Revolution, an experience whose meaning was perceived differently by its 

surviving leaders. 

At first sight, it is difficult to see any significant relationship between the 

Cultural Revolution and questions of foreign policy. Between 1966 and 

1969 China seemed to withdraw into itself, as its leaders reinforced the na

tional isolation imposed first by a hostile United States and then by an 

equally hostile Soviet Union. Preoccupied with internal conflicts, Maoist 

leaders seemed content to allmv China's foreign relations to remain dor

mant. They even recalled most Chinese ambassadors in 1967. When the 

Cultural Revolution was launched in 1966, United States military interven

tion in Vietnam was being massively escalated, bombs were being dropped 

very near the Chinese border, and the United States was threatening to ex

tend the war to China itself. But the Cultural Revolution was undertaken 

not because of the threat posed by American intervention in Vietnam, as 

some observers speculated at the time, 1 but rather in spite of it. fu far as 

the "world revolution" was concerned, Maoists attached far more impor

tance to the internal struggle in China than to the struggle raging in Viet

nam. It had been Liu Shaoqi, not Mao, who had issued the strongest 

warnings that China was prepared to assist the Vietnamese people in their 

resistance to American imperialism. In fact, Mao candidly told Edgar Snow 

in 1970 that one of his main reasons for deposing Liu Shaoqi was Liu's pro

posal to revive the Sino-Soviet alliance to ward off the American threat in 
Vietnam, which would have delayed the Cultural Revolution.2 

An enormous measure of national egoism was reflected in the Maoist be

lief that the fate of the world revolution was dependent on the fate of the 

Chinese revolution. What the Chinese took to be "proletarian international

ism" had received its most fulsome expression in Lin Biao's 1965 treatise 

"Long Live the Victory of People's War," an eminently Maoist document 

that projected the Chinese revolutionary experience into a global vision of a 

revolutionary process in which the "revolutionary countryside"-the eco

nomically backward lands of Asia, Africa, and Latin America-would sur

round and overwhelm the advanced "cities" of Europe and North America. 

Although more a hopeful description of the world situation than a prescrip

tion for Chinese action in the world, it was nonetheless the world view held 

by the leaders of the Cultural Revolution. It was assumed that the success of 

socialism in China, to be ensured by the success of the Cultural Revolution, 

would serve as the model for successful socialist revolutions elsewhere. A so

cialist China would thus become the "revolutionary homeland," replacing a 

morally bankrupt and "capitalist" Soviet Union, whose revisionism at home 

and opportunism abroad were leading the forces of world revolution astray. 



Chinese national isolation during the Cultural Revolution, then, was spuri
ously undertaken in the name of "proletarian internationalism." From Bei
jing in those years came fervent declarations of solidarity with popular 
revolutionary movements throughout the world,} accompanied by whole
sale denunciations of reactionary governments and leaders everywhere, 
from the "fascist" Ne Wm in Burma to de Gaulle in France, and of course 
Lyndon Johnson and Leonid Brezhne. In 1967 Mao not only called China 
"the political center of world revolution" but also proposed that it become 
"the military and technical center of the world revolution. "4 

Before the Cultural Revolution came to an end, however, the actions of 
the Soviet Union rudely intruded on this "internationalist" revolutionary vi
sion. In August 1968 Soviet annies invaded Czechoslovakia, an action 
more harshly denounced in Beijing than in any other of the world's capitals. 
While the Chinese Communists had precious little sympathy for Dubcek' s 
experiment in democratic socialism, they have always insisted on the right 
of national sovereignty, as both a matter of principle and a matter of na
tional self-interest. The occupation of Czechoslovakia raised the specter of 
war with the Soviet Union, for along with it came the infamous "Brezhnev 
doctrine" of "limited sovereignty" for socialist countries, that is, the "right" 
of the Soviet Union to militarily intervene in the countries belonging to 
what was once known as the "Communist camp." For China the threat was 

ominous and immediate, for the Russians already had made thinly veiled 
warniD.gs about a "preemptive" attack (preferably in concert with the 
United States) against Chinese nuclear installations, which since 1967 in
cluded hydrogen bombs. More than a million Russian troops were de
ployed along the 5,000-mile Sino-Soviet border; hundreds of Soviet 
nuclear missiles were targeted against Chinese cities; and border clashes 
were growing in frequency and intensity. When the CCP's Ninth Congress 
opened in April 1969, Chinese and Soviet troops had just fought bloody 
battles on the frozen U ssuri River in northern Manchuria. 

Ar that Congress, through the medium of Lin Biao's main report, the 
Chinese Communists first placed Soviet "social imperialism" on the same 
footing as American imperialism, both principal enemies of the oppressed 
nations and of China. While American imperialism was typically de
nounced as "the most ferocious enemy of the peoples of the world," Lin 
had equally harsh words for the Soviet Union. The "new czars," he 
charged, were establishing colonies "on the model of Hider's 'New 
Order"' and were engaged in "fascist acts of banditry." But both imperial
ism and social imperialism, Lin optimistically concluded, would inevitably 
meet their doom at the hands of the popular forces of world revolution.5 

For Mao and Zhou Enlai, merely condemning the Soviet Union and the 



United States as equally evil and relying on the deus ex machina of world 
revolution were insufficient to deal with the peril from the north. Zhou, un
doubtedly with the strong support of Mao, was advocating a new global 
diplomatic strategy based on the rather traditional principles of national 
sovereignty, peaceful coexistence, and the establishment of friendly rela
tions "between states with different social systems." It was a strategy that 
defined the Soviet Union as the principal enemy; and correspondingly; dic
tated a tactical accommodation with the United States. As it happened, the 
strategy coincided with American interests that would soon bring Henry 
Kissinger and Richard Nixon to Beijing. This new diplomacy was of course 
wholly inconsistent with the proclaimed principle of "proletarian interna
tionalism" (which might better be termed a spirit of messianic revolution
ary nationalism) that briefly had held sway. To Lin Biao it seemed, if not 
necessarily so much a betrayal of principle, then certainly a politically dam
aging repudiation of the vision of a worldwide "people's war" with which 
he had been so intimately identified. On the question of China's foreign 
policy; particularly the policy of rapprochement with the United States, one 
of the battle lines between Mao and his designated "successor" was drawn. 

Another battle line was drawn on a second and closely related question: 
the pace and manner that Mao and Zhou proposed for rebuilding the 
Communist Party and reestablishing its authority. At issue was not whether 
the Party should be rebuilt-the Cultural Revolution had produced no vi
able institutions to take its place-but rather whether it would be rebuilt 
on its old Leninist foundations, reassume its former monopolistic position, 
and retain most of its pre-Cultural Revolution leaders. For Mao, and espe
cially for Zhou Enlai, the rapid restoration of the Party was the first and 
most essential domestic order of business, particularly to correct the anom
alous political result of the Cultural Revolution, which had made the army 
the dominant force in the political life of the nation. No matter how much 
proletarian virtue the PLA might possess, the situation gave rise to Bona
partist fears, and Mao began to criticize the rule of the military command
ers as "arrogant." Moreover, the growing preoccupation wi� the Russian 
menace made all the more urgent the fashioning of a stable internal politi
cal order. The Maoist emphasis was on national unity and reconciliation 
under the leadership of a revived and rebuilt Party, and Mao now was 
openly sanctioning the return of most former Party leaders and the whole
sale rehabilitation of its cadres who had been so harshly denounced (and 
often "overthrown") during the Cultural Revolution. Indeed, Mao now 
claimed that from the beginning of the Cultural Revolution he had disap
proved of the "maltreatment" of Party members and pointed to that un
happy legacy as a major impediment to the rebuilding of the Party.6 



In the eyes of remaining radical leaders in Beijing who had thusfar man

aged to escape the continuing purge of "ultra-leftists," most notably Chen 

Boda, old "capitalist-waders" were being returned to prominence with un

seemly haste. New leaders were being selected less in accordance with the 
Cultural Revolution criterion of political virtue than on the basis of admin

istrative competence and political convenience. Lin Biao was also opposed 

to the restoration of old cadres, less one suspects out of any attachment to 

the principles of the Cultural Revolution he invoked, than because the 

Leninist rebuilding of the Party posed a threat to his political ambitions. 

The more the Party was strengthened through the return of pre-Cultural 

Revolution officials, the less was the power of Lin Biao to determine the 

course of policy and events. Thus at the Ninth Congress, Lin proposed that 

the Cultural Revolution Group, which had been headed by Chen Boda 

since its inception three years earlier, should continue to function. It was 

not that Lin had political support in the Cultural Revolution Group; in

deed, he had been locked in bitter conflict with most of its members since 

1968, when the PLA under his command had so brutally suppres·;ed the 

radical Red Guards. But, he apparently calculated that the Group could 

serve as a counterweight to the Party Politburo and slow the process of 

Party rebuilding. Lin's proposal, in any event, was unsuccessful, and in De

cember 1969 the Cultural Revolution Group was abolished. 

The political struggles that followed the Ninth Congress, or at least the 

conflict between Lin Biao and Mao Zedong, cannot easily be interpreted 

as simply a struggle between military and civilian authorit)� between army 

and Party, however tempting it might be to do so to dispose of an episode 

that still remains shrouded in mystery. As that secret struggle unfolded be

tween 1969 and 1971, it is unlikely that Lin spoke for the army as a whole 

or even perceived himself as its spokesperson. When the PLA had come 
under attack from the Cultural Revolution Left in the summer of 1967, 

Lin partially joined the attack, thereby earning the v.rrath of a good many 

army commanders. It was Zhou Enlai, more than Lin, who had come to 

the defense of the PLA at the time. To be sure, Lin had his followers 

among PLA leaders, and frantically attempted to acquire others to main

tain his position as Mao's putative "successor," but they remained far 

fewer and less powerful than those who owed their loyalty to Mao and 

Zhou. Lin's challenge to the Chairman was not a military challenge to 

civilian authority, but a political one. 

Yet it was a political challenge of a most ambiguous and dubious sort, in

volving issues that had more to do ·with questions of power and expediency 

than of real political or social substance. There is little evidence to support 

the view that the conflict between Lin and Mao was a clash between "radi-



cals" and "moderates." It strains credulity to cast Lin as an exponent of the 

principles of the Cultural Revolution, vainly protesting the Maoist betrayal 

of those principles in the period after the Ninth Congress. Although the 

post-Mao leaders of China would find it politically convenient to lwnp to

gether "Lin Biao and the Gang of Four" as "ultra-leftists" and charge them 

·with the responsibility for most of the evils of the "cultural revolution 

decade," the truth is that Lin and those who later were to be branded the 

"Gang" were the bitterest of political rivals. One of the future members of 

the Gang, Jiang Qing, formed a coalition with Zhou Enlai (despite all the 

differences between them) to oppose Lin Biao in 1968, a coalition that was 

instrumental in Lin's political downfall in 1971.7 And Zhang Chunqiao, an

other member of the ill-fated quartet, was one of the intended victims of 

Lin Biao' s abortive 1971 coup d' ftat.S Among the many charges eventually 

leveled against Lin Biao, and they included virtually everything on the Chi

nese Communist Party's long list of ideological and political heresies, the 

accusation that he was a "careerist� and a "conspirator" out for supreme 

political power seems the most plausible. It is difficult to escape William 

Joseph's conclusion that Lin Biao was simply "a political opportunist who 

supported whatever line and policies furthered his own power. "9 

Among the policies that furthered his power was his opposition to the 

wholesale rebuilding of the Party and to the rapprochement with the 

United States. The issues dividing Mao and Lin, along with Mao's growing 

suspicion of Lin's personal ambitions and conspiratorial \vays, led to an 

open confrontation between the t\vo when the Central Committee of the 

Ninth Congress convened its Second Plenwn at Lushan in late August 

1970. Or more precise!)� the conflict was then openly revealed to the mem

bers of the Central Conunittee; the Chinese people were not told of the 

political struggle among their leaders until two years later, and then only the 

victors' version of the events and issues involved. In contrast to the days of 

the Cultural Revolution, public debate of public policy was no longer in 

fashion. 

According to Mao's later account, Lin Biao and Chen Boda (who were 

at least temporarily and tactically allied at the time) carried out a "surprise 

attack" at the Lushan meeting. Mao described the "program" of his oppo

nents as twofold: first, the appointment of a State Chairman to fill the post 

from which Lu Shaoqi had been removed, and second, the addition of a 

provision in the draft of the new state constitution extolling Mao as a "ge

nius."10 The "surprise attack" consisted of speeches critical of the foreign 

and domestic policies of Zhou Enlai, surprising only because their content 

was not discussed v.rith Mao beforehand. The proposal to appoint a State 

Chairman was contrary to Mao's decision of several months earlier to omit 



mention of the position in the new constitution-in effect, to abolish the 

office-probably because he did not want his "successor" Lin Biao to ob

tain it for fear of undennining Premier Zhou Enlai's supremacy over the 

state administration. The proposal to proclaim Mao a "genius" was a some

what more enigmatic matter. Mao later called it a "theoretical question." At 
the time, it would seem, it was an eminently practical political question. To 
praise Mao as a genius vms very much in the spirit of the Cultural Revolu
tion, especially the spirit long favored by the PLA, when Mao stood high 

above all institutions as supreme leader and utopian prophet with direct 
links to the masses. To celebrate the genius of Mao in 1970 was an attempt 

to recreate the Cultural Revolution situation when all political wisdom and 

authority resided in Mao and his thought rather than in the Communist 

Party, and thus to attempt to blunt the current drive to restore the Party to 

its pre-Cultural Revolution Leninist preeminence. Mao was quick to recog

nize the political implications of this belated attempt to use the cult of Mao 

against his now Leninist policy on the Party. He refused the accolade and 

later commented on its political import: "Genius does not depend on one 

person or a few people. It depends on a Party, the Party which is the van

guard of the proletariat. "11 

The Central Committee neither api_Xlinted a Chairman of the republic 

nor proclaimed Mao a genius. Instead, Lin Biao and Chen Boda were crit

icized for obstructing the process of Party rebuilding. Moreover, after ap

parently heated debate, the new foreign policies designed by Zhou Enlai 
were endorsed. The official communique that emerged from the tw"o-week 

dosed-door meeting announced that China's foreign policy was based on 

the principle of "peaceful coexistence between countries with different so
cial systems. �12 It was the first time in more than five years that this phrase 
had been heard in public. 

The Lushan Plenum also marked the downfall of Chen Boda, Mao's 

longtime personal secretat}; confidant, and Maoist theoretician par excel

lence. The Cultural Revolution had elevated Chen to the apex of power as 

one of the five members of the Standing Committee of the Politburo, 

standing alongside Mao, Lin Biao, Zhou Enlai, and Kang Sheng. He now 

became the victim of a brief campaign of vilification.  Accused of various 

''ultra-leftist" deviations, he was excommunicated as "China's TI-otsky." 

The problem of deposing Lin Biao was a more formidable task. For Lin 

was not only Mao's official heir apparent and China's lvlinister of Defense, 
he had emerged from the Cultural Revolution \Vith a popular prestige 

seemingly second only to that of the Chainnan himself. From the time of 

the Nanchang uprising of 1927, he had been one of the great heroes of the 

Chinese Revolution and, since their first meeting in 1928, one of Mao's 



closest comrades in arms. Moreover, the extent of military support Lin 

could command was unknov.'ll in the fall of 1970. The strategy that was to 

bring his downfall would take a year to unfold. 

The conflict between Mao and Lin was of course totally hidden from 

public view. To the Chinese people, Lin still appeared to be Mao's chosen 

successor. He continued to make public speeches and preside at official 

gatherings. His picture was displayed in nev.'Spapers almost as prominently 

as Mao's. On May Day, 1971, Lin and Mao stood together on the review

ing stand above Tiananmen Square. But behind the fa£ade of public unity, 

the political struggle was intensifying, with Mao removing from power a va

riety of political and military leaders thought to be sympathetic to Chen 

Boda or Lin Biao, including Li Xuefeng, the political commissar for the 

Beijing Military Region. Mao also ensured the loyalty of the PLA units in 

and around the capital by transferring (in January 1971) troops under Lin 

Biao' s direct command from Beijing to their original base in northern 

Manchuria, ostensibly to counter a Soviet threat. 

\Xihi.le the fall of Lin Biao was being prepared, the policies he opposed 

were being implemented. The process of rebuilding the Party machine was 

greatly accelerated. For eighteen months after the Party's Ninth Congress 

it had proved impossible to establish provincial Party committees. The 

Lushan Plenum served to remove the political obstacles. Benveen Decem

ber 1970 and August 1971, Party committees were set up in all provinces, 

effectively subordinating the provincial revolutionary committees. In the 

meantime, Zhou Enlai's fie\\' diplomacy was beginning to bear its antici

pated fruits. In November 1970 Zhou told Edgar Snow that the Chinese 

government had responded affirmatively to overtures from Washington to 

resume Sino-American discussions that had been suspended in Warsaw a 

year before, although preferably at a different site. 13 The new site was to be 

Beijing. In December Mao adllised Snow that Richard Nixon would be 

welcomed in China as either tourist or president.14 The invitation was 

quickly relayed to Washington, and Snow received permission to publish 

his interviev.r with Mao. It appeared in Life magazine in April 1971, at the 

very time Lin Biao and his supporters were making their final appeal before 

the Politburo to reverse the course of Chinese foreign policy. But the era of 

"ping-pong diplomacy"1j already had begun, and it soon gave way to an era 

of realpolitzk. On July 11  came the startling announcement that Secretary 

of State Henry Kissinger had been in Beijing for nvo days of discussions 

with Premier Zhou Enlai, preparing the way for President Nixon's dra

matic visit the following February. It was a diplomatic triumph for both 

sides. 

In September, two months after Kissinger's visit, Lin Biao vanished 



from the public scene. No explanation for his absence was forthcoming for 
ten months. Finally, on July 28, 1972, the first official account of what 

would be called "the tenth major struggle between the two lines in the his
tory of the Communist Party of China" was issued. Lin Biao, it was said, 
had plotted a coup d'etat that involved an attempt to assassinate Mao Ze
dong. \Xi'hen the plot failed, he attempted to flee to the Soviet Union on a 
jet aircraft along with his \l.Tie and son and other accomplices. But the plane 
crashed in the People's Republic of Mongolia, killing all aboard. 

There is, of course, no way to either verify or disprove the official story. 
As in most such cases, one is left with little more than such versions and 

documents as the survivors and victors choose to provide. All that can be 

said with any reasonable degree of certainty is that a major political crisis 

took place in September 1971, which involved a wholesale purge of the 
upper echelons of both the military and civilian administrations, including 
the dismissal of eleven of the twenty-one members of the Politburo, and 
that Lin Biao perished in the process, whether on the liident jet that 

crashed in Outer Mongolia on September 13 or by other means at another 
time_16 

In recent years myriad "revelations" about Lin Biao have issued from 

Beijing and elsewhere, but save for details about the alleged plot to seize 
state power, they have revealed little more about the origins and nature of 
the crisis of September 1971 than was known in the summer of 1972. That 

there were plots and counterplots at the very highest levels of the Party
state apparatus in the year follov."ing the Lushan Plenum cannot be 

doubted-and they make for a sad commentary on the effects of the Cul
tural Revolution on the character of political life in the People's Republic. 
But it cannot be taken for granted that Lin and his supporters were the 

original plotters. It seems likely that it was Mao who took the political ini

tiative, detennined to eliminate Lin and his faction for reasons of both 

power and policy. In the last months of 1970 Mao began to purge Lin 

Biao's military and political supporters, and in early 1971 he reorganized 
the Beijing .Nlilitary Region around PLA units upon whose support he 
could count. \Xi'hen the Chairman embarked on his "inspection tour" of the 

provinces on August 18, 1971, he clearly did so for the purpose of mobiliz

ing the support of local PLA commanders in the campaign against Lin and 
to prepare the denouement that was to take place the following month. At 

the time Mao claimed that he had been shielding Lin and following the pol

icy of "curing the disease to save the patient." He held out the possibility 
that Lin still might be reformed but ominously added: "It is difficult for 

someone who has taken the lead in committing major errors of principle . . .  
to reform."17 



Clearly, Mao intended to bring the conflict to a decisive end, having lit

tle expectation that Lin Biao would prove amenable to "reform." And it is 
likely that Lin Biao responded to Mao's threatening political maneuvers by 

planning what proved to be an abortive coup d'etat and assassination plot 

that Chinese authorities alleged were devised a year earlier and set forth in 

a document known as "Outline of the '571 Project."' In early September 
1971, according to a later Beijing account, the plotters plarmed to attack 

Chairman :Mao's special train with flrunethrmvers and bazookas, dynamite 

the railway bridge near Suzhou over which the train was to pass, bomb the 
train from the air or blow up the oil depot in Shanghai. If these elaborate 

measures failed, there was a further plan to have the Chairman shot by a 

member of his own bodyguard when he reached Shanghai.18 However, as 

Zhou Enlai acknowledged in a meeting \v:ith a group of American newspa

per editors in late 1972, the "571 Project" was never put into operation. 
There was in fact no attempt on Mao's life and no effort to carry out the al

leged coup; instead, fearing the plot had been discovered, Lin hastily fled 

on the ill-fated plane that crashed in Mongolia_i9 But whatever Lin Biao's 

motives and activities may have been, his demise-and the purge of his 
supporters in the Party, army, and revolutionary committees20-removed 

the last barriers to the consolidation of the post-Cultural Revolution order 

as Mao and Zhou \\rished to have it. 
The fall of lin Biao was followed by a host of "ultra-leftist" charges lev

eled against Mao's onetime designated "successor." In addition to allega

tions that he had conspired to assassinate Mao and establish a military 

dictatorship, had conducted "illicit relations" with the Soviet Union, and 

had opposed Mao's policy on the rehabilitation of Party cadres and his 
"revolutionary line" in foreign policy; Lin also was accused of having exag

gerated the spontaneity of the masses, overemphasized the human and 
spiritual factors in production, undermined rural stability by attempting to 

hastily universalize the Dazhai model and by advocating a more or less im

mediate transition to communism, and having fostered too zealously the 

Mao cult and the rote memorization of the Chairman's sayings in lieu of se
rious study of his works. In 1972 it appeared to a number of foreign ob

servers that Lin Biao had been unmasked as the most prominent of the 

"ultra-leftists."21 Indeed, high-ranking Chinese officials told visitors at the 

time that Lin had been the "backstage boss" of the radical May Sixteenth 

group during the Cultural Revolution.22 The alleged ultra-leftist heresies 

were perhaps less revealing about Lin Biao than about the continuing re

treat from Cultural Revolution policies then being led by Mao Zedong and 

Zhou Enlai. 
The deradicalization of the Cultural Revolution accelerated markedly in 



the two years after the fall of Lin Biao. It was a process above all marked by 
the reestablishment of the authority of the Chinese Communist Party, 

which soon was no less dominant in the political and economic life of the 
nation than in the years before the Cultural Revolution. It was not only the 
institution that was restored but also the great majority of its old leaders. 

Officials and cadres denounced and overthrown as "capitalist-roaders," 
"demons," and "monsters" were returned to positions of power and promi
nence in ever increasing numbers--and without official explanation, save 
for charges that the "excesses" of the Cultural Revolution were largely due 
to the evil machinations of Lin Biao. Most of the old provincial Party lead
ers and their deputies were reappointed to high offices, although, to save 
embarrassment, stationed in provinces other than those they had governed 

in 1966.23 In general, the older and more conservative cadres prevailed 
over the younger and more radical ones who had risen to prominence dur
ing the Cultural Revolution. The process of "rehabilitation" did not ex
clude such prominent "monsters" as Chen Zaidao and Zhong Hanhua, the 
leaders of the 1967 �an mutiny, who reappeared at public forums in 

1972 and were assigned to new military commands. The old Party
controlled mass organizations also reappeared; a reorganized Communist 
Youth League in lieu of the disbanded Red Guards, and a reconstructed of
ficial trade union federation replacing the workers' congresses. 

At; the Party was rebuilt, the political role of the revolutionary conunit
tees and the army declined. The revolutionary committees had in fact be
come anachronistic, for thcir purpose in large part had been to represent 
the popular mass organizations, which now had disappeared. They never
theless continued to exist, partly as an administrative convenience, partly as 
an ideological necessity, lest their formal abolition be taken as a renuncia

tion of the Cultural Revolution. At the &arne time the PLA, purged of lead
ers who were alleged supporters of Lin Biao, gradually withdrew from the 
dominant political position it had been called upon to assume during the 
Cultural Revolution. That the Party would again command the gun was a 

point that Mao had made dear in the course of his 1971 provincial tour, ad

vising army commanders: "lbu should pay attention to military affairs . . . .  
It would be putting the cart before the horse if matte" already decided hy 
regional Party committees were later turned over to army Party committees 
for discussion. "24 A decade earlier Maoists had established the PIA as the 

model for universal emulation, but now the slogans of the day enjoined the 

PLAto learn "the fine work style" of the Party and to "learn from the peo
ple of the whole country." 

The rebuilding of the Party was logically accompanied by the partial dis
mantling of the cult of Mao. This had been a Janus-faced phenomenon. On 



the one hand, it was an extreme expression of the alienation of the social 
power of the people, for it was not simply a matter of the masses worship
ing the authority of a state thar stood above them but totally subordmating 
themselves (and their power) to the higher authority of a single man, per
ceived as the embodiment of their collective will and the source of all wis
dom. Yet during the Cultural Revolution the cult had been the main 
instrument that encouraged citizens to attack the bureaucratic apparatus 
which ruled over them and to legitimize that rebellion against authority. 
Mao was certainly acutely aware of the political utility and functions of the 
cult, even if not of its alien and alienating character. In his December _1970 
talk: with Edgar Snow; he again candidly acknowledged the existence of a 
"cult of personality" (as he had in 1965) and, moreover, argued that it had 
been a necessary weapon to dismantle a Party bureaucracy that was no 
longer under his control. Now that the situation had been rectified, the 
time had come for the cult to be "cooled down," although Mao implied 
that this might take some time. It was difficult, he said, for people to over
come the habits of "3,000 years of emperor-worshiping tradition. "25 Mao's 
association of his "personality cult" with that ancient tradition suggests that 
he was well aware of the social roots of the phenomenon, aware that the 
cult flourished because China was still basically a peasant land dominated 
by old rural traditions. The thrust of his remarks was that he took advan
tage of this condition of cultural backwardness to mystify his own authority 
in order to demystify the authority of the Chinese Communist Party. 

The cult was in fact "cooled" in the years after 1971. Although neither 
Mao nor his thought suffered any lack of public and official adulation, the 
emphasis was now on the supreme authority (if not necessarily the absolute 
infallibility) of the Party. The Party itself, of course, was still led by a now 
more Leninist-inclined Mao and presumably guided by his thought. The 
excesses and more irrational aspects of the cult were blamed on Lin Biao. 
Lin, to be sure, had been the most ardent promoter of the cult, but there is 
no evidence that Mao had any objections to the efforts of his onetime 
"closest comrade in anns" before 1970. 

In the years after Lin Biao' s death, the new forcign policy designed by 
Zhou Enlai began to pay great nationalist dividends, but at an enormous 
cost for China's proclaimed principles of "proletarian internationalism." In 
October 1971 the People's Republic triumphantly entered the United Na
tions, the United States no longer willing or able to continue the obstruc
tionist policies it had pursued for more than two decades. The "Shanghai 
Communique" that concluded President Nixon's celebrated visit to China 
in February 1972 essentially endorsed the positions the Chinese had been 
setting forth since 1949; it promised the eventual normalization of diplo-



marie relations between the two countries, called for the progressive with
drawal of United States military forces from Taiwan, and recognized that 
the future of Thiwan was an internal Chinese matter. The implementation 
of these agreements was to be long delayed by Watergate and the other in
scrutabilities of both Chinese and American domestic politics. In the 
meantime, the policy of "'peaceful coexistence between countries with dif
ferent social systems" was practiced w:ith a vengeance elsewhere. Entirely 
"peaceful relations" were maintained w:ith the government of Pakistan dur
ing the Bengali revolt and with Madame Bandaranaike during the revolu
tionary uprising in Ceylon in 1971. The notorious "Christmas bombings" of 
North Vietnam in 1972 brought forth verbal protests from Beijing, but they 
were sufficiently restrained to preserve cordial rdations with Henry 
Kissinger and Richard Nixon. All manner of feudal monarchs and military 
dictators (many formerly denounced as fascist or worse) embarked upon 
pilgrimages to Beijing and were received "With all due honors. Normal 
diplomatic and trade relations were established with the Franco regime in 
Spain and with the fascist military junta in Greece. In the last years of the 
Mao period China emerged as one of the great champions of the North .At
lantic 'JJ:eaty Organization and was one of the few countries in what was 
once known as "'the socialist bloc" to maintain £annal diplomatic and trade 
relations "With the Chilean militarists who so brutally overthrew the Marxist 
government of Salvador Allende. And in early 1976 China found itself in
volved in Angola on the same side as the United States and apartheid 
South Africa. 

These more embarrassing developments which followed from China's 
new diplomacy and its entrance into the world of international power poli
tics flowed from a policy that subordinated all other considerations to the 
overriding struggle against "Soviet social imperialism." The tactics, moti
vated by considerations of national self-interest in general, and by the very 
real threat of the Soviet Union in particular, were devated to the levd of a 
doctrine proclaiming that the interests of revolutionary movements every
where were identical with the national interests of "socialist China." It was 
a doctrine that bore the imprint of Stalin's doctrine of "socialism in one 
country" as well as one that reflected the profoundly nationalist content of 
Maoism. 

H there were new departures in foreign policy in the early 1970s, at least 
as far as relations with the United States were concerned, this was not the 
case with domestic policy, which for the most part was characterized by a 
cautious retreat from the radicalism of the Cultural Revolution. A brief at
tempt to revive the economic policies of the Great Leap in 1968-69 had 
proved abortive, and by 1970 the dominant policies (largely formulated 



under Zhou Enlai' s guidance) were stressing stable and orderly economic 
growth. In agriculture, the Dazhai model was broadened to mean "Dazhai
type counties," less a model for social change than for improvements in 
productive techniques. In industry, factory managers dismissed during the 
Cultural Revolution were restored to their former posts, accompanied by 
calls to strengthen managerial authority, labor discipline, and factory rules 
and regulations-and to struggle against "anarchism" and "ultra-leftism." 
There were dramatic increases in foreign trade and in imports of foreign 
technology.26 Veteran Party leaders attacked during the Cultural Revolution 
were "rehabilitated" at an increasingly rapid pace; by 1973, it has been 
noted, "the pre-Cultural Revolution cadres were running the government 
ministries."27 And there was a perceptible loosening of the cultural strait
jacket, with performances by several Western symphony orchestras in 
Shanghai and Beijing and the reappearance of numerous books and movies 
previously banned. Except for the realm of education, where attempts to 
implement the radical reforms of the Cultural Revolution continued {al
though university entrance exams were partially reinstituted in 1972), the 
general tendency was to return to the pre-Cultural Revolution order of 
things. The tendency was not universally embraced by all factions of the 
Party, as events soon were to reveal. 

Nonetheless, the foreign and domestic policies Mao and Zhou were 
pursuing received formal ratification at the Thnth National Congress of the 
Chinese Communist Party held in Beijing from .August 24 to 28, 1973. The 
Congress met without prior public announcement and was convened with 
more than the usual secrecy. But it had the eminently public purpose of at
tempting to demonstrate to Party members and non-Party masses alike 
that, despite the demise of Lin Biao, the surviving leaders remained true to 
the spirit and principles of the Cultural Revolution, and to show that Lin 
had not adhered to those principles and, indeed, had never represented 
them. The concern to document continuity with the Cultural Revolution 
doubtless was largely responsible for the decision to have one of the two 
main reports to the Congress delivered by Wang Hongwen, a former 

Shanghai factory worker and youthful Party activist whom the Cultural 
Revolution had catapulted to a position of national political leadership. 
The other report was presented by Zhou Enlai. Mao presided over the 
Congress but apparently did not address the gathering, although he was 
clearly attempting to balance, if not necessarily reconcile, the "radical" and 
"moderate" factions of the Party, respectively represented at the Tenth 
Congress by Wang Hongwen and Zhou Enlai. 

Both Zhou and Wang took pains to emphasize the correctness of the 
general political lines laid out at the Ninth Congress, and from there the 



lines that linked the present leadership to the Cultural Revolution, however 
tenuous those lines had become. Both emphasized the total supremacy and 
indispensable vanguard role of the Party. "We should further strengthen the 

centralized leadership of the Party," Zhou stressed. "Of the seven sectors

indus� agriculture, commerce, culture and education, the army, the gov
ernment, and the Party-it is the Party that exercises overall leadership. "28 

"Wang Hongwen presented an even more fundamentalist conception of the 
Leninist party. "The Party must exercise leadership in everything," he in
sisted. To be sure, Wang also stressed the old Maoist maxim that Party 
cadres must accept "criticism and supervision from the masses." And he 

struck a faintly cultural revolutionary note when he declared that "a true 
Communist must act without any selfish considerations and dare to go 
against the tide, fearing neither removal from his post, expulsion from the 
Party, imprisonment, divorce nor guillotine. "29 However, in the wake of the 

Lin Biao affair it was most unlikely that many were eager to take up the 
challenge. The main thrust of the Congress, in any event, was to sanction 

the reestablishment of the Party in its orthodox Leninist form; the docu

ments that emerged from the meeting in the Great Hall of the People 

stressed time and again (and always in bold black characters) that "it is the 

Party that exercises overall leadership." 
The restoration of the system of total Party dominance, now fully laid 

down in theory as well as in fact, required ari. absurd rewriting of the history 
of the Cultural Revolution. Thus the revised Party constitution solemnly 
declared that the "great victories in the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolu
tion" had occurred under the leadership of the Chinese Communist 
Party." And Wong Hongwen prodanned that the Cultural Revulution had 
really been a "Party consolidation movement. "31 

Zhou Enlai discussed the international situation ("one characterized by 
great disorder on earth")32 in general and familiar tenns, but his specific 

policies of realpolitik received concrete approval with the election to the 

Central Committee of Foreign Minister Ji Pengfei and his chief deputies. 

At the same time, the number of PLA representatives in the Central Com
mittee was significantly reduced. 

The most difficult task confronting the Congress was to explain the fall 
of Lin Biao. In 1972 lin and Chen Boda had been depicted as "ultra

leftists." It was soon realized, however, that such accusations against two of 
the most prominent leaders of the Cultural Revolution might create doubts 
about the validity of the whole enterprise or doubts about whether the pres
ent leaders truly represented its now canonized spirit and principles. Thus 

lin and Chen were hastily converted into "ultra-rightists" and formally ex
pelled from the Party--Lin posthumously, as a ''bourgeois careerist, con-



spirator, counter-revolutionary double dealer, renegade and traitor," and 
Chen as a "principal member of the Lin Biao anti-Party clique, anti
Communist Guomindang element, 'Iiutskyite, renegade, enemy agent and 
revisionist." Zhou Enlai went to fantastic lengths to connect Lin with Liu 
Shaoqi)} Lin was charged with opposing the doctrine of "continuing the 
revolution under the dictatorship of the proletariat," holding that the main 
contradiction in Chinese society was between "the advanced socialist sys
tem and the backward productive forces" (rather than the Maoist thesis 
that it was between the "proletariat" and the "bourgeoisie"), and therefore 
advocating the hcin.ous view that the main task was to "develop produc
tion." His aim was no less than to turn the CCP into "a revisionist, fascist 
party . . . subvert the dictatorship of the proletariat and restore capitalism 
. . .  institute a feudal-compradore-fascist dictatorship, [and] capitulate to 
Soviet revisionism and social imperialism." A£ if that were not ,enough, 
Zhou charged that Lin's crimes could be traced back to his earliest days as 
a Communist. Mao, it was claimed, had been "trying seriously and patiendy 
to educate" Lin since 1929, but, as matters turned out, "Lin Biao's bour
geois idealist world oudook was not at all remolded. At important junctures 
of the revolution he invariably committed rught opportunist errors and in
variably played double-faced tricks, putting up a false front to deceive the 
Party and the people. "}4 Why it took more than forty years for Mao to un
cover the false front was not explained. Such was the verdict of a Congress 
that proclaimed its faith and trust in the masses-but the masses certainly 
were not to be trusted with the truth about their leaders. While few 
mourned the death of Lin Biao, the whole episode---and the Party's expla
nation of it-only served to deepen the political cynicism festering in Chi
nese society since the latter days of the Cultural Revolution. 

The Party constitution was revised, most notably of course by deleting 
that most embarrassing paragraph which declared Lin Biao to be Mao's 
chosen successor. The new constitution also took a further step in "cool
ing" the Mao cult by omitting some of the more grandiose statements on 
the powers of Mao Zedong Thought that appeared in the 1969 document 
and were identified with the attack on the Party during the Cultural Revo
lution. However, continuity with the Cultural RevolutioD. was expressed in 
retaining the Maoist thesis that class struggles persist in a socialist soci� 
the theory of "continued revolution under the dictatorship of the prole
tariat," and the prediction that other cultural revolutions would take place 
"many times in the future." In 197 3 these propositions seemed glaringly in
congruent with the Maoist emphasis on political unity, centralization, and 
consolidation. 

Finally, the Congress duly confirmed the political leadership of the Party 



that had emerged after the fall of Lin Biao, emphasized the urgency of 

training revolutionary successors, and, in the interim, established a system 
of more or less collective leadership under Mao by appointing five Vice 

Chairmen' Zhou Enlai, Wang Hongwen, Kang Sheng, Ye Jianying, and Li 
Desheng)'5 The Chairman and the five Vice-Chainnen, along with Zhu De, 

Zhang Chungqiao, and Dong Biwu, made up the ruling Standing Commit

tee of the Politburo, "presiding over a Party whose membership had now 

swelled to 28,000,000. 

The Anti-Confucius Campaign 

Soon after the Tenth Congress closed, after an unusually brief five-day ses
sion, it became apparent that the problem of politically burying the dead 
Lin Biao was more difficult than the disposal of Uu Shaoqi during the Cul

tural Revolution. liu had been the principal target of the great upheaval, 

while Lin had been one of its main leaders. The difficulties in providing a 

credible explanation for the fall of Lin Biao were compounded when it was 
decided to add to the long list of charges already made the fantastic allega

tion that he also had been a disciple of Confucius. 

In 1972 a seemingly academic debate had been initiated by the Maoist 

historian and ideologist Guo Moruo on ·the periodization of ancient history, 
particularly the nature and timing of China's transition from a slave to a 

feudal society in the first millennium B.C. The historical discussion soon 
came to focus on the role of Confucius during that transitional era, with 

general agreement not only that Confucianism was a reactionary philoso
phy in modern times but that Confucius himself had been a reactionary in 
his own time, the author of a doctrine that had impeded the historically 
progressive transition from "slavery" to "feudalism." In the summer of 

1973 articles attacking Confucius and Confucianism began to appear in 
more popular newspapers and magazines. And after the Tenth Party Con
gress in August, the crusade against Confucius, dead for more than 2,000 

years, was linked with the campaign against Lin Biao, dead a mere two 
years. 

The "Pi Lin, Pi Kong" {"Criticize Lin, Criticize Confucius") movement 

dominated the official press and public life for more than a year. The writ

ings of most of those involved in this strange campaign were filled with ob

tuse historical allusions and complex literary allegories, but the main thrust 
was to celebrate the historically progressive character of the Qin dynasty 
{which had unified China in 221 B.C.), its first emperor (Qin Shihuangdi), 

and its authoritarian Legalist doctrines; and, correspondingly; to condemn 
as historically reactionary the Confucian opposition, which represented the 



interests of the dying slave-owning aristocracy, clinging to ancient political 
and territorial divisions. The First Emperor of the Qin (who had burned 
Confucian books, and buried alive Confucian scholars) traditionally had 
been regarded as the greatest tyrant in Chinese history; but now he was de
picted as China's great unifier. However ruthless his methods, he had acted 
in accordance with the progressive movement of history; The contemporary 
political message was clear: Mao Zedong, the modem Qin Shihuangdi,36 
recognized and acted upon the objective forces of historical change by pro
moting national unity, political centralization, and modem economic devel
opment. Lin Biao, by contrast, was the modern personification of the old 
Confucian scholars (particularly the reincarnation of the traitorous, pro
Confucian official Lu Buwei) who had set themselVes against the progres
sive forces of history, promoting political factionalism, territorial 
separatism, outmoded ideas, and antiquated social relationships. Lin was 
thus portrayed as the heir of a reactionary 2,500-year-old ideological tradi
tion. & if to seal the historical case,. the official press solemnly reported the 
shocking discovery that old Confucian scrolls had been found hanging in 
Lin Biao's home. 

Yet the "criticize Lin, criticize Confucius" campaign had less to do with 
Lin Biao or Confucius than it did with conflicting evaluations of the Cul
tural Revolution and with the question of who was to lead China into the 
post-Cultural Revolution era and in what direction. The campaign assumed 
a significance far beyond its dubious contributions to historiography be
cause it became the occasion to :6re the opening salvoes in what would 
prove the final, climactic political batde of the Maoist era. On one side 
stood the veteran officials and cadres, mostly old revolutionaries, who had 
been attacked and criticized during the Cultural Revolution-and who 
looked to Premier Zhou Enlai for leaderShip and guidance. Across the bat
de line were cadres who had gained political prominence during the Cul
tural Revolution and who sought to defend the fruits of the upheaval, 
which they called the "socialist newborn things." Their most prominent 
leaders were those who soon would be known as the "Gang of Four": Jiang 
Qing, Yao Wenyuan, Zhang ChWJ.qiao, and Wang Hongwen, all members 
of the Party's Politburo, with the latter two on its ruling Standing Commit
tee as well. The conflict between the veteran Party leaders and the Cultural 
Revolutionaries was in part a struggle over power in the bureaucracy; in part 
a conflict over policy in society at large. The two factions had more or less 
united, albeit briefly, against Lin Biao in 1971, and both had gained from 
Lin's demise. Mao had attempted to keep the bureaucratic struggle within 
bounds, striving to balance -if not necessarily reconcile the contending 
groups. At. the Tenth Party Congress in 1973, for example, equal time had 



been given to Zhou Enlai and Wang Hongwen. But the anti-Confucius 
campaign, whatever its origins and original purpose may have been, soon 
became the vehicle for the intensification of the political conflict. Both fac
tions seized the opportunity to attack the policies of their rivals, albeit 
under the cloak of scholarly investigations into antiquity. In the ostensibly 
historical debates that ensued, the person and policies of Zhou Enlai 
loomed particularly large, although th� Premier usually appeared in a third
century B.C. disguise. Zhou's supporters portrayed his main historical ana
logue-Li Si, the loyal minister of the First Emperor of the Qin 
dynasty-as an economic modernizer, a technological innovator, and the 
architect of a centralized state that suppressed military separatism and op
erated according to the rule of law. Zhou Enlai's critics, on the other hand, 
emphasized Li Si's uncompromising stand against the seditious Confucian 
opposition (he favored burying them alive and burning their books), im
plicitly and reproachfully contrasting it with Zhou's policy of restoring offi
cials felled during the Cultural Revolution. The wholesale rehabilitation of 
cadres, it was thus suggested, was restaffing state organs with potentially 
seditious counterrevolutionaries. Other contemporary issues that became 
involved in the historical controversies-the reforms in education, the so
cial status of women, and the importation of foreign technology--were 
treated in similarly velled (and often even more obtuse) historical analo
gies. It was a debate conducted by and for the highly educated and proba
bly was largely unintelligtble to the great majority of the Chinese people, 
whose participation was confined to attendance at ritualized criticism ses
sions condemning half-forgotten Confucian pieties. 

By the autumn of 197 4 the anti-Confucian literature was becoming ever 
more obscure, and the campaign in general was fading into well-deserved 
oblivion. Its promoters and participants would have been hard pressed to 
explain what had been accomplished. Whichever side had gotten the best 
of the historical debate, and it mattered little, Zhou Enlai and the veteran 
bureaucrats clearly held the better political hand, as was to be demon
strated at meetings of the Party Central Committee and the National Peo
ple's Congress in January 1975. But before the anti-Confucian campaign 
had come to its murky and inconclusive end, Zhou Enlai had fallen mor
tally ill Suffering from lung cancer, he was hospitalized in May 1974. From 
his sickbed he valiantly continued to conduct affairs of state. At. Zhou lay 
dying, so too did Mao. At the end of 1974 the eighty-one-year-old Chair
man was in visibly failing health and, as he frequently told visitors, "prepar
ing to see God." The effects of Parkinson's disease,which had afflicted him 
for a decade, could no longer be concealed.37 With the passing of the two 
great leaders of the People's Republic now anticipated, both of whom were 



in fact to die :in the same fateful year of 1976, the question of political suc
cession assumed a new urgency and inflamed the factional strife that 
erupted into furious political and ideological battles over the final eighteen 
months of the Maoist era. 

Anew actor who was to play a most prominent role in those battles had 
quietly slipped onto the political stage a few years earlier. Among the many 
pre-Cultural Revolution officials returned to office during the early 1970s 
was Deng Xiaoping. When the former General Secretary of the Party ap
peared at official banquets in the spring of 197 3, no one noted, at least pub
licly, that a few years before he had been condemned to apparent political 
purgatory as "the second leading person in authority taking the capitalist 
road." In a rapid series of political leaps, whose historical import could 
hardly be fully appreciated at the time, Deng was appointed a Vice Premier 
of the State Council under Zhou and, at the Tenth Party Congress in August 
1973, reelected to the Party's Central Committee and Politburo after an ab
sence of seven years. In the spring of 197 4 he headed the Chinese delega
tion to a special session of the United Nations, where he announced that the 
post-World War II "socialist bloc" no longer existed and that henceforth 
China was to be considered part of the Third Wttld.38 At a meeting of the 
Party's Central Committee in early January 1975 Deng was elevated to the 
Politburo's Standing Committee and, it was soon revealed, appointed chief 
of staff of the PLA as well. When the Fourth National People's Congress 
met later that month, Deng seemingly became Premier Zhou's heir appar
ent with his appointment as the first of twelve new Vice Premiers. 

Zhou Enlai's final bequest to the revolution, to which he had devoted 
himself for more than a half a cen� was an impassioned call for the 
"modernization of agriculture, industry, national defense, science and tech
nology" to put China "in the front ranks of the world" before the end of the 
century. The policy of the "Four Modernizations" was soon to be inherited 
and pursued by Deng Xiaoping, but it also harkened back to the vision 
Mao Zedong had set forth when the People's Republic was founded in 
1949, the hope that by the ye.r 2000 China would be "a powerful country 
with a high degree of socialist industrialization." Zhou's reaffirmation of 
that eminently nationalist goal came at the long-delayed Fourth National 
People's Congress, which convened in Beijing January 13-17, 1975. That 
was the first meeting since 1964 of what is formally "the highest organ of 
state power" in the People's Republic. Some 2,800 deputies gathered to 
ratify the enormous changes that had taken place in the country since the 
body had last met, to promulgate a new state constitution, and, as custom
ary, to approve the policies and the changes in personnel already decided by 
the Party's Central Committee, which had met the week before. A dying 



Zhou Enlai left his hospital bed to deliver the report on the work of the 

govemment, summing up the accomplishments of the past twenty-five 

years (for which Zhou could rightly claim a good share of the credit) and 

expressing his hopes for a future China that would be a "powerful modem 

socialist country," foreshadowing the program (if not necessarily all the 

policies) that soon would proceed under the slogan of the "Four Modern

izations." Mao Zedong did not attend the Congress, remaining in his native 

province of Hunan, perhaps for reasons of health, perhaps to register his 

disapproval of the proceedings, perhaps simply to underscore his gradual 

withdrawal ftom the political stage.J9 

Zhou Enlai's report, which emphasized China's past economic progress 

and even more the need for modernization in the future, revealed that the 

disruptions of the Cultural Revolution had not gravely undermined the on

going program for rapid industrialization. Total industrial output for 1974, 
he reported, was 190 percent greater than in 1964, including a 120 percent 

increase in steel production, 91 percent in coal, 650 percent in petroleum, 

200 percent in electric power, 330 percent in chemical fertilizers, and a 

fivefold increase in tractor production. Agricultural output in 197 4 was es

timated to be 51 percent higher than ten years before. Zhou also claimed 

that since the founding of the People's Republic, grain production had in
creased by 140 percent while the population had grown by 60 percent.4D 

T hese claims are generally supported by the estimates of most foreign eco

nomic specialists, although the statistics on gross output, however impres

sive, do not reveal the increasingly grave structural and other problems in 

the Chinese economy that post-Mao leaders would be forced to confront.41 

The new and relatively succinct state constitution approved by the 

Fourth Congress, replacing the one of 1954, was a significantly revised doc

ument that attempted to take into account the vast social and economic 

transformations of the preceding twenty years as well as the postrevolu

tionary transformations of Maoist ideology. On the assumption that the 

"bourgeois " stage of the revolution successfully had been completed (an 

assumption that soon would be challenged), the People's Republic no 

longer was described as a "people's democratic State," but rather as "a so

cialist State of the dictatorship of the proletariat." The total supremacy of 

the Party over the state administration was made a matter of law as well as 

fact. Whereas the 1954 constitution proclaimed that "All power ... belongs 

to the people," the new document added: "The Communist Party of China 

is the core of the leadership of the whole Chinese people. The working 

class exercises leadership over the state through its vanguard, the Commu

nist Party of China." Further, it was explicitly laid down that the National 

People's Congress and state power in general were under the direction of 



the Pany.42 Also \vritten into the constitution was the dictum that "Marxism

Leninism-Mao Zedong Thought is the theoretical basis guiding the think

ing of our nation," along \Vith several specific Maoist propositions, 

particularly the notion of the persistence of class struggle under socialism 

and the theory of "continuous revolution." The rural communes were for

mally institutionalized as the primary form of both economic and political 

organization in the countryside, although the production team was to re

main "the basic accounting unit" and the right of commune members to 

farm small private plots for personal needs was constitutionally recognized. 

The revolutionary committees were made permanent institutions, although 

they \Vere described more as administrative bodies than policy-making or

gans. The "three-in-one" principle upon which the revolutionary commit

tees presumably rested was redefined as the "combination of the old, the 

middle-aged, and the young," a formula doubtless reflecting concerns over 

political stability and succession. The problem of :6lling the position of 

Chainnan of the Republic, vacated by the purge of Liu Shaoqi, was re

solved by simply abolishing the office. The ceremonial duties of China's 

formal head of state now fell to the aged Marshal Zhu De in  his capacity as 

Chainnan of the Standing Corr:u:nittee of the National People's Congress. 

Reflecting the generally more repressive character of the time, some of the 

freedoms formally granted in the 1954 constitution were deleted from the 

1975 document, most notably "the freedom of citizens to engage in scien

tific research, literary and artistic creation, and other cultural pursuits" and 

the "freedom of residence and freedom to change residence." On the other 

hand, striking a faintly Cultural Revolution chord, it was stated that the 

people had the right to speak out freely; hold "great debates," and \vrite 

big-character posters. One new freedom was added at the personal direc

tion of Mao: the right of workers to strike. There were no great expecta
tions that these rights would be honored any more fully than such other 

constitutionally guaranteed rights as freedom of speech, press, assembly, 

association, and demonstration. 

Yet if the prospects for greater freedom were no brighter than they had 

been, it appeared in January 1975 that Zhou Enlai had succeeded in estab

lishing a stable post-Cultural Revolution political order and had arranged 

for a smooth transition to the era when neither he nor Mao would be on 

hand. Zhou and the veteran bureaucrats dearly had dominated both the 

Party Central Committee meeting and the National People's Congress. The 

overwhelming majority of the hventy-nine ministers appointed to the State 

Council were pre-Cultural Revolution officials, most of them personally and 

politically close to Zhou. Only the .Ministry of Culture had been left in the 

hands of the leftists. And Deng Xiaoping, whose spectacular political resur-



rection had come to symbolize the restoration of old cadres, seemed firmly 

entrenched as Zhou's successor-and perhaps Mao's as well. 

The Rise and Fall of the "Gang of Four" 

The unity that Zhou Enlai appeared to have fashioned in January 1975 was 
shattered within a month of the closing of the Fourth National People's 

Congress. In February left-wing Patty leaders made their final bid for 
power, launching a campaign to study the Marxist concept of the dictator

ship of the proletariat. The leftist attack was directed against Zhou Enlai or, 

more precise!); against Deng Xiaoping, who was the de facto head of the 
government during the long months that Zhou lay dying in the hospital. 

The most prominent of the leftists were Zhang Chunqiao (the self

appointed leader of the abortive Shanghai Commune), the polemicist Tho 

Wenyuan (whose celebrated article had announced the opening of the Cul

tural Revolution), Wang Hongw-en (the onetime Shanghai textile worker 

whom the Tenth Congress of 1973 had placed near the top of the Party hi

erarchy), and Jiang Qing (Mao's wife and China's would-be cultural czar). 

They later were to be known as "the Gang of Four," but before they were 

banished as the "Gang" (in October 1976), they were among the highest 

leaders of the Chinese Communist Party. AJ1 four were members of the 
Party's Politburo, and two (Zhang and Wang) were members of its Stand

ing Conunittee as well, both bodies being more or less equally divided in 
1975 between veteran revolutionaries and cultural revolutionaries. Yet the 

leftists had considerably less power than they appeared to have, and cer

tainly far less than their opponents were to attribute to them after their 
purge. The influence of the Four and their supporters was largely confined 

to the cultural reahn and to the official media, of which they made good use 

to magnify their importance well beyond its actual proportions. The real 

levers of power in the state bureaucracy and the army remained finnly in 

the hands of veteran officials of pre-Cultural Revolution vintage. The polit

ical prominence of the "Gang," indeed their political survival, was ulti

mately dependent on the patronage of an ailing and increasingly feeble 

Mao Zedong. 
Mao's patronage, however, was ambiguous, and the relationship be

tween the Chainnan and those who claimed to be his true disciples remains 

murky. Mao himself is credited ·with coining the term "Gang of Four" when 

he advised his would-be disciples at a May 1975 Politburo meeting not to 

act as a "gang" after having admonished them for their conspiratorial activ

ities a year earlier.43 It seems likely that Mao was in general agreement with 

the policies and ideology advocated by the Four but not with their political 



methods. As events would demonstrate, he certainly did not regard them as 

worthy, or even acceptable, successors. Rather than the Gang manipulating 

a declining Mao for their own advantage, as some suppose,44 it may well 

have been the case that Mao knowingly encouraged them to raise issues 

about social class and political power that would eventually bring about 

their political downfall, but would nevertheless have the effect of placing 

those issues on a future Chinese Marxist agenda_45 

However that may have been, the Four were not simply puppets sus

pended on strings pulled by Mao. They represented more than themselves 

and their personal ambitions, although not the workers and peasants whose 

interests they claimed to champion. About the countryside they knew little, 

and among the peasants they were little known. Among the urban working 

class they could claim only scattered pockets of support; the mass organi

zations of the Cultural Revolution where they once had had influence had 

long since been suppressed, while the conservative mass organizations that 

represented the bulk of the working class long had supported the veteran 

leaders of the Party and the PLA. "What the Four did represent was a sector 

of the post-Cultural Revolution bureaucracy, especially the millions of 

younger and lower-level cadres who had been admitted to the Party or had 

risen in rank by virtue of the Cultural Revolution. These were not the gen

uine radicals of the Cultural Revolution era, all of whom had now vanished 

in the continuing purge of the ultra-left that had begun in 1967, but rather 

more the careerists and the opportunists who (like the Four to whom they 

looked for leadership) had wound their way upward in the political hierar

chy by faithfully foll01.ving all the twists and turns of the Maoist line. They 

were tied to what one observer has aptly termed "the established left. "46 H 
Deng Xiaoping represented the veteran officials and personified the 

restoration of the old cadres, the Gang represented the interests of the new 

cadres. In very large measure, the increasingly Byzantine political struggles 

of 1975-76 were a conflict betv.'een old and new bureaucrats for control 

over the Party and state apparatus. Save for Mao Zedong, whose continued 

presence provided an aura of palace intrigue to the proceedings, the vet

eran bureaucrats held most of the political and military advantages. 

Yet if the final round of political struggle of the Maoist era was essen

tially a struggle between conflicting bureaucratic interests, the accompany

ing ideological battles raised issues of wider social importance. The 

campaign to study the Marxist theory of the dictatorship of the proletariat, 

which was begun in February 1975 on Mao's personal instructions, focused 

on the politically explosive question of the relationship betv.reen social in

equality and political power. Leftist theoreticians maintained their empha

sis on the crucial importance of the political superstructure and the 



revolutionary transformation of social relationships as the keys to pursuing 

the correct path of economic development, but they now combined that 

with a search for a more orthodox Marxist explanation for persisting social 

inequality. Here they took as their main text one of Karl Marx's rare com

mentaries on the transitional era of the dictatorship of the proletariat, his 

1875 Critique of the Gotha Program. In the Critique Marx had distinguished 

between the lower and higher phases of communism, v,7j_th the former in

evitably" stamped with the birthmarks of the old society from whose womb 

it emerges." Among those birthmarks was "the narrow horizon of bour

geois right," which bequeathed to the new society wide differentials in in

dividual income (based on the unequal productive capacities of 

indi,7jduals) and other socioeconomic inequalities. Ignoring much else in 

Marx's Critique, Maoist ideologues seized on the concept of "bourgeois 

right," treating it not so much as the inevitable legacy of the capitalist past 

but as a threat to the socialist and communist future. "Bourgeois right," it 

was argued, especially by Zhang Chunqiao, who had written on the con

cept almost two decades earlier, 47 manifested itself in China's commodity 

economy, in the eight-grade wage system, in various aspects of private and 

semi-collective forms of ownership in the countryside, and in the widening 

status differences in productive processes, among other manifestations. 

Such were the material sources, it was further argued, for revisionist ten

dencies in the Party, for the production of "new bourgeois elements," and 

for class polarization in society at large. Thus the restriction of "bourgeois 

right" by the "dictatorship of the proletariat" (i.e., the Communist state) 

was necessary to protect what were called "the socialist newborn things," 

that is, the egalitarian fruits of the Cultural Revolution (of which there had 

been precious few to begin with and even fewer that remained). It was fur

ther necessary to reduce "the three great differences" (benveen mental and 

manual labor, town and countryside, worker and peasant) and thereby 

forestall the emergence of a new class of capitalist exploiters. Restricting 

"bourgeois right," simply put, meant state policies favoring more egalitar

ian forms of remuneration and distribution. 

The leftists' critique of ''bourgeois right" led to lengthy and inconclusive 

debates between the contending political factions--conducted within the 

ideological boundaries of the campaign to study the dictatorship of the pro

letariat--on the chief policy issues of the time: economic development 

strategy; the prevailing wage system; educational policy, especially the issue 

of university entrance examinations; the import of foreign technology; pol

icy toward intellectuals; private plots and markets in the countryside; and 

the restoration of old cadres denounced during the Cultural Revolution. As 

the ideological debates raged throughout 1975, Deng Xiaoping, in his ca-



pacity as First Vice Premier and thus de facto head of government, pursued 

as best he could the modernization program Zhou Enlai had set forth in 

January. W hile paying formal ideological deference to the Maoist ortho

doxies of the time and the desirability of restricting "bourgeois right," Deng 

was quite blunt in stating that all policies were to be judged mainly by eco

nomic criteria or, as he put it, "whether they restrict or release the produc

tive forces." To this end, he had the State Council issue three policy 

documents in the autumn of 1975 calling for the rationalization of industry 

through the strengthening of managerial authority and labor discipline, the 

rapid development of modern science and technology partially to be 

brought about through large-scale borrmviDg from abroad, and the need to 

'I.VID the support of the intellectuals by raising their status and revitalizing 

the system of higher education.48 The social implications of Deng's policy 

proposals, whatever their economic virtues, were clearly the expansion, not 

the restriction, of "bourgeois right." 

On the issue of "bourgeois right," and most other issues as well, the ide

ologists of both factions IDvoked the textual authority of Marx, but both of. 

fered only one-sided and mechanistic interpretations of Marxist theol); 

although, of course, from different sides. But the debate bet-Neen the old 

revolutionaries and the cultural revolutionaries would ultimately be settled 

not by the degree of Marxist theoretical sophistication demonstrated by the 

contending factions but rather by military force. Before that verdict was to 

be rendered, however, the political and ideological struggle was to continue 

for another year, through the latter months of 1975 and much of 1976. And 

it was conducted ID an increasingly repressive and terroristic political envi

ronment. As established Party norms and state legal procedures broke 

down under the strains of the factional struggle, political power was em

ployed ID an increasingly coercive fashion. Arbitrary arrests and unre

strained secret police activities became more common, and an atmosphere 

of fear and terror pervaded the land, especially the urban areas. For this, 

the members and supporters of the future Gang of Four OOre much of the 

responsibility. Although they hardly exercised a brutal "feudal-fascist" dic

tatorship, as was later charged, for the simple reason that they never really 

controlled the state, they were not reluctant to use coercive and terroristic 

political methods where they had the power to do so. That was particularly 

so in the realm of cultural affairs, the one area where the Gang was clearly 

dominant, and thus the repression fell particularly hard on IDtellectuals. It 

was also the case in the city of Shanghai, the main political stronghold of 

the Four, and ID the practice of secret police agencies under the control of 

Kang Sheng and Wang Dongxing. 

But if the political actions of the Gang were limited by the limitations of 



their actual power, the ideology they dispensed contributed greatly to the 
repressive character of the politics of the time. One of the more striking 
features of their treatises on the "dictatorship of the proletariat" was an 
enormous emphasis on the more authoritarian aspects of the Marxist con
cept. The need to strengthen "proletarian dictatorship" and further central
ize state power was justified by the alleged gravity of the class struggle. As 
Zhang Chunqiao argued: "1he class struggle between the proletariat and 
the bourgeoisie, the class struggle between the different political forces, 
and the class struggle in the ideological field ... will continue to be long and 
torturous .... Even when all landlords and capitalists of the old generation 
have died, such class struggles will by no means come to a stop, and a bour
geois restoration may still occur. "49 With the prospect of an endless class 
struggle, it was necessary to exercise what Zhang tenned "all-round dicta
torship over the bourgeoisie," which meant an increasingly dictatorial and 
oppressive state. There was also the prospect that the state would act in an 
ever more arbitrary fashion, for the "leftist" ideology of the time celebrated 
violence as a necessary and desirable attribute of the dictatorship of the 
proletariat. "Instead of opposing revolutionary violence which conforms to 
the direction of historical development, Marxists acclaim it," it was said. 50 

The glorification of "revolutionary violence" also dominated discussions of 
the Paris Commune, which was still praised in the literature as the model 
for proletarian dictatorship but, in striking contrast to the early days of the 
Cultural Revolution, no longer praised as a model of "mass democracy" 
and "the self-government of the producers" but rather for its repressive 
features. Indeed, the model was now viewed as partially flawed, because 
the Communards, it was said, had indulged in excessive "benevolence" to
ward class enemies and had failed to employ the full power of the state. 

The general theoretical conclusion Maoist ideologists derived from their 
study of the concept of the dictatorship of the proletariat was the centrality 
of the "superstructure"-the state, its leaders, and their ideology-in de
termining the course of historical development and especially in promoting 
transitions from one mode of production to another. The emphasis on the 
decisive role of the state (and its repressive functions) had of course been 
one of the main themes of the earlier anti-Confucius campaign, with its glo
rification of the centralized Qin state of ancient times, the First Emperor; 
and Legalism. But the emphasis on the role of a strong and centralized 
state power reached its apogee during the campaign to study the dictator
ship of the proletariat. It was, at best, a grotesquely perverted version of 
Marxism. 

Along with the debilitating factional political conflict, the dictatorship of 
the proletariat campaign dragged on through the end of 1975, only briefly 



interrupted in the autumn of that year by a strange, short-lived movement 
dealing with the popular historical novel Wiater Margin, one of Mao's fa
vorite works in traditional Chinese literature_!il 'Written in the fourteenth 
century, the novel describes the exploits of a group of rebel bandits during 
the Song dynasty, one of whose members had betrayed the rebels and gone 
over to the Imperial court. People were told that criticisms of the fictional 
"capitulationist" would prove salutary as a safeguard against the contempo
rary danger of national and class betrayal. While Mao probably had Lin 
Biao in mind, some attempted to tum the movement against Deng Xiao
ping--guilty, it was implied, of class capitulationism by advocating trading 
China's natural resources (coal and oil) for foreign technology. 

The Wiater Margin campaign, whatever may have been the intentions of 
its promoters, had no noticeable effect on either China's foreign policies or 
the domestic political struggle. What broke the internal political stalemate, 
although in ways that could not have been anticipated, was the death of 
Zhou Enlai, which ushered in the final chapter in the political history of the 
Maoist era. Having valiantly attempted to conduct affairs of state from his 
hospital bed for more than a year, Premier Zhou succumbed to cancer on 
January 8, 1976, at the age of seventy-eight. His accomplishments and 
leadership were widely lauded in the Western press as his death was 
mourned by the people of China. Zhou' s successor as Premier was neither 
DengXiaoping (as Zhou had planned and as was generally anticipated) nor 
Zhang Chunqiao, who was Second Vice Premier after Deng. Mao, appar
ently, trusted neither the leader of the veteran revolutionaries nor the 
leader of the cultural revolutionaries. Appointed acting Premier was the 
relatively obscure Minister of Public Security, Hili! Guofeng. A loyal 
Maoist, or at least unquestionably loyal to Mao, Hua's chief virtue was that 
he had kept a respectable political distance from both of the contending 
factions, satisfactory for the time being to the veteran bureaucrats, but not 
to the Gang. His task in any event was to hold the govenunent together 
and keep the factional conflict within bounds. 

Little was heard from Deng Xiaoping after he delivered the eulogy at 
Zhou Enlai's funeral on January 15. But much was heard about him on wall 
posters and in newspapers, which revived old Cultural Revolution accusa
tions about "China's new Khrushchev" and a "leading person in authority 
taking the capitalist road." It was left to Jiang Qing to add a new disclosure: 
Deng, she charged, was "an international capitalist agent." The leftists' op
portwrity to cast Deng into political oblivion for a second time came in 
April. 

In the early days of April, with the approach of the Qing Ming festival, 
the traditional time to mourn the dead, groups of Beijing citizens marched 



into Ttananmen Square to lay wreaths at the Monument of People's He
roes in honor of Zhou Enlai. They came from factories, schools, govern
ment ministries, and nearby communes-and they came in defiance of the 
goverrunent, which had declared Qing Ming an outmoded feudal custom 
and had forbidden the placing of wreaths in the Square. Yet people came in 
increasing numbers over a period of four days, not only with wreaths but 
also with poems, wall posters, and speeches eulogizing Zhou Enlai, and 
in many cases making veiled criticisms of the Gang of Four. On Sunday, 
April4, the day before Qing Ming, hundreds of thousands of citizens came 
to Tiananmen to pay respects to their dead Premier, and by nightfall the 
huge Square was filled with both wreaths and wall posters. In the darlmess 
of the early morning hours, workers dispatched by the municipal govern
ment hastily gathered up the wreaths and posters and carted them off in 
trucks. The next day, tens of thousands of enraged citizens marched into 
the Square in demonstrations of protest. Disorder followed, but the vio
lence was minor, in part because many members of the police and security 
forces sympathized with the demonstrators. Most of the protesters were 

persuaded to leave peacefully, but several thousand who remained at night
fall were attacked by the urban militia. Some were wounded, many ar
rested, and several hundred imprisoned. 52 

The "April Fifth Movement," as it came to be called, became a powerful 
political symbol over the years to come-symbolic of the spirit of popular 
resistance to a despotic state. But the inunediate result was a meeting of 
the Party Politburo on April 7, which declared the Tiananmen demonstra
tions a "counterrevolutionary incident," even though the more militant of 
the demonstrators were seen raising their right fists in the Communist 
salute and heard singing the Intemationale. 53 The incident was blamed on 
Deng Xiaoping, who was removed from all his official posts in both the 
Party apparatus and the state administration, although he was pennitted to 
keep his membership in the Communist Party "so as to see how he will be
have in the future." Benefiting from Deng's second fall from power was 
Hua Guofeng, who was confinned as Premier of the State Council by the 
Party Politburo (although tllli. hod yet to he formally ratified by the Na
tional People's Congress) and also elevated to first Vice Chairman of the 
Party, making him Mao's apparent successor. 

There followed a campaign to criticize Deng Xiaoping, now best lmown 
to readers of the official press as "an unrepentant capitalist-reader." His 
leadership of the State Council in 1975, when Zhou Enlai lay dying, was 
condemned as a "right deviationist wind" and his policy documents on 
modernization were labeled "the three poisonous weeds." The campaign 
against Deng, which was advertised as a mass criticism movement,  was 



marked by a singular lack of popular participation. But it was accompanied 
by a new wave of secret police repression, as tens of thousands were ar
rested as alleged "counterrevolutionaries." 

As the campaign against Deng Xiaoping dragged on into the summer of 
1976, Mao Zedong lay dying, and the society he had founded seemed to be 
disintegrating. Industrial production plummeted as the cities were swept by 
a wave of workers' strikes, factory slowdowns, and absenteeism. Among a 
demoralized population, the old factional conflicts of the-Cultural Revolu
tion were resumed, accompanied by an upsurge in crime and social disor
der. On July 28, 1976, one of the most massive earthquakes -in Chinese 
hlstory struck North China, its epicenter about 100 miles east of Beijing, 
leveling the newly-industrialized city ofTangshan and killing nearly a quar
ter of its one million inhabitants. To counteract the lingering influence of 
the traditional belief that narural disasters were portents of dynastic col
lapse, the leftist leaders in the capital instructed the survivors to begin a 
movement to criticize the notion of the Mandate of Heaven, and the su
perstitions associated with it, all the while exhorting them to continue the 
campaign against Deng Xiaoping. International assistance was rejected in 
the name of "self-reliance" and relief efforts were left to the PLA, which 
did in fact coordinate a remarkably effective medical and economic reha
bilitation operation that drew upon the resources of many provinces. By 
early autumn, many ofTangshan's coal mines and steel mills had resumed 
production. 

Mao Zedong had made his last official appearance at the Party's Tenth 
Congress in 1973 and then retired to the seclusion of his study: Ailing, in
creasingly feeble, and at times not entirely lucid, he largely confined himself 
to brief meetings with visiting foreign dignitaries, mostly at his residence in 
the old imperial section of Beijing once called the Forbidden City. Mao's 
role in the political events of hls last years remains obscure at best, although 
it is probable that he rendered the :final judgments on most important ques
tions of policy until the early spring of 1976. That certainly was not the case 
by June, when it was officially announced that the Chairman could no 
longer receive foreign visitors. Mao Zedong died on September 9, 1976, at 
the age of eighty-two. 

The leaders of China's political and military bureaucracies, which had 
risen phoenix-like from the ashes of the Great Proletarian Culrural Revolu
tion, wasted little time in severing such tenuous links as remained with the 
radical Maoist tradition, although they invoked the name of Mao and his 
slogans while doing so. Early in October, with the period of mourning for 
the late Chairman barely concluded, the Politburo purged itself of its more 
radical members. Those who thereafter were to be known as the Gang of 



Four were arrested in a military coup and accused of having conspired to 

seize state power, among a vast array of other charges. 54 Hua Guofeng, hav

ing already assumed Zhou Enlai's place as Premier of the State Council, 
now was also selected to replace Mao as Chairman of the Chinese Conunu
nist Party. Hue. made his appearance on the political stage as neither revolu

tionary leader nor statesman, but rather as caretaker for the bureaucracy 
The year 197 6 marks not only the close of the Maoist era but also the de

parture of virtually all of the original generation of Chinese Marxist revolu

tionaries who had grown to intellectual and political maturity during the 
May Fourth Movement. The Cultural Revolution and its turbulent after

math already had taken an enormous toll of the old revolutionaries (and of 
the country's leadership), first among the "capitalist-waders" against 
whom the movement originally was directed and then among those Maoist 
leaders who originally directed the movement and then fell victim to the 

various purges of "'ultra-leftists." For very different reasons, neither of 
Mao's putative successors, Liu Shaoqi and Lin Biao, survived the upheaval. 
Af,e and illness removed other old revolutionaries who had politically sur

vived a revolutionary process that consumed so many of its leaders and 
children. Dong Biwu, one of the few remaining founders of the Chinese 
Conununist Party, died in April 1975. In December, death took Kang 
Sheng, who had served Mao as "China's Beria" since the Yan' an days. Zhou 
Enla.i, who served him far better, died in January 197 6. The ninety-year-old 
Zhu De, the father of the Red Army and a towering symbol of revolution
ary legitimacy and unity, died in July 1976. Deng Xiaoping, the youngest of 
the old revolutionaries, had been banished to political purgatory for a sec
ond time, this time seemingly beyond redemption. 

With Mao's death, the May Fourth generation of Communist revolu
tionaries had all but vanished. For more than half a century they had been 

the carriers of the most modem of revolutionary doctrines in the oldest of 
nations. Historians surely will record them among the most remarkable and 

illustrious of revolutionary intelligentsias, for they were the leaders of the 
greatest and nlost dynamic revolution in the history of the modem world 
and then presided over the beginnings of the modem transformation of the 
world's most populous country-and also one of the most backward. The 

victory of 1949 earned them power, but in a country that was utterly desti
tute and inhabited by a people racked by the most wretched poverty and 
despair. With only the most meager of material resources they fashioned 

China into a unified and modem nation-state and laid the foundations for 
a modem industrial economy. 

The legacies of the Maoist era, both positive and negative, will be fur

ther considered in several of the chapters which follow. What needs to be 



emphasized here is that the aim of the generation of old revolutionaries 
was to make China both modern and socialist. However bitterly they be
came divided in their later years over means and methods, the first gener
ation remained firmly committed to pursuing the Marxist goals they had 
embraced in their youthful days. New generations of leaders will continue 
to promote the modem economic and political development of China and 
might well prove successful in achieving those long elusive and eminently 
nation8list goals of "wealth and power" (ju Jiang). But whether post
Maoist leaders would continue to strive for a socialist future as ardently as 
their predecessors was one of the questions that hung over China at the 
close of the Mao era. 
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The Legacies of the Maoist Era 

T

HE CHINESE COMMUNISTS came to power in 1949 

promising not one revolution but two; a bourgeois revolution to 

be followed in due historical course by a socialist one. The hour� 

geois revolution, left unfinished (indeed, h"dly begun) by Chisng Kai
shek.'s Nationalist regime, was accomplished swiftly by China's new 

Marxist rulers. In the early 1950s the Communists rapidly fashioned the 
decaying fragments of the old Chinese empire into a modem nation-state 

and instilled in its enormous population powerful feelings of national iden

tity and a strong sense of social purpose. The long-delayed agrarian revolu

tion was completed with the conclusion of the Land Reform campaign in 

1952, finally removing the archaic gentry-landlord class from the historical 

scene and liberating the great majority of the Chinese people from ancient 

modes of economic exploitation and social oppression. The territorial uni

fication of the coillltry, the establishment of a strong centralized state, the 
emergence of a national market, and the abolition of pre-capitalist social 
relations in the countryside created, in tum, the necessary conditions for 

the development of modem productive forces. The immense human and 

material resources latent in the vast land could now be harnessed to bring 

about the transformation of a backward and long·sts.gnant economy into a 

modem industrial one. 
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\Xi'hat was achieved during the early years of the People's Republic es

sentially was the program Sun Yatsen, the founder of the Guomindang and 

"the father of the country," had set forth at the beginning of the century: 
national unification, independence from foreign imperialism, "land to the 

tiller," and a plan for modern industrial development. And the Commu

nists, to whom the task of implementing that program fell, can justly claim 

to be the rightful heirs of that most eminent of China's bourgeois revolu

tionaries. The fruits of Mao's "New Democratic" revolution of the early 

1950s are now apparent. China, long (and not long ago) among the most 

wretched and impoverished of countries, has indeed "stood up" in the 

world, as Mao Zedong so proudly proclaimed in 1949, and today stands as 

an independent, powerful, and rapidly modernizing nation. 

The bourgeois phase of the Chinese Revolution did not resemble any 

classic Western model of a capitalist-type revolution. China's bourgeois 
revolution was carried out under the auspices of a Marxist political party 

proclaiming socialist and communist goals. The remaining members of a 

weak Chinese bourgeoisie were neither its leaders not its beneficiaries. 

Moreover, the distinguishing feature of Western bourgeois revolutions

the creation of conditions conducive to the flourishing of private property 

and capitalist development-hardly distinguished the Maoist version. "N a

tional capitalism" in the cities and individual peasant proprietorship in the 

countryside were limited in scope and duration; the limitations were im

posed by a state presided over by Marxists who aimed to abolish private 

property. And when Beijing's Communist leaders decided (perhaps prema

turely� it would now seem) that the essential "bourgeois" historical tasks 

had been accomplished, they were determined to bring about the second 

of the two revolutions they had promised. The era of "the transition to so

cialism" was announced in 1953, less than four years after the establish

ment of the People's Republic, and it began at a very low level of economic 

development, indeed amid conditions of general scarcity and poverty. Over 

the remaining two decades of the Mao era, modernization and socialism 

were to be pursued simultaneously-in accordance with the dictates of 

"permanent revolution." 

Among the distinguishing features of the Mao period, many observers 

once believed, was a unique attempt to reconcile the means of modem in

dustrialism \Vith the ends of socialism. That, no doubt, was Mao's aim, and 

it certainly was the Maoist claim. But, in the end, Mao Zedong was far 

more successful as an economic modernizer than as a builder of socialism. 

This judgment, of course, does not accord \\':ith the conventional wisdom of 

the day, which tells us that Mao sacrificed "modernization" to "ideological 

purity" and that economic development was neglected as the late Chair-



man embarked on a fruitless quest for a socialist spiritual utopia. The ac

tual historical record conveys a rather different story, and it is essentially a 

story of rapid industrialization. The post-Mao critiques of the Maoist eco

nomic legacy, which dwell less on the accomplishments than on the defi

ciences of the era, nonetheless reveal that the value of gross industrial 

output grew thirty-eight-fold during the Mao period, and that of heav-y in

dustry ninety-fold, albeit starting from a tiny modern industrial base whose 

output had been halved by the ravages of foreign invasion and civil war. 

But between 1952 (when industrial production was restored to its highest 

pre-war levels) and 1977, the output of Chinese industry increased at an 

average annual rate of 11.3 percent, as rapid a pace of industrialization as 

has ever been achieved by any country during a comparable period in mod

em world history.' Over the Mao era, the contribution of industry to 

China's net material product increased from 23 percent to over 50 percent 

while agriculture's share declined from 58 to 34 percent.2 fu a noted Aus

tralian economist has observed: 

This sharp rise [of almost 30 per cent] in industry's share in China's national in· 

come is a rare historical phenomenon. For example, during the first four or five 

decades of their drive to modern industrialization, the industrial share rose by 

only 1 1  percent in Britain (1801-41); and 22 percent in Japan (1878/82-

1923/27). In the pos-m.·ar experience of neurly industrializing countries, probably 

only Taiwan has demonstrated as impressive a record as China in this respect.> 

China's transformation from a primarily agrarian country to a relatively 

industrialized nation was reflected in dramatic increases in the production 

of the products associated with modernization, at least prior to the "infor

mation age.� Bet\veen 1952 and 1976, the output of steel grew from 1.3 to 

23 million tons; coal from 66 to 448 million tons; electric power from 7 to 

133 billion kilowatt-hours; crude oil from virtually nothing to 28 million 

tons; chemical fertilizer from 0.2 to 28 million tons; and cement from 3 to 

49 million tons.4 By the mid-1970s China was manufacturing jet airplanes, 

hea\-y tractors, and modem ocean-going vessels in substantial quantities. 

The People's Republic was also producing nuclear weapons and long-range 

ballistic missiles; it first launched a satellite in 1970, six years after its first 

successful atomic bomq test. 

Industrialization began to bring significant changes in China's social 

structure. Although 75 percent of a working population that totaled 

about 400,000,000 remained employed in agriculture during the Mao 

era, the industrial working class grew from 3,000,000 in 1952 to about 

50,000,000 in the mid-1970s, a figure that includes 28,000,000 peasants 



who had become workers in commune or brigade factories under the pol

icy of small-scale rural industrialization. In addition, nearly 20 million 
\vorkers were employed in transport and construction work closely linked 
with industry.5 A nev.r technological intelligentsia was created. The num
ber of Chinese scientists and technicians increased from 50,000 in 1949 
(and 425,000 in 1952) to 2,500,000 in 1966 and five million in 1979, 99 
percent of them trained in the post-1949 years.6 And mammoth irriga
tion and water control works were constructed during the Mao era, which 

greatly facilitated the upsurge in agricultural production and productivity 
in the early 1980s. 

Many blunders were committed in the Maoist industrialization drive, and 
the process was indeed marred by the "irrationalities'' and "imbalances" 
that Mao's successors \Vere to diagnose. Some of the blunders, especially 
the Great Leap, were on a monumental scale and took a heav)'" human as 

well as economic toll. Other economic failings became chronically imbed
ded in the postrevolutionary pattern of economic development, at least in 
practice if not in intent, stubbornly defying all Maoist remedies and ideo

logical exhortations. Certainly the most serious of these failings \Vas the ag

onizingly slow gt0\1.i:h of agriculture, making a mockery of the enormous 
Maoist ideological emphasis on developing the countryside. \Xlhile indus
trial production grew rapidly at an annual rate of 11  percent between 1952 
and the close of the Mao period, agricultural output increased by only 2.3 
percent per annum,7 barely keeping pace with the average yearly popula
tion increase of 2 percent-which resulted in a near doubling of the Chi
nese population over the twenty-five-years of the Mao era. 

Nor was the modern industrial sector itself free of serious deficiencies. 
If Maoist policies mitigated many of the more appalling social inequities 
generated by Stalinist-style industrialization, they did not succeed in fun
damentally changing the Soviet-modeled industrial structure originally 
built in the 1950s. At the close of the Mao era, consequently, Chinese in
dustry was suffering from many of the same problems that were plaguing 
its Soviet and East European counterparts and that would soon contribute 
to their collapse. Waste, inefficiency, overstaffing, bureaucratic inertia, low 
productivity, and petty corruption had become chronic features of China's 
industrial life. Popular living standards were sacrificed to achieve ever 
higher rates of capital accumulation for investment in heavy industry. 
Tiade and service enterprises were neglected, as were consumer goods in

dustries. And a demoralized working class was left in the wake. Although 
industrial output continued to increase by 10 percent per annum during 



the last years of the Maoist regime (with the exception of the fateful year 

of 1976), this rate of growth was not maintained without sacrificing the 

quality of what was produced and not without increasing state capital in

vestment in the modem industrial sector. The accumulation rate (that is, 

the proportion of the material product withheld from consumption and 

invested to expand productive capacity) increased from about 23 percent 

in the early 1960s to 33 percent in the early 1970s, reaching an unsustain

able peak of 36.7 percent in 1978.8 State funds were allocated primarily to 

finance the growth of heavy industry; only 12 percent of state investment 

went to agriculture during the Mao years, and barely 5 percent to the de

velopment of consumer goods industries.9 These policies facilitated very 

high rates of national economic growth but depressed consumption and 

popular living standards. 

The problems in industry were compounded by technological back

wardness. \Xlhile the policy of self-reliance limited (although by no means 

entirely precluded) access to foreign technology; the Cultural Revolution 

had devastating effects on higher education, basic research, and the morale 

of the technological intelligentsia--contributing to the obsolescence of the 

industrial plant built in the 1950s and to a grave shortage of qualified sci

entists during the last years of the Maoist regime. 

Yet despite all the failings and setbacks, it is an inescapable historical 

conclusion that the Maoist era was the time of China's modern industrial 

revolution. Starting with an industrial base smaller than that of Belgium's 

in the early 1950s, the China that for so long was ridiculed as "the sick man 

of Asia" emerged at the end of the Mao period as one of the six largest in

dustrial producers in the world. National income grew five-fold over the 

25-year period 1952-1978, increasing from 60 billion to over 300 billion 

yuan, "l.vith industry accounting for most of the growth. On a per capita 

basis, the index of national income (at constant prices) increased from 100 

in 1949 (and 160 in 1952) to 217 in 1957 and 440 in 1978.10 Over the last 

tvm decades of the Maoist era, from 1957 to 1975 (a period held in low es

teem by Mao's successors), even taking into account the economic disas

ters of the Great Leap, China's national income increased by 63 percent on 

a per capita basis during this period of rapid population growth, more than 

doubling overall.ll 

The Maoist economic record, however flawed, is nonetheless the 

record of an era when the basic foundations for modern industrialism 

were laid. Indeed, it is a record that compares favorably with comparable 

stages in the industrialization of Germany, Japan, and Russia-hitherto 

the most economically successful cases (among major countries) of late 

modernization. In Germany the rate of economic gr0\1rth for the period 



1880-1914 was 33 percent per decade. In Japan from 1874-1929 the rate 
of increase per decade was 43 percent.12 The Soviet Union over the period 
1928-58 achieved a decadal increase of 54 percent. In China over the 
years 1952-72 the decadal rate was 64 percent.U This was hardly eco
nomic development at "a snail's pace," as foreign joumalists persist in mis
informing their readers.I4 

This economic achievement was all the more remarkable in that it was 

accomplished by the Chinese people themselves on the basis of their own 
meager material resources, with little outside assistance or support. Save 
for limited Soviet aid in the 1950s, which was repaid in full (and with inter
est) by the mid-1960s, Maoist industrialization proceeded without benefit 
of foreign loans or investments. It was as much a hostile international envi
rorunent as the once hallowed principle of "self-reliance" that imposed 
conditions of virtual autarky until the late 1970s. At the close of the Maoist 
era, China was unique among developing countries in being able to claim 
an economy burdened by neither foreign debt nor internal inflation. 

Although it has become unfashionable to recall the accomplishments of 
Mao's time, it remains the case that the Maoist regime made immense 
progress in bringing about China's modern industrial transformation, and 
it did so under adverse internal and external conditions. Without the in
dustrial revolution of the Mao era, the economic reformers who rose to 
prominence in the post-Mao era would have had little to reform. 

Of the Chinese people, Mao's industrial revolution demanded hard 
labor and great sacrifices, as had been the case in the industrialization of 
Japan and Russia in earlier times. Popular consumption and living stan
dards suffered as the Communist state appropriated ever larger shares of 
the surplus to finance the expansion of the modem industrial plant. The 
state, simply put, exploited the people it ruled, especially the peasant!}) in 
order to build a heavy industrial base and to support the growing bureau
cracy that presided over it. But it is not the case, as some of the more zeal
ous champions of the market have suggested, that the Chinese people did 
not materially benefit during the years of Maoist industrialization. Th be 
sure, China's sharply rising national income did not translate itself into cor
responding increases in income for the working population, whose labor 
was responsible for the rise. Some of the increase was absorbed by a rapidly 
growing population, partly the result of the ineffectiveness of belatedly im
plemented birth control policies. However, most of the surplus flowed into 
state coffers (and from there to the modem industrial sector and its bu
reaucracy), leaving only enough for meager increases in popular income 
over the last two decades of the Maoist regime. While the income of state 
employees, including regular factory workers, rose significantly during the 



late Mao period, the income of peasants, who made up 75 percent of the 
laboring population, increased litde, if at all, after 1957.15 Yet among gains 
not easy to quantify in economic calculations, but vital for measuring pop
ular welfare, one must note the vast expansion of schools and educational 
opportunities during the Mao era, the transfonnation of a largely illiterate 
population into a mostly literate one, and the builc::Ung of a relatively com
prehensive health care system where none existed before. The near dou
bling of average life expectancy over the quarter-century of Mao's 
rule-from an average of thirty-five in pre-1949 China to sDtty-five in the 
mid-1970s-offers dramatic statistical evidence for the material and social 
gains that the Communist Revolution brought to the great majority of the 
Chinese people. 

Upon completing his monumental history of the Soviet Union, the great 
English historian E. H. Carr warned: "The danger is not that we shall draw 

a veil over the enormous blots on the record of the Revolution, over its cost 
in human suffering, over the crimes committed in its name. The danger is 
that we shall be tempted to forget altogether, and to pass over in silence, its 
immense achievements."16 

Carr's words deserve to be pondered by students of modern Chinese 
history as well as Russian histot] for revolutions do not easily lend them
selves to balanced appraisals. Great social upheavals typically arouse great 
and unattainable expectations, and when those high hopes are dashed long 
periods of disillusionment and cynicism inevitably follow, while the actual 
historical achievements are ignored or forgotten. It usually takes several 
generations, far removed from the political and ideological batdes of the 
revolutionary epoch, to bring the historical picture back into focus. It is the 
blots on the Maoist record, especially the Great Leap and the Cultural Rev
olution, that are now most deeply imprinted on our political and historical 
consciousness. 1bat these adventures were failures colossaf in scope, and 
that they took an enonnous human toll, cannot and should not be forgot
ten. But future historians, without ignoring the failures and the crimes, will 
surely record the Maoist era in the history of the People's Republic (how
ever else they may judge it) as one of the great modernizing epochs in world 
histcxy, and one that brought great social and human benefits to the Chi
nese people. 

More questionable than Mao Zedong' s historical status as a modernizer is 
his lingering, if tarnished, image as the builder of a socialist society. If Mao
ism laid the foundations for China's modern industrial revolution, did it 
also bring about a socialist reorganization of Chinese society, as once was so 



loudly claimed and many still assume---especially those who today applaud 

post-Mao China's embrace of the market as an abandonment of "social

ism"? To what social result did the much-heralded Maoist "transition to so
cialism" actually lead? 

The social and economic transformation of China during the Maoist era 

cannot be understood simply as a version of "the modernization process," 

however broadly one chooses to define that rather vague term. Moderniza

tion, after all, does not typically entail the abolition of private property; Yet 

it was precisely the absence of private ownership of the means of produc

tion that came to crucially define Chinese society only a few years after the 

Communist victory of 1949. By 1956 virtually all that remained of the pri

vate sector of the urban economy had been effectively nationalized and 
agriculture had been collectivized, putting the economies of both the cities 

and the countryside under state control. H state (and "collective") owner

ship of productive property, along with the proclaimed principle of "pay

ment according to work," are the defining features of socialism-and such 

was the definition that prevailed in Beijing and elsewhere at the time-then 

China had become a socialist society very early in the Maoist period. In 
1956, when Chinese Communist leaders from Mao Zedong to Deng 

Xiaoping were celebrating the triumph of socialism, China was in fact no 

less "socialist" than the Soviet Union. 

As had been the case in the Soviet Unicin, nationalization and collec

tivization in China were accompanied by an intensive drive for industrial

ization, and the latter of course is the essence of all versions of 

modernization. But the industrial development of the People's Republic, 

proceeding wholly under state auspices, was originally conceived not as an 
end in itself but as a means to socialist ends. The postrevolutionary regimes 

of both Russia and China sought to bring about socialism and modern in

dustrialism simultaneously, abandoning (in their different fashions) the or
thodox Marxist belief that socialism presupposed industrial capitalism. But 

in many respects the socialist experiment was pursued far more vigorously 

in Maoist China than in the Soviet Union, for Mao, unlike Lenin and 
Stalin, was unwilling to entrust the socialist future to the impersonal-forces 

of modern tedmology alone. Maoism demanded that economic develop

ment be accompanied (and indeed preceded) by a "permanent" process of 
radical transformations in social relationships and popular consciousness. 

Socialist institutions and communist values, Mao taught, had to be created 
in the very process of constructing their Marxian-defined material prereq

uisites. Rejecting the easy Soviet orthodoxy that the development of the 
productive forces would more or less automatically guarantee an eventual 

communist utopia, Maoism insisted that the means of modern economic 



devdopment ·be reconciled with the ends of socialism and that this take 
place in the here and now. It was a doctrine that taught that the new society 
presupposed new people and that the cultivation of socialist human beings 
was no less important in the building of a socialist society than the con
struction of its technological base. Thus Maoism insisted that progress to
ward socialism was to be measured not simply by the level of economic 
development but also by reductions of "the three great differences"-by 
progress in pursuing the classic Marxist goals of eliminating the age-old dis
tinctions between mental and manual labor, between workers and peas
ants, and between town and countryside. 

Yet the Maoist attempt to construct a socialist society in an economically 
backward land, notable though it was in many ways, in the end was over
whehned by the contradictions between Mao's modernizing aims and his 
socialist aspirations--offering fresh historical evidence to support Karl 
Marx's insistence that socialism could be built successfully only on the ma
terial and social foundations provided by capitalism. In Chlna, as else
where, industrialization imposed its own imperatives, generating new 

forms of social inequality that were incongruous with socialist visions. As 
industrial development proceeded, new bureaucratic and technological 
elites emexged The rural areas were exploited for the benefit of the indus
trializing cities in an accelerating process of "primitive accumulation." And 
the industrial values of economic rationality and bureaucratic professional
ism became the dominant social norms, subordinating the socialist goals 
that China's industrialization was originally intended to serve. If the Maoist 
regime mitigated these inegalitarian tendencies, at least in comparison with 
its Soviet predecessor, it by no means halted them. Industrialization de
mands an increasingly specialized division of labor, and in China, as dse
where, the new division of labor served to widen rather than narrow the 
"three great differences," Maoist ideological exhortations and claims 
notwithstanding.17 Reducing the gap between town and countryside was 
the most cherished of Maoist goals, yet the actual economic differences be
tween the cities and the rural areas grew wider, both relativdy and ab
solutely, during the Mao era. Between 1952 and 1975, annual per capita 
consumption among the rural population increased from 62 to 124yuan (in 
current prices) whereas among the non-agricultural population it increased 
from 148 to 324 yuan. 18 

A graver flaw in the Maoist socialist enterprise was the contradiction be
tween the Commwrist state and Chinese society. One obvious result of the 
revolutionary victory of 1949 was the establishment of a powerful central
ized state and an enormous expansion of its bureaucratic apparatus. Ironi
cally, in a Marxian sense (although quite in keeping with the logic of 



Stalinism), as China became more "socialist," the state became all the more 

dominant. For with the expropriation of the propertied classes, the nation

alization of industry, and the collectivization of agriculture, not only was the 

state the political master of society, but it became its sole economic master 

as well. While Maoist ideologists celebrated the spontaneity and creativity 

of the masses, the Maoist state machine became increasingly separated 

from the society it ruled, its bureaucracy grew ever larger and more alien, 

and the division between rulers and the ruled became ever more pro

nounced. Before the power of the bureaucratic state, society lay prostrate. 

In response to this degrading spectacle of social power totally subordinated 

to political power, Maoism offered no remedies-save for fabricating the 

cult of a leader who clallned to personally embody the collective will of the 

people. The cult of Mao Zedong was one of history's most extreme exam

ples of the alienation of social power into fetishized political authority. At 
the end, all the monuments to Mao stood as grotesque reminders of a mon

umental political failure. 

'While some of the socioeconomic preconditions for socialism \Vere cre

ated during the Maoist era, it certainly was not an era that saw the creation 

of socialism's no less essential political preconditions. For socialism re

quires more than the abolition of private property and the building of a na

tionalized industry. Socialism means, if it is to have a genuine meaning, a 

system where political power is exercised by the whole of the working pop

ulation, pennitting them to control both the conditions and the products of 

their labor. The distinguishing feature of socialism is not state property but 

rather what Marx termed the "property of the associated producers." And 

"the dictatorship of the proletariat," so often invoked during the Mao era 

to justify political despotism, is actually the period (according to Marxist 

theory) when the social powers usurped by the state are returned to society 

as a whole, the time when the state is transformed into what Marx called 

"the self-government of the producers." In Maoist China these elemental 

Marxian socialist political conceptions were absent in both theory and prac

tice. Maoism was a doctrine that confronted (even if it did not resolve) the 

dilemma of reconciling the means of modern economic development \vith 

the ends of socialism, but it was not a doctrine that recognized popular 

democracy as both the necessary means to achieve socialism and one of its 

essential ends as well. 

There were two crucial periods in the Mao era when the problem of the 

relationship between the Communist state and Chinese society were ex

plicitly raised and presented for solution. During the Hundred Flowers 

campaign Mao himself initially posed the question of the contradiction be

hveen "the leadership" and "the led," and from the movement itself came 



demands for political democracy and intellectual freedom. But these de
mands were suppressed in the "antirightist" witch-hunt that followed, and 
the contradiction betvreen rulers and ruled remained unresolved. The Cul
tural Revolution began with a wholesale attack against Party and state bu
reaucracies, and at first seemed to promise the democratic reorganization 
of political power in accordance with the Marxian principles of the Paris 
Commune. But the promise was soon betrayed, and the upheaval con

cluded with the total reestablishment of the rule of the Leninist pa:rty Mao 
Zedong initiated both the Hundred Flowers movement and the Cultural 
Revolution, and he thus bears the principal responsibility for the failure of 

their promises to make the state the servant instead of the master of soci
ety-as well as the responsibility for the human suffering that these failed 

movements caused. 

For many years, in the 1960s and 1970s, Maoists pointed to the Soviet 
Union as a "negative example" of the building of socialism. Yet they ig

nored the obvious lesson that the Soviet historical experience imparts

that "the transition to socialism" is impossible without freedom and 
popular democracy, and that conditions of economic bacbvardness and a 
hostile international environment cannot indefinitely be invoked to justify 
their absence. The old Marxist dream of the "withering away" of the state 

may be no more than a utopian hope for any foreseeable historical future, 
but there is nothing at all utopian about the demand of the Chinese people 
to enjoy such elementary democratic liberties as freedom of expression and 
freedom of association. Without that modest beginning, slogans such as 

"socialist democrag.;" however ardently proclaimed, remain hollow ideo
logical rationalizations for the continuing dominance of state over society. 

Such a beginning was not made during the Maoist era. 

The legacy that Mao Zedong left for his successors was thus a roost am
biguous and contradictory one, marked by a deep incongruity bet\veen the 

Maoist regime's progressive socioeconomic accomplishments and its ret
rogressive political characteristics. On the one hand, Mao "created a na
tion," as Deng Xiaoping said, completing in the early years of the People's 
Republic many of the unfinished tasks of the Guornindang' s abortive 

bourgeois revolution. The Maoist regime also established some of the pre
conditions for socialism. It began China's modern industrial revolution; it 
abolished private ownership of the means of production, a necessary if by 
no means sufficient condition for socialism; and it kept alive (far longer 

into the postrevolutionary era than might have been anticipated) a vital so
cialist vision of the future. On the other hand, Maoism retained essentially 



Stalinist methods of bureaucratic political rule; it generated its own cults, 

orthodoxies, and dogmas and it consistently suppressed all intellectual 

and political dissent. Mao Zedong, to be sure, looked upon the Commu

nist bureaucracy as a great evil, but the only remedy he could devise to 
control his own creation was to rely on his personal prestige and the force 

of his o\vn personality. Neither in theory nor in practice does the Maoist 

legacy include meaningful institutional safeguards against bureaucratic 

domination. 
Thus at the end of the Mao era China resided in that misty historical 

realm of bureaucratically dominated socioeconomic orders that are neither 

capitalist nor socialist-and which, for want of any better tenn, have some

times been called "post-capitalist" or simply "postrevolutionary." Maoist 
China was not capitalist because it had abolished an essential condition of 

capitalism-private ownership of the means of production. It was not gen

uinely socialist because the masses of producers, workers and peasants 

alike, were denied the means to control the products and conditions of 
their labor-and also denied the means to control the state, which increas

ingly stood above them as both the economic and political manager of soci

ety. If the Maoist regime was by and large successful in carrying out the 

bourgeois phase of the revolution, it proved incapable of achieving the pro

claimed ''transition to socialism." At the end of the Mao period it was as if 
China was 

Wandering between t\Vo worlds, one dead, 

The other powerless to be bom.19 

It is most unlikely that the impasse would have been broken, and that 

socialism would have flowered, had Mao and Maoism survived longer than 
they did. Well before Mao's death, Maoism had exhausted its once great 

creative energies. Its method of financing modern industrial develop

ment-essentially the exploitation of the villages---could not long have 

been sustained without pauperizing the peasants who had given the Com

munists their power in the first place. The Cultural Revolution, the last of 

Mao's popular campaigns, had failed in its professed aims, leaving only a 
politically disillusioned population in the wake of the debacle. Disillusion

ment was soon followed by cynicism, as a weary people observed from afar 
the Byzantine political struggles and palace intrigues that raged above them 
in the 1970s and lent so grotesque a cast to the last chapter in the political 
history of the Mao era. In response to the popular political malaise and the 

looming economic crisis Maoism proved incapable of offering effective 

remedies. A population grown cynical and politically apathetic could no 



longer be easily inspired by old revolutionary slogans and ideological ex
hortations. The condition of China in the last years of the Maoist era clearly 
demanded a new course, but an enfeebled Mao Zedong and a dogmatized 
Maoism were unable to provide the ideas and the inspiration needed to re
generate the revolution. 

In a sehse, Maoism sowed the seeds of its own demise. What came to be 
celebrated as Mao Zedong Thought was a doctrine forged in the most 
backward rural areas of one of the world's most backward lands; it had 
been under a Maoist banner that the forces of peasant revolt had been or
ganized to carry out the greatest of modern revolutions. Having achieved 
political success, the victorious revolutionaries set out to both modernize 
and socialize the vast land they had come to rule. As modernizers they must 
be credited with many striking successes, especially in view of the enormity 
of the task they confronted. They created a modern nation-state, estab
lished a modern educational system, and inaugurated the beginnings of 
China's modern industrial and technological transformation. 

But Maoist political methods and ideology continued to reflect many of 
the features of the backward environment in which the doctrine was 
born-and those methods and habits of thought became ever more 
anachronistic in a modernizing China increasingly populated by new gen
erations further and further removed from the primitive tural conditions 
that had molded the revolution and the mentality of many of its leaders. In 
manY respects, Maoism continued to bear the birthmarks of the very back
wardness it strove to overcome. And insofar as the Maoist regime was suc
cessful in modernizing China, Maoism seemed more and more unsuited 
to modern Chinese conditions. It was thus inevitable that Mao's succes
sors, sooner or later, would discard much of what was most distinctively 
"Maoist" in the politics and ideology of the founder of the People's Re
public. 

NOTES 

1. :Ma Hong and Sun Shangqing, eds .. Studies in the Problems of China's Economic Structure (Bei

jing, 1981), Vol. I,JPRS-CEA-84-064-1 (August 3. 1984), pp. 25-26; Nicholas R Lardy. Agri
culture in China's Modern Economic Development (Cambridge, England: Cambridge 

University Press, 1983), p. 3. 
2. Y Y Kueh, "The Maoist Legacy and China's New Industrialization Strategy;" The Chma Quar

terly, No. 119 (September 1989}, p. 421. See also Lardy, Agriculture in China's Modern Eco

nomic Developm ent, p. 1. Other methods of calculation show the value of industrial 

production as a proportion of total production increasing from 30 to 72 percent during the 

Mao period; :Ma and Sun, pp. 25-26. 

3. Kueh, "The Maoist Legacy;� p. 421. 



4. Data drawn from U.S. Central Intelligence .AgencJI People's &public of China: Htmdhook of 

Econc1!tic I.ndicaJon (Washington, D.C., 1976); U.S. Department of C=e, The Chinere 
EcotwmyiVUIForeiPJJ Trade Perspectiver (Washmgton, D.C., 1977); and.Jomt EcOIIOlilic Com
mittee of Congress, OMa: A&rmessmentof the Economy (Washington, D.C., 1975), as com

piled by .Mru:k Selden, The Peopk's Republic of Cl:nna: A Documentary History (New 1M.: 
Monthly Review Press, 1979), Tables 13 and 14, pp. 135-136. 

5. K C. Yeh, "Macroeconomic Changes in the Chinese Economy During the Readjustment,� 

The Chins �. No. 100 (December 1984), TableA2, p. 716. 

6. 'Rmg Dalin and Hu Ping, "Science and Techno�� in 'fu Guangyuan., ed., Gmm's Socialist 
Modemiution (Beijing: Foreign Languages Press, 1984), p. 644. 

7. Lard)> Agriculture in Chin4's Mt:xiern Econt:Pnic Develcpment, p. 3. 
8. Dong Furen, "On the Relation between Accumulation and Consumption in China's Devel

opment.� Paper presented at the U.S.-China Cooierence on .Altemative Strategies for Eco

nomic Development, Racine, "Wisconsin, November 21-24, 1980, p. 26. Cited in Carl Riskin, 
China's Political EIXJII01'll]: The Quest/rJT DetJelopment Since 1949 (New Ymk: Oxfonl. Univer

sity Press, 1987), p. 271. 
9. Lard}'; Agriculture in China's Modem Economic Develapmem, 'Thh1e 3-7, p. 130. 

10. Ibid., Table 1.1, p. 2. 

11. Ihid. 
12. Simon Kllznets, Economic Growth of Nations: 10ta/ Output and Production S�Tuctr�Te (Cam

bridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1971), Thble 4, pp. 38-39. 

13. Gilbert Romum, The M.odernbtition of China (New 'furk: The Free Press, 1981), Table 10.2, 
p. 350. 

14. As the economic histoty of the Mao period is typically characterized, e.g., John Burns in The 
New YM Tuner, Msrch31, 1985,p. E-4. 

15. Available statistics on collectively distributed income indicate significant per capita growth 

during the last two decades of the Mao era. But &fter taking into account other factors, espe

ciaD.y restrictions on private plots and markets &fter 1966, most observers agcee with Nicholas 
Lardy's condllSion that "real per capita farm income at best grew very modestly between 

1956-57 and 1977." For a discussion of the difficulties in detemllning the troth of the matter, 
see Lardl>A¢culture in China's Modem Econamic Develcpment, pp. 160--63. 

16. Quoted in 1luik Ali, ed., The Stalinist Legacy: fa Impact on TIIX!IItieth-Century World Politics 

(Hannondsworth, Middlesex, England: Penguin Books, 1984), p. 9. 
17. For Mao's views an the division of labor, see Maurice Meisner, "Marx, Mao and Dengon the 

Division of Labor in �� inArifDirlik and Maurice Meisner, eds., Mmxism tmd the Chi
nese Experience (Armonk, N.Y: M. E. Sharpe, 1989), pp. 79-116. 

18. Riskin, China's Political Economy, Table 10.8, p. 241. 

19. Matthew Amold, "Stanzas from the Grand Chartreuse,� The Poems of Mstthew Amoid, ed. 
KemlethAHott (New 1M.: Barnes & Noble, 1965}, p. 288. 



22 

The Rise of Deng Xiaoping and the 

Critique of Maoism 

T

HE P 0 S T -MAO era began under cover of a Maoist facade. Hua 
Guofeng, having pre�ded over the "smashing of the Gang of 

Four" in the early autunm of 1976,1 was immediatdy installed as 
the new Challman of the Chinese Communist Party; the installation was le
gitimized solely by what were claimed to have been "arrangements" made 
by Mao Zedong on his deathbed. The official press repeatedly reproduced 
the scrap of paper the dying Mao allegedly had given Hua. "With you in 
charge, I am at ease," Mao was said to have scribbled. During his brief 
tenure, Hua went to great lengths to imitate his predecessor, not only in po
litical style and rhetoric but also in dress and physical appearance. Portraits 
of Hua appeared in all public places, always hung alongside those of the 
late Chairman. And the new regime spared no public expense in construct
ing a huge mausoleum in Tl1UllUllll.eD. Square, where the embalmed corpse 
of Mao Zedong was to reside permanently in a crystal box, so that, as the 
macabre announcement put it, "the broad masses of the people will be able 
to pay their respects to his remains." 

To demonstrate continuity with Mao's economic policies, Hua con
vened a series of conferences on agriculture, the realm where he had made 
his initial political mark during the "socialist high tide" of 1955-56. The 
conferences proceeded under the oW slogan "learn from Dazhai," the 

427 



brigade that Mao had set forth as the model which exemplified the virtues 
of egalitarianism and self-reliance. And in early 1977 Hua somewhat rashly 
vowed, along with other Maoist loyalists, "to support whatever policy deci
sions were made by Chairman Mao� and "unswervingly follow whatever in
structions were given by Chainnan Mao." The pledge was to earn Hua 
Guofeng and his associates the name of the "Whatever" faction, the pejo
rative label that their political opponents were soon to bestow. 

But Hua Guofeng was selective in following the late Chainnan' s "in
structions." Having constructed an elaborate Maoist political facade, he 
moved, however slowly and cautiously, to abandon the policies of the late 
Maoist era and to return in large measure to the Maoism of the 1950s. The 
first such changes came in cultural and educational policies, where the in
fluence of the now imprisoned Gang of Four had been the strongest. Re
viving the old Maoist slogan to "let a hundred flowers bloom," the new 
regime did away with the more obscurantist policies of the Cultural Revo
lution period. Hitherto banned plays, operas, and films once again ap
peared in theaters. Literary and scholarly journals dormant since 1966 
resumed publication, joined by a growing variety of new periodicals and 
magazines. An especially notable product of the post-Mao cultural thaw 
was the outpouring of short stories by young ·writers describing their expe
riences during the Cultural Revolution-"the literature of the wounded 
generation" as it came to be called. Invoking the hallowed Maoist injunc
tion to "make foreign things serve China," the goverrunent promoted inter
national cultural exchanges and encouraged the publication of new 
translations ofWestem literary classics, repudiating the xenophobic fears of 
foreign "bourgeois" contamination that had stifled artistic life for more 
than a decade. Intellectuals who had been jailed, sent to labor in remote 
rural areas, or otherwise silenced during the Cultural Revolution or before, 
were quietly rehabilitated. They slowly returned to the cities to resume 
their work in 1977 and 1978. 

Along with cultural liberalization came new educational policies, or 
more precisely, a return to old ones. Even as he continued to celebrate the 
accomplishments of the Cultural Revolution in his speeches, Hua began 
to nndo many of the egalitarian educational reforms that had issued from 
the upheaval, beginning a process that would soon result in the full 
reestablishment of the elitist educational system built in the 1950s. Special 
attention was given to reviving the universities and the higher research in
stitutes, which soon were functioning much as they had in the years prior 
to the Cultural Revolution. The new cultural and educational policies were 
intended to win the scpport of intellectuals for the Hua regime and for the 
"Four Modernizations," a term officially enshrined in newly promulgated 



Party and state constitutions. But Hua Guofeng, a beneficiary of the Cul

tural Revolution who had clothed himself in Maoist garb, won few new 

political adherents. His policies, however, did reinvigorate the urban intel

ligentsia, most of whom harbored anti-Maoist sentiments and would soon 

articulate them. 

The Hua government sought to mitigate discontent among workers and 

peasants as well as intellectuals. Employees of state enterprises were given 

a 10 percent wage increase on October 1, 1977, the twenty-eighth anniver

sary of the People's Republic. This was intended as compensation, in part, 

for the imposition of stricter forms of "scientific management" and a more 

stringent labor discipline. And while the Maoist Dazhai model was lauded 

in official ideology, in practice state agricultural policies pennitted larger 

private family plots for subsidiary production and encouraged the expan

sion of rural markets. 

It was as an economic modernizer that Hua Guofeng attempted to 

make his mark on the history of the People's Republic. Hua's economic 

proposals were embellished with an abundance of Maoist rhetoric, espe

cially emphasizing Mao's pre-Great Leap writings. The image of Zhou 

Enlai was continually invoked to popularize the Four Modernizations. But 

Hua's economic program was largely based on the policy documents Deng 

Xiaoping had drawn up for the State Council in the aututrlll of 1975, al

though the debt to Dengwent unacknowledged. In 1977, as Deng had pro

posed two years before, the Hua government greatly expanded the 

purchase of modem technology from the advanced capitalist countries, fi
nanced largely by Chinese coal and oil exports. Great emphasis was placed 

on the rapid acquisition of modem scientific knowledge and the training of 

a technological intelligentsia, for which the restoration of the pre-Cultural 

Revolution system of higher education was a prerequisite. Plans were 

drawn up for the mechanization of agriculture. Both industrial productivity 

and production \Vere raised through a combination of stricter work rules in 

the factories and greater material rewards for the workers. 

Reflective of the tenor of the times was the reappearance of the eco

nomic planners of the 1950s, who had been in eclipse during the late 

Maoist era. The most politically important among them was Chen Yun, one 

of the designers of the First Five Year Plan of 1953-57, who favored the 

use of market mechanisms to supplement state planning. 

Hua Guofeng's most ambitious effort to achieve the Four Moderniza

tions was his proposed Ten Year Plan-for the years 1976-85-belatedly 

unveiled in February 1978. A somewhat revised version of a document 

drafted by the State Council in 1975 (when that body was operating under 

the direction ofDeng Xiaoping), the Plan called for a ne\v heavy industrial 



push on the frenetic order of the First Five Year Plan. By 1985, some 120 
mammoth industrial projects were to be constructed, including gigantic 
steel and iron complexes, oil and gas fields, coal mines, power stations, rail
roads and harbors.2 By the year 2000, Hua predicted, China's industry 
would approach that of the world's most advanced nations. But Hua failed 
to explain how the enormous sums required to finance the new industrial
ization drive would be raised. Nor did he address the imbalances and other 
economic problems inherited from the Mao era. Hua' s modernization pro
gram proved financially unviable and soon had to be abandoned. 

The abortiveness of the Ten Year Plan was one factor in Hua Guofeng's 
political demise . .Another was the growing pov;er and popularity of Deng 

Xiaoping, who in his third political ascent (and second resurrection) was 
determined to make the post-Mao era definitively post-Maoist. 

The 'lliumph of Deng Xiaoping 

Deng Xiaoping was the last important member of the remarkable May 
Fourth generation of Chinese Communist leaders. 3 A Party activist since 
the early 1920s, his not inconsiderable contributions to the Communist 
revolution-and his membership in the Maoist faction-won him a high 

place in the postrevolutionary order. In 1956 he stood alongside Liu Shaoqi 
and delivered one of the two main reports to the Eighth CCP Congress, 
the one post-1949 Party Congress whose spirit and ideology were to be cel
ebrated in the post-Mao era. In the same year Deng was also appointed 
Party General Secretary, giving him considerable control over the CCP's 
organizational apparatus and permitting him to strengthen the close ties 
with political and military leaders that he had forged during the revolution
ary period. But a decade later, during the Cultural Revolution, Deng 
Xiaoping was branded "the second leading person in authority taking the 
capitalist road" and dispatched to labor in a tractor factory in Jiangxi 
province, far from Beijing. In 1973, under Zhou Enlai's patronage and with 
Mao Zedong's consent, he was recalled to Beijing and restored to his high 
official posts-and without the customary requirement of confessing past 
political errors. Deng soon established himself as the dying Zhou's appar
ent successor--only to be once again dismissed from office as "an unre
pentant capitalist roader" several months after Zhou's death, blamed for 
instigating the Tiananmen incident of April 1976.4 Pursued by the Gang of 
Four during the last dreary months of Mao's reign, Deng fled to South 
China, where his old PLA allies provided sanctuary. His political will undi

minished, the seventy-two-year-old Deng plotted his return to Beijing, re
portedly contemplating civil war if necessary.5 But with the death of Mao 



Zedong in September 1976 and the "smashing of the Gang of Four" in Oc

tober, a peaceful way was opened for Deng's second political rehabilitation. 
The restoration of Deng Xiaoping to his high Party and government po

sitions, and the rise to dictatorial power that was to make him China's 

"paramount leader," required breaking apart the political coalition that had 

brought down the Gang of Four. That uneasy alliance was led by Hua 

Guofeng, who had presided over the October 1976 coup and who had in

stalled himsdf as Chairman of the Communist Party and Premier of the 

State Council, making him the official successor to both Mao Zedong and 

Zhou Enlai. The events that were to result in Deng's ascendancy and Hua' s 

demise unfolded over a period of t\vo years, and were carried out by Deng 

in a manner both sophisticated and ruthless, without provoking those 

"large-scale and turbulent" political and social struggles that he now so de

plored. 

More than the force of his personality and clever tactics were responsi

ble for Deng's political success. He had the backing of most senior Party 

leaders, many of them longtime associates. No less important was the wide

spread support he enjoyed among military commanders, partly the political 

fruit of the dose ties he had cultivated \v:ith Red Army officers during the 

revolutionary years. Deng's belief that the Communist Party should adhere 

strictly to its Leninist organizational principles and that political promo

tions should take place in orderly fashion-"step by step" and not "by heli

copter," as he put it-appealed to both the ideals and the self-interest of 

veteran Party and PLAleaders. After the turmoil of the Cultural Revolution 

and its aftermath, the promise of bureaucratic regularity and social stability 

was enormously attractive to senior officials, both civilian and military, and 

increasingly they looked upon Deng as their natural leader. 

In addition to high-level bureaucrats, old cadres, and PLA generals, 

Deng could add most intellectuals to his list of supporters. He had champi

oned the social interests of intellectuals since the Eighth Party Congress of 

1956.6 And in his 1975 policy documents, Deng had offered intellectuals a 

prominent and lucrative role in bringing about the Four Modernizations, 

promising them higher status and greater professional autonomy. Conse

quently, most intellectuals saw Deng as the legitimate successor to the ven

erated Zhou Enlai. 

DengXiaoping's political ambitions thus rested on a powerful and artic

ulate base of social and political support. But what gave dynamism to 

Deng' s political coalition was the issue of the Cultural Revolution-and the 

burning desire of its surviving victims to seek justice and retribution. That 

Deng himself had been among the victims of the upheaval, indeed twice 

victimized, won him the sympathy and support of millions who had suf-



fered during the previous decade. Drawn to him were Party cadres who 

had been attacked, humiliated, and "overthrov..n"; intellectuals who had 

been silenced and persecuted; disillusioned former Red Guards who had 

been betrayed by Mao's torturous political course and found themselves 

members of "the lost generation"; millions of urban youth who had been 

shipped off to the countryside; and millions more ordinary citizens who 

had suffered a variety of physical and psychological abuses. All looked to 

Deng to bring about a "reversal of unjust verdicts." 

Precisely where Deng Xiaoping possessed enormous political assets, Hua 

Guofeng was burdened -...v:ith fatal political liabilities. "Whereas Deng en

joyed the support of senior leaders of China's powerful military and civilian 

bureaucracies, Hua, having risen to prominence during the Cultural Revo

lution, could only call upon a far less important sector of the bureaucracy

the amorphous group of mostly lower-level officials who had benefited 

from that chaotic period. Deng won wide popular support, at least in the 

cities, on the promise that he would right the wrongs of the Cultural Revo

lution era, but Hua had neither a real base of power in the bureaucracy nor 

any significant popular support in society at large. Indeed, it was precisely 

his lack of power and prestige that had made him a more or less acceptable 

candidate to preside over the general interests of the factionalized bureau

cracy during the perilous days follO\ving Mao Zedong's death-and to pre

side over the purge of the Gang of Four, who seemed to threaten 

established bureaucratic interests. The temporary occupant of the posi

tions vacated by Mao and Zhou Enlai, he possessed few of the qualities of 

either, ill-cast to play the role either of revolutionary or of statesman. At

tempting to cling to the high offices he had fortuitously acquired, Hua laid 

claim to Mao's legacy and the legacy of the Cultural Revolution-but he 

did so at a time when Mao's aura was fading and when the Cultural Revo

lution was coming under public criticism. The legacy of the late Maoist era, 

Hua Guofeng's sole claim to political legitimacy; hung on him like a mill

stone; he could neither do -...v:ithout it nor, in the post-Mao era, could he sur

vive with it. 

Hua Guofeng's political demise was hastened by his political blunders. 

Hua stubbornly continued to promote a campaign (initially organized by 

the Gang of Four) to criticize Deng Xiaoping's "counterrevolutionary revi

sionist line," until the end of December 1976--well after it had become 

politically anachronistic. Mter bringing down the Gang of Four, he began a 

purge of their alleged "hidden followers," thereby weakening his potential 

support in the Party and government bureaucracies. Hua's "Hundred 



Flowers" policy facilitated the emergence of an articulate source of anti
Maoist (and pro-Deng) opinion in the cities. His ill-conceived and soon 
abandoned Ten Year Plan suggested ineptitude. Neither Hua's bland per
sonality nor his thin political credentials could add the substance of power 
to the high official tides he had inherited. He was thus unable to resist the 
demands of senior Party leaders, supported by the growing force of public 
opinion in the major cities, that Deng Xiaoping be invited to rejoin the gov
ernment. In the summer of 1977 Deng was formally restored to the Party 
and state positions he had occupied prior to his second fall from power in 
April 1976, and he soon established himself as one of China's top three 
leaders--along with Hua and Defense :Minister Ye Jianying. 

Once having regained a place near the top of the polltkal hierarchy, 
Deng Xiaoping was unwilling to share power \v:ith Hua Guofeng-who, 
he had not forgotten, had risen to prominence during the Cultural Revo
lution, when Deng himself had been humiliated and purged. He was now 
determined to secure supreme power for himself. Behind the usual pub
lic facade of "unity and stability" a new struggle in the Politburo erupted 
benveen Deng's self-styled "Practice" faction, which had adopted the 
somewhat banal but politically potent slogan "practice is the sole crite
rion of truth," and the pejoratively labeled "W'hateverists," led by Hua 
Guofeng. 

Throughout 1978 Deng Xiaoping's power and popularity gte\1.'. A con
tinuing purge of "leftists" in t..�e bureaucracy created places for Deng's old 
and new political allies. He successfully cultivated the support of intellectu
als, promising them greater material benefits and higher social status, an 
end to political suspicions, the rapid development of science and technol
ogy; professional autonomy, and greater authority in a modernized system 
of higher educationJ He also hinted at sweeping economic reforms and 
polltical democratization. 

Deng's power was further augmented by the reappearance of veteran 
cadres who had held official positions in the 1950s, their ranks and confi
dence fortified by the "rehabilitation" of many of Mao's old political foes 
who had been felled during the Cultural Revolution and before. Among the 
rehabilitated were 100,000 political prisoners-intellectuals, Party cadres, 
and others--who had been in detention or political disgrace since the anti
rightist campaign of 1957.8 They were quietly released from bondage in 
June 1978; it was not publicly mentioned that DengXiaoping had been the 
chief witch-hunter during the 1957 repression. 

During 1978 there were many ''reversals of verdicts," but none was 
more dramatic and of greater political signi£cance than the Party's new 
judgment on the Tiananmen incident of April 5, 1976. Officially con-



demned as a "counterrevolutionary act" at the time, it had been the pretext 
for the dismissal of Deng Xiaoping from the govenunent, his second fall 
from power. But in the autumn of 1978, \lfu De, the mayor of Beijing who 
had ordered the militia into the square beneath the Gate of Heavenly 
Peace in 1976, was ousted from office and the Tl.ananmen demonstration 
was rechristened a "revolutionary event." The official press now lauded the 
heroism of the demonstrators who had gathered in T.rananmen Square two 

and a half years before. In the time between the two Party judgments, the 
T.rananmen incident had acquired enormous symbolic significance as the 
expression of the democratic yearnings of the people against a despotic 
state. What had been enshrined as the "April Fifth Movement" by youthful 
dissidents in 1976 reappeared in the form of wall posters along the streets 

of Beijing early in 1978. Calling democracy "the fifth modemization," the 
ranks of the youthful activists (mostly ex-Red Guards and young workers) 
were swelled by the Party's reversal of its "verdict" on the liananmen inci
dent. The democratic activists were further encouraged by the apparent 

support of Deng Xiaoping and his allies. In the last months of 1978 the 
streets of downtown Beijing were filled with political meetings and rallies. 
Ever bolder wall posters denounced the injustices of the Mao period, espe

cially the Cultural Revolution. demanded the ouster of "Maoists" who still 
sat in the Politburo, and called for human rights, socialistlegality; and a dem
ocratic political system. It was a time of great exhilaration and hope. 

& the Democracy Movement, as it came to be called, grew around the 

square beneath the Gate of Heavenly Peace, Party leaders gathered in their 
meeting halls above Tiananmen Square in a ''work conference" to prepare 
the Third Plenum of the Party's Eleventh Central Conunittee, which for
mally convened December 18-22, 1978. It was to prove a critical convoca
tion in the history of the People's Republic. 

The Third Plenum was a decisive, if not yet total, triumph for Deng 

Xiaoping and his "practice faction." A sufficient number of Deng's sup
porters were elevated to the Central Conunittee and the Politburo to give 
Deng effective control over both bodies, and thus over the Party as a 
whole. Most of those who had been branded ''Wh.ateverists" were not dis
missed from their formal Party offices for the moment, but they were re
lieved of their more important political and economic responsibilities. 
Party Challman Hua Guofeng emerged from the December 1978 Party 
meetings with his titles intact but not his power. Forced to engage in a "self
criticism," Hua now would perform little more than ceremonial functions 



under Deng' s direction-until he was forced to suttender his political tides 
in 1981, long after he had surrendered his authority. 

What came to be the most celebrated result of the Third Plenum was 
the decision to "shift the emphasis of the Party's work to socialist modern
ization." Socialist modernization was not a new term but it was imbued 
with a new meaning: it now meant, simply put, the subordination of all 
other considerations to the task of modern economic development. Ac
cordingly, the Central Committee decreed an end to class struggle, or at 
least to struggles of a ''turbulent" and "mass" character, hoping thereby to 
bring about the social and political stability that would facilitate the pursuit 
of the Four Modernizations. The Third Plenum also enjoined combining 
"adjustment by the market" with "adjustment by the plan," thus providing 
the initial political sanction for the capitalist -style reforms that were to 
dominate the history of the Deng era. 

Deng Xiaoping followed his triumph at the Third Plenum in Beijing with a 
triumphal tour of the United States at the end of January 1979 to mark the 
official establishment of diplomatic relations between the two countries, 
three decades after the founding of the People's Republic. Deng was the 
fortuitous political beneficiary of the realpolitik diplomacy begun by Mao 
Zedong and Zhou Enlai (together with Richard Nixon and Henry 
Kissinger) seven years earlier, and this added to his already considerable 
prestige both at home and abroad. Less flattering were Deng's arrogant 
public threats to "teach Vietnem a lesson." On February 17, shortly after 
his return from the United States, the Chinese army invaded Vietnam. The 
pretext was the Vietnamese occupation of Kampuchea (Cambodia) and 
the ouster of the Chinese-backed (and genocidal) Pol Pot regime. After 
several weeks of bloody but inconclusive fighting, the Chinese troops igno
miniously withdrew. China's Vietnam war took a heavy human and eco
nomic toll on both sides and tarnished the international image of the new 
Deng regime. The only lesson that the invasion imparted was that the mili
tary effectiveness of the PLA had declined markedly.9 

The Democracy Movement of 197&-1981 

Deng Xiaoping soon discovered that he had foes at home as well as in Viet
nam. The democratic activists who had assisted Deng in his rise to power in 
the last months of 1978 increased in both numbers and militancy during 
the early months of 1979. Many were fonner Red Guards now in their late 



twenties or early thirties, self-educated members of the "lost generation" 
who worked at a variety of ordinary jobs. Few were students; virtually no 
older intellectuals joined or openly supported the movement. Yet the 

youthful activists, encouraged by the Deng faction's promises of "socialist 
democracy" and "socialist legality," demonstrated extraordinary intellectual 
powers and organizational skills, quickly establishing their own quasi

political societies and publishing a growing variety of mimeographed jour
nals. The democratic ferment spread rapidly from Beijing to other large 

cities and provincial centers. 
Although most members of the Democracy Movement had supported 

Deng Xiaoping's drive for power in 1978, and still looked to Deng in the 
early months of 1979 to bring about a process of democratization, the em

inently Leninist leaders of the post-Mao regime were not about to sanction 
a movement that operated beyond the organizational control of the Com
munist Party. And they certainly would not tolerate independent groups 

that were potential vehicles for the expression of broader social grievances, 

especially not at a time when millions of jobless and discontented "rusti

cated" youth were illegally returning to the cities. Unlike the older intellec
tuals, who benefited from the cultural and intellectual liberalization of the 

time, most of the youthful democratic activists maintained an uncompro

mising anti-authoritarian stance, rejecting the Party's insistence on a mo
nopoly of political leadership and its claim to ideological infallibility. Some 

revived the old "ultra-left" theory of Cultural Revolution vintage that 

China was ruled by a privileged ''bureaucratic class." 
The repression began early in the spring of 1979, when the government 

banned unofficial journals and organizations, and began to arrest their 

leaders. One of the first to be arrested was Wei Jingsheng, editor of the 
journal Explorations, a critic of both Deng Xiaoping and Mao Zedong, and 

the author of the celebrated wall poster treatise "The Fifth Moderniza
tion-Democracy and Others." In addition to political and ideological 

crimes, he was accused of having passed military secrets on the PLA's inva
sion of Vietnam to foreign newspaper reporters. We� in fact, was one of 

only a handful of Chinese citizens who had protested the invasion of Viet

nam. After a one-day trial in October 1979, he was sentenced to fifteen 
years imprisonment. Many others followed him to prison over the next two 
years. 

In the course of the repression, Deng Xiaoping, now firmly established 
as the country's "paramount leader," denounced his onetime democratic 

allies as anarchists and criminals and, most damningly; accused them of 

having revived the pernicious political methods of the Cultural Revolution. 

Accordingly, Deng demanded the abolition of the "four great freedoms"-



the right to "speak out freely, air views freely, hold great debates, and write 

big-character posters"-which had been added to the state constitution at 

lvlao's recommendation in January 1975. Although these constitutionally 

proclaimed rights had rarely been honored in practice, even on paper Deng 

found them uncomfortably reminiscent of the attack on the Communist 

Party during the Cultural Revolution.10 Even as the government was busily 

promulgating new legal codes in 1979 and 1980, evidence of "socialist de

mocratization," it was officially said, many of those who had been active in 

the Democracy Movement were being sent to labor camps by administra

tive decree. 

In place of Mao's "four great freedoms" Dengproclaimed the "Four Car

dinal Principles: "upholding the socialist road, the dictatorship of the prole

tariat, the leadership of the Communist Party, and Marxism-Leninism-Mao 

Zedong Thought. "11 Of these, the leadership of the Party was the most im

portant principle, Deng emphasized; indeed, it was to prove the only en

during one. 

By the spring of 1981 the once flourishing Democracy Movement had 

vanished from public vie�.\'. Most of the leaders were in jail and the fe\\' sur

viving activists had been reduced to a precarious underground existence. 

The movement, in fact, had never acquired a significant popular follow

ing, in part because of the general depoliticization of social life fostered by 

the post-Mao regime. To fill the ideological and political void among a 

population grown cynical during the "cultural revolution decade," the 

Deng govenunent set forth no new social and political ideals to strive for, 

but rather simply promised a better material life, encouraging citizens to 

purchase the many new consumer goods appearing on department store 

shelves and advertised on the billboards that formerly displayed revolu

tionary slogans. Little public protest, or even public interest, accompanied 
the demise of the Democracy Movement. It was the victim of both state 

repression and popular political apathy. Most conspicuously silent were 

China's intellectuals. 

As the Democracy Movement was being suppressed below, Deng Xiaoping 

was consolidating his control over the Party and state bureaucracies at the 

top, methodically removing from positions of authority all those who were 

considered Mao loyalists and replacing them \Vith members of his own fac

tion. Most of the remaining "'Whateverists" were purged at a February 

1980 meeting of the Central Committee. Among them were Wang Dong

xing, the former head of the elite 8341 military unit that had arrested the 

Gsng of Four in 1976, and Chen Yonggui, the peasant leader of the once-



celebrated Dazhai brigade whom Mao had elevated to the Politburo during 

the Cultural Revolution. The places of the departing "leftists" were taken 

by veteran Party leaders who had been branded as "rightists" during the 

Cultural Revolution. For good measure, and reflecting the political temper 

of the times, Liu Shaoqi, the Leninist par excellence in the history of Chi

nese Communism, was posthumously readmitted to the CCP in a well

publicized ceremony that featured a speech by Deng Xiaoping. Liu's purge 

during the Cultural Revolution was denounced as "the biggest frameup our 

Party has ever known." 

The political burial of Hua Guofeng was accomplished in a courteous 

but pragmatically efficient fashion. As a reward for his political cooperation 

(and to present a public facade of unity), Hua had been permitted to retain 
the official titles he had inherited from Zhou Enlai and Mao Zedong for 
several years after real power had passed to Deng Xiaoping. In September 

1980, however, he was forced to resign his position as Premier of the State 

Council in favor of Zhao Ziyang, \vhom Deng had elevated to the Politburo 

in January.12 Also in 1980, Hua's long powerless position as Chairman of 

the CCP became purely titular when Deng Xiaoping decided to revive the 

Secretariat as the leading Party organ, an office Deng himself had headed 

in the 1950s before Mao abolished it. Named General Secretary (and thus 

formal head of the Party) was Deng's closest disciple, Hu Iaobang.o Hua 

Guofeng quietly resigned from the now figurehead position of Party Chair
man in June 1981, at the same Central Committee meeting that produced 

the official assessment of Mao Zedong. A year later Hua was dropped from 

membership in the Politburo, but he was allowed to remain one of 348 

members of the Central Committee, an honorably obscure resting place for 

Mao's first and rather undistinguished successor. 
The new political order fashioned in the wake of the Third Plenum \Vas 

formally consecrated when the Chinese Communist Party (whose member

ship had grown to 40 million) held its Twelfth Congress in September 1982. 

The Congress, which Deng Xiaoping described as the most important in 
the Party's history since 1945, when Mao's leadership had been celebrated, 

was largely devoted to ratifying Deng's new economic policies (which will 
be considered in the following chapter) and his revamping of the Party 

leadership. Hu Iaobang's position as General Secretary was confirmed and 
the now redundant office of Party Chainnan was abolished. The Congress 

placed unusual emphasis on the Leninist virtues of a tight centralized orga

nizational structure and the discipline of Party members, many of whom at 

the lower levels of the hierarchy were suspected of lingering "leftist" pro

clivities. The term "leftist" was now broadly defined to include any lack of 

enthusiasm for the new regime's reformist economic policies. Although 



Deng preferred to rule mostly from behind the scenes, having installed pro

teges as heads of Party and state, by the early 1980s there was no ques

tion-and certainly no one dared question-that Deng Xiaoping was 

indeed China's "paramount leader." 

The Question of Mao and the Reinterpretation of "Mao Zedong 
Thought" 

Deng Xiaoping's construction of the post-Maoist order required more than 

the removal of his leftist political foes and their replacement by officials 

loyal to the new leader. It also required the demystification of Mao Zedong, 

whose ghost dominated the political consciousness of the new era almost as 

much as his person had dominated the politics of his mvn time. The legiti

macy of the Deng regime, presided over by men who shared the trauma of 

having been purged during the Cultural Revolution, could best be estab

lished by reducing the still semi-sacred stature of the late Chairman, who 

had purged them. And Maoist policies and doctrines could more easily be 

abandoned by demonstrating the fallibilities of their author. 

More than a thirst for revenge or pragmatic considerations of power mo

tivated the reassessment of Mao Zedong and his era. Among the surviving 

victims of the Cultural Revolution, especially intellectuals and Party bu

reaucrats, there was a moral need to honor those of their friends and col

leagues who had not survived. This need dictated not only posthumous 

�rehabilitations" but also was a dramatic demonstration that the appropri

ate historical lessons had been learned and that the evils of the Maoist era 

would not be repeated. Mao had predicted many future cultural revolu

tions, but his successors were intent on demonstrating that there would 

never be another. 

Yet any serious evaluation of Mao Zedong' s historical role was a most 

precarious political enterprise, and not only because the image of the late 

Chairman occupied an almost sacred place in popular consciousness. More 

important was the fact that Mao also loomed large in the consciousness and 
the lineage of China's post -Maoist leaders. Whatever their personal feelings 

about their former Chainnan, Communist leaders could not do without an 

historically redeemable Mao in tracing their O\vn line of political descent. 

Mao, after all, was both the Lenin and the Stalin of the Chinese Revolu

tion, albeit vastly different from his Russian counterparts in ideology; polit

ical practice, and personality. Like Lenin, Mao had been the acknowledged 

leader of the revolution and the founder of the new society; like Stalin, he 

had been the supreme ruler of the postrevolutionary regime for over a 

quarter century. Simply to denounce Mao as a tyrant and usurper, as 



Khrushchev had denounced Stalin in 1956, would have cast doubt not only 
on the political legitimacy of the Chinese Communist state but also on the 
moral validity of the revolution that produced it. In condemning Stalin, 
Khrushchev could invoke the authority of Lenin. But for Mao's successors, 
there was no Chinese Lenin to call on other than Mao himself. It was with 
these elemental historical and political considerations in mind that Deng 
Xiaoping observed, in the summer of-1980 when the official assessment of 
Mao was being prepared, that: "'t isn't only his [Mao's] portrait which re
mains in Tiananmen Square, it is the memory of a man who guided us to 
victory and built a country."I4 

Deng's comment suggests that not only considerations of political legiti
macywere involved in the Party's assessment of Mao Zedong, but also the 
mantle of modern Chinese nationalism. For Mao was twentieth-century 
China's great patriotic hero as well as the leader of its Communist revolu
tion. He had, as Deng Xiaoping said, "built a country," enabling a long hu
miliated and impoverished China to "stand up in the world." Moreover, the 
enormous popular prestige Mao had acquired during his lifetime---as both 
a revolutionary and a nationalist leader-lingered on long after-his death, 
especially among the peasantry, many millions of whom continued to ven
erate the deified Chairman. Nor did the dead Mao lack worshippers 
among living members of the Communist Party, particularly among the old 
cadres who had fought alongside him during the revolutionary years and 
the millions of young activists who had been recruited during the Cultural 
Revolution. 

Deng Xiaoping was keenly aware of these elemental facts of Chinese po
litical life. In one of the more perceptive expressions of his celebrated po
litical pragmatism, Deng counseled that it was necessary to make "an 
appropriate evaluation" of Mao's merits, warning that otherwise "the old 
workers will not feel satisfied, nor will the poor and lower-middle peasants 
of the period of land reform, nor will a good number of cadres who have 
close ties with them. "1.'!" In preparing the public evaluation of Mao, his offi
cial assessors knew that they would have to proceed with great political 
caution. 

Long before the Party's formal assessment of Mao Zedong' s historical 
role was released in June 1981, the reputation of Mao was being gradually 
undermined by a long series of politically symbolic acts and ideological 
changes. Although the Thlrd Plenum of December 1978 abandoned many 
of Mao's ideas and policies-and clearly inaugurated the post-Maoist 
era-it did so without issuing any formal judgment on either Mao or the 
Mao period. Indeed, the official communique that concluded the Third 
Plenum fulsomely invoked the authority of Mao's writings and armounced 



that an assessment of the Cultural Revolution could wait until an "appro
priate time" in the future. But the Plenum did call for a sweeping "reversal 
of verdicts," including the rehabilitation of many of Mao's old political op
ponents. Of these, none had greater symbolic political import than the re
versal of the verdict on Peng Delruai. Mao's dismissal of the popular 
general in 1959 was widely regarded as one of the greatest injustices of the 
Maoist era, and calls to rectify the wrong had been heard from many quar

ters for nearly two decades. Peng died in 1974, but the case ofPeng Dehuai 
remained among the many festering sores in Chinese political life. In ac
cordance with the Plenum's decision, Peng wa� publicly rehabilitated on 
December 25, 1978, with Deng Xiaoping delivering the official eulogy, 
lauding the dead marshal as one of the great heroes of the revolution and 
restoring him to the honored place in history that he had occupied prior to 
1959. The ceremony was rife with political meaning, for it was impossilile 
to honor Peng without suggesting that Mao had been something less than 
honorable. Nor was it possilile to laud Peng without implying criticism of 
the Great Leap Forward campaign, which Peng had so vigorously opposed, 
leadmg to his pmge. 

The Third Plenum was followed throughout t\le year 1979 by a torrent 
of implicit criticism of Mao in official publications-and explicit critiques 
by Democracy Movement activists, which appeared in unofficial journals 
and on wall posters. The "rehabilitations" of those who had been branded 
"rightists" and "capitalist-readers" during the late Mao era accelerated, 
restoring to high places in political and cultural life many once purged offi
cials and intellectuals and thus fortifying anti-Maoist opinion in the major 
cities. Prominent among the rehabilitated was the conservative bureaucrat 
Peng Zhen. the first of the high-<anking Pruty leaden; felled during the Cul. 
tural Revolution, whom Deng now put in charge of drafting new legal 
codes. The implicit critique of Mao was intensified by a Party campaign 
against "ultra-leftism," which was to remain the principal (although not the 

sole) ideological and political heresy of the tieng era. While the campaign 
was ostensibly directed agajnst the long-dead LID Biao and the imprisoned 
Gang of Four, the stigma of ultra-leftism was soon employed to generally 
characterize most of the last two decades of Mao's rule, as scores of schol

ars and Party theoreticians put forth increasingly elaborate explanations of 
the "petty-bourgeois" social basis and "feudal" ideological roots of the 
Great Leap Fot\Vatd campaign and the Cultural Revolution.16 The critique 
of ultra-leftism, and of the late Mao era in general, gained considerable po
litical momentum when the venerable PLA Marshal (and Politburo mem
ber) Ye Jianying conunemorated the thirtieth anniversary of the People's 
Republic in a speech delivered on October 1, 1979. In an address approved 



in detail beforehand by the Party Central Committee, Ye attnbuted the di
sasters of the Great Leap to "leftist errors" that violated "objective eco
nomic laws" and condemned the Cultural Revolution as a decade long 
calamity (1966--76) visited on China by those who had pursued an "ultra
left" line.H Ye placed the blame on Lin Biao and the Gang of Four, as was 
the official political custom of the time, but it was clear to all that many oth
ers also bore responsibility for the Cultural Revolution, and that Mao Ze
dong was chief among them. 

In the official critique of Maoism that emerged in 1979 and 1980, Mao 
Zedong was rarely mentioned by name. Indeed, on other political and pol
icy matters; his writings were still authoritatively (if selectively) quoted 
when it proved politically convenient to do so. But there were increasingly 
harsh denunciations of "the personality cult," a tenn that performed the 
same euphemistic function in China at the time as it had a quarter-century 
before during the de-Stalinization years in the Soviet Union. The official 
remedy for the evils fostered by "the personality cult," sometimes referred 
to as "modem superstition," was adherence to Leninist norms of "inner 
party democracy" and "collective leadership," although these loudly pro
claimed principles did little to hinder the concentration of power in the 
hands ofDeng Xiaoping. "Collective leadership" did find expression, how
ever, in the redefinition of the official ideology of "Mao Zedong Thought," 
which, increasingly purged of its more radical ideas, was now proclaimed to 
be the collective wisdom of the Party, not simply the creation of one man. 

Perfonning a similar function were new accounts of the sixty-year history of 
the Chinese Communist Party which emphasized the contributions of rev
olutionaries who had been neglected in the historiography of the Mao pe
riod. By the middle of 1980, although the question of the historical role of 
Mao himself had yet to be publicly confronted, the last two decades of the 
late Chairman's rule had been opened to critical scrutiny. 

To undermine Mao's popular prestige, the new government looked to 
the televised trial of the Gang of Four, which opened on November 20, 
1980, four years after their arrest. Over a period of two months in the Min
istry of Public Security building in Beijing, the Four were tried together 
with Mao's onetime secretary, Chen Boda, before a special tribunal of 
thirty-five judges. A separate panel simultaneously tried five PLA generals 
implicated in Lin Biao's 1971 plot against Mao, although the relationship 
between the two proceedings was never clarified. The lengthy indictment 
charged the accused with forty-eight criminal offenses, including plots to 
overthrow the government, attempts to assassinate Mao Zedong, illegal ar
rests, torture, and the persecution of 700,000 people, resulting in 34,000 
deaths.18 Although advertised as a criminal trial conducted in accordance 



with a modernized legal code, the trial was of course eminently political. 
The judges paid far less attention to the new legal codes than to the Party 
Politburo, which dictated the proceedings in detail from the original indict
ment to the final verdicts. 

If the trW of the Gang of Fom failed to convince foreign observers that 
the Deng government had embraced intemationally-accepted legal norms-
indeed, to many it seemed uncomfortably reminiscent of a Stalinist -style 
show trial-it did serve the internal political purposes for which it was 
staged. The highly publicized trial made for a powerful condemnation of 
political life during the last decade of the Mao era, with nightly television 
broadcasts of selected segments of the proceedings featuring witnesses 
who related in often grisly detail horrifying incidents of torture and death 
during the "cultural revolution decade." For urban intellectuals and work
ers who had been victimized during what was now being called the "feudal
fascist" reign of the Gang of Four and who could now watch a manacled 
Jiang Qing and others on exhibit in an iron cage, the trial served as a partial 
"settling of accounts" and an emotional catharsis. For Deng Xiaoping and 
his associates, the trial was a satisfying act of political revenge and also 
served the eminently pragmatic function of facilitating the ongoing purge 
of "leftists" in the Party, state, and military bureaucracies. The trial in Bei
jing was in fact the model for a long series ofless-publicized trials of alleged 
"followers of the Gang of Four" in the provinces. But the most important 
political purpose of the highly ritualized spectacle was to raise the question 
of the role of Mao Zedong in the events for which his widow and onetime 
comrades stood condemned as criminals. 

It was of course clear from the outset that Mao Zedong was the un
named defendant on trial with the Gang of Four. In the course of the pro
ceedings, a defiant Jiang Qing unwittingly (but predictably) served Deng 
Xiaoping's political purpose by continually invoking the authority of her 
late husband in her defense, at one point declaring: "'was Chairman Mao's 
dog. Whomever he told me to bite, I bit." And the chief prosecutor, in a 
dosing statement drafted by the Politburo, noted (while rirualistically laud
ing Mao) that the Chinese people "are very clear that Chairman Mao was 

respoilSlble . . .  for their plight during the Cultural Revolution. "19 

But Deng's aUn was not to condemn Mao to historical oblivion together 
with the Gang of Four. Rather it was to rescue Mao/or history by separat
ing him from the Gang, although it was a humanly fallible Mao who was 
rescued, considerably diminished in historical stature and moral authority. 
The separation was accomplished by distinguishing between "political er
rors" and "criminal offenses," a distinction Deng had laid down in the sum
mer of 1980. The distinction was taken up by the official press during and 



after the trial of the Gang, and it was repeatedly emphasized that there was 
"a difference in principle between Mao's mistakes and the crimes of Lin 

Biao, Jiang Qing, and their cohorts. "20 In accordance with this perhaps his

torically dubiouS distinction, the Party publicly set forth its official historical 
verdict on Mao Zedong, five months after a Party-controlled court had 

passed its verdict of guilty on the Gang of Four. 

The Resolution on Mao Zedong 

On June 27, 1981, one day after accepting Hua Guofeng's resignation as 

Party Chairman, the Sixth Plenum of the CCP' s Eleventh Central Com

mittee issued the long awaited assessment of the place of Mao Zedong in 

the history of the Chinese Revolution. The "Resolution on Certain Ques

tions in the History of Our Party Since the Founding of the People's Re

public of China" had been prepared over a period of fifteen months. Four 

thousand Party leaders and theoreticians, it was claimed, helped draft the 

document, which was repeatedly revised in accordance with detailed "sug

gestions" made by Deng Xiaoping. Many of Deng's suggestions stressed 

the need to "affirm" Mao's contributions to the revolutionary cause, in ad

dition to criticizing his political and ideological errors. While most senior 

Party leaders, virtually all purged during the Cultural Revolution, were 

eager to avenge themselves on Mao's ghost, Deng Xiaoping appreciated 

the political need to preserve Mao as a symbol of both revolutionary and 

nationalist legitimacy. 

As Deng had insisted, the final version of the Resolution generously 
praised Mao's leadership in the long revolutionary struggle and lauded his 

"brilliant successes" in economic development and "socialist transforma

tion" in the early years of the People's Republic. Yet while praising Mao as 

a great revolutionary and modernizer, the Resolution was severe in criticiz

ing the late Chairman's "mistakes" during the last two decades of his rule. 

Among the mistakes was the decision to broaden the scope of the anti

rightist campaign in 1957, resylting in the persecution of many innocent 

cadres and intellectuals, although the original phase of that "I.Vitch-hunt 

(which had been led by DengXiaoping) was judged "necessary" and "cor

rect." More serious were Mao's "leftist" errors, which were responsible for 
the economic disasters of the Great Leap, although it was acknowledged 

that most Party leaders (including Deng Xiaoping and Liu Shaoqi) had ini

tially supported the ill-fated venture \"vith considerable enthusiasm. More

over, it was charged that Mao had unden:nJned Leninist principles of 

"democratic centralism in Party life" by ruling with "personal arbitrariness" 

and by fostering a "personality cult" during his later years. Even more seri-



ous was his invention of the "erroneous left theses" that sanctioned the 

Cultural Revolution, which was now unambiguously condemned as a 
decade-long catastrophe "responsible for the most severe setback and the 
heaviest losses suffered by the Party, the state and the people since the 

founding of the People's Republic." Although the worst evils of the era 

were attributed to Lin Biao and the Gang of Four, Mao was not spared 

blame. "Chief responsibility for the grave left error of the Cultural Revolu

tion, an error comprehensive in magnitude and protracted in duration, 

does indeed lie with Comrade Mao Zedong," the Resolution conduded.21 

The aging Mao's "leftist" errors, which loom so large and so ominously 

in the Party's critique, are ideological tendencies that Marxists traditionally 

have denounced as "utopian" and �unscientific." The Resolution elabo
rated on these. Mao, according to his official assessors, "overestimated the 

role of man's subjective will and efforts," indulged in theories and policies 
"divorced from reality," and raised entirely unrealistic expectations of the 
imminent advent of a communist utopia amid conditions of material 

scarcity. He thus violated what his more orthodox Marxist-Leninist succes

sors took to be "the objective laws" of history. Yet however harsh the official 

critique was in this and many other respects, the Resolution, in its overall 
historical assessment, concluded that Mao's "contributions to the Chinese 

Revolution far outweigh his mistakes" and that because of those contribu
tions over so many decades "the Chinese people haw always regarded 

Comrade Mao Zedong as their respected and beloved great leader and 

teacher." In the years following the promulgation of the Resolution, it came 

to be a popularized orthodoxy that Mao had been 70 percent correct and 

30 percent wrong. 
Private assessments of Mao by many intellectual and political leaders of 

the post-Maoist order were less generous than those publicly set down in 

the Central Committee document of June 1981. But the praise for Mao in 

the official Resolution, which uneasily accompanied the critique of his 

"leftist" mistakes, represented more than a search for revolutionary conti

nuity and political legitimacy by the new leaders of the Chinese Communist 

Party. The praise also reflected the genuine respect and admiration (if not 
necessarily affection) felt by surviving senior Party leaders for the early 

Mao-the Mao who was the leader of the Revolution, the Mao who was 

the liberator of the Chinese nation, and the Mao who had been an eco

nomic modernizer-before he had been infected with "erroneous leftist" 

ideas. Veteran Party officials, now restored to power after years of humilia
tion and sometimes persecution, nostalgically looked back to the Mao who 

was the revolutionary leader of the Party during their own youthful days as 

revolutionaries. And they looked back to the Mao who presided over the 



new state in the early and mid-1950s, a time they now viewed as a golden 
age in the history of their land. For Deng Xi.aoping and many of his associ
ates, more than pragmatic political considerations were involved in their 

praise of Mao, for they sought to recapture the "uncorrupted" Maoism of 
the years prior to 1957, before Mao succumbed to what they regarded as 
pernicious radical and utopian notions. 

In the years after the Resolution of 1981 had settled the Mao question, 
at least officially, the remaining artifacts of the cult of Mao were quiedy re
moved from public display, although some were soon to make strange reap
pearances in popular culture and in unofficial political life. But in 1981, in 
official Conununist Party ideology and political ritual, Mao was retained as 

a revolutionary, nationalist, and modernizing symbol. The putpose, of 
course, was to reinforce the legitimacy of the post-Mao regime by tying it to 
the Chinese Conununist revolutionary tradition, a tradition in which Mao 
of course had played the largest and longest part. Consequendy, Mao's 
writings continued to be frequently quoted in official publications, albeit 
highly selectively, and the much de-radicalized image of the dead Chairman 
continued to be utilized and sometimes celebrated over the post-Mao 
years, as political circumstances dictated. 

Yet perhaps more important than the preservation of Mao Zedong as a 
political symbol was the simultaneous repudiation of the social and ideo

logical radicalism of the last two decades of the Maoist era. That, together 
with the reduction of Mao from a demigod to a leader of humanly fallible 
proportions, capable of errors "comprehensive in magnitude," provided a 

necessary ideological sanction for the abandonment of Maoist socioeco
nomic policies in favor of the market -oriented economic reforms that Deng 

Xiaoping and others were preparing. 
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Market Reforms and the 

Development of Capitalism 

D
ENG XIAOPING crune to power at the end of 1978 on a plat

form championing "socialist democracy." The promise of a demo

cratic socialism struck deeply responsive chords in Chinese 

society, especially among intellectuals and the urban working class, winning 

Deng enthusiastic popular support in the cities. The Deng regime was to 

preside over one of the most extraordinary episodes of economic growth in 

world history that was to bring relative (if very unequal) prosperity to the 

Chinese people-but neither socialism nor democracy were to prosper in 
post-Maoist China. 

Democracy was the first of Deng's promises to be broken. Hardly three 

months after his victory at the Third Plenum in December 1978, Deng 

turned against the most vulnerable members of the political coalition that 

had brought him to power-the young activists who wrote the passionate 

political treatises and the poignant poetry that appeared on Democracy 

Wall, and who had supplied much of the elan for the pro-Deng movement 

during the last months of 1978. The suppression of the Democracy Move

ment, signaled by the arrest of Wei Jingsheng in March 1979, was a de

pressingly prophetic pointer to the political future of post-Mao China. 

During Deng Xiaoping's reign, to be sure, the Communist state gener

ally relaxed its control over Chinese societ)� freeing hundreds of thousands 

449 



of political prisoners and loosening ideological controls. These were by no 

means insigni£cant political gains for the Chinese people_ But their demo

cratic potential was severely limited. For by "political reform," which the 

new regime repeatedly said would accompany "economic reform," Deng 

did not mean the process of democratization that he seemingly had 

promised and that many assumed to be his aim. Rather, by political reform 

he meant, first and foremost, the restoration of Leninist organizational 

norms in the Chinese Communist Party, whose discipline had been under

mined by the disruptions of the Cultural Revolution. Secondh1 he meant 

the rationalization of bureaucratic rule by making the Communist bureau

cracy (in Deng's words) "younger on the average, better educated, and bet

ter qualified professionally."1 In short, there were to be no substantive 

changes in the Communist political system, however far-reaching the eco

nomic transformation. The Chinese Communist Party, its Leninist charac

ter refurbished and re:6ned, was to retain its monopoly of political power. 

And the essentials of the Stalinist political system were to be preserved. 

If there was little democratic content in the Dengist conception of "so

cialist democracy," there was even less socialist substance. When Deng 

Xiaoping and his politically victorious colleagues began to consider eco

nomic reform policies in late 1978 and early 1979, they favored various 

economic decentralization measures and were increasingly attracted to 

market solutions to break down the rigidities of China's Soviet-style system 

of central economic planning. But they had little interest in any real social

ist reorganization of production, wherein the producers themselves would 

gain a measure of control over the conditions and products of their work. 

The reasons for this failure to consider a socialist solution are worth pon

dering. Confusion over the definition of socialism played a part. In its dis

torted Stalinist (and Maoist) forms, in both theory and practice, 

"socialism" tended to be measured by the degree of state control over pro

duction, hardly appealing to reformers who attributed the problems of the 

Chinese economy to an overly centralized and bureaucratized system of 

state planning. But even those who properly understood socialism to be 

control of productive processes by the immediate producers rather than by 

the state were reluctant to propose socialist solutions. For such genuinely 

socialist solutions presupposed political democracy, and thus posed a direct 

challenge to the power of the Chinese Communist Party. Indeed, true so

cialism was viewed as doubly challenging, threatening the economic as well 

as the political power of the Communist bureaucracy. Moreover, socialism 

in the form of actual worker and peasant control would have been an his

torical novelty, never ha11ing existed before in China or elsewhere; thus it 

inevitably raised fears of the unknown. China's reformers, however bold 



and innovative they might have appeared at first, con:6ned themselves to 
actually existing economic models. 

Thus, in the discussions among Communist leaders and intellectuals in 

the politically victorious Deng camp around the time of the Third Plenum, 

a genuinely socialist alternative to the command economy was never seri

ously considered. Only reformist measures which could be accommodated 

within the existing political system were discussed. These included various 

schemes for economic decentralization and the introduction of market 
mechanisms. The latter seemed particularly intriguing to many Communist 

leaders and theoreticians, for it was presented to them at a time when the 

worldwide neo-liberalist celebration of the "magic of the market" was 

reaching a crescendo. 

The decentralization of economic administration and decision making, 

experimented with earlier in the People's Republic (most radically and di

sastrously during the Great Leap Forward campaign of 1958-60), posed no 

general threat to Communist rule-although, depending on the particular 

scheme, decentralization could favor some sectors of the bureaucracy and 
weaken or limit others. Nor was the market the mortal threat to the Com

munist political system that it was assumed to be by many foreign ob

servers. Chinese Communist leaders, in part inspired by seemingly 

successful "market socialist" models in Hungary and YUgoslavia, calculated 

that market mechanisms could be utilized to improve the quantity and the 

quality of both industrial and agricultural production without the Party re

linquishing political power or the state losing control over the "command

ing heights" of the economy. By and large, these calculations proved 
correct. The Communist Party-state remained politically dominant and re

tained a large measure of control over vital sectors of the economy. More

over, Communist bureaucrats, many initially suspicious of market 
relationships (partly because of ideological principle, partly out of material 
self-interest), soon discovered that they were uniquely well situated to 

profit handsomely from a market economy. Many, of course, hastened to 

do so, in myriad ways that v.rill be explored shortly. 

In modern world history, the market is of course intimately identified
economically, socially, and ideologically-with industrial capitalism.2 That a 

market economy inevitably breeds capitalist social relationships, and all the 

inequitable consequences of capitalism, was well known to China's Com

munist leaders in the late 1970s. But Deng Xiaoping and his reformist as

sociates did not envision a capitalist future for China. Although some of the 

more zealous of the reformers tended "to disseminate a naive view of the 



wonders of the market," as Carl� has obsetved,3 most did not cham
pion a market economy or a capitalist regime because of their intrinsic 

virtues. Rather, they saw the mechanism of the market as a means to even

tual socialist ends, as the most efficient way to break dmvn the stifling sys

tem of centralized state planning and to speed up the development of 

modern productive forces, thereby creating the essential material founda

tions for a future socialist society: The belief that they were pursuing even

tual socialist ends was reinforced by the experiments in "market socialism" 
then under way in Communist Hungary and \Ugoslavia, whose modest ac

complishments had been greatly exaggerated by sympathetic Western com

mentators. 

The use of capitalist means and methods to attain future socialist ends 

was ideologically sanctioned by a more orthodox interpretation of Marxist 

theory than had been fashionable in the Mao period. Deng's theoreticians 

placed special emphasis on the Marxian thesis that socialism presupposed 

capitalism, the belief that distinguished original Marxism from other nine

teenth-century socialist theories. A truly socialist society, Marx had argued, 

could be constructed only on the material and social foundations of capi

talism, only where there existed large-scale industry and, correspondingly, a 

mature urban proletariat, the indispensable social agent of the socialist fu

ture. Thus capitalism, however socially destructive and inhumane, was a 

necessary and progressive stage in histOf)\ Marx taught. Indeed, many of 
the classic Marxian texts, not excluding the Communist Mamfesto, could be 
read (and were in fact nmv read in China), as celebrations of the extraordi

nary productive powers of capitalism. Chinese Communist reformers, 

therefore, invoked the authority of Marx to support the capitalist methods 

they favored, and also frequently quoted Lenin, especially such well-kno'Wn 

statements as, "the only socialism we can imagine is one based on all the 

lessons learnt through large-scale capitalist culture. "4 

In their search for a Marxian rationale for market-reform policies, 

Deng's ideologists placed an enormous emphasis on the pernicious influ

ences of China's feudal tradition. Because of the abortiveness of capitalism 

in modem Chinese history; they argued, pre-capitalist forms of socioeco

nomic life and consciousness had survived into the socialist era, making the 

"remnants of feudalism," not capitalism, the greatest barrier to China's 

modern economic development-and thus the greatest obstacle to the true 

development of socialism over the long term. The deleterious effects of a 
weak and distorted capitalism were perpetuated by the brevity and incom

pleteness of Mao Zedong's "New Democratic" revolution, burdening the 

People's Republic ""rith a persisting "feudal consciousness" that was, they 
argued, largely responsible for the negative developments of the late Mao 



era, especially the Great Leap and the Cultural Revolution. Since capital
ism is feudalism's natural historical antagonist, according to Marxist theory; 
it followed that capitalism still had a necessary and progressive role to play 
in China. On the question of whether the capitalist means they advocated 
were consistent with the socialist ends they sought, the reformers were per
haps troubled but for the most part silent. 

Another ideological construct that was used to provide a quasi-Marxist 
rationale for the market \vas a proposition Deng Xiaoping had set forth 
more than two decades before. At the Eighth Party Congress in Septem
ber 1956, Deng had argued that with "socialist transformation," that is, 
the nationalization of industry and the collectivation of agriculture, class 
divisions (and class struggle) had been virtually eliminated. Therefore the 
principal contradiction in Chinese society was no longer between antago
nistic social groups but rather between "the advanced socialist system and 
the backward productive forces. "5 The remedy; of course, was to concen
trate on developing the productive forces in order to bring the economic 
base in alignment with the presumably socialist political and social "super
structure." 

Mao Zedong had little use for the formulas of the Eighth Congress, 
which he soon scrapped in favor of a renewed emphasis on class struggle. 
But when Deng Xiaoping came to power in 1978, his 1956 Eighth Con
gress thesis was resurrected to become the principal ideological orthodoxy 
of the early post-Mao era, sanctioning the subordination of all social (and 
socialist) concerns to a nationalist pursuit of rapid economic develop
ment-to be accomplished by the most expedient means, not excludmg 
the means of the capitalist market. In the 1980s, as we shall see, Deng's 
thesis was refined and elaborated upon to become the theory of "the pri
mary stage of socialism," an economically deterministic notion (in rather 
threadbare Marxist guise) which served to give priority to national eco
nomic development, regardless of social cost.6 

Deng Xiaoping' s economic reform program began in 1979, officially sanc
tioned by the 'Third Plenum's rather ambiguous injunction to combine 
"market adjustment" with "adjustment by the plan." The amblguity of the 
formula \Vas designed to satisfy both the advocates of market-type reform 
and those who \\':ished to preserve the primacy of central state planning 
\vhile allowing a supplementary role for the market. The initial reforms, in 
any event, which were designed to correct the economic imbalances inher
ited from the Mao period, were essentially administrative measures andre
quired no major concessions to the market. In the spring of 1979, 



unceremoniously scrapping Hua Guofeng's Ten Year Plan, the new govern

ment slashed investment in heavy industry and construction in favor of 

light industry and agriculture. Successful efforts were undertaken to lower 

the "accumulation rate," that is, the proportion of the social product ap

propriated by the state to expand productive capacity: The rate had risen 

rapidly during the late Mao era and even more rapidly under the Hua 

Guofeng regime, thereby depressing consumption. This trend was now re

versed. Prices paid to peasants for agricultural products were increased 

substantially, including a 20 percent rise in prices for compulsory grain de

liveries to state stores and a 50 percent premium for above-quota sales. In 
addition, the limit on private household plots was raised from 5 to 15 per

cent of the cultivated land, and state restrictions on rural marketing activi

ties were greatly eased. Urban workers also benefited, although far less 

than did peasants, by new bonus and profit-sharing schemes in state enter

prises that rewarded gains in productivity. 

The Deng regime's initial economic policies stimulated sizable increases 

in both agricultural and light industrial production, while at the same time 

providing both rural and urban inhabitants "With greater incomes to pur

chase consumer goods, which were now being produced and imported in 

ever-increasing quantities. The marked improvement in popular living 

standards and the boom in consumption so evident in the early 1980s re

sulted directly from the policy changes of 1979. 

Although rising consumption was due primarily to rising incomes, it was 

aided by the Deng government's vigorous encouragement of what proved 

to be an astonishingly rapid revival of private entrepreneurship in both city 

and countryside. In addition to thriving rural markets and fairs, in the early 

1980s city streets were quickly transformed by the reappearance of ped

dlers and vendors selling various wares and foods, the opening of private 

restaurants and inns, and the establishment of many new retail and sen.-ice 

businesses-from barbers and beauticians to television repair shops. There 

was also a revival of traditional handicrafts production, sometimes orga

nized in loosely structured cooperatives, while clothes and sundry house

hold goods were produced in hastily erected workshops and by women 

working in their homes on the putting-out system. 

Government encouragement of these private and vaguely collective en

trepreneurial endeavors was intended; in part, to fill a long-standing void in 

the retail and service sectors of the economy. Wrth even small private shops 

and markets condemned as "capitalist tails" and mostly banned during the 

late Mao period, people often had to travel long distances to obtain needed 

goods and services at government stores, which were frequently staffed 

(and usually overstaffed) by indifferent employees. In larger part, the gov-



emment's promotion of private enterprise was intended to mitigate the so

cial strains of unemployment. By 1984, according to official figures, nearly 
4,000,000 people were employed or self-employed in the burgeoning pri
vate sector of the urban economy and more than 32 m.illion worked in 
urban "collective" enterprises, v.nich more and more operated in a capital
ist fashion in an increasingly market-driven economyJ The numbers were 

to multiply rapidly as the government removed restrictions on the numbers 

of workers who could be employed by private capitalist enterprises; by the 
mid-1980s private and "collective" endeavors had come to be the most 
rapidly growing sectors of the urban economy. 

The attractiveness to the government of self-employment and employ

ment by private entrepreneurs was made quite clear at the outset of the re
form period by one of the leading advocates of the market, who candidly 

observed of such workers that "the state will not be required to pay them 
wages. "8 Nor was the state required to pay wages to the ever-growing num
bers of people who hired themselves out as servants in private homes. Ser

vants were by no means unknown in the Maoist period, but most were state 
employees working in the offices and homes of high-ranking government 
officials. In the post-Mao years, maids, cooks, gardeners, and nannies be
came commonplace in the residences of the growing elite of technocrats, 

intellectuals, and mid-level bureaucrats as well as in the homes of the more 

successful of China's new capitalist entrepreneurs and those of its many 

new foreign residents. 
The reappearance of petty private enterprise contributed to the liveli

ness of Chinese cities in the early Deng era, which foreigners contrasted to 
the austere and drab character of urban life in Maoist China�a compari
son invariably made even by those who never visited China during the Mao 
period. Peddlers, hawkers, and tiny open-air restaurants were soon fol
lowed by high-rise hotels, nightclubs, and luxury boutiques-as well as by 

beggars and prostitutes. Chinese cities thus began to resemble large cities 

in most of the world, displaying those stark and painful contrasts between 
ostentatious wealth and grinding poverty that mark most contemporary 

capitalist societies. 
In the early 1980s, the revival of petty commerce in the cities was hailed 

by many Western observers as a sign of the birth of a vigorous Chinese cap
italism. There were, of course, no lack of stories of entrepreneurs who did 
in fact heed the government's injunction to "get rich," and these were 
widely advertised in both the Chinese and foreign press. But the great ma
jority of those who worked in the new private sector achieved very modest 

success at best or were able to eke out only a marginal existence, much like 
their counterparts in the cities of other Third World lands. The real origins 



of Chinese capitalism were to be found not in the petty commercial capi

talism of the cities but in the foreign trade and investment that passed 

through DengXiaoping's "open doors" along the South China coast-and 

in the Chinese Communist state and its bureaucrats who controlled pas

sage through those doors. 

The Open Door Policy 

When the policy of "the Four Modernizations" \Vas set forth by Zhou Enlai 

in January 1975, China's Communist leaders assumed that the pursuit of 

the ambitious economic goals Zhou proposed would require a vast expan

sion of China's international trade, the acquisition of the latest technology 

from the advanced capitalist countries, and probably borrowing foreign 

capital. This would mean the abandonment-in fact if not in name-<lf the 

Maoist policy of national "self-reliance." 

The principle of self-reliance had acquired an almost sacred status in 

Maoist China. In part, however, the celebration of self-reliance was a mat

ter of making a virtue out of necessit)c Largely isolated from the world cap

italist market by a hostile United States for more than two decades, and 

then cut off from most of the Communist world as well when relations with 

the Soviet Union deteriorated in the late 1950s, China had little choice but 

to rely on its O\Vll. resources during most of the Mao period. That necessity 

was perhaps made more palatable, and certainly ideologically rationalized, 

by the Maoist revolutionary legacy; especially the Yan' an ideal of economic 

self-sufficiency.9 No doubt some Communist leaders, and certainly Mao 

Zedong among them, were willing to pay the economic price that self

reliance demanded in order to immunize socialist China from the corrosive 

effects of the world capitalist market. In any event, Mao and his colleagues, 

consciously or not, were partially imitating the protectionist strategy that 

Friedrich List devised in late nineteenth-century Prussia, a strategy which 

kept industrially backward Germany relatively isolated until it \Vas able to 

compete -with industrialized England. \\7hether deliberate or not, the fact 

remains that when China entered the \Vorld capitalist market in the late 

1970s it did so on terms far more favorable than would have obtained in 

the 1950s.10 

Yet whatever their conscious strategy and principles may have been, 

when the opportunity presented itself the leaders of the People's Republic 

acted rapidly to move China into the capitalist world of international trade 

and finance. The move began in the last years of the Mao period, following 

the rapprochement with the United States and Richard Nixon's February 

1972 visit to Beijing and Shanghai. Between 1971 and 1974, China's for-



eign trade more than trebled, most of it with non-Comnununist coun

tries.11 The pace of trade quickened under the interim Hua Guofeng 

regime, and, as has been noted, Hua's abortive Ten Year Plan called for the 

massive importation of foreign capital and technology. Deng Xiaoping' s 

market-oriented strategy of development and his "open door" policies 

greatly accelerated China's integration into the world capitalist market. 

From 1978 to 1988, foreign trade more than quadrupled, and then quadru

pled once again over the next six years, with Japan, Hong Kong, and the 
United States emerging as China's leading trading partners. 

This burgeoning trade has been conducted, on the whole, in accordance 

with the proclaimed Chinese principle of "equality and mutual benefit� 

and it is safe to assume that participants on all sides have profited from 
their various ventures. What has come under critical scrutiny by the Chi

nese is not the "open door� to trade but the opening of China to foreign in

vestment-and, in order to attract foreign capital, the revival of practices 

uncomfortably reminiscent of life in the foreign-dominated treaty ports 

during semi-colonial times. The most conspicuous examples of the latter 

phenomenon are to be found in the "special economic zones," the first four 

of which were established on the South China coast in 1979 near Hong 

Kong and opposite Taiwan. Others followed, and within a decade virtually 

the whole of the Chinese coast, as well as selected inland regions, were 

"opened," which is to say they were offering foreign capitalists favorable 

conditions for the exploitation of Chinese labor and the making of quick 

profits-along with the amenities of life that foreign residents expect in a 

quasi-colonial setting.12 

The special economic zones were embarrassments from the outset, on 
both socialist and nationalist grounds. At a time when the Beijing regime 

still felt a serious need to claim socialist credentials, the economies of the 

zones were frankly and indeed savagely capitalist-and to compound the 

ideological dilemma, the goverrunent had proclaimed that the zones would 

be models for the "reform" of all of urban China. Moreover, the zones were 

places where Chinese workers were exploited by foreign capital and where 

Chinese servants catered to privileged -foreign residents. And the zones 

were breeding grounds for official corruption, both on the part of local gov
errunents and for the entrepreneurial-minded sons and daughters of high 

Communist Party officials who used their political influence to enrich 

themselves in the import-export trade and other business dealings. 

Yet, apart from the still controversial question of whether the special 

economic zones as such have proved their economic worth, which is to say, 

whether they have generated more capital than the Chinese state has in
vested in their construction, there can be little doubt that Deng's "open 



door" policies in general have yielded most of their anticipated economic 
benefits: the influx of foreign capital to finance industrial enterprises and 

various other modernization projects, the alleviation of chronic shortages 
of foreign exchange, greater access to the advanced scientific and industrial 
teclmology of Japan and the Western countries, and employment for Chi
nese workers who would otherwise be unemployed. 

The accumulation of capital for productive investment has certainly been 
the most important result of the "open door" policy. It is one of the curiosi
ties of the development of Chinese capitalism under the Deng regime that a 
sign.i:ficant portion of these initial capital accumulations were the fruits of of
ficial corruption. Prominent among the members of China's new postrevo
lutionary "bourgeoisie," for example, were local officials (and their friends 
and relatives) who were able to buy goods and materials at low state prices 
and sell them at higher market prices. Equally prominent, especially in pop
ular political consciousness, were the children of high Communist Party 
leaders who, in the early 1980s, were politically well positioned to play lucra
tive compradore roles in establishing ties betvreen foreign capitalists and 
state enterprises. W hile some of these fruits of bureaucratic corruption no 

doubt found their way into secret Swiss bank accounts, as rumor had it, 

most was invested in a vast variety of highly profitable domestic financial, in

dustrial and commercial enterprises in what became an extraordinarily rapid 
process of capital accumulation and economic growth. 

Foreign investment in productive enterprises was also substantial, grow
ing steadily if not spectacularly throughout the 1980s, then exploding into a 
frenzy of profit-seekingin the early 1990s. More foreign capital was invested 
in  China in the year 1994 alone (USS 34 billion) than in the entire decade 

ending in 1989_13 Much of the imported capital has come from overseas 
Chinese investors, funneled largely through Hong Kong. And despite the 
political barriers, by the mid-1990s Thiwanese capitalists alone had invested 
more than US$ 25 billion on the mainland, mostly in Fujian province. 

The attractiveness of China to foreign investors is not simply an endless 
supply of cheap labor, which of course is readily available (and often even 

cheaper) in many other parts of the world. Rather, it is an inexpensive labor 
force that is disciplined and relatively well-educated-and, not least attrac
tive to potential investors, workers \l.rho are barred from organizing free 
trade unions by their Communist government, which also stands ready to 
insure "labor peace" in other respects as well. Deng and his successors' in

sistence on "stability and unity," the official euphemism for a Leninist dic
tatorship, is well appreciated by foreign investors. A further attraction to 
foreign capitalists is the possibility of direct access to the internal Chinese 



market, now well on the way to realizing its long-heralded potential as the 

largest market in the world. 
The obvious economic benefits ofDeng's "open door" policies have, of 

course, exacted costs. Among them has been the conversion of China from 

a debt-free into a major debtor nation-although China's foreign debt, 

while large in absolute terms, remains relatively modest by world standards 

when measured either on a per capita basis or in terms of the size of the 
Chinese economy.14 China has, of course, become increasingly dependent 
on the fluctuations of the world capitalist market (which has not always 
been kind to developing countries), as well as subject to pressure from "in

ternational" (but U.S.-controlled) lending organizations such as the World 

Bank and the International Monetary Fund. Moreover, the "open door" 
has created vast new opportunities for official and unofficial corruption

although, as has been noted, in the peculiar circumstance of emergent Chi
nese capitalism, bureaucratic corruption is also a major source of capital 

accumulation. Not the least of the costs to China has been the loss of a cer

tain (if unmeasurable) degree of national self-confidence. For the Maoist 
policy of self-reliance, whatever its economic price, served to instill in pop

ular consciousness the conviction that the Chinese people could make their 

own distinctive future by their own efforts. That sense of confidence, the 

significance of which hardly can be overestimated in a land so long domi

nated and hunriliated by foreigners, began to erode in the last years of the 
Mao regime. But it was more seriously undermined when post-Maoist 

leaders presented Western capitalist methods and techniques as a panacea 
for all Chinese problems-and unwittingly fostered what Simon Leys 

lamented as a "sudden rebirth of blind admiration for the West."15 In re

sponse to that "blind admiration" there predictably have been reactionary 

nationalist responses, which probably will increase in intensity and viru

lence in the years to come. 

Yet the burial of the Maoist policy of self-reliance did not signal a new 
era of dependency, as some feared at the inauguration of the "open door" 

policy. Unlike pre-1949 China, between the ambitions of foreign powers 

and the Chinese nation there now stands a strong Chinese state presided 
over by highly nationalistic leaders who, materially and psychologically, are 

more than capable of preserving China's sovereignty. An independent 

China, however lacking in social and political virtue, will remain one of the 

permanent achievements of the Chinese Communist Revolution. 

Nonetheless, the world capitalist market, with which China is increasingly 

integrated, has been (and will remain) a powerful force for the capitalist re

structuring of the Chinese economy. 



The Decollectivization of Agriculture 
It was the countcyside, where the majority of the Chinese people live and 
work, that was first to feel fully both the economic dynamism and the social 
destructiveness of a market economy. The agrarian reforms of the Deng 
regime in 1979-80, which at first seemed a cautious return to the "'re
adjustment" policies promoted by Liu Shaoqi in the early 1960s to recover 

from the disaster of the Great Leap, soon became a tottent of deradicaliz
ing change that swept away the collective rural institutions built during the 
1950s and after. By the early 1980s, the communes had been dismantled, 
and collective agricultural production had been largely replaced by individ
ual family fanning. 

This radical transfonnation of peasant work and life, which proceeded 
far more rapidly than the leaders in Beijing anticipated, just as had been the 
case with the other upheavals that had kept the rural population in flux 
over the preceding quarter-century, was in this case not inspired by a new 
social vision. Rather, it was motivated by the old economic need of the state 
to extract the surplus from the villages to finance the modem economic de
velopment of the nation, now known as the Four Modernizations. State ex
ploitation of the countryside had been the main source of capital 
accumulation during the Mao period, and thls remailled the case in the 
post-Mao y ears. But it soon became apparent to Mao's successors that the 
agrarian economy, burdened with a growing population and declining pro
ductivity, was now incapable of supplying the needed capital. The essential 
first step, then, was to motivate peasants to increase production substan
tially, and thereby raise capital to support modem economic development. 
The new means to achieve that old end was to be the commercialization of 
the rural economy, albeit under a large measure of state guidance. 

The first measures to encourage Peasant production followed immedi
ately from the Third Plenum, as has been noted. These included substan
tial price increases paid by the state for grain and other agricultural 
products and the removal of restrictions on rural markets. These policy 
"adjustments" easily could have b� accommodated within the existing 
Maoist agrarian system-but China's market reformers wanted no such ac
commodation since they believed that China's real problems resided in 
Maoist institutions as such, not simply the way they functioned. Thus, the 
policy changes of early 1979 were accompanied by a wide-ranging and well
publicized critique of collective agriculture in general, undertaken by re
formist intellectuals who served as policy advisers to the new Deng regime. 

According to the critique, in the collectivization movement of 1955-56, 

the so-called "socialist high tide," Mao Zedong had ignored basic Marxist 



teachings on the necessary material conditions for socialism and imposed 
quasi-socialist relations of production on an economic foundation too 
weak to support them. Moreover, agricultural collectivization involved 
massive cadre coercion against the "middle peasants," thus alienating the 
most efficient producers. The result was rural econonric stagnation for over 
two decades, with little or no increase in per capita income from the 
mid-1950s to the late 1970s, thus discrediting socialism in the eyes of the 
majority of peasants. The general critique of collectivized agriculture was 
reinforced when the much publicized Dazhai brigade, the Maoist model of 
local rural self-sufficiency and social equality, was officially denoWiced as a 
"leftist deviation" and its once-celebrated peasant leader, Chen Yonggui, 
was purged from the- Party Politburo. The Party's charges against the 
Dazhai brigade, which included allegations of falsifying production figures 
and financial irregularities, seemed less than entirely plausible to those fa
miliar with the history of this extensively-studied commune.l6 

In undertaking the critique of collectivization, Party ideologists invoked. 
Deng Xiaoping's old 1956 formula, now the state orthodoxy; to the effect 
that the main contradiction in Chinese society was not between antagonis
tic social groups but rather between China's "advanced socialist system" 
and its backward productive forces. Deng's proposition hitherto had been 
used to justify a single-minded pursuit of econonric development, to the 
neglect of other considerations, in order to bring the productive forces in 
harmony with the "socialist system." But the critics of collectivized. agricul
ture gave Deng's formula a new twist, suggesting that a retreat to pre
collective forms of social organization would also contribute to resolving 
the contradiction between seemingly incompatible levels of social and eco
nomic development. Thus they advocated a return to family fanning, argu
ing that a commercialized capitalist system based on individual peasant 
proprietorship would not only be more appropriate to China's present level 
of econontic development but also would release the dynamism of the mar
ket to stimulate the rapid growth of rural productive forces. 

The first major institutional change promoting capitalism in the Chinese 
countryside was officially sanctioned in September 1980, when the Party 
Central Conunittee recommended adoption of what generally came to be 
called the "household responsJ.bility system" (HRS). Under the "responsi
bility'' system, individual peasant households concluded contractual agree
ments with the production team for the use of given portions of the team's 
"collective" land, in return for which the households paid the team con
tractually stipulated portions of their output to meet state tax and grain 
quota obligations, along with small sums to support the waning collective 
and welfare functions the team still performed. Farm tools and draft ani-



mals, until now collectively held by the team, were divided among the 
households, which now engaged in individual family farming. Save for its fi
nancial obligations to the team, the household was free to work the land in 
whatever fashion it wished and to dispose of the surplus as it chose. 

Although there had been earlier experiments with various versions of 
the "responsibility" system, and while in some areas peasants had acted on 
their own to divide the land, it was not until its official Party approval in the 
autunm of 1980 that the new arrangement began to be widely adopted. 
And although it was originally said that the contract system was to be vol
untary and primarily applicable to poorer areas where collectivized fanning 
had failed, in fact the HRS soon became mandatory and was rapidly uni
versalized in the early 1980s: local rural Party cadres, fearful of being 
purged as "leftists," were zealous in promoting the new policy (and some
times imposing it on reluctant peasants) to demonstrate their political loy
alty to the Deng regime. By the end of 1983, 98 percent of peasant 
households had converted to one form or another of the responsibility sys
tem. As had been the case in the collectivization campaign of 1955-56, 
decollectivization was accomplished with "one stroke of the knife," pre
sumably a leftist error, and little more was heard about the once loudly pro
claimed principle of policy variation according to differing local conditions. 

What initially replaced collective agriculture was a system Carl Riskin 
has aptly characterized as "tenant farming with the production team and 
the state as landlord. "17 But the "tenants" did not long remain an undiffer
entiated mass of tillers of equal parcels of the soil. New economic and so
cial divisions among the rural population developed with extraordinary 
rapidity as capitalist relationships spread through the countryside. The 
sources of the new socioeconomic differentiations were many. First, not all 
the contracts concluded under the responsibility system were made for the 
purpose of ordinary farming. Encouraged by, government policies promot
ing specialization and marketing, a good many peasants turned to poten
tially more lucrative pursuits such as the cultivation of cash crops, 
food-processing enterprises, small workshops and repair shops, and the op
eration of a variety of new businesses in commerce and transportation. In 
general, such "specialized households," as they were designated, and own
ers of businesses fared far better than ordinary peasant households, whose 
members continued to grow crops such as grain and other essential foods. 
Secondly, differentiation was promoted in 1983 when the government, in 
order to accommodate the needs of households lacking sufficient labor 
power, and especially to encourage the ambitions of the more entrepre
neurially-minded rural inhabitants who held promise as potential accumu
lators of capital, permitted contracted lands to be rented and wage laborers 



to be hired. Anew underclass of subtenants and hired laborers grew rapidly 
as government limits on the exploitation of labor were ignored and eventu
ally all but removed, l8 while those better endowed with physical and entre
preneurial skills and ambition vigorously strove to prove the truth of the 
Dengist maxim that "some must get rich first," now the official rationale for 
growing inequality. 

Finally, perhaps the most significant source of differentiation between 

rich and poor stemmed from the advantages enjoyed by rural Party cadres 
in the newly commercialized economy. Most rural officials initially opposed 
the return to individual family farming, partly out of ideological conviction 
and partly because they feared loss of power and income. However, many 
soon discovered that their political positions and influence were uniquely 
valuable assets in pursuing their private economic interests. Presiding over 

the process of decollectivization, many Party cadres were able to secure the 
best lands and the lion's share of fann tools and machinery for themselves, 
their relatives, and their friends. And their old political connections served 
them well in acquiring goods and materials in short supply for lucrative 
dealings on the rapidly expanding black market.I9 

Decollectivization was greatly facilitated by the dismantling of the com
mune system. A new state constitution adopted at the end of 1982 trans
ferred the administrative functions of the conununes to township or county 
(xiang) governments, units of the central state administration. With the 
demise of the political power of the communes, their collective economic 
and social welfare functions atrophied or were transformed into private un
dertakings operated for profit by individuals, families, or small corporate 
groups.20 Even medical services and educational facilities were caught up 
in the commercialization of the countryside. Private doctors and private 
schools began to appear in many rural localities by-the mid-1980s, and have 
become available to those who can afford them. 

An essential prerequisite for the development of capitalism in the Chi
nese countryside was the privatization of land use, even if the question of 
formal ownership has been left ambiguous. Land originally acquired by 
family farmers under the household responsibility system was leased for 
short periods from the production teams (an organizational structure left 
over from the collective period) and legally remained collective property. 
To allay peasant fears that the ·new system might prove temporary, and to 
discourage predatory use of the land, a 1984 government regulation per
mitted fields to be contracted for periods of up to fifteen years. 1hat was 
soon extended to half a century, and it became generally understood that 
land could be passed on to one's heirs for several generations. This effec
tively established a de facto free market in land, with "contracted" lands 



rented, bought, sold and mortgaged as if they were fully alienable private 
property. 

The new rural policies yielded remarkable economic results in the early 

1980s. From 1978 to 1984 the gross value of agricultural output grew at an 

average annual rate of 9 percent.21 There were striking gains in labor pro

ductivity in the countryside, rural per capita income nearly doubled over 
those six years, and there was a visibly dramatic rise in living standards in 

most of the countryside. This was particularly evident in the 'videspread 

construction of new houses, an enormous increase in the purchase of con

sumer goods, and marked improvement in diet. Although the economic 

upsurge in the countryside could in part be attributed to the incentives pro

vided by the household responsibility system and the marketization of the 

rural economy, in part (and probably in greater part) it resulted from the 
1979 price increases for agricultural products and the general relaxation of 

state pressure that preceded them, both of which took place within the in

stitutional framevmrk of the old system of collectivized agriculture. It is in

structive that the upsurge in agricultural production began under the Hua 

Guofeng regime in 1978 (an 8.9 percent increase) and continued in 1979 

(8.6 percent), whereas the household responsibility system was not widely 

adopted until the early 1980s.22 Whatever the reasons, and they no doubt 

vary from place to place, the early Deng era undoubtedly will be recorded 
as one of the most economically successful periods in the history of Chi

nese agriculture. 

The progress in agricultural production, however, could not be sus
tained. In 1985 there was a sharp and unanticipated decline in grain out

put-from a record 407 million metric tons the previous year to 379 
tons-that sent economic and psychological shock waves throughout Chi
nese society. It was the largest annual decline since the Great Leap, and it 

evoked memories and fears of famine. Grain shortages and wild fluctua
tions in agricultural prices followed in China's increasingly market -driven 

economy, a market which offered fewer and fewer rewards for those who 

actually worked the land. This, in turn, gave rise in many rural areas to bit

ter and continuing hostility between peasants and government officials, the 

latter intent on enforcing grain purchase contracts-and sometimes further 

angering peasants by paying for grain with "white slips" (baitiao), or IOUs, 

in lieu of cash. The hostility was exacerbated by a plethora of extra-legal 

taxes and newly invented fees which corrupt officials began to exact from 

peasants in the late 1980s. Since 1985, in any event, agricultural produc

tion has tended to stagnate, barely keeping pace ,vith a relatively low rate of 

population growth. 



Rural household income, and the relative prosperity of much of the 
countryside, has been sustained since the mid-1980s not by increases in 
agricultural production or productivity but rather by the astonishingly rapid 
growth of indUstry in the form of "township and village enterprises" 
(TVEs). The program for rural industrialization, a distinctively Maoist pol
icy inaugurated during the Great Leap Fon.vard campaign (as was noted in 
Chapter 12), originally was conceived not only as a way to utilize surplus 
labor and local materials that would otherwise go unused but also as a 
means to promote broader social goals, especially the reduction of the gap 
between city and countryside. The program was modestly successful during 
the Mao era. By the mid-1970s, small and mostly technologically primitive 
factories operated by communes and brigades employed 28 million work
ers, almost 10 percent of the rural labor force. It was not until the market 
reform period, however, that rural industry became a really dynamic force 
in the Chinese economy. With the encouragement of the Deng regime and 
with the influx of capital-from local governments, private capitalists, for
eign investors, and various sorts of cooperative groupings-rural industrial 
enterprises grew v.i.th extraordinary rapidi"t); not only in numbers but also 
in size, diversity of output, and technological sophistication. 'Through much 
of the 1980s, the output of the TVEs grew by 35 percent per annum, and 
after a brief period of retrenchment at the close of the decade, high rates of 
grmvth (averaging about 30 percent per annum) again were recorded in the 
1990s. By 1995, more than 125 million workers were employed in rural in
dustries, which remained the most rapidly growing sector of a generally dy
namic Chinese economy: It is the wages (however comparatively low) of 
these mostly younger members of peasant families who labor in the TVEs 
that sustains household income in much of the Chinese countryside. 

The TVEs are officially classified as part of the "collective" sector of the 
Chinese economy, and they make up by far the largest part of what falls 
under that rather ambiguous designation. Yet most of the industrial enter
prises in the countryside are owned and managed by private capitalists and 
local governments, and all perforce operate on a capitalist basis in a na
tional and international market economy. Whether the TVEs hold the so
cialist potential that is sometime attributed to them is questionable-but 
perhaps it is not yet a closed question.23 

The rural economic progress of the Deng era did not come about with
out great social and other costs-and not without creating new barriers to 
future progress. One of the adverse consequences of decollectivization was 
a marked increase in the rural birth rate in the early 1980s as the return to 
individual family farming made fann families want to raise more sons, so as 



to provide adequate labor power in the near future and to provide security 

for aging parents in the long term. It was an eminently rational (if also very 
traditional) peasant response to decollectivization and the restoration of 
the family fann, but not one easy to reconcile with the also eminently eco
nomically rational government policy of the one-child family, originally de
signed to stabilize the population at 1.2 billion by the year 2000. Forced 
abortions ordered by zealous government officials and female infanticide 

on the part of desperate peasants determined to have at least one son have 
been among the human sorrows caused by this clash between state and in
dividual interests, a clash which is itself the product of contradictory state 
policies. In 1985 the government modified the implementation of the one
child policy, effectively allowing rural couples to have two children, thereby 
easing the tension between state and peasantry but jeopardizing the hope 
for zero population growth in the twenty-first century. 

Decollectiv:ization undennined other long-term goals and programs. 
The fragmentation of farming units that came with the return to family 

fanns, especially acute in villages where lands of unequal quality were di
vided proportionally; made large fann machinery useless in many areas, 

frustrating long-standing hopes for the mechanization of Chinese agricul
ture. Further, as the old communes and brigades atrophied in a new 
market-driven society, collective funds were depleted, resulting in a con
traction of welfare services for the elderly, the handicapped, and the indi
gent; the closing of brigade medical clinics in some areas; and a decline in 
the number and quality oflocal schools. School enrollments fell, due to the 

need of peasant families to keep young children at home to assist in farm 
work, now carried on as a family enterprise. And with the demise of the 
communes and the brigades, it became increasingly difficult to organize 
peasant labor for large-scale public works projects, such as the construction 

and repair of irrigation facilities and dams, a factor that aggravated the ter
rible floods that ravaged central and northern China in the summer of 
1998. 

Decollectivization has also added to China's massive environmental 
problems. Deforestation (and consequent flooding), for example, has be

come a serious problem in many regions due to the unplanned construction 
of new houses and the often indiscriminate felling of trees in order to build 
them. The boom in housing, partly due to the restoration of family farming 
and partly to the relative prosperity of many villages, also has contributed to 
reducing the amount of arable land, accelerating an alarming decline that 
began in 1957.24 

The demise of collective institutions has of course undermined such col
lectivistic values the peasants once held, and the resulting ideological void 



was quickly filled by traditional customs, beliefs, superstitions, and rituals. 

It is ironic that "rural reform," pursued under the banner of the Four Mod

ernizations, has revived the very "feudal" values that Deng Xiaoping and 

his market-reform theorists have condemned as so historically pernicious 

and to which they attribute many of the political evils and economic failures 

of the Mao era. But government leaders have been less concerned about 

the reappearance of old beliefs and values in the countryside than about 

what they describe as "extravagant" spending on traditional marriages, fu

nerals, and festivals-for such expenditures drain the capital available for 

financing land improvements, the purchase of new farm equipment, and 

water conservation. The paucity of such long-term productive investment is 

one of the factors responsible for the stagnation of agricultural production 

since 1985 and China's increasing reliance on imported food. 

The most disturbing social consequence of decollectivization has been 

the extraordinarily rapid growth of economic inequalities in the country

side and the creation of new rural class divisions. Inequality is hardly a nov

elty in rural China. But in the Mao period the greatest gaps were regional, 

reflecting long-standing ecological and other differences between compar

atively well-off and impoverished areas of the country, whereas economic 

differentials within localities were rather small.25 In the post-Mao reform 

era, regional inequalities have increased, especially between the coastal 

areas and the interior, accentuating an old prerevolutionary pattern that 

persisted throughout the Mao era. What is new is the emergence of ever 

greater and ever more visible distinctions between wealthy and poor fami

lies within villages, townships, and other localities, further confinning the 

Dengist prediction that "some will get rich first." 

Those who have in fact gotten rich are a minority of the population but 

a still very substantial number of rural inhabitants who have been best able 

to take advantage of the new market mechanisms. It is a system that favors 

the entrepreneurially-mined, the ambitious, the physically strong, the 

skilled, the clever, and the families with the greatest labor power. Espe

cially favored have been those who hold political power, or those with ac

cess to it. It was local Party cadres, overcoming such socialist ideological 

inhibitions as they may have had, who initially benefited most from the 

privatization of collective assets and who were able to contract the best 

lands and the most lucrative business operations for themselves, their rel

atives, and their friends. Rural Party officials make up the nucleus of a new 

rural bourgeoisie, who operate an expanding variety of profit-making en

terprises. This new class includes the heads of the more successful "spe

cialized households" who hire wage labor and operate their farms and 

fisheries on a capitalist basis; the owners or contractors of various service, 



more by "unfettered" market forces than by central planners in Beijing. 
Thus the reformers proposed the decentralization of economic decision 
making to individual enterprises, which would operate on a profit-making 
basis, "With nonprofitable factories allowed to fail and close, although the 
latter eventuality was not much emphasized. This enterprise autonomy 
meant that factory managers, operating "Within broad state guidelines, 
would determine production schedules, wages, and prices in accordance 
with changing market conditions. They would also decide how the profits 
of the enterprise (if any) would be utilized. Further, and most socially sig
nificant, managers would have the power to hire and fire workers in accor

dance with market conditions and the criterion of economic efficiency This 
"smashing the iron rice bowl," as the terminology of the time had it-that 
is, ending the system of lifetime job security for regular state employees
would discipline a lackadaisical work force and increase labor productivit)) 
the reformers claimed.29 

Such, in brief, were the main features of the essentially capitalist model 

of urban industrial reorganization proposed in 1979. And Deng Xiaoping 

and other Communist leaders found it attractive, not because they found 
capitalism as such appealing, but rather because of the model's nationalist 
appeals. For the market promised economic efficiency, and that, in rum, in

spired hope of a quicker route to national "wealth and power." Thus, in 
modified and limited form, the market model was experimentally adopted 
in late 1979, when the government selected several thousand enterprises to 
operate on a profit-making basis, as more or less autonomous capitalist 
units. The program was expanded in early 1980 to cover about 16 percent 

of the factories and other urban enterprises included in the state budget.3° 

The initial attempt at capitalist industrial restructuring proved short
lived At the end of 1980, confronted with a host of unanticipated fiscal and 
social problems, the government was forced to suspend the program. 
Among the un.intended consequences of the market -oriented policies, re
cently introduced in the rural areas as well as the cities, was a burst of infla
tion. Although the officially stated rate of price increases (about 7 percent 
nationwide, somewhat higher in the cities, according to probably under
stated official figures) was relatively modest by world standards, inflation 
came as a shock to a population accustomed for nearly three decades to vir

tually total price stability; over the 27 -year Mao period, consumer price in
creases had averaged less than 0.5 percent per annum. Growing state 

budget deficits were also alarming, especially for a government that hith
erto had scrupulously adhered to a balanced budget. Measures to control 
the deficit included sharp reductions in capital construction and the closing 
of inefficient factories; these remedies, in tum, aggravated the chronic 



problem of unemployment in the cities, now officially acknowledged to be 
more than 20 percent of the urban labor force.31 

& the government grappled with inflation, unemployment, and deficits 
in 1980, it Was also confronted by an alarming drop in the output of heavy 
industry. This was partly the result of overzealous effom to correct the im
balance between producer and consumer goods production, but also in 
part to the new emphasis on enterprise profitability---and the fact that 
many essential heavy-industrial enterprises could not show a profit in a 

market economy. In 1981, the output of heavy industry declined by almost 
5 percent according to official figures, and by more than 8 percent accord
ing to the calculations of foreign observers.32 The government responded 
to the economic crisis with a policy that it called "readjustment," which 
reimposed strict central state controls over prices, wages, investment, and 
the allocation of raw materials-in effect, the reestablislunent of the "com
mand economy" in urban industry. With the central plamting system re
stored, industrial growth resumed. In 1983, the output of heavy industry 

increased by 12.4 percent while light industry grew by 8.7 percent.J3 These 
were approximately the same rates of growth-and the same ratio between 
heavy and light indust.ty-that were recorded during the late Mao era. 

While the "readjustment" of the urban industrial sector was taking place 

in the early 1980s, the regime turned its attention to the decollectivization 
of agriculture in the countryside and the promotion of foreign trade and in
vestment in the coastal areas, as we have seen. Nonetheless, the effort to 
bring market prescriptions to the urban economy was not entirely aban
doned. At the same time that the regime was reimposing central controls 
over state industries, it was also encouraging the expansion of private and 
"collective" enterprises as well as promoting foreign-financed joint ven
tures in the cities and the special economic zones. Ownership and manage
rial patterns varied gready in the enterprises of this rapidly expanding 
nonstate sector of the urban industrial economy, but they shared one es
sential feature: their work forces were drawn from a rapidly expanding free 
labor market. Wage laborers employed in urban "collective" enterprises 
(where employment increased by 7 million from 1981 to 1984) and in the 
new private sector (where employment grew from 1 to over 3 million in the 

early 1980s) worked for significantly lower wages than workers in state in

dustries and enjoyed neither the job security nor the welfare benefits (such 
as health care and retirement pensions) guaranteed by the "iron rice bowL" 
Members of a "free" labor market (which is to say that they sold their labor 

for whatever it would fetch on the market), they could be hired or fired at 
the will of the managers, depending on the fluctuations of the economy. To

gether with the much larger numbers of wage earners being employed in 



the rural township and village enterprises on a contractual basis, they be
came members of a rapidly expanding capitalist labor market. That labor 
market was further expanded when many of the peasants made economi
cally redundant by decollectivization swelled the ranks of the migrant la
borers who roamed from city to city, searching for such temporary work as 
they could find. Thus, even though plans for comprehensive urban indus
trial reform had been temporarily set aside, the "iron rice bowl" already had 
begun to shrink in the early 1980s, partially satisfying one of the reformers' 
key demands. 

In 1984, with industrial production stabilized and with the government 
emboldened by the success of the rural refonns, an ambitious new effort 
was undertaken to bring about the capitalist restructuring of urban indus
try. Deng Xiaoping personally provided the impetus for this when early in 
that year he embarked on a well-publicized tour of the Shenzhen special 
economic zone and pronounced a grand success what the official press said 
was the model for urban reform for the whole of China. The government's 
restructuring program that followed was similar � the abortive effort that 
had been made in 1979, save that it was now more comprehensive and pur
sued with greater vigor and determination. 

The program consisted of three main parts. First, there was promul
gated the eminently capitalist principle of enterprise profitablity. Accord
ingly, some 400,000 state enterprises were ·accorded a large measure of 
autonomy over wages, prices, and investment. In theory at least, they were 
to thrive or fail on the basis of whether they showed profits or losses in the 
marketplace. 

Second, the 1984 refonn program aimed to universalize a market in 
labor. Over the previous five years, China had already moved a long way to
ward the creation of a capitalist labor market. Now the Deng regime pro
posed to "smash the iron rice bowl" (to borrow the reformist rhetoric of the 
time) among regular workers in state factories, who in 1984 made up about 
40 percent of China's industrial working class. To this "reform," however, 
there was intense and bitter opposition, not only among the relatively priv
ileged workers who would have been directly affected but also from a good 
many veteran Corwnunist Party officials who regarded the guarantee of 
lifetime job tenure as one of the great accomplishments of the Revolution. 
In the end, the government compromised: regular workers then employed 
in state factories would retain their job security and welfare guarantees but 
new workers would be hired on a contractual basis. A bewildering variety of 
contractual arrangements were worked out over the years that followed, 
gradually replacing the shrinking "iron rice bowl. "34 

The third part of the 1984 program was "price reform," which intro-



duced a three-tiered price structure in place of the old system of officially
set government prices. The prices of certain key industrial products (such 
as steel and oil) remained fixed by the state; prices of other industrial prod
ucts were allowed to fluctuate within higher and lower government
detennined price ranges; and the prices of most consumer goods and agri
cultural products were freed from all government controls and permitted 
to fluctuate according to the dictates of the market. 

The urban reform program, coupled with the marketization of the rural 
economy, ushered in five chaotic years which saw specta� industrial 
growth and intense social disruption. In 1985 alone, the output of China's 
already huge industrial plant grew by almost 20 percent, and high rates of 
industrial growth, in both urban and (especially) rural areas, continued 
over most-of the rest of the decade. Living standards in the cities rose 
markedly, if very inequitably, throughout the 1980s, although it has been 
suggested that this resulted more from the agricultural successes of the 
early 1980s (and the relatively low cost of foodstuffs and other products of 
rural origin) than from any improvement in the efficiency of urban indus
try.35 However that may be, average real wages of urban workers more than 
doubled during the first decade of the Deng regime. There were significant 
improvements in diet, especially in increased consumption of meat, and 
also in the quantity and quality of clothing. The ownership of household 
goods-television sets, sewing machines, and refrigerators--grew at spec
tacular rates. And per capita housing space nearly doubled in the cities, 
whose landscapes were being transformed by a seemingly permanent boom 
in construction. 

But this material progress, while real enough and certainly heartily wel
comed by the Chinese people, was accompanied by social and psychic dev
astation of epic proportions. The boom-and-bust cycles (officially lmown as 
"overheating" and "retrenchment") came quickly and sharply; bringing 
hardsltip and insecurity to much of the urban working population. Adding 
to the hardships, especially in the "boom" phases of the cycles, were bursts 
of inflation, which became chronic after the partial implementation of 
"price reform" in 1985. By the early months of 1989, inflation had soared 
to an officially aclmowledged national rate of 25 percent per annum, al
though it was considerably higher in Beijing and other large cities. A work
ing population buffeted by unruly market forces was shocked by the 
growth of obvious and grotesque inequalities in economk and social life. 
Between a monied elite of entrepreneurs and bureaucrats who profited lav
ishly from the "free market" (and who were increasingly uninhibited in os
tentatious displays of their new wealth in cities that were hastily spawning 
luxury boutiques and nightclubs), and a pauperized lumpenproletaniJt of 



migrant day laborers who lived in shantytowns, there was opened as wide a 
gulf between rich and poor as existed in any of the great cities of the capi
talist world. And citizens were appalled and angered by the sudden perva
siveness of bureaucratic corruption, by offi.cials and cadres, high and low, 
who were enriching themselves (and their families and friends) by using 
their political influence to manipulate the new market mechanisms. 

In the late 1980s the economy passed through a series of rather quick 
boom-and-bust cycles, and the urban population experienced the painful 
and unsettling vicissitudes typical of an early capitalist regime. Growth 

rates in industrial production remained high, but so did inflation and gov
ernment budgetary deficits. By the end of :the first decade of the Deng 
regime-even though "socialist market economy" was its official designa
tion-few could seriously doubt that an essentially capitalist economy had 
been fashioned in the cities of China. A free market in labor had been cre

ated, and only a shrinking minority of workers clung to the "iron rice bowl"; 
administrative controls had been removed over the prices of many com

modities, which now fluctuated in accordance with market conditions; and 
most economic units operated in accordance with the capitalist principle of 
enterprise profitability. All that was lacking was fonnal, legal private owner
ship of property. But if China had become essentially capitalist, it was a spe
cial kind of capitalism, whose distinctive features should briefly be 
outlined. 

Bureaucratic Capitalism 

Bureaucratic capitalism, that is, the employment of political power and in
fluence for private gain through capitalist methods of economic activity, is 
not an uncommon phenomenon in hist<ll)) having appeared in various 
forms in many societies in both ancient and modem times. It certainly has 
not been uncommon in Chinese history; An alliance between powerful offi
cials and a dependent bourgeoisie in profit-making commercial and indus
trial activities was a prominent feature of Chinese society and economy 

throughout the more than 2000-year imperial era_36 And in modern times, 
the subordination of the bourgeoisie to high officials of the Guomin.dang 
regime of Chiang Kai-shek. in the 1930s and 1940s is one of the classic ex
amples of bureaucratic capitalism in modem world histo.cy;37 

The origins of bureaucratic capitalism in Communist China are quite 
unusual, however. In the case of the People's Republic, bureaucratic capi-



talism emerged only after a lengthy quasi-socialist period, which had elimi
nated the Chinese bourgeoisie as a functioning social group. By the mid-
1950s, as we saw in chapter 6, what remained of the Chinese bourgeoisie 
(the so-called "national bourgeoisie" in the terminology of the time) had 
been bought out by the Communist state, and the remnants of that class 
lingered on only as a small group of aging pensioners collecting modest div
idends on noninheritable state bonds. The dwindling members of this 
dying social class were too few and too elderly to take up the bourgeois 
functions that Deng Xiaoping's market policies demanded. It thus fell to 
the Communist state to create the capitalist class that was necessary for the 

functioning of a market economy. In a country in which the bourgeoisie 
had been eliminated, and capitalist activities long distrusted and sup
pressed, the most likely candidates for recruitment into such a new class 
were the cadres of the bloated Communist bureaucracy. 

Many, probably most, Communist bureaucrats were initially hostile to, 
or at best ambivalent about, Deng's market policies. The devolution of 
economic control from state and collective organizations to families and 
private entrepreneurs seemed to threaten bureaucratic powe�; status, and 
i.J;come. Nor could a market economy easily be reconciled with the social
ist values and goals Communist leaders habitually proclaimed and many no 
doubt still cherished. It was a rare instance where bureaucratic self-interest 
and socialist principles appeared to coincide. 

Nonetheless, whatever their initial reservations, the bureaucrats per
funned their duty, carrying out Party and central government policies 
under the banners of "Reform" and the "Four Modernizations." And it was 
not long before officials and cadres discovered that they were in uniquely 
favorable political positions to personally profit from the new opportunities 
the market offered-in effect, to take the place of an absent boorgeoisie. A 
good many hastened to fill the social void. The lead was taken by the 
middle-aged sons and daughters of the highest leaders of the Communist 
Party, including the children of Deng Xiaoping and Premier Zhao Ziyang, 
who used their political influence to play lucrative compradore roles. Oper
ating in the coastal cities and the special economic zones, they brought to
gether foreign capital and the Chinese market, receiving handsome 
commissions for arranging deals between foreign finns and state trading 
organizations. Beginning as influence peddlers, they soon established their 
own import-export companies, and from there some of their number 
evolved into international financiers and investment bankers, sometimes 
establishing ties with huge capitalist conglomerates in Hong Kong and else
where. Some of the wealth that they acquired by virtue of the political 



power and influence of their families no doubt went into luxury living and 

overseas investments, but most of the capital they accumulated appears to 

have been profitably invested in China itself, helping to finance the extra

ordinary growth of the Chinese economy in the late 1980s and the 1990s. 
The "crown princes and princesses," as the entrepreneurially-minded and 
avaricious sons and daughters of the Communist ruling elite were called, 
became the most prominent symbols of the official profiteering and cor

ruption that m-erv.rhelmed the Communist bureaucracy in the late 1980s

and provoked the profound JX!pular disgust with the Deng regime that 
found political expression in the Democracy Movement of 1989. 

Local rural Party cadres also discovered that their political power and in

fluence was useful in acquiring private wealth. Although most cadres ini

tially opposed agricultural decollectiv:ization-partly because of ideological 
conviction, partly because they feared loss of power and income-many 

soon came to appreciate the virtues of Deng' s program to commercialize 

the countryside. For with the breakup of collective institutions and the es
tablishment of the household responsibility system, local offiCals found 

themselves with the power to determine who would benefit from the con

tracting of land and the privatization of collective assets and functions. 

Thus, in much of the countryside, the best lands and the rights to operate 

the most lucrative businesses were acquired by Party cadres, their relatives, 

and their friends)8 They often became the heads, or the patrons, of the 
well-to-do "specialized households"; they acquired lands and materials to 

build large and sometimes luxurious houses; and they (and their relatives 
and associates) enjoyed enormous advantages in the establishment and op
eration of business and industrial enterprises. In short, Party officials and 

their relatives became the most prominent members of the new rural bour
geoisie. 

As a new rural bourgeoisie with a strong bureaucratic component was 

establishing itself in the countryside in the early 1980s, the goverrunent's 

market-oriented policies were also proving favorable to the pecuniary and 
entrepreneurial ambitions of urban bureaucrats, particularly after the re

sumption of industrial reform in 1984. Especially lucrative opportunities 

were offered by price reform, which allowed the prices of many commodi
ties to fluctuate according to market conditions-but which retained a par

allel system of state prices. This, in effect, legalized the black market and 

greatly expanded the most common and simplest form of bureaucratic en

richment-schemes whereby well-placed officials bought goo::ls and mate

rials at low state prices and sold them for several times the purchase price 

on the free market. 



Urban bureaucrats also profited from government efforts, pursued with 
renewed vigor after 1984, to encourage the establishment of private busi
nesses operated by individuals and households. Although it was not com
mon until the 1990s for officials themselves to become private 
capitalists-to xia hm; or "plunge into the sea," as it came to be called-in 
the 1980s it was not infrequently the case that officials became patrons of 
business ventures formally run by their relatives and friends. Often initially 
funded by capital obtained through official profiteering, bureaucratic pa
tronage was good for business and a further source of bureaucratic enrich
ment. In some cases de facto bureaucratic ownership of profit-making 
enterprises was disguised by having the enterprises officially designated as 
"collectives." And Premier Zhao Ziyang's "coastal strategy�" which loos
ened central financial controls over local governments after 1985 and en
couraged regionalism, vastly expanded opportunities for official 
profiteering and the growth of bureaucratic capitalism, especially along the 
southern coast and in the Yangzi delta.39 

A nev;r urban bourgeoisie thus began to take shape in the mid-1980s, a 
class which in addition to bureaucratic capitalists included the rapidly 
growing number of large and small private entrepreneurs, and the technical 
and managerial personnel of state, private, and "collective" enterprises. It 

was, and remains, a rather amorphous group whose members have little 
consciousness of their common interests as a class. Nonetheless, they are 
socially and economically distinct &om the great majority of the urban pop
ulation-wage workers in factories and commercial enterprises, lower and 
mid-level government personnel, small tradespeople, and migrant laborers. 
But if the new bourgeoisie has not yet acquired a class consciousness, its 
members certainly have acquired an appetite for the universal bourgeois 
pleasures. If nothing else, their distinctiveness as a class in Chinese society 
expresses itself in a taste for luxury-and the means to satisfy those tastes 
in expensive restaurants and nightclubs, in new and spacious apartments, 
and in exclusive boutiques, making China known in international trade cir
cles as the world's most rapidly growing market for luxury goods. And the 
contrast bet\veen wealth and poverty in Chinese cities today is probably as 
great, and certainly as glaring, as it is in the metropolitan areas of most 
Western and TIUrd World capitalist countries. The Dengist prediction that 
"some must get rich first" has come to pass with a vengeance. 

It is one of the pecularities of bureaucratic capitalism in the People's Re
public that not only do individual officials, and groups of officials, use their 
political influence to operate or sponsor private profit-making businesses, 
but entire bureaucracies have plunged, willingly or not, into the market-



place, where they perforce function as capitalist enterprises. Wrth their 

budgets slashed by central authorities, state agencies from elementary 

schools to secret police agencies attempt to make up budgetary shortfalls 

by operating a bewildering variety of businesses-from small retail shops to 

large factories manufacturing goods for export, from tiny neighborhood 

restaurants to huge luxury hotels catering to foreign visitors and tourists. 

The most spectacular example of this curious phenomenon is the People's 
Liberation Army, now a major power in international trade and finance, 

which, in addition to the manufacture and export of armanents, operates 

through its many civilian subsidiaries an assortment of more than 20,000 
profit-making industrial, commercial, and service enterprises.40 

W'hat are the political implications of the market economy that has grown 

so rapidly in China during the era of Deng Xiaoping? It is of course widely 

assumed in the West that a capitalist economy and political democracy are 

more or less inseparable, that free markets yield not only economic mira

cles but political freedom as well. As the distinguished British political 

economist and China scholar, the late Gordon White, once predicted, the 

long-term results of post-Mao China's market reforms would be processes 

of "socio-economic pluralism and political democratization."41 Yet one 

need not inquire far into the modern historical record to know that the re

lationship between capitalism and democracy is an extraordinarily complex 

and tortured one,42 and that capitalism has proved compatible \vith a wide 

variety of political regimes, not excluding fascism. Indeed, late capitalist in
dustrialization tends to follow the sociopolitical route that Barrington 

Moore termed "conservative modernization," for which Meiji Japan and 

Bismarckian Gennany are the prototypes, and has proved highly conducive 

to fascist political outcomes.43 

Nonetheless, it thus far remains the historical case that a vigorous and 

independent bourgeoisie, especially one whose interests are in conflict with 

the existing political order, has been an indispensable element in the devel

opment of parliamentary democracy. "No bourgeoisie, no democracy," as 

Moore sums it up.44 If that in fact is the general lesson that modern history 

teaches, it is not a lesson that augurs well for Chinese democraq For the 

contemporary Chinese bourgeoisie bears little resemblance to the classic 

early bourgeois classes of the Western countries. The "post-Maoist" Chi

nese bourgeoisie, while certainly a vigorous class, is clearly not an indepen

dent one. Rather, it is a class that was created by the Corrununist state. It is 
a class that is in large measure composed of Communist officials, their rel

atives and their friends who were politically well-positioned to take advan-



tage of the new opportunities the market offered. Further, it is a class that 

is dependent on the Communist state for its economic functioning. And it 

is a class whose members look to the state for political protection from the 

working classes and from free trade unions. In short, it is not a class with 

great democratic potential. Rather, serious challenges to the dictatorship of 

the Chinese Communist Party will likely come from the victims, not the 

beneficiaries, of China's state-sponsored capitalism. This is a point that will 
be further pursued in the follovring chapter, which traces the political his

tory of China from the early 1980s to the close of the Deng era in the rnid-

1990s. 
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24 

The Struggle for Democracy 

F
R O M  T H E  TIME ofhis triumph at the Third Plenum in Decem

ber 1978 until early 1994, when the ninety-year-old patriarch had 
become too feeble to appear in public, Deng Xiaoping was unchal

lenged as China's "paramount leader." He was, to put it plainly, the dictator 

of a Leninist Patty-state and the arbiter of virtually all important decisions. 

Yet during the fifteen years that he ruled China, Deng, unlike his prede

cessors, never assumed the high political titles that corresponded to his real 

power. Instead, he selected his proteges to occupy the highest offices of 

Party and state. Of these, the first, and certainly the most appealing was Hu 

Yaobang (1915-1989), who had joined the Red Army in 1930, at the age of 

fifteen. A survivor of the Long March, Hu became politically associated 

with Deng Xiaoping during the long civil war, serving as a political commis

sar under Deng's command in the Communist Second Field Army: After 

1949, his political fortunes fluctuated along with those of his mentor. In 

1980 when Mao Zedong's first successor, Hua Guofeng, was forced to re

linquish his power (and then his titles), Deng selected Hu ':iaobang to fi.U 
the revived post of General Secretary, the formal head of the Chinese 

Communist Party. The post of Party Chairman, so long occupied by Mao 

Zedong (and so briefly by Hua Guofeng), was abolished. 

Hu Yaobang was one of those rare leaders of a Leninist party who had 

483 



come to champion democratic values and procedures. Drawn to the more 

libertarian aspects of the Marxist tradition, he played a key role during the 

early Deng era in bringing about the "rehabilitations" of intellectuals and 

officials who had been victims of the political witch-hunts of the Mao pe

riod, especially the antirightist campaign and the Cultural Revolution. Al

though perforce constrained by Deng Xiaoping's policies and preferences, 
he did what he could to protect intellectuals from the paramount leader's 

periodic (but short-lived) campaigns against "bourgeois liberalization," es

pecially in the 1983-84 campaign to combat "spiritual pollution." And Hu 

Yaobang was the silent patron of the People's Daily during that brief period 
in the early 1980s when the official Party newspaper promoted democratic 

reform and exposed official corruption-largely through the efforts of such 

democratic Marxists as Wang Roshui, the managing editor, and Liu Binyin, 

the famed investigative journalist. H these efforts did not necessarily win 
Hu Yaobang the mass popularity he sought, it did gain him the genuine re

spect of many intellectuals and students. 

Less widely respected, at least until fortuitous circumstances made him 
into something of a martyr at the end of his political career, was another of 

Deng Xiaoping's disciples, Zhao Ziyang (1919- ). The son of a Hunanese 

landlord, Zhao joined the Communist movement in the mid-1930s, when 

still a teenager, and served as a political cadre v.rith the Red Army during the 

last decade of the civil war. As was common among the more able members 
of the revolutionary generation, Zhao rose rapidily in the postrevolutionary 

bureaucratic hierarchy after 1949, only to be ousted during the Cultural 

Revolution. But in 1972, when Mao was rebuilding the Party he had shat

tered during the Cultural Revolution, Zhao was restored to his post as 

Party Secretary for Guangdong province, where he cautiously assisted the 

young democratic activists known by the acronym "Li-Yt-Zhe."1 However, 
it was not Zhao's cautious patronage of youthful democrats but rather the 

innovative market-reform policies he pursued as head of Sichuan province 
in the late 1970s that brought him to Deng Xiaoping's attention. In 1980, 

Deng elevated Zhao Ziyang to the Party Politburo in Beijing and installed 

him as Premier of the State Council, the office so long occupied by Zhou 

Enlai. From that lofty position, Zhao established himself as the most ardent 

and effective promoter of Deng' s policies for the capitalist restructuring of 

agriculture and industry, and especially for the "opening" of China to for

eign trade and investment. 

By 1985 China was experiencing both the economic dynamism and the 

social destructiveness of a market economy. Industry, commerce, and for

eign trade were booming in the expansionist phase of the "boom-and-bust" 
cycle that is typical of an early capitalist economy. In 1985 alone, industrial 



production increased by an astonishing 20 percent. But at the same time 

much of the population began to feel some of the more painful effects of 

capitalist development. In Beijing and other major cities, bursts of inflation 

increased the cost of basic necessities by 30 percent in the early months of 

1985, depressing the living standards of the less a:f±luent sectors of the 

urban population, especially factory workers and lower-level government 

employees. Moreover, ·with the rapidly increasing volume of money and 

goods, bureaucratic corruption grew in scope and scale-and public con

sciousness of official profiteering grew even more rapidly, spurred by sev

eral spectacular financial scandals.2 Further, as noted earlier, there was a 

sharp and unanticipated drop in grain production in 1985 as many farmers 

gave up the unrewarding business of growing grain in favor of the cultiva

tion of relatively lucrative specialized crops in an increasingly commercial

ized rural economy. The fall in grain output, perhaps more psychologically 

and politically than economically significant, sent shock waves throughout 

Chinese society, contributing to the growing unease and restlessness that 

marked the remainder of the decade. Indeed, many Chinese look back to 

the year 1985 as the time when the hope and optimism of the early Deng 

era gave way to grmving doubt and pessimism) And it was the time that 

Deng Xiaoping' s personal popularity began to decline-so much so that by 

the early months of 1989 the {Jaramount leader, who had enjoyed such 

great prestige at the beginning of the reform period, had become an object 

of ridicule and scorn in the cities.4 

Opposition to the pace and social effects of marketization was reflected 

in splits in the Communist leadership. The divisions were particularly ap

parent in the tension between Deng Xiaoping and the veteran economic 

planner Chen Yun, who favored only a supplementary role for market 

forces. Chen had become the principal spokesman for those sectors of the 

bureaucracy that had a stake in maintaining state industry and the system 

of central planning. In any event, the increasingly chaotic economic situa

tion-an "overheated" economy, in the tenninology of the day-forced the 

government to impose austerity measures in late 1985, resulting in closed 

factories and unemployed workers. 

Nonetheless Deng, and especially Premier Zhao Ziyang, pushed ahead 

with their program of capitalist restructuring. In 1986, in what was soon to 

be known as his "coastal strategy;" Zhao promoted foreign trade and in

vestment in China's most economically advanced areas along the Pacific, 

from Manchuria and Shandong in the north to Guangdong in the south. 

He also called for the expansion of the special economic zones. Factories 

and other economic enterprises were enjoined to operate as independent 
units responsible for their ov.'ll profits and losses; in effect, they were to 



conduct their businesses in accordance -,vith the capitalist principle of profit 

maximization. And there was a renewed emphasis on doing away with the 

system of job security popularly known as the "iron rice bowl," thus creat

ing a more fully capitalist labor market. Indeed some of the more ardent re

formers associated with Zhao lauded the virtues of a "reserve army of 

labor," that is, a large mass of unemployed workers who could be hired 
cheaply and fired quickly. 

In the history of the Deng era, as had been the case during the Mao years, 

periods of relative intellectual and political liberalization alternated in cycli

cal fashion with periods of repression. In the spring of 1986, presumably to 

commemorate the thirtieth anniversary of Mao's "Hundred Flowers" pol

icy, Deng Xiaoping inaugurated a period of political relaxation, encourag

ing ideological flexibility and stressing the need for "political reform." 

Leading Marxist intellectuals responded by emphasizing the nondogmatic 

character of original Marxism, arguing that Marxism was based on the as
sumption that the theory would be in a process of constant change as it in

teracted with changing social realities. Much was heard about Marx's 

concept of alienation, which had been revived in the early 1980s as a tool to 

critically analyze postrevolutionary Chinese society and politics-until dis

cussion of alienation was suppressed by the Party's campaign against "spir

itual pollution." In the course of the suppression, Wang Ruoshui, the best 
known of the "alienation school" theorists, was dismissed from his post as 

managing editor of the People's Daily. In the summer of 1986, Wang Ruo

shui was restored to public prominence when his treatise "On the Marxist 

Philosophy of Man" was published in a Shanghai newspaper. Here, as in 

his v.rritings during the earlier alienation debate, Wang stressed the democ

ratic and humanitarian strains in the Marxist tradition. 

DengXiaoping's call for "political reform" received concrete, if very lim

ited, expression in November 1986 when the National People's Congress 

promulgated an electoral law for selecting delegates to local people's con

gresses. The first test of the electoral law, and of the democratic intentions 

of the Dengist regime, came on the campus of the University of Science 

and Technology in the provincial capital of Hefei. 

The University of Science and Technology� a highly prestigious institu

tion, had been moved during the Cultural Revolution from Beijing to the 

relative tranquility of Hefei (the capital of Anhui province), where it re

mained in the post-Mao years, enrolling an elite group of students, mostly 

the offspring of high officials and prominent intellectuals. On December 5, 

1986, 3,000 students demonstrated to protest the lack of any real choice in 



forthcoming local elections. The student calls for democracy won the vigor

ous support of university vice-president Fang Lizhi, the well-known astro
physicist, and the covert support of various intellectuals associated with 
Party General Secretary Hu Yaobang. Other issues soon became involved 
in the continuing demonstrations, including nationalist resentments against 
Japan, which burst forth on the anniversary of the famous "December 
Ninth Movement" of 1935, when an earlier generation of students had 
taken the lead in protesting the failure of the Chiang Kai-shek regime to 
oppose Japanese aggression.5 

The 1986 student pro-democracy demonstrations quickly spread from 
Hefei to some dozen cities in the l:'angzi valley, culminating in Shanghai 
where 50,000 protesters :6lledPeople's Parkin the city center on December 
20, following minor clashes v.>ith the IXJlice. By this time, Deng Xiaoping 
and the mostly retired but still influential Party elders who surrounded him 
were detennined to bring the demonstrations to an end. The students had 
begun to attract the support of workers (albeit in small numbers) in Shang
hai and elsewhere; they appeared to have ties to some of the democratic 
.Marxists in Hu Yaobang' s camp; and the whole movement was escalating 
beyond the organizational control of the Communist Party, indeed in op
position to it. Drawing strained p.u-allels with the Cultural Revolution, and 

raising the specter of "chitos," the student movement was condemned in 
official publications; municipal authorities were ordered to prevent further 
demonstrations. Under the threat of government repression, and with the 
beginning of semester exams, the student movement faded away early in 

January 1987. 
Nonetheless, there were reprisals. Although the relatively few students 

who had been arrested were released-hoodwinked by bourgeois intellec
tuals, it was said-many of the workers who had been jailed during the 
demonstrations remained in prison on various charges, including "counter
revolution." A new campaign against "bourgeois liberalization" was 
launched against intellectuals, the third such witch-hunt of the Deng era. 
Among the victims were Fang Lizhi, who was expelled from the Commu
nist Party and dismissed from his post as vice-president of the University of 
Science and Technology: Another was Liu Binyan, the investigative journal
ist whose exposes of official corruption had earned him the enmity of Party 
bureaucrats. Liu was removed from the staff of the People's Dad); and also, 
for the second time, expelled from the Party.6 

But the most prominent casualty of the repression was Hu Yaobang, 
who was ousted from his post as General Secretary of the Communist 
Party in January 1987. Deng Xiaoping had decided months earlier to re
move Hu as Party head, in part because Hu's efforts to curb corruption 



among the children of senior Party leaders and his dose ties to democratic 

intellectuals had angered Party elders. The purge was to be carried out in 

accordance \vith formal Party rules at the Thirteenth Party Congress, 

scheduled to convene in the autumn of 1987. But the timetable was moved 

up, and the procedure became irregular in response to the student protests 

of the winter of 1986--87; Hu Tho bang was forced to accept responsibility 

for the disturbance, blamed for insufficient vigiliance in combating "bour

geois liberalization." The decision to remove Hu, announced as an action 

of the Party Politburo, which in fact never convened, was actually made at 

an informal meeting of Deng Xiaoping and a group of Party elders, later 

dubbed "the Gang of Old." The ambitious Premier Zhao Ziyang probably 

participated in the meeting, although Zhao later denied that he was in

volved in the ouster of Hu Yaobang. Zhao, in any event, was the political 

beneficiary: He was named to succeed Hu Yaobang as acting General Sec

retary of the CCP in late January 1987, and his position was formalized at 

the Thirteenth Party Congress in the autumn of that year. Hu Tho bang was 

allowed to retain his seat on the Politburo, and also on its six-member 

Standing Committee, but he was shorn of power and influence. Li Peng, a 

Soviet-trained engineer who easily accommodated himself to the interests 

and the style of the established Party-state bureaucracy, was named to :6ll 
the premiership that Zhao Ziyang had vacated. A technocrat who was an 

implementer rather than a formulator of policy; Li Peng was ideally suited 

to faithfully carry out Deng Xiaoping's orders. 

The pace of capitalist development accelerated during Zhao Ziyang' s stew

ardship of the Chinese Communist Party. Under Zhao's "coastal strategy;" 

designed to promote an export -oriented econom}; foreign trade flourished 

and favorable conditions were created for foreign investors. New vigor was 

brought to the eminently capitalist tasks of creating markets for labor and 

land. And "price reform" was further pursued, with the prices of an in

creasing number of commodities left to the determination of the market. 

All of these developments-the influx of vast sums of foreign capital, the 

grmvth of a real estate market, and commodity prices left to easily manipu

lated "market forces"-encouraged official profiteering and created vast 

new opportunities for bureaucratic enriclunent. 

Yet Zhao Ziyang still felt the need to claim a socialist lineage. Thus, an 

economic system that was rapidly on its way to becoming capitalist, as was 

clear to all, was officially called "socialism v.rith Chinese characteristics." 

Multitudes of intellectuals associated \vith Zhao and Deng were brought 
forth to construct a Marxian ideological rationale for the regime's market 



policies. They drew upon the rather prominent strands in the original writ
ings of Marx that celebrated the economic dynamism of capitalism and its 
historical progressiveness. They repeated Deng Xiaoping' s celebrated 1956 
thesis that the main contradiction in Chinese society was between its "ad
vanced socialist system" and "backward productive forces," a formula that 
sanctioned the most rapid possible route to modern economic develop
ment by any means available without regard to immediate social conse
quences. And they invented for Zhao Ziyang' s use the theory of the 
uprimary stage of socialism," the main ideological construct of the time. 

The notion of the "primary stage of socialism" held that China was al

ready essentially a socialist society by virtue of the predominance of "public 
ownership" of the means of production and a system of "payment accord
ing to work." Both of these presumably socialist principles were of course 
fictitious, and were now even further removed from reality than they had 
�en in the :Mao period According to the Dengist definition, China was so
cialist-but still immaturely socialist due to the nation's continuing eco
nomic backwardness. Only with the growth of modern productive forces to 
a sufficiently high level would a fully developed socialism flower. This, how
ever, would take time, indeed the better part of a century.7 In the mean

time, all energies were to be devoted to the task of economic 
modernization, pure and simple, by the most efficient means possible. 

The theory of the "primary stage of socialism" served as an ideological 
rationale for capitalist borrowing. It was assumed, not unreasonably, that a 

market economy, under favorable political and international conditions, 
offered the best chance for rapid economic modernization-and thus was 
the most efficacious way to establish the necessary material foundations 
for a developed socialist society. However, the arrival of that "developed" 
socialism was set so far in the future that it could not easily be related to 
the efforts of those who lived in the present. Socialism, the task and desti
nation of generations not yet born, thus became unimaginable and irrele
vant to those who lived in the here and now. Moreover, in the process of 
postponing almost indefinitely the arrival of the good society, the very def
inition of socialism became meaningless, and the means and ends of so
cialism were hopelessly confused. As originally conceived, the means of 
modem economic development were to serve eventual socialist ends, but 
as time went on socialism itself was defined as economic progress, pure 

and simple. Deng Xiaoping, the paramount leader, was the principal 
source of this confusion. One of his final comments, made in 1992, 
summed up his thoughts al:xmt socialism over the years: "Socialism's real 
nature is to liberate the productive forces, and the ultimate goal of social
ism is to achieve common prosperity. "S These were laudable sentiments, to 



be sure, but one might well use the same words to characterize the "real 
nature" of capitalism. 

On other occasions, Communist leaders simply equated socialism with 
the political dominance of the Chinese Communist Party, presumably on 
the theory that the Party was the one institution that guaranteed the de
velopment of socialism and the eventual arrival of communism, whatever 
social detours might be necessary along the way. Such were the views ex
pressed by Deng Xiaoping and Zhao Ziyang, both of whom, one strongly 
suspects, were always far less concerned with the good society of the fu
ture than the COmmunist Party's domination of the present. And it was 
also common to confuse socialism with Chinese nationalism, as when 
Deng Xiaoping said in 1980 (and he repeated it many times in different 
ways) that "the purpose of socialism is to make the country rich and 
strong. "9 In the end, as the Deng era came to its economically triumphant 
and socially destructive conclusion, what remained of socialist aims and 
values were subordinated to the eminently nationalist goal of making the 
Chinese nation "rich and strong," for which modern economic develop
ment and a powerful state apparatus were the essential elements. 

Zhao Ziyang's position as General Secretary of the Chinese Commu
nist Party was formalized at the Party's Thirteenth Congress, which con
vened the last week in October, 1987.10 The Congress also of:6cially 
sanctioned the policies that Zhao had pursued since succeeding Hu 
Yaobang :in January-policies that were hastening China's transition to 
capitalism, even though they were officially described as part of the pro
gram of building "socialism with Chinese characteristics." But the pro
ceedings were mostly devoted to celebrating the accomplishmen� of 
Deng Xiaoping, who was praised :in an extravagant fashion not heard since 
the days of the Mao cult Indeed, Zhao Ziyang characterized Deng's ideas 
much in way the thought of Mao Zedong had once been celebrated, as "a 
model :in the integration of the universal truth of Marxism with Chinese 
reality."U The Third Plenum of 1978 was equated in historical significance 
with the revolutionary victory of 1949, the second of the "two major his
toric leaps" in adapting Marxism to Chinese historical conditions.12 And 
the Congress contributed generously to the construction of a new cult of 
personalit)'-with speeches, books, and plays glorifying the life and 
thought of the paramount leader from the time of the revolutionary bat
tles of the 1930s and 1940s to the building of "socialism with Chinese 
characteristics" in the 1980s. 

It was generally assumed that the Thirteenth Congress would be the oc
casion for Deng (and other veteran Party leaders of his generation) to retire 
from such official positions they still held and remove themselves from ac-



tive involvement in Party and state politics. Deng did in fact resign from the 
Party Politburo, as did other elderly Communist leaders. Of the five mem
bers of the new Standing Committee of the Politburo, only Zhao Ziyang re
mained after the Thhteenth Congress; the newly selected members (Qiao 
Shi, Li Peng, Hu Qili, and Yao Yilin) were considerably younger than their 
predecessors, so that the average age of the body plunged from 77 to 63 
years. The members of the new Standing Committee appeared in public at
tired in Western-style suits and ties (instead of the "Mao suits" many of the 
older leaders favored)-signs of "virility" and "modernity," it was said in 
the Western press. 

Yet despite all the personnel changes, Deng Xiaoping retained supreme 
power after the Thhteenth Congress, indeed no less power than he enjoyed 
prior to the Party meeting. In large measure, Deng's continuing political 
dominance flowed from the great personal prestige he enjoyed as China's 
"paramount leader." In part, it resulted from the one formal office Deng 
unexpectedly decided to retain after the Thirteenth Congress---the chair
manship of the Party's Military Affairs Commission, which gave him effec
tive control of the PLAY And Deng' s continuing political dominance was 
also perpetuated through a group of "retired" Party elders who gathered 
around him; dubbed "the Gang of Old," they exercised enormous influ
ence on official policy and practice through informal political networks 
based on longstanding personal relationships. 

Encouraged by the decisions of the Thirteenth Congress, and by Deng 
Xiaoping's advice to proceed with greater "speed" and "boldness," Zhao 
Ziyang again accelerated the process of capitalist restructuring early in 
1988. The "coastal development strategy" was more fully implemented, 
openiDg to foreign investment seaboard areas (from Manchuria to Guang
dong) with a total population of 200,000,000. The resulting inJiux of for
eign capital, along with expansionist monetary policies, fueled an 
extraordinarily high rate of :industrial growth (21 percent in 1988) but also 
contnbuted. to the tide of bureaucratic corruption that was to engulf the 
Deng regime in the closing years of the decade. 

Zhao Ziyang's market-oriented policies also included "enterprise re
form," a mosdy abortive effort to remove government control over the fi
nances and management of state-owned factories. '1b that Zhao added, 
with the vigorous assistance of Deng Xiaoping, another attempt at "price 
reform," the gradual abolition of state-fixed prices for many commodities, 
both finished goods and raw materials, in favor of a reliance on market 
forces. But the mere anticipation of decontrolled prices brought economic 



and financial chaos. Fears of inflation in an economy already suffering from 
strong inflationary pressures resulted in a rush to \Vithdraw funds from 
bank accounts, panic buying, hoarding, wild speculation in commodities, 

and a flurry of price increases by ipdustrial and commercial enterprises. By 

the early autumn of 1988, inflation in the major cities had reached a per 
annum rate of 30 percent. The economy was out of control and the gov
ernment was forced to adopt severe austerity measures to avert a disastrous 
crash. "Price reform" was abandoned even before it had been officially in
stituted, credit was severely tightened, the money supply and capital invest

ment were cut, and central government controls were reestablished over 
many enterprises and regions which had gained de facto autonomy. 

Both inflation and the retrenchment policies necessary to restrain price 

increases brought hardship to much of the urban population, especially 
workers in state factories, minor officials and clerks in government offices, 
intellectuals, students, and others dependent on state salaries and subsi
dies. Peasants, especially those engaged in grain and other basic food pro
duction, also suffered due to shortages of ever more expensive fertilizers, 

low government purchase prices for grain, and the extra-legal exactions of 
corrupt officials. 

The ravages of inflation on living standards were exacerbated by the aus

terity measures that the govetnment introduced in the autumn of 1988 to 
"cool" the "overheated" economy. These included strict controls on credit, 
which resulted in closed factories and unemployed workers. Particularly 
hard hit were the township and village enterprises (TVEs), the most dy
namic sector of the Chinese economy, which had been increasing industrial 
output at rates near 30 percent per annum and which employed nearly 
100,000,000 workers in the late 1980s. Rural industry, however, was heav
ily dependent on easy credit, and the government's austerity program of 
late 1988 forced some TVEs to close and most others to reduce produc
tion. Millions of young workers (especially young female workers) lost their 
jobs, some of them joining destitute peasants in a "floating population" 
(youmin) of migrant workers who moved from the rural to urban areas, and 
then wandered from city to city in search of such temporary work as they 

could 6nd. In the spring of 1989, it was estimated that over 50 million peo
ple had been thrown into the ranks of this wandering lumpenproletan"at. 

Yet despite inflation, or sometimes because of it, some prospered, at 

least during the 1988 boom phase of the economic cycle. Among those who 

enriched themselves were those involved in foreign trade, especially politi
cally influential traders who were able to acquire goods and materials at low 
state prices and export them at ·world market prices; the managers and em
ployees of the rapidly expanding private and collective industries; rural en-



trepreneurs and even urban street vendors; and especially corrupt bureau
crats who had access to relatively cheap state-priced goods and raw materi
als. But for most, in a society \vhere the gap between rich and poor was 
already widening with alarming speed, living standards deteriorated due to 
inflation-and then fell even more rapidly because of the austerity mea
sures the government adopted in late 1988 to stem inflation. Eroding living 
standards, combined with growing anger over profiteering bureaucrats and 
others who flaunted wealth obtained by dubious means, expressed itself in 
'l.videspread social unrest in the winter and spring of 1989. Signs of popular 
dissatisfaction with the Deng regime were everywhere: workers' strikes and 
slowdowns in factories; an alarming upsurge in crime (which increased by 
50 percent in 1988 over 1987, according to official figures); the appearance 
of youth gangs in both cities and countryside; the rapid spread of old social 
vices such as drug addiction, prostitution, gambling, and pornography; 
growing student political activism, which spread from the campuses to city 
streets where illegal "big-character posters" began to appear; and peasant 
unrest, which was expressed in physical clashes with local officials and the 
swelling of the "floating population" of migrant laborers. 

The social unrest did not escape official notice. Mobile armed police 
forces were organized in anticipation of disorder and police officials were 

dispatched abroad to learn the latest anti-riot techniques. 

N eo-Authoritarianism 

Physical preparations to protect the Communist state were supplemented 
by new ideological defenses. A revealing sign of the times was the effort of 
intellectuals associated with Party General Secretary Zhao Ziyang to pro
vide an ideological rationale for combining a capitalist market economy 
'W-ith a Stalinist political dictatorship--the strange union that had in fact re
sulted from Deng Xiaoping's economic reforms. The "new authoritarians," 
as they came to be called, argued that the historical experience of the suc
cessful modernizing countries of East Asia-Meiji Japan, Taiwan, Singa
pore, and South Korea-demonstrated that the imperatives of modern 
economic development, especially the need to tame the masses and disci
pline the working population, demanded a strong state and a powerful 
(and enlightened) ruler. The existing Leninist political apparatus under 
the guidance of Deng Xiaoping eminently fulfilled these requirements, 
needless to say. But in addition to a \Vise and powerful leader, the nee
authoritarians self-servingly argued, China's economic success required a 
"decision-making group" composed of intellectuals such as themselves, in
tellectuals who could design the future and advise the leader on how to ar-



rive there. In the meantime, China could not afford democracy, which 

would bring the chaos of Party politics and disruptive protests by the vic

tims of the transition to a market economy; thus delaying China's modern
ization. Political democracy was not ruled out entirely, but the 
nee-authoritarians said that it presupposed a highly developed economy 

and a viable capitalist class. These did not yet exist, and thus democracy 
was put off until an indefinite time in the future. 

Nee-authoritarian doctrines, tacitly endorsed by Party General Secre

tary Zhao Ziyang and based on the ideas of Deng Xiaoping, or so its pro
ponents claimed, brought criticism from democratic Marxist intellectuals. 

Many democratic Marxists, such as Su Shaozhi, had been associated with 

ousted Party head Hu Yaobang, and thus now found themselves in political 

limbo, increasingly in opposition to both Deng Xiaoping and Zhao Ziyang. 

A lively debate ensued.14 The critics contended that dictatorial means, 

whatever their economic efficacy, would not likely lead to democratic ends 
and they doubted the relevance of the histories of the smaller East Asian 

countries to the enormity of China's political and economic needs. 

While the content of the debate was rather unremarkable, it did reveal 
how much political perspectives and social ideals had changed over the first 

decade of the market-reform era. In 1978, intellectuals, inspired by the 

promise of "socialist democracy," had flocked to join Deng Xiaoping's 

camp. Ten years later, in the debate on nee-authoritarianism, socialism was 
barely mentioned by either Zhao Ziyang's ideologists or their democratic 

critics. Both sides embraced the market reforms that were rapidly produc

ing a capitalist economy; differing only over whether the process should 

proceed under the auspices of an authoritarian or a democratic political 
regime, although they agreed that in either case intellectuals were to play 

the crucial historical role. Marxism was largely ignored-in favor of conser
vative Western political science theories in the case of Zhao's most promi

nent ideologists, and conventional Western liberalism in the case of their 

democratic opponents. In the space of a decade, the intellectuals who re
mained the supporters and theoreticians of the Deng regime had aban

doned the goal of a socialist democracy in favor of a nee-authoritarian 

doctrine that advocated a capitalist autocracy. The intellectual change was 

striking, almost as sweeping as the socioeconomic transformation itself. 

Heshang (River Elef!Y) 

As some intellectuals debated nee-authoritarian doctrines, another contro

versy was raging over a widely viewed film entitled Heshang (River Elegy), 

which had been broadcast nationally on China Central '{'elevision ( CCTV) 



in June 1988. While seemingly unrelated, the t\vo debates had much in 
common. Both \vere centrally concerned with the political role of intellec

tuals, that most enduring preoccupation of the modern Chinese intelli
gentsia. Both were very much involved in the factional political struggles 
that revolved around Communist Party General Secretary Zhao Ziyang. 
And, most importantl)� both debates revealed the ideological as well as ma

terial triumph of capitalism-and how irrelevant socialist ideas had be

come in Chinese intellectual life only a decade after Deng Xiaoping had 
achieved power on a platform championing "socialist democracy.� 

Heshang, visually stunning and passionately narrated, was a bitterly icon

oclastic critique of traditional Chinese culture. Inspired by the radical anti

traditionalism of the May Fourth era, the producers of the film suggested 

that the pernicious influence of traditional values was mainly responsible 
for China's millennia! inertia and its modern backwardness. The Yellow 

River, both stagnant and destructive, was Heshang' s metaphor for Chinese 
history; a history marked by the periodic and violent collapse of the socio

political order, which is then inevitably reconstructed on its old foundations 
in accordance \vith an archaic and unchanging value system. This "ultra
stability" of China's 2,000-year feudal society is the curse of Chinese his

tory; stiffing creativity and inhibiting economic development, especially the 
development of capitalism. The Yellow River, the cradle of Chinese culture 

and civilization, symbolizes the profound conservatism and backwardness 
of this peasant-based and inward-looking society, which, on its own, is ca
pable only of reproducing itself and its stifling traditions. 

The antithesis of the Yellow River in Heshang is a vibrant blue sea, sym
bolic of the outward-looking oceanic cultures of the capitalist West, the dy

namic homeland of modern science, industry, and democracy. Like some of 
their May Fourth predecessors (see chapter 2) who advocated "wholesale 

Westernization" in 1919, the producers of Heshang discovered in the West
ern countries all that they found lacking in China and Chinese culture. A 
romanticized image of "the West" for China to emulate was thus con
structed. But the :May Fourth parallel, while tempting, is far from exact. Al
though the May Fourth intelligentsia lauded Western science and 
democraq; they were also very much aware of the threat of 'Western impe
rialism and the social ravages of Western capitalism. That awareness stimu

lated their often agonizing efforts to distinguish between the progressive 
and reactionary features of the Western countries, efforts which led many 
to look to socialist and Marxist theories to resolve the dilemma. Seven 
decades later, by contrast, their would-be successors ignored the anguish
ing dilemma that the West was oppressor as \vell as teacher in modern Chi
nese history Instead, the long and exploitative history of foreign 



imperialism in China was reduced to a "cultural conflict" bet\r.reen a dy

namic "blue" civilization and a stagnant "yellow" one. 
Just as the intellectuals who promoted Heshang no longer shared the 

May Fourth generation's concern with imperialism, so too they differed on 

the question of capitalism. Although the May Fourth intellectuals admired 

the material and intellectual achievements of the advanced Western coun

tries, their embrace of modem Western civilization did not typically extend 

to the capitalist economic system with which \'{!estern science and democ

racy were so intimately associated. Indeed, it was v;ridely assumed by the 

May Fourth intellectuals that socialist societies would soon emerge as the 

most advanced expression of modern Western culture. In the late 1980s, by 

contrast, the 'West" was seen in a more holistic and unproblematic fashion. 

It was widely assumed by China's intellectuals that the genuine flowering of 
modern science and democracy in China presupposed the building of a de

veloped capitalist economy, a prospect which many seemed to welcome in 
any event-and one which Deng's market reforms and official ideology 

(which, in good Marxist fashion, lauded the progressiveness of capitalism) 

did little to discourage. A revealing moment in Heshang is the narrator's 

comment: "The death knell of capitalism long ago predicted by Karl Marx 

has still not sounded. "15 

It is cultural iconoclasm that seems to tie the intellectuals of the late 
Deng era, at least those who shared the views expressed in Heshang, to the 

May Fourth intelligentsia. In both cases, the social and political evils of the 

present were attributed to the baneful influences of traditional values. But 

the meaning of cultural iconoclasm had changed. At the time of the May 
Fourth movement, tradition was associated with social conservatism and 

employed for reactionary political ends. Cultural iconoclasm thus had radi

cal implications. But in the postrevolutionary era of Deng Xiaoping, it was 

not tradition that was burdening China so much as it was the Stalinist bu

reaucratic apparatus that had been imposed by the Communist Revolution. 

To attribute China's ills to the pernicious influences of "feudal" culture was 

an ideological maneuver that absolved the postrevolutionary order of 

blame for the problems that afflicted Chinese society. Thus cultural icono

clasm, which had been socially radical during the May Fourth era, was rein

carnated seventy years later, intentionally or not, as a conservative defense 
of the Communist regime. In :finding in traditional culture the source of the 

ills of contemporary China, the producers of Heshang, whose patron was 

Communist Party General Secretary Zhao Ziyang, were repeating one of 

the prominent themes in the official ideology of the Dengist state, the as
sertion that the problems of the Communist present stemmed primarily 

from the lingering influences of China's feudal past rather than from the 



ne\v sociopolitical order produced by the Communist revolution. Unlike 

Zhao Ziyang, not all the high bureaucrats of the Communist regime (many 

of whom were culturally conservative) were sufficiently astute to appreciate 

the political utility of cultural iconoclasm. 

"While the year 1919 appears prominentlyinHeshang, the year 1949 is ig

nored. VIrtually nothing is said about the Chinese Communist Revolution 

or the history of the People's Republic-save to praise the efforts of Zhou 

Enlai, Deng Xiaoping, and Zhao Ziyang to "open" China to the West. By 

implication, the Maoist revolution is viewed as bringing no positive change 

to China's stagnant history, at best simply reflecting and perpetuating its 

"feudal" backwardness. 

Just as the Communist revolution is largely ignored or portrayed nega

tively, so too are those who made the revolution, the peasants who are con

demned as the social carrier of backward traditions and "feudal" ideas. A 
noted foreign scholar observed of Heshang: "For agrarian society there is 

open despair. The sole farmer interviewed responds briefly to a question on 

how prolific he has been as a father, condemned out of his own mouth for 

overpopulating China. "16 

Yet despite the dismal state of modern China and all the burdens of his

tory and tradition it bears, Heshang concludes with the hope that China is 

finally prepared to break away from its millennia! "ultra-stability." For one 

thing, there is now a clear and universal model to emulate, the utopia of the 

advanced capitalist countries of the West, which are so attractively por

trayed in the final episode, entitled "The Color Blue." Furthermore, China 

now has leaders who recognize the necessity of pursuing that model 

through the Dengist policy of capitalist market reforms. Especially praised, 

implicitly but quite obviously, is Zhao Ziyang and his coastal development 

strategy. 

But the greatest hope for China's future, according to the authors of 

Heshang, is the wisdom of intellectuals, the natural social agents of mod

ernization who truly understand democracy and science and are thus able 

to provide proper guidance to the Communist Party in carrying out its 

market-reform program. Intellectuals, the TV narrator enthusiastically says, 

are "an entirely unique group" whom history has given to the Chinese peo

ple. It is the intellectuals who "hold in their hands the weapon to destroy ig

norance and superstition; it is they who can conduct a direct dialogue with 

'seafaring' civilization; it is they who can channel the 'blue' sweetwater 

spring of science and democracy onto our yellmv earth. "17 

Heshang was not purely an intellectual and artistic effort. The produc

tion \Vas ihtirnately involved in the factional politics of the Communist 

Party follmving the Thirteenth Congress of October 1987. Party head 



Zhao Ziyang was the chief political patron of the writers and producers of 

Heshang, and, not surprisingly, Zhao and his economic policies were 

praised in the film. Moreover, Zhao went to great lengths to ensure that 

Heshang was seen on television sets throughout the country. Following the 

initial broadcast in mid-June 1988, members of the uGang of Old" and 

other conservative Party leaders denounced the film for preaching "cui
rural nihilism," and in July Party propaganda chief Hu Qili prohibited ad

ditional showings. The decision was reversed by the personal intervention 

of Zhao Ziyang, permitting a second nationwide broadcast in mid-August. 

It was not until September that the Party Central Committee convened to 

definitively ban the film. By that time, videotapes of Heshang and a book 

reproducing the script had been widely circulated. It was even reported 

that a copy of the video had been presented by Zhao Ziyang as a gift to 

Lee Kuan Yew, the dictator of Singapore, who personified the doctrine of 

"nee-authoritarianism." 

It was widely assumed, by both the leaders of the Deng regime and its 

critics, that the televising of River Elegy encouraged political activism by 

students and intellectuals, and thus contributed to the Democracy Move

ment of 1989. Liu Binyan, for example, wrote that the 1988 documentary 

(along with an earlier TV dramatic series New Star) "reverberated through

out Chinese society, proving that intellectuals were capable of doing a great 

deal more than they had done so far."1S And after the tragedy of June 4, 
1989, Communist leaders repeatedly condemned River Elegy for provok

ing what was officially called a "counterrevolutionary rebellion," and sought 

to arrest its producer, Su Xiaokang, who fled into exile. 

It was the intention of the authors of Heshang to promote democratic 

political change. They attempted to do so in part by launching a thinly 

veiled attack on conservative Communist officials who opposed the eco

nomic as well as political reforms proposed by Zhao Ziyang, however lim

ited the latter were. Politically conservative bureaucrats were usually 

culturally conservative as well, and thus Heshang, by linking the dictatorial 

character of political life in modern China to authoritarian elements in tra

ditional Chinese culture, seemed doubly outrageous to most Communist 

leaders-an anti-patriotic affront to the national cultural heritage as well as 

a manifestation of the political heresy of "bourgeois liberalization." 

Yet Riv-er Elegy did not convey an unambiguous democratic message. 

The democratic credentials of the filmmakers were compromised from the 

beginning because of the patronage of General Secretary Zhao Ziyang. 

Zhao, after all, was the leader of a Leninist party, he had consistently sup

ported Deng Xiaoping' s Four Cardinal Principles (among which the lead

ership of the Communist Party was foremost), and he promoted 



nee-authoritarian doctrines. Moreover, the film itself communicated not so 

much the virtues of democracy as such as a glorified image of the wealth 

and power of the West. And what was most powerfully conveyed was the 

self-serving message that intellectuals were the natural leaders of Chinese 
society, entrusted with the mission of bringing about the capitalist regener

ation of China in accordance v.>ith models of the "blue civilizations" of the 
advanced Western countries. It was a message that reinforced the many tra

ditional and modern forces that fostered intellectual and political elitism, a 
message more consistent with Leninism and nee-authoritarianism than 
with popular democracy. The romanticization of the West and the elitism of 

China's intellectuals were to be among the more glaring weaknesses of the 

great Democracy Movement of 1989. 

The Democracy Movement (1989) 

Yet a few intellectuals, especially those who had been shunted aside after 
the ouster of Hu Yaobang as Party chief in 1987, did contnbute to the in

tellectual origins of the Democracy Movement of 1989. Several well

known intellectuals, including Fang Lizhi (who had been expelled from the 

Party as well as dismissed from his university post following the student 

demonstrations of the winter of 1986-87), lectured at informal seminars 
organized by students at Beijing University and other colleges in the sum

mer and fall of 1988. The best known of the "democracy salons," as they 
came to be called (in imitation of the radical fettnent among young aristo

crats that ushered in the French Revolution of 1789), was organized by 

Wang Dan, an undergraduate history major at Beijing University and a fu

ture leader of the Democracy Movement. 
In December 1988, Su Shaozhi, a prominent Marxist theoretician and 

economic policy-maker in the post-Mao era-until his dismissal as head of 

the Marx-Lenin-Mao Institute following the fall ofHu Yaobang-boldly at

tacked the official ideology of the Deng regime as "ossified dogma" di
vorced from the changing socioeconomic realities of China and the world. 

To help revitalize ideology and policy, Su called for the free discussion of 

the many Western Marxian schools of thought that long had been beyond 
the pale of acceptable political discourse in China. 

Early in January 1989, Fang Lizhi wrote an open letter to DengXiaoping 

suggesting that the release of Wei Jingsheng and other political prisoners 
would be an appropriate way to commemorate both the fortieth anniver

sary of the People's Republic and the seventieth anniversary of the May 
Fourth Movement-and, for good measure, the bicentennial of the French 
Revolution of 1789 and its universal principles of "liberty, equality, frater-



nity, and hwnan rights. "19 Fang's letter emboldened other prominent intel
lectuals, who over the next two months followed with an unprecedented 
stream of petitions to Party and government leaders calling for a general 

amnesty for all political prisoners. 
Fennent among the intelligentsia (or, more precisely, a tiny nwnber 

among them) was soon overshadowed by growing student political ac

tivism. In the early months of 1989, the "democracy salons" which had 

been held erratically in 1988 had developed into discussion groups which 

met regularly on the campuses of several universities in Beijing. Operating 
under such innocuous sounding names as the "Confucius Study Society," 
the students met to discuss democratic theories and other heterodox ideas. 

In addition, secret quasipolitical groups were organized on campuses in 
Beijing and other cities, where students planned demonstrations to com

memorate the seventieth anniversary of the May Fourth Movement of 
1919 and its hallowed principles of "democracy and science" -in defiance 
of the official ceremonies that were to be held under the auspices of gov

ernmental organizations. 

But unanticipated events dictated swifter and more dramatic political 
acts. On April15, 1989 the ousted Party chief, Hu 1\iobang, suffered a fatal 
heart attack while attending a meeting of the Politburo, where he had been 
permitted to retain a seat even after falling out of favor with Deng Xiao
ping. Politically astute students, beyond wishing to show their genuine re
spect for the democratically inclined Hu, also recognized the political 

opportunity. They knew that the death of a high Party leader was a t:iiD.e 
when the authorities would briefly tolerate a degree of political dissent, an 
opportune moment to revive the tradition of "mourning the dead to criti

cize the living." Thus, late in the night on April15, graduate students in the 
Party History Department at People's University, many of them from high 
official families, bicycled to Tiananmen Square to lay wreaths at the Monu

ment to the Heroes of the Revolution in memory of Hu Yaobang. Students 

from other universities in Beijing soon followed their daring example, em
barking on "long marches" through the streets of the capital singing the 
"Intemationale" and other revolutionary songs on their way to the Square 

and to government buildings. 

The marches and demonstrations spontaneously grew larger and more 

militant day by day. Some students staged a sit-in at the Great Hall of the 

People, demanding that representatives to the National People's Congress 

receive their petitions calling for such elementary democratic rights as free

dom of organization and freedom of the press, and condemning bureau

cratic corruption and nepotism. Other students, joined by unemployed 

youth, clashed with police when they attempted to storm the walled com-



pound in the old Fo'bidden City where top Communist Party leadeJ:s had 
their homes and offices. The numbers in Tianarunen Square grew as work
ers and other citizens began to demonstrate alongside the student pioneers 
of the Democracy Movement. 

In response to the growing popular unrest, the government barred the 
public from Tiananmen Square on April i2, the day of Hu Yaobang's fu
neral. But the authorities were outwitted by student organizers, and when 
Deng Xiaoping and other Communist leaders left the Great Hall of the 
People following the official memorial services for Hu Yaobang, they saw 
100,000 people stancling in the Square in silent defiance of the Deng 
regime. More than a nrillion citizens lined the route of the funeral proces
sion to Babaoshan, the cemetery on the Western outskirts of the capital. 
Once the hallowed ground for the burial of revolutionary heroes and mar
tyrs, it now mainly had become the official cemetery for Communist bu
reaucrats. 

In the days following Hu Yaobang' s funeral, student leaders announced 
the establishment of an '�tonomous Federation" to coordinate student 
activities at twenty-one Beijing area universities and colleges; they formal
ized the boycott of classes by declaring a student "strike"; and some stu
dent activists began to appeal direcdy to the people of Beijing through 
street-comer speeches calling for democracy and denouncing official cor
ruption. Deng Xiaoping was enraged, perhaps not least of all because of the 
ridicule heaped upon the increasingly Wlpopular "paramoWlt leader," now 
often compared with the reactionary Empress Dowager, Ci Xi, who had 
presided over the decay of the Qing dynasty in the late nineteenth century. 
For his part, Deng compared the student activists of 1989 to the rebels of 
the Cultural Revolution, both having as their aim- the creation of "chaos 
Wlder the heavens."20 The paramoWlt leader's anger found fulsome ex
pression in an editorial that appeared in the People's Daily on April26, ap
parendy authored by Deng himself, which attributed the student 
demonstrations to a "planned conspiracy" to "plunge the whole country 
into chaos" in order to "negate the leadership of the Chinese Communist 
Party and the socialist system." Henceforth, the editorial warned, the ban 
on illegal organizations and unauthorized demonstrations would be stricdy 
enforced, and students were forbidden to associate with workers, peasants, 
and students at other schools. 21 

The People's Daily editorial outraged students (and others) who had 
taken special pains over the previous two weeks to demonstrate their loy
alty to the nation, to the Communist Party, and to socialism. Rather than 
frightening students into quiescence, as Deng had intended, the effect of 
the editorial was to politically activate and unify students into what was 



soon to become a massive social movement. Throughout the night of April 

26---a time emotionally charged with feelings of heroic self-sacrifice-stu

dents at two dozen Beijing colleges labored feverishly to organize the next 

day's defiance of the Deng regime. In the early morning hours of April27, 

students moved out through the gates of their schools, pushing away the 

bewildered police and militia who had been dispatched to keep them on 

the campuses, and joined together in an 80,000-strong march through the 

streets of the city to Tiananmen Square. There they broke into smaller 

groups and, waving banners and singing revolutionary songs, they marched 

through the streets of the capital all day, seeking public support. Some citi

zens joined the student marchers and others offered food and money in 

spontaneous and often affectionate displays of solidarity. 

The government, its leaders divided over how to deal with the rebellious 

students, retreated from the uncompromising position Deng Xiaoping had 

set forth on April26, agreeing to meet with student leaders. Over the next 

three weeks, the Democracy Movement grew while the faction-ridden 

Communist Party seemed confused and impotent. The disarray of the 

Deng regime was compounded on April30, when Party General Secretary 

Zhao Ziyang returned to Beijing after a week-long visit to North Korea. 

Zhao Ziyang' s relations with Deng Xiaoping had been deteriorating 

since the beginning of the year, when Deng became suspicious of his erst

while protege's tolerance for "bourgeois liberalization" among intellectuals. 

At the same time, Zhao's popularity in society at large had evaporated; his 

free-wheeling market policies were blamed for the inflation which was rav

aging the cities. And with his tw"o sons conspicuously enriching themselves 

in the lucrative import -export trade, the Zhao family became the personifi

cation of the official profiteering that now pervaded the Communist bu

reaucracy and that had aroused enormous popular resentment. Zhao 

feared, no doubt for good reason, that Deng planned to make him the 

scapegoat for the economic troubles of the time-and depose him just as 

he had purged Hu Yaobang two years earlier. 

Partly motivated by considerations of political self-preservation, partly 

following his natural inclinations, Zhao sided with those Party leaders who 

favored a conciliatory policy toward the rebellious students. This pitted 

Zhao against his longtime patron, Deng Xiaoping, in an internal political 

struggle that immobilized the Party apparatus for half a month, thereby 

pennitting the Democracy Movement to grow. 

On May 4, 1989, Zhao Ziyang characterized the students' demands as 

«reasonable" and urged that they be implemented in democratic fashion 

and through legal means.22 On the same day, in commemoration of the sev

entieth anniversary of the May Fourth Movement, more than 60,000 stu-



dents from thirty universities and colleges in Beijing peacefully marched 

from their campuses to a rally in Tiananmen Square. Although the march 
defied Party-dictated municipal regulations banning unapproved demon

strations, the police did not impede the columns of arm-linked, banner
waving students. The Beijing students were joined by delegations of 

university students from cities across the land, and more significantly, by 

nonstudent groups--older intellectuals, journalists from Party-controlled 
newspapers, workers, and other citizens. In all, more than 300,000 people 
gathered in the Square that day to hear speeches lauding the democratic 

and patriotic spirit of May Fourth, with many speakers taking pains to cou

ple their pleas for democracy with proclamations of support for the Com
munist Party and the "socialist system.� It was the largest demonstration 
thus far, and observers matveled at the extraordinary self-discipline of the 
participants and the organizational skills of the students. 

Yet the massive May 4th rally, although clearly a triumph for the student 
movement, seemed anticlimactic and changed nothing. Over the week that 

followed, demonstrations were smaller and less frequent as many striking 
students returned to classes. There appeared to be a return to normalcy. 
But beneath the apparent calm a fierce struggle was raging within the inner 

councils of the Chinese Communist Party. The outcome would determine 

the fate of the Democracy Movement. 
The inner-Party battle pitted Party General Secretary Zhao Ziyang, the 

disciple, against the "paramount leader" Deng Xiaoping, Zhao's erst\vhile 
mentor. Zhao, struggling for political survival, championed many of the 
students' demands, although he took care to keep a safe distance from the 

students themselves so as not to further anger Deng. But Zhao endorsed 
the students' demand for a retraction of the now notorious People's Daily 
editorial of April26, which Deng had authored. Zhao praised the patriot
ism of the students and supported many of their demands, including guar
antees for freedom of the press and the establishment of an independent 

judicial system. Zhao also called for negotiations bet\veen the government 
and the student leaders, to be conducted on a democratic basis. But Deng 
Xiaoping rejected all compromise. He heard echoes of the Cultural Revo
lution in the spontaneity of the student movement, and he was determined 
to punish a new generation of youth for their rebellion against the authority 
of the Communist Party and their subversion of the sacrosanct "stability" 
of the post-Maoist order. He thus gathered around him "the Gang of 
Old"-veteran and mostly conservative Party leaders (virtually all of 
whom, like Deng, had been victims of the Cultural Revolution), and most 
of the generals of the PLA. Even so, it was to take Deng almost two weeks 

to fully reassert his authority as "paramount leader." 



Deng Xiaoping's eventual triumph over Zhao Ziyang in the Politburo in 

mid-May was greatly facilitated by divisions among the students. In a 

movement so spontaneous and so youthful, chaotic factional conflicts were 

inevitable. While the ideological and organizational divisions were many, 

and often tri11ial, there was one fundamental difference that had momen

tous implications for the goals and tactics of the Democracy Movement. 

On the one hand, there were the older graduate students (and their follow

ers) who had initiated the movement in mid-April and who sought to influ

ence the internal politics of the CCP by attempting to work with Zhao 

Ziyang and the intellectuals associated with him. Increasingly distinguished 

from them, and far more numerous, was an amorphous mass of politically 

and culturally radical undergraduates; distrustful of authority and estab

lished institutions, they sought their own place in society, free from the or

ganizational control of the Communist Party. They saw little difference 

between Zhao Ziyang and Deng Xiaoping, and were largely unconcerned 

·with the internal struggles then raging among the senior leaders of of the 

Party. After the massive May 4th march, and the calm that followed, the 

leaders of the younger and more radical students-such as Wang Dan (a 

Beijing University undergraduate history major) and \XUer Kaixi (a Beijing 

Normal University undergraduate)-became the most prominent leaders 

of the Democracy Movement. 
The new srudent leaders were impatient. Frustrated by the divided and 

paralyzed government's delays in responding to student demands for a "di

alogue," the young leaders endorsed calls for a hunger strike to break the 

impasse and reenergize the movement. On the afternoon of May 1.3, 500 

students marched into Tiananmen Square. Surrounded by thousands of 

supporters, they began a hunger strike in the center of the Square, en

camped before the Monument to the Heroes of the Revolution. Not coin

cidentally, it was precisely the spot where the Soviet leader Mikhail 

Gorbachev was scheduled to be officially welcomed by the Chinese gov

ernment two days later. 

In 1989 lvlikhail Gorbachev was a towering figure in world affairs. He 

was particularly popular in China, where his policy of glasnost, his outgoing 

personality, and his promises to democratidze a Communist regime were 

often contrasted with the personal remoteness of Deng Xiaoping and his 
political conservatism. Moreover, Gorbachev was to be the first Soviet 

leader to visit China since Nikita Khrushchev's stormy meeting with Mao 

Zedong in 1959, and his trip was intended to mark the end of the long and 

bitter period of Sino-Soviet hostility. The visit was v;ridely anticipated as a 

major event in twentieth-century history, and thus television journalists 

from around the world converged on Beijing to record the meeting be-



tween lvlikhail Gorbachev and Deng Xiaoping. It was because of this long
anticipated diplomatic spectacle that so many television cameras fortu
itously happened to be in Beijing to broadcast to the world the rise and 
demise of the Chinese Democracy Movement. 

On the day of Gorbachev's arriva� the student hunger strikers and their 
supporters remained in the Square, defying the threats of the Public Secu
rity Bureau and ignoring the pleas of Zhao Ziyang. Therefore, much to the 
embarrassment of Deng Xiaoping, who so prized "stability" and "order," 
the official welcoming ceremony for Gotbachev was hastily performed at 
the airport on May 15 and the Soviet leader was confined to indoor meet
ings and banquets during his stay in Beijing, and kept out of public view 
until his departure for Shanghai on May 18. Over those three days, popular 
support for the Democracy Movement grew enormously--as did Deng 
Xiaoping's determination to use military force to crush the movement, a 
decision reluctantly approved by the Party Politburo over the objections of 
General Secretary Zhao Ziyang. 

The hunger strike had brought the students widespread sympathy from 
the citizens of Beijing, and, together with the excitement of Gorbachev' s 
visit, had politically activated a good portion of the population. On May 15, 
the day Gorbachev arrived, more than h� a million people came to the 
Square to demonstrate their support for the students. On May 17, well 
over a million citizens filled (and spilled out from) the vast hundred-acre 
expanse beneath the Gate of Heavenly Peace in what was probably the 
largest mass mlly since the founding of the People's Republic forty years 
earlier.23 \Xlhat was remarkable about the demonstrations of mid-May was 
not only the number of those who marched but the variety of social and oc

cupational groups that were represented-and their eagerness to identify 
their institutions and work units by hoisting clearly-marked banners. Intel
lectuals and journalists from the official press had actively supported the 
students earlier, but they now marched in greater numbers and were joined 
by hundreds of thousands of factory workers, Party cadres, government of
fice workers, and schoolteachers. Among the marchers were editors from 
the government's central television and radio stations, teachers from the 
Central Party School for the training of Communist officials, uniformed 
police, and even a thousand PLA. cadets. "These were not masses of anony
mous demonstrators but well-labelled groups acting in an orderly (although 
not regimented) fashion," a visiting Australian scholar observed.24 

The seriousness of the challenge to the Deng regime by so massive and 
socially broad a movement, indeed one that had attracted the support of 
even a good many government officials and Party cadres, was partially 
masked by the disciplined behavior and joyful demeanor of the demonstra-



tors. In the square itself, the growing number of students who camped out 
in support of the hunger strikers created an iconoclastic carnival-like envi

ronment that obscured the deadly seriousness of the political drama that 
was being played out. In what seemed like a counterculture festival that 
some American observers called "a Chinese Woodstock," the young Chi
nese imitated Western radical youth of the 1960s. They danced and sang 

ballads, joined by several popular folk singers and rock stars; they gave 

spontaneous speeches and engaged in heated political debates; they 'WOre 

colored headbands in emulation of radical Japanese and Korean students; 
they irreverently chanted slogans ridiculing Communist leaders, especially 

Deng Xiaoping and Premier Li Peng; and they organized essential services 
for thcir temporary municipality in the Square, acquiring supplies of food 

and water, organizing rudimentary waste disposal and medical systems, and 
operating an ambulance setvice that conveyed dehydrated hunger strikers 
to city hospitals. 

& the Democracy Movement grew in scope and scale in mid-May; Deng 

Xiaoping intensified his efforts to suppress the "turmoil." Party elders, for

mally retired from their official positions but still influential in state and 
military bureaucracies, had been meeting at Deng' s home since early in the 

month to discuss how to deal with the "rebellion." Alarmed by the partici

pation of Party-state cadres and industrial "WOrkers in the massive demon
strations of mid-May, the "Gang of Old" demanded the imposition of 

martial law in Beijing. The decision was conveyed to Party General Secre
tary Zhao Ziyang when he was summoned to Deng's home on May 18, the 

day Gorbachev flew from Beijing to Shanghai. That evening a hastily called 

meeting of the Politburo's Standing Committee endorsed the martial law 

recommendation. Zhao Ziyang, his relationship with Deng now completely 
shattered, cast the lone dissenting vote. Although several other Politburo 

members were said to have grave reservations over the deployment of PLA 
soldiers in the capital, none were willing to defy China's "paramount 

leader." The martial law proclamation, covering key districts in Beijing, was 

announced by Premier Li Peng in a televised speech on the evening of May 

19, after pro forma approval by the Party Central Committee and the State 

Council. Zhao Ziyang, in the meantime, was making a most unusual exit 
from Chinese Communist politics. Mter having unsuccessfully opposed 

the Politburo recommendation to impose martial law at its late night meet
ing on May 18, the General Secretary of the CCP embarked on a lonely 

journey to T:umanmen Square. Over the previous week, Zhao had praised 
the students for thcir patriotism and expressed support for many of their 
demands while imploring them to end the occupation of the Square. But 
he had refrained from talking directly with student representatives. Now, in 



the early morning hours of May 19, as his Party career was ending, he wan
dered aimlessly among the hunger strikers. "I have come too late," he tear
fully acknowledged. And he added: "We were once young too, and we all 
had such bursts of energy.� also staged demonstrations ... [and] we also 
did not think of the consequences. "25 

This act of contrition, perhaps the most hwnanly memorable episode in 
Zhao Ziyang's long political career, was one of the charges brought against 
him in late June during the proceedings that formalized his dismissal as 
General Secretacy of the Chinese Communist Party. During the remainder 
of the Deng era, Zhao was kept under house arrest, living comfortably but 
silently in a villa in central Beijing. 

The immediate popular response to the declaration of martial law in Bei
jing was defiance. Students in Tiananmen Square, who had suspended the 
hunger strike shortly before U Peng decreed martial law on May 19, re
sumed the fast on May 20. On Sunday; May 21, more than a million citi
zens gathered in the Square to protest, and another demonstration of a 
million defiant citizens took place on May 23. In some working class resi
dental areas, citizens erected barricades to defend the city against the PLA 
units that had begun to surround the capital. Factories were closed by 
strikes and public transportation was disrupted. The Democracy Move
ment spread sporadically across the country; from cities in Manchuria to 
Canton and Hong Kong. The Standing Committee of the customarily 
docile National People's Congress declared its support for the student de
mands and called fo, the repeal of martial law. And a highly prestigious 
group of retired PLA generals wrote an open letter to Deng Xiaoping re
calling the army's popular revolutionary traditions and reminding the para
mount leader that: "The People's Army belongs to the people ... and 
cannot stand in opposition to the people." Indeed, the first groups of young 
soldiers who entered the capital intuitively fraternized with the population 
they had been dispatched to contra� and some welcomed student invita
tions to join together in singing revolutionary songs. 

The young soldiers were quickly withdrawn and replaced by divisions 
made up of veteran professional soldiers. By the last days of May, Beijing 
was surrounded by more than 200,000 troops unquestionably obedient to 
the commands of Deng Xiaoping. The Democracy Movement disinte
grated under the pressure. Large-scale marches and demonstrations 
ceased. The hunger strike was called off for the second time. The number 
of occupants of the Square rapidly dwindled as most students returned to 

their campuses, or in some cases joined a belated "go-to-the-people" move-



ment. By the end of May no more than 5,000 people remained in the 
Square, most students from universities located far from the capital. 

As the student activists faded away, the heart of the Democracy Move
ment moved to the working-class neighborhoods of Beijing, districts sev
eral miles to the east of the Square and on the outskirts of the city. After a 
decade of market refonn, the grievances of workers were many, even 
though material conditions of life had improved. The inflation that 
plagued the country, and especially the urban areas, since 1987 had 
eroded the gains in living standards achieved in the early reform period. 
Proposals for a "free labor market" by the neo-hberal econoniic advisers 
who surrounded Deng Xiaoping and Zhao Ziyang, and especially their in
creasingly shrill calls to "smash the iron rice bowl," made state workers 
fear loss of their job tenure and weHare benefits. Anxiety over the insecu
rity of their own positions sometimes turned to anger as they witnessed an 
orgy of official profiteering by high Conununist leaders and their off
spring, from Deng Xiaoping and Zhao Ziyang down to the lowest levels of 
the political hierarchy. And workers continued to resist bureaucratic con
trol of their daily lives carried out by the hated work unit (danwei) system 
inherited from the Mao era. 

The grievances of the urban working class, a combination of resent
ments over the oppressiveness of the old political system and new discon
tents over the unjust social consequences of the market, were expressed in 
growing worker support for the Democracy Movement, evident in the mas
sive demonstration of May 17 in which workers prominently participated. 
That event did much to rekindle the "Polish fear" among Party leaders, 
their decade-old obsession about the rise of a Solidarity-type alliance be
tween workers and intellectuals in opposition to the Communist state. And 
that fear, in tum, contnbut� to the fateful decision to impose martial law. 

Communist leaders need not have wonied about a worker-intellectual 
allisn.ce. The elitism of most Chinese intellectuals precluded such a devel
opment. About the condition of the working class, little had been heard 
from Chinese intellectuals save for complaints that workers were compara
tively better paid than intellectuals.26 Some of these class prejudices had fil

tered down to students as well, many of whom opposed participation of 
workers in the Democracy Movement on the grounds that workers were 

undisciplined and prone to violence. The participation of wor�s, it was 
suggested, would provide the government with an excuse to use force to 

suppress the movement. Thus, in the early weeks of the movement, stu
dent demonstrators often marched with arms linked to exclude workers 
and other citizens, thereby, they thought, preserving the "purity" of their 
uniquely nonviolent crusade. By mid-May, however, as the now enormous 



movement clearly was nearing the climactic point in its struggle with the 
Conununist state, students welcomed workers who offered their support
and protection. 

Deng Xiaoping, in any event, was detennin.ed to "teach lessons" to those 
he regarded as the ungrateful beneficiaries of his reforms, and to use mas
sive military force to do so. Due to divisions over tactics among Party and 
military leaders, the reluctance of the young soldiers of the 38th Army (the 
first to enter the city) to fire on unarmed civilians, and logistical problems 
involved in the transfer of other army groups from their bases to the vicin
ity of the capital, it took the Deng regime nearly two weeks to enforce its 
martial law decree. But by the beginning of June, Deng had assembled an 
overwhelming military force. Two hundred thousand troops surrounded 
Beijing, poised to strike on conunand. It was as if the capital of China was 
besieged by a foreign army;· 

In a heroic response, workers and other citizens undertook an extraordi
nary effort to defend the city-and to defend the students who remained in 
Tiananmen Square. Barricades were erected along the roads that PLA 
tanks and personnel carriers would need to travel to reach the center of the 
city. And at key intersections around Tiananmen Square, overturned buses 
and heavy trucks blocked the streets. In an effort to mobilize the people to 
defend Beijing, workers and students covered walls with posters, distrib
uted leaflets, and gave passionate street-comer speeches to groups of citi

zens engaged :in unaccustomed free political debates. Bicycle and 
motorcycle brigades were organized {the latter by sympathetic small entre
preneurs) to report on troop movements and alert citizens to danger. The 
police and other municipal authorities having vanished, workers and stu
dents assumed responsibility for maintaining public order and directing 
traffic. For many citizens of the capital, a new sense of solidarity and inde
pendence was briefly experienced. 

The invasion of Beijing began at dusk on June 3. An initial PLA force of 
40,000 troops, equipped with tanks and armed personnel carriers, 
smashed through the barricades in the eastern and western suburbs of the 
city and moved along the streets that led to Tiananmen Square. The ad
vance of the army was temporarily halted in heavily populated residential 
districts several miles east of the Square, where large crowds blocked the 
way; In the less heavily populated districts just west of the Square-an 

area dominated by official buildings-workers, students and other citizens 
from vario.us parts of the city rushed to block the advance of the army. 
Armed {if armed at all) with bricks, sticks, and Molotov cocktails, the civil-



ian defenders were cut down by the PLA's tanks, machine guns, and AK-
47s, in the first of many instances of indiscriminate killing that marked 
what was to be a night of terror. A similar fate befell the defenders in the 
residential neighborhoods to the east of the Square. Shortly after mid
night, PLA forces reached Tiananmen, leaving long trails of death and de

struction in their wake. Most of the killing had taken place in residential 
neighborhoods (far removed from the eyes of the television cameras 
trained on the Square) and in the downtown streets near Tiananmen, as 
the army blasted its way through human barricades and hunted down civil
ian resisters on its bloody drive to the Gate of Heavenly Peace. Although 

there were many student casualties, the great majority of dead and 
wounded were workers and other residents who had barricaded the 
streets in a futile attempt to block the army's advance. 

There were few casuahties in the Square itself. Much of the credit for 
averting further bloodshed belongs to several unlikely heroes-notably the 

rock star Hou Dejian17 and the literary critic Liu Xiaobo, who began a 
hunger strike on June 2 to demonstrate solidarity -,vith the students and 

who negotiated with PLA commanders the safe passage of the remaining 

5,000 occupants. In the early morning hours of Sunday, June 5, the last of 
the student rebels filed out of the debris-filled Square under the menacing 
gaze of helmeted soldiers. They found themselves in a city that seemed to 

be under foreign military occupation. They wandered along streets in 
dmvntown Beijing strewn with rubble and burned-out military vehicles, 
past buildings pockmarked by the previous night's gunfire. The streets 
were patrolled by heavily armed soldiers and helicopter gunships hovered 
above, their searchlights ominously trained on the streets below. This eerie 
dawn-hour evacuation ofTiananmen Square effectively marked the end of 
the Democracy Movement, although scattered resistance to the PLA occu
pation continued in various parts of Beijing for several days and there were 
futile (and quickly suppressed) demonstrations in a dozen other cities 
protesting the massacre in the capital. 

On June 9 Deng Xiaoping appeared on television to congratulate the 
military and police forces who had crushed what he called "the counter

revolutionary rebellion" and to offer condolences to the families of the 

several dozen soldiers who had been killed during the fighting. Deng had 
no words of regret about the civilian victims, however, whom he reviled as 
"the dregs of society." According to later government statements, the 
number of civilian deaths was less than 300. The absurdity of the official 
figure was pointed out by several eyewitnesses, some of whom observed 
that the number of unclaimed bodies in several hospitals in central Beijing 
was alone greater than the government's figure for the total number of 



people killed.28 Although the actual count can never be known with any 
degree of certainty, independent observers in Beijing at the time estimated 

that civilian deaths ranged from 2,000 to 7,000 people, with the wounded 

numbering several times those figures. But no less chilling than the killings 

themselves \\'aS the cold and calculating manner that the employment of 
massive military force was decided upon-by Deng Xiaoping and a small 

group of elderly Party leaders who, determined to punish the youthful 

demonstrators and terrorize a population they regarded as insufficiently 

grateful, deliberately ignored all opportunities to resolve the crisis peace

fully. 
A nationwide wave of arrests followed the military suppression. Over the 

months of June and Jul;.� it is estimated that 40,000 people were arrested by 

various secret police agencies. Of these, several thousand were sentenced to 
jail terms and several hundred were executed Most of those imprisoned 
and all who were executed were workers or other ordinary citizens. Stu

dents, many of whom had relatives in high places, were treated relatively le

niently-save for selected leaders of the movement, whose twenty-one 

names appeared on a highly publicized "most-wanted" list; most of the 

young dissidents either fled into exile or were hunted down and jailed. 

In the years following the Beijing massacre, well into the nev.r decade, Chi

nese political and intellectual life was markedly more repressive than it had 

been during most of the 1980s. Persecution of political dissenters was 

harsher, the activities of the secret police more pervasive, jailings were 

more frequent, and Party censorship of newspapers, journals, books, and 

movies was more stringent. 'ret despite the political repression-and per
haps partly because of it-social and economic life returned to "normalcy" 

\vith unseemly haste. China's market reformers went about the business of 

promoting capitalist development as if nothing unusual had happened in 

1989, and indeed with renewed ardor in the 1990s. It was remarkable, and 

remarkably depressing, how rapidly the intense political and moral passions 

that had gone into the making of the Democracy Movement faded and dis

sipated-submerged under govemment-promoted waves of consumerism 

and nationalism. 
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25 

The End of the Reign of Deng Xiaoping: 

China in the 1990s 

I
N THE WEEKS following the Bef]ffig massacre of June 3-4, 1989, it 
was widely predicted that economic stagnadon would be the price 
China would have to pay for the brutal political acts of its leaders. It 

was a time when many Western commentators were celebrating the victo
ries of Western capi:talism and political liberalism over European Commu
nism, some of the celebrants procWming that the triumph of the "free 
market" was the culmination of human progress and that it heralded "the 
end of history. "1 This utopian celebration reinforced a long-standing belief 
that capitalism and hberal democracy went hand in hand. And from that as
sumption it followed that the Chinese Communist "hard-liners" who or
dered the military suppression of the Democracy Movement would also 
terminate the market reforms that had stimulated the economic successes 
of the past decade. That DengXiaoping was at once the most prominent of 
the hard-liners in 1989 (indeed, he was called "the butcher of Beijing" at 
the time), and at the same time the most ardent promoter of Chinese capi
talism was an apparent conttadiction that was conveniently ignored. 

Deng Xiaoping, for his part, saw no incongruity between capitalist eco
nomic methods and the Stalinist political system over which he presided In 
his June 9th speech congratulating the soldiers who hod crushed the 
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Democracy Movement, or what he called "the counterrevolutionary rebel
lion,"' he vowed that the policies of market restructuring and the "open 
door" to the world capitalist market would not be abandoned; indeed, he 
suggested that they should be pursued at an even "faster pace."2 This 
would not only strengthen the nation and the power of the Communist 
state but also raise the living standards of the people, thereby dulling mem
ories of the "Beijing Spring," Deng reasoned. The interests of the nation, 
the Party, and popular welfare would be equally well served by speeding up 
capitalist development. Thus in a secret speech to top Communist officials 
delivered on June 28, 1989, Deng advised that the difficult question of fix
ing political responsibility for the traumatic events of the spring of 1989 be 
set aside for several years to enable Party leaders to fully devote their ef
forts to promoting economic growth. 3 

Nonetheless, the years following Tiananmen were a period of harsh po
litical repression. Thousands of Party cadres in Beijing and elsewhere who 
had supported the Democracy Movement, or were suspected of having 
sympathized with its aims, were expelled from the Communist Party or de
moted. Purges also struck intellectuals, who instantly lost the limited de
gree of free expression they had painstakingly gained during the 1980s. 
Newspapers and periodicals, some of which had acquired a small if precar
ious degree of autonomy, were again reduced to their customary status of 
official organs of Party and state. Witch-hunts seeking out religious and po
litical heretics were intensified, and dissen� were often jailed, sometimes 

under brutal conditions that brought international protests. 
Yet it was during this time of harsh political repression in the early 1990s 

that China made its most spectacular economic gains, which, it was soon 
revealed, gave the PRC the world's third largest economy (in tenns of gross 
output)4 and raised the specter of a new superpower in the making. 

In 1989, to be sure, China had suffered severe economic difficulties 
during the 'Oust" phase of a typically capitalist economic cycle, enduring a 
painful combination of inflation and recession. Inflation, rising to a rate of 
30 percent per annum in the major cities, resulted from Premier Zhao 
Ziyang' s expansionary market policies of 1987 --88----and. recession resulted 
from the austerity measures Zhao had been forced to adopt in late 1988 to 
control inflation. Both had contributed to economic hardship in the cities, 
which in tum had generated popular support for the student movement of 
1989. Production declined and unemployment increased during the dreary 
last shr. months of the year and into early 1990. However, with inflationary 
pressures subsicling, the government's austerity policies were eased in the 
summ"' of 1990 and growth resumed. In 1991, China's GDP increased by 



7.5 percent. And following Deng Xiaoping's "southern tour" of January 
1992, China achieved extraordinarily high rates of growth over a sustained 
and crucial period in the mid-1990s. 

The "Southern Tour" 

At the beginning of 1992 Deng Xiaoping no longer occupied a formal posi
tion in China's political hierarchy. In the autwnnof1989, just a few months 
after the PUs suppression of the Democracy Movement, he had surren
dered the last of his official titles, the chainnanship of the Party's Military 
Affairs Commission. let even without holding any Party or state office 
Deng remained politically domins.nt, meeting informally with retired Party 
elders of his own generation to decide the most important affairs of state, 
decisions which the elders implemented through their proteges in the Party 
and state bureaucracies. Deng's new protege was Jiang ZerrUn, the former 
Party chief of the Shanghai region, who succeeded the purged Zhao Ziyang 
as Party General Secretary in June 1989 and who faithfully carried out 
Deng's policies. 

But it was mainly by virtue of his own prestige and personality--and by 
the aura of mystery that had come to surround him and his movements
that Deng remained China's "paramount leader" in the early 1990s. Armed 
with a mini-personality cult that his supporters had constructed, especially 
after 1989, Deng began to hover over the Party apparatus in Mao-like fash
ion, bypassing formal Party procedures and personally intervening from 
above to tum policy in the direction he favored. Deng's most dramatic 
Mao-like intervention was his remarkable "southern tour," which trans
formed the pace and nature of China's economic development. 

On January- 18, 1992, the 87-year-old Deng Xiaoping embarked on a 
five-week journey through southern China, visiting the cities of Canton 
(Guangzhou), 'WUchang, and Shanghai as well as the special economic 
zones of Shenzhen and Zhuhai. At each stop along his highly publicized 
tour, Deng exhorted local officials to accelerate economic development 
and to "deepen" market-oriented restructuring, praising the capitalism of 
the Shenzhen economic zone and the freewheeling market policies of 
Guangdong province as models for national emulation. "Low-speed devel
opment is equal to stagnation or even regression," Deng warned, one of the 
many sometimes cryptic comments made during the course of his journey, 
conunents that were almost immediately ttanslated into official policy and 
practice-in this case, the abandonment of the post-Tumanmen policy of 
limiting economic growth to 6 percent per annum to avoid inflation and so
cial unrest. 



Other pronouncements by the "paramount leader" encouraged a more 

rapid and thoroughgoing process of market reform. 1b those who feared 
that greater marketization would result in a fully capitalist China, Deng 
replied that the existence of the Conununist state guaranteed that eco· 
nomic development by whatever means ultimately would have a socialist 
outcome. "Political power is in our hands," he reassured the critics. 

But Deng sought not simply to assuage the skeptics but to remove their 
leaders from power and influence. To this end, during the course of his 

"southern tour," he proclaimed that the main danger confronting the Party 

was no longer the rightist heresy of "bourgeois liberalization," presumably 

the source of the "counterrevolutionary rebellion" of 1989, but rather once 
again "leftism," which was broadly defined as a lack of sufficient enthusi. 
asm for capitalist restructuring and the more rapid pace of economic devel· 

opment that Deng favored Thus was set the ideological stage for the final 
Party battle between the Deng faction and the "conse.tVatives," who fa. 
vored retaining a significant role for central economic planning and the 
state industrial sector. The main spokesman for the latter was Chen Yim, 
long Deng's most prominent and tenacious foe, whose ideological capitula· 

tion in the spring of 1992 marked the definitive victory of "Dengism" in the 

Chinese Communist Party. 
In May 1992, the conunents and speeches Deng made during his 

"southern tour" were collected in "Central Document No. 4" in the form 

of concrete policy guidelines issued to Party and state officials throughout 

the land. There followed a swift movement toward a more fully capitalist 
economy amid frenetic economic growth. State enterprises were allowed a 
wide degree of autonomy to operate on both the domestic and interna· 
tional capitalist markets, including conducting foreign trade on their own. 
Moreover, inaugurating a complex and prolonged process of semiprivatiza· 
tion, a limited number of state enterprises were permitted to modify their 
ownership status by issuing stocks which could be purchased by individual 
investors as well as by institutions. Such stocks were sold on newly estab· 

lished exchanges in Shanghai and Shenzhen, both stops on Deng's tour, 

and later some of these became the much sought-after "red chips" on the 
Hong Kong stock exchange. In addition, more generous terms and addi· 
tional "open" cities were offered to foreign banks and investors who 
wished to conduct business in China. And a massive effort was undertaken 
to make the city of Shanghai the largest trade and financial center in East 
Asia, one which, it was predicted, would eventually eclipse Hong Kong. 

These measures, along with expansionist monetary policies, and the po

litical sanction Deng's tour gave local officials and Party bureaucrats to in
crease investment and take 6nancial risks (and to enrich themselves in the 



process), combined to set off an economic boom unprecedented in Chi
nese history and perhaps in world history. Starting from an already substan
tial economic base, China's GDP increased 12 percent in 1992, voiding the 
post-TJ.allannlen government decision to the effect that China's social and 
natural environment could accommodate no more than a 6 percent per 
annum rate of economic growth. In 1993 the GDP grew by an astonishing 
14 percent, and by 12 percent again in 1994. Extraordinarily high rates of 
growth continued through the mid-1990s, despite government austerity 
policies that aimed (with considerable success) to control inflation. By the 
mid-1990s, the once seemingly utopian goal (set at the beginning of the 
Deng era) of quadrupling the size of the Chinese economy over the twenty
year period 1980-2000 already had been exceeded. From 1991 to 1997, 
the average per annum increase of China's GDPwas 11 percent, by far the 
most rapid rate of growth of any major economy in the world 

Deng Xiaoping's policies---and Deng himself-were celebrated when 
the Chinese Communist Party convened its Fourteenth Congress in Beijing 
in October 1992. The Congress ratified the virtually unlimited adoption of 
capitalist methods and ideas to accelerate economic growth, although the 
social result was officially called a "socialist market economic system." For 
inventing this oxymoron, Deng was extravagantly praised for making yet 
another "great theoretical breakthrough" in the development of "Marxism
Leninism-Mao Zedong Thought," which incongruously remained the title 
of official state ideology. The Fourteenth Congres_s marked not only the de
finitive triumph of Deng's market-based economic policies and his ideol
ogy but also his definitive political triumph in the Chinese Communist 
Party, even though he no longer occupied any political office. The Dengist 
political victory was symbolized by the Congress' abolition of the Central 
Advisory Commission, chaired by Chen "fun. This body had been created in 
1982 (and orginally headed by Deng) and served as a forum that .Uowed 
retired Party leaders to intervene in affairs of state-in addition to ensuring 
them the material luxuries and special privileges to which the higher leaders 
of the Chinese Communist Party had long been accustomed. A more sub
stantial political victory was the wholesale revamping of the personnel of 
the central organs of the Party, which were now almost totally dominated by 
members of the Deng faction. Almost half the members of the Fourteenth 
Central Committee were newly selected, virtually all from among Deng's 
staunchest supporters. This not only ensured that the Party would remain 
firmly loyal to the paramount leader and his policies but also reduced the 
average age of members of the Central Committee to a relatively youthful 
56 years, more than 80 percent of whom were college graduates in engi
neering and the natural sciences. The Fourteenth Congress thus progressed 



toward realizing Deng's goru of "political refonn"-for by political reform 
he essentially meant not popular democracy but rather simply the techno
cratic rationalization of bureaucratic rule. As he had said at the beginning 
of the reform period, the alln was to make Communist leaders ''better ed
ucated, professionally more competent, and younger. "5 

But it was his economic program, not his political policies, that re�y 
mattered, at least in most Western minds. Throughout the 1980s Deng had 
been celebrated in the foreign press as a great modernizer who had put 
Maoism to rest. When he ordered the PIA to crush the Democracy Move
ment in 1989, however, he was widely condemned as a brutal Communist 
dictator. But with his ardent prom6tion of capitalism during his 1992 
"southern tour" and after, Deng was rehabilitated in the Western media, 
and was now once again praised as an enlightened market reformer. 

The resumption of rapid market-based economic growth in 1992 .soon 
brought consequences familiar to those who had experienced the boom 
and bust cycles_of the 1980s. The first result was inflation, which by the 
summer of 1993 was approaching a 25 percent per annum rate in several 
major cities-and in 1994, according to probably conservatively compiled 
official statistics, was 24 percent nationwide, but considerably higher in 
key urban areas. Inflation-cOmbined with a new upsurge in official cor
ruption and bureaucratic profiteering, speculation in real estate and stocks 
by local governments and private individuals, and the loss of central gov
ernment economic controls over some of the more booming areas, espe
cially Guangdong province-inflicted hardship on much of the working 
population. 

To deal with this chaotic situation, Deng Xiaoping called upon another 
of his proteges, Vice Premier Zhu Rongji, who had been the mayor of 
Shanghai in June 1989 mu:l had managed to keep order in China's largest 
city without unduly antagonizing either the local population or the authori
ties in Beijing. Zhu, who had been promoted to the Standing Committee of 
the Politburo at the Fourteenth Party Congress in October 1992, had been 
frequently praised by Deng for his economic expertise. He was now ap
pointed governor of the People's Bank of China, with a mandate to bring 
the economy under control and to counter the regionalist tendencies that 
the economic reforms had fostered. Emulating central bankers in capitalist 
countries, Zhu imposed an austerity program that relied on fiscal and mon
etary restraints (i.e., limits on credit and reductions in government spend
ing and investment) to bring down inflation without plunging the economy 
into a deep recession. His aim, in addition to reestablishing central govern
ment control over the financial affairs of the provinces, was to dampen in
flation by lowering the rate of growth from more than 12 percent to what 



he believed was a socially and environmentally sustainable rate of 8 percent 

per annum. 

Deng Xiaoping objected, however. In October 1993 he issued a brief 

but potent declaration: "Slow growth is not socialism." As a result, Zhu 
Rongji's austerity plan was modified, permitting the economy to again ex

pand by 12 percent in 1994. But enough of Zhu's tight fiscal policies re
mained to dramatically reduce the rate of inflation from 24 percent in 1994 

to a surprisingly low 6 percent in 1996---while the GDP continued to grow 

at a rate of about 10 percent per annum. Zhu Rongji's policies had 

achieved the desideratum of central bankers in capitalist countries around 

the world-a "soft landing" which yielded the happy combination of low 

inflation and high rates of growth. Zhu was duly celebrated in international 

banking circles and by Western journalists6-and in China he became the 

leading candidate to succeed Li Peng as Premier of the State Council when 

Li' s term expired in March 1998. 
Deng Xiaoping made his last public appearance in February 1994 during 

the Lunar New Year celebrations, when a five-minute segment on national 

television showed the paramount leader greeting Communist officials in 

Shanghai. It was on that occasion, according to the official account, that 

Deng made his final call for a more rapid pace of economic growth. During 

the televised segment, however, Deng was not heard to speak, and indeed 

his obvious fraility and dazed expression were taken as signs of his immi

nent departure. Deng lingered on for another three years, although he was 

too physically and mentally incapacitated by Parkinson's disease and other 
ailments to continue to play a significant role in Chinese political life. Deng 

Xiaoping died on February 19, 1997 at the age of92. The country that he 

had launched on so frenzied a course of economic development barely 

paused to note the passing of the onetime paramount leader. 

Dengwas the last of China's old revolutionaries, the final important sur

vivor of that remarkable group of Communist leaders who could claim 
membership in the May Fourth generation of revolutionary intellectuals. 

Those who followed were essentially products of the post-1949 People's 

Republic. Deng, by contrast, had come to political maturity during the early 

1920s when as a young work-study student in France he had joined the 

French branch of the embryonic Chinese Communist Party. He had re

turned to China to participate in the great revolutionary upsurge of 

1925-27. After the defeat of the urban revolution he fled to the country

side and soon became one of the leaders of a peasant army during the 
Maoist phase of the revolutionary civil war. After 1949 he was among the 

leading half-dozen members of the Maoist ruling group--at least until he 

was temporarily felled by the Cultural Revolution. 



Although Deng Xiaoping could claim a long revolutionary lineage, he 
will best be remembered as the father of Chinese capitalism. Capitalism 
was not his aim, to be sure, and he preferred to believe that the economic 
system he fashioned was the initial stage of socialism, which would fully 
flower in the middle of the next century. Nonetheless, he found capitalist 
economic methcxis the most efficient way to bring about rapid moderniza
tion-and it was a nationalist vision of the wealth and power of China in 
the world that was always at the the heart of his world view, as was the case 
with many other Chinese Communist leaders. 

In a somewhat macabre sense, Deng died in a way that facilitated the "sta
bility and unity� he so prized in life. For his lingering death, over a period of 
three years, enabled his handpicked successor Jiang Zemin to consolidate 
his power and that of the post-Deng ruling group. During that time, Jiang 
removed potential sources of opposition within the Party and jailed or ex
iled such dissidents as remained in the land. In the process, Party General 
Secretary Jiang acquired several new titles-the honorific title of President 
of the People's Republic and the more than honori£c Chairman of the 
Party's Central Military Commission-making him simultaneously the 
head of the civilian state bureaucracy, the PLA, and the Chinese Commu
nist Party. 

Jiang Zemin continued the essential elements of Deng's policies: rapid 
economic grov.rth, capitalist restructuring, and the preservation of a Lenin

ist party dictatorship. Even during the three years when semi-austerity 
measures were in effect (1994-96), the increase in GDP averaged nearly 
10 percent per annum. Direct foreign invesnnent boomed, with major 
multinational groups (in which U.S. and Japanese finns had major stakes) 
beginning to eclipse overseas Chinese investments funneled through Hong 
Kong and Taiwan. 7 

Jiang Zemin's boldest economic proposal, an entirely logical step in the 
progression ofDeng Xiaoping' s market reform plan, was to call for the par
tial privabzation of the state industrial sector. State-owned factories andre
lated enterprises, which still accounted for over 40 percent of industrial 
production in 1997 and employed 120 million workers, were of course es
sential for the functioning of the Chinese econom)\ especially in the 
spheres of heavy industry (such as steel, petrochemicals, mining, and ma
chine building) and in the application of advanced technologies.8 However, 
according to the refonnist criterion of enterprise profitability, which had 
now become a sacrosanct principle, more than two-thirds of state enter
prises were losing money. According to the market precepts that the Com-



munist leaders now embraced, this was ideologically heretical as well as a 
drain on the state budget. Efforts to "reform" {which is to say; to apply cap
italist methods to) the state industrial sector had been under way for over a 
decade, beginning in the mid-!980s with ideological assaults against "the 
iron rice bowl," the system of lifetime job tenure and social welfare bene
fits. But the reformers had been able to do little more than nibble at the 
edges of the huge state secror, detaching only a few smaller and obviously 
failing enterprises from direct central government control. Party leaders 
were reluctant to confront the problems of the state sector, in part because 
they feared that relinquishing government ownership would be interpreted 
as an abandonment of socialism. But even more, Communist leaders 
feared unrest among the urban working class, who would have been the 
main victims of "refonn." For the "unprofitability" of state industries was 
due less to poor management than it was to the relatively generous treat
ment of state workers, who enjoyed considerably higher wages and much 
greater security than workers in the private and "collective" sectors. It is, 
after all, mainly cheap and expendable "free labor" that makes non-state 
factories so profitable. 

But despite the political risks, the inexorable and insistent demands of 
a growing market economy made Jiang Zemin an advocate of privatiza
tion, although the term was not officially used. In the spring of 1997, be
ginning with a blast against the "ossified" � of "leftists," General 
Secretary Jiang set forth his plan for the refonn of state enterprises in a 
speech to senior Party leaders. While the state was to retain ownership of 
a number of key defense-related and high-technology industries as well as 
the grain trade, most enterprises were to be privatized or at least partially 
denationalized. Under the slogan "Zhua da, fang xiao" {"grasp the big, let 
go of the small"), all but the largest and most essential enterprises were to 
be turned over to various forms of non-state ownership at a more rapid 
pace than hitherto had been the case. And even most large enterprises 
were to have diverse forms of ownership, including substantial sharehold
ings by both foreign and domestic investors, with both individuals and in
stitutions {such as pension funds and local governments) participating. 
Moreover, the term "state ownership" was liberally redefined so that en
terprises where the government's share was only thirty percent could be 
classified as "public." 

Over the summer, Jiang's speech was widely circulated for discussion 
among Party cadres and then published in the Guangming Daily in late 
July.9 Jiang's privatization proposal was formally adopted by the Fif
teenth Congress of the CCP, which convened in Beijing on September 
12, 1997. 



The Fifteenth Congress 

The main business of the first Communist Party Congress of the post-Deng 
era was to legitimize the leadership of Deng' s handpicked successor, Jiang 
Ze:min. 'This was duly accomplished without debate and by unanimous vote 
by the 2,000 delegates to the Fifteenth Congress. In the process, the only 
conceivable rival of Jiang, Qiao Shi, the Chairman of the National People's 
Congress, was dropped not only from the Party Politburo but from its 193-
member Central Committee as well. According to some rather strained in
terpretations, Qiao Shi, a onetime secret police head, was an advocate of 
democracy and the rule of law, and thus his fall from power set back the 
prospects of democratization.10 Also removed from the top leadership was 
General Liu Huaqing, leaving the ruling seven-member Standing Commit
tee of the Party Politburo without a PIA representative. The three most 
powerful politicians in China after the Fifteenth Congress, listed in the cus
tomary hierarchical order, were General Secretary Jiang Ze:min, Premier Li 
Peng (who soon was to succeed Qiao Shi as Chairman of the National Peo
ple's Congress), and the financial specialist Zhu Rongji (who was to suc
ceed Li Peng as Premier). Jiang Zemin emerged from the Congress with his 
power and prestige greatly augmented, having demonstrated that there was 
some substance to the high titles he had accumulated, titles which made 
him, simultaneously, the head of the Party, the head of state, and leader of 
the military. But while Jiang had collected more official titles than his pre
decessors, he possessed less personal power, ruling more as the head of a 
committee than in the individual dictatorial fashion favored by his mentor 

DengXiaoping, and before him, Mao Zedong. Nonetheless, there was lit
tle doubt after the Fifteenth Congress that Jiang was politically dominant, 
and he capped his internal political victory with an eight-day visit to the 
United States and a summit meeting with President Clinton-in a quite 
conscious and sometimes embarrassingly obvious imitation of Deng Xiao
ping's triumphant American tour of January 1979. Clinton reciprocated 

with a state visit to China in the summer of 1998. 'fraveling in truly imper
ial fashion, with a retinue of more than 1,000 people, Clinton's trip proved 
surprisingly productive for Sino-American relations-although the event 
was marred by accusations of "high treason" directed against the American 
president by some of his domestic critics.11 

The main policy business of the Fifteenth Congress was to approve the 
plan for the privatization of state enterprises, which Jiang Zemin had set 
forth in his May 1997 speech .nd which then had been circulated for di� 
cussion at Party branches over the summer. The approval of the Congress 

came without serious debate or discussion and, as was customa.11; by unan-



imous vote. But it was not accomplished without embarrassing a good 

many Communist leaders who had been schooled in the Stalinist ortho

doxy that state ownership of productive property is the essence of social

ism-and who were reluctant to sunender the Party's claim to be the 

bearer of socialism. Thus, the whole issue of privatization was clothed in 

layers of ideological disguise, with much emphasis on continuing "public 

ownership" under a vaguely defined "joint stock program" and repeated in

vocations of the hazy doctrine of "socialism with Chinese characteristics." 

It was clear, however, that whatever new forms of ownership eventually 

emerged, the privatization of state property would proceed in a relatively 

gradual manner, perhaps over a period of a decade or longer. There was 

much concern in the Party about the social and political unrest that might 

result from the mass unemployment that surely would be a consequence of 

the shrinkage of the state sector-for it was acknowledged that at least 

one-third of the more than 100 million state workers were redundant. 

Moreover, the disastrous Russian experience with privatization of state en

terprises remained very much on the minds of China's Communist leaders. 

As it turned out, the timing of the privatization program was less than pro

pitious, for the convening of the Fifteenth Congress coincided with the 

deepening of a financial and economic crisis that was spreading through 

Southeast Asia and would soon reach Hong Kong. While the economic ef

fects on China of the Southeast Asian crisis Were yet to be felt, its psycho

logical impact was immediate and profound, casting doubt on the wisdom 

of further plunging China into a chaotic world capitalist market and of re

lying on foreign capital invested in open stock markets to assume the bur

den of financing newly privatized state industries. 
The Fifteenth Congress was not without its incongruities. Jiang Zemin's 

main report, highlighted by his proposal to sell most state-owned enter

prises to private investors--certainly a major step in the construction of a 

fully capitalist economy by any standard of judgment-was delivered on 

a stage whose backdrop was a gigantic red flag embossed in yellow with a 

huge hammer and sickle. If any of the 2,000 delegates noticed the incon

gruity, none were willing to comment on it. Nor was there any comment on 

the Beijing massacre of 1989, which cried out for official reexamination but 

which remained beyond the pale of permissible political discussion.12 

The vast expansion of private ownership of productive property portended 

by Jiang Zemin's plans for the sale of state enterprises struck yet another 

blow at the socialist claims of the Beijing regime. Those claims, long fragile 

and perhaps spurious to begin with,D had rested largely on the predomi-



nance of public ownership of the means of production. The proposed pri
vatization of state property undermined what little remained of Chinese so
cialism, as socialism was conventionally understood. 

To :611 the deepening ideological void created by the decline of socialism, 
the Communist regime since the early 1980s had been devoting enormous 
efforts to promoting nationalism and patriotism. Those efforts were inten
sified by Jiang Zemin in the 1990s, when an increasingly chauvinistic na
tionalism became virtually the sole ideology of the Chinese Communist 
state. 

Nationalism, of course, had always been a powerful force in the Chinese 
Communist movement. From the founding of the CCP in the May Fourth 
period throughout the revolutionary era, nationalist motivations were al
most always involved in conversions to Communism. In the great urban 
revolutionary upsurge of the mid-1920s and the Maoist rural-based revolu
tion that followed in the 1930s and 1940s, nationalism and social revolu
tion had been closely intertwined.14 Indeed, in many respects the Maoist 
revolution, coinciding with the Japanese invasion of China, necessarily 
took the form of a war of national independence as well as a social revolu
tion. During the Mao period, both before and after 1949, nationalist and 
social revolutionary goals were combined in ways that were usually rein
forcing, although the inherently unstable combination became more diffi
cult to maintain after the assumption of state power in 1949. 

It was not until the reign ofDeng Xiaoping ( 1978-97), however, that na
tionalism definitively triumphed over revolutionary aspirations and values. 
After 1978, socialist goals rapidly receded, and soon were entirely over
whelmed by a single-minded nationalist pursuit of "wealth and power." In
deed, socialism had been rendered quite meaningless at the beginning of 
the Deng era, for the paramount leader had early erased the distinction be
tween socialism and nationalism. "The purpose of socialism is to make the 
country rich and strong," he declared in 1980.15 

It was entirely logical that the cultural iconoclasm that the Chinese 
Communists had inherited from their May Fourth predecessors, and which 
had been closely identified with popular revolutionary strivings over the 
decades, would now give way to a conservative nationalism that celebrated 
the traditional cultural and historical heritage. One reflection of this phe
nomenon was in official historiography, where the old Maoist emphasis on 
class struggles and peasant wars was largely abandoned in favor of praising 
the accomplishments of great emperors in traditional history and great 
modernizing nationalist leaders in modern history-not excluding Zeng 
Guofan, the suppressor of the Taiping Rebellion in the nineteenth century, 
and even Chiang Kai-shek. This has been accompanied by an increasingly 



chauvinistic celebration of the glories of traditional culture, which reached 

its apogee during the years that Jiang Zemin was General Secretary of the 
Chinese Communist Party: Manifestations of this conservative cultural na

tionalism included a highly publicized international conference held in 
1994 to celebrate the 2,545th birthday of Confucius, the reintroduction of 

Confucian teachings in the schools, and the establishment of an "Interna

tional Association of Confucian Studies" in Beijing-which, appropriately, 

selected as its honorary president Lee Kuan-yew, the neo-Confucian dicta

tor of Singapore. And perhaps even more bizarre were the quasi-official 

ceremonies of worship, including kowtowing and the burning of incense, 

performed at the "tomb" of the mythical Yellow Emperor. 

The Recovery of Hong Kong 

Chinese Communist nationalism has not been confined to the hazy realm 

of cultural nationalism. It found more concrete expression in the return of 

Hong Kong to Chinese sovereignty on July 1, 1997, an event which pro

duced an outpouring of celebratory patriotic fervor-in the People's Re

public and in overseas Chinese communities-not seen since the defeat of 

the Japanese invaders at the end of World War II. 
For Chinese of virtually all political persuasions, there was no more po

tent S}mbol of China's humiliation at the hands of foreign imperialist pow

ers than the British Crown Colony of Hong Kong. Acquired by the English 

as booty at the conclusion of the Opium War of 1839-42 (a war under

taken to protect British dope smugglers and to preserve the revenues of the 

East India Company-the de facto colonial government of India), British 

Hong Kong was the product of the first of the many "unequal treaties" im
posed on the old Chinese empire. It soon became the archetype of the 

Western colonial regimes imposed on much of Asia and Mrica in the nine
teenth century. Since much mythmaking about "democracy" and "auton

omy" was fabricated during the waning days of English rule, it should be 

remembered that through most of its British history, Hong Kong was ruled 

by an appointed governor with autocratic powers who was responsible only 

to the Foreign Office in London, that it was a typical colonial society where 

a small foreign elite ruled over and exploited a subsenrient native popula

tion, and that it was a society where a virulent anti-Chinese racism per

vaded virtually all aspects of life. 16 

The unification of China under the Communist regime in 1949 sounded 

the death knell for colonial rule in Hong Kong-as also would have been 
the case had ChiangKai-shek's Guomindangwon the Chinese civil war. In

deed, the Chinese Communist victory probably prolonged the life of the 



British Crown Colony beyond what likely would have been the case had a 

non-Maoist regime unified China. For during the period of Mao Zedong' s 

rule ( 1949-76), the pursuit of economic "self-reliance" left China largely 

isolated in the world, thereby making a British-ruled Hong Kong economi

cally essential to China as a source of foreign exchange and as a link to the 

world economy and advanced technology. Thus, the question of Hong 

Kong's political future was allowed to remain dormant, however great the 

cost to the militantly anti-imperialist image the Maoist regime wished to 

display. 

Hmvever, in the post-Mao era, with the ascendancy of Deng Xiaoping 

and his "open door" policy on foreign economic relations, a British Hong 

Kong became as economically redundant as it was politically anachronistic. 

Thus, in the early 1980s, Deng Xiaoping summoned British Prime Minister 

Margaret Thatcher to Beijing and informed her that the colonial era was 

over. Negotiations, which were dictated by Beijing, soon led to Sino-British 

'Joint Declaration" of 1984, which stipulated that Hong Kong (the last sig

nificant part of the once mighty British empire) would be returned to 

China in 1997. It was also agreed that Hong Kong's economic system 

would remain unchanged for 50 years and that the former colony would 

enjoy a degree of autonomy as a "special administrative region" of the Peo

ple's Republic under Deng's formula of "one country, two systems." 

Deng Xiaoping died four months before he could savor the formal 

restoration of Chinese sovereignty over Hong Kong, and it was thus Jiang 

Zemin' s political good fortune to preside over that nationalist triumph on 

July; 1997. Despite much speculation about financial and political disorder, 

the transfer of governmental authority proceeded without incident, al

though it was accompanied by much ceremony-and, on the Chinese side, 

by gigantic patriotic demonstrations and great nationalistic satisfaction. 

The patriotic feelings \Vere very real, given the dramatic historic signi£

cance of the occasion played out before a vast international audience, but 

patriotic expressions of loyalty to the "motherland" had of course long 

been cultivated by Beijing. In 1984, Deng Xiaoping had defined patriotism 

liberally; at least as far as Hong Kong was concerned. Patriotism simply 

meant "respect for the Chinese nation" and "sincere support for the moth

erland's resumption of sovereignty over Hong Kong." Beyond these princi

ples, Deng said, patriots could hold any social or political views they 

wished, free to believe in "capitalism or feudalism or even slavery."17 

Beijing's nationalist appeals found their most ardent response among 

wealthy Hong Kong Chinese businessmen, who hastened to join various 

"patriotic societies." Many wealthy Hong Kong capitalists already had sub
stantial investments in mainland enterprises and strong financial ties to the 



Communist regime. Some of these, such as the shipping tycoon Tung 
Chee-hwa, were placed in leading positions in the new Hong Kong govern
ment, now a "special administrative region" ruled from the capital of 
China. The "patriotism" of wealthy Hong Kong Chinese capitalists, and 
their easy fusion with the Chinese Communist elite, are suggestive of the 
vast social transformation that had taken place in the People's Republic 
during the reform era of Deng Xiaoping. 

Taiwan 

The reestablishment of Chinese sovereignty aver Hong Kong left Taiwan as 
the last significant barrier to full national unification. The separation of Tai
wan from the mainland, however, is a far more complex matter, historically 
and politically, than was the termination of British colonialism in Hong 
Kong. And it is fraught with danger. 

Most conventional measurements of nationality in the modern world 
leave litde doubt that Th.iwan is part of the Chinese nation. Ethnically, cul
turally, and linguistically, the inhabitants of Taiwan are overwhelmingly Chi
nese. Save for a small aboriginal population, which has now virtually 
disappeared as a distinct ethnic group, Taiv.'an has been populated (al
though lightly for many centuries) by emigrants from the mainland, who 
began to arrive around the year 1000 A.D. The island was formally incorpo
rated into the Qing empire in 1683 and governed as a prefecture of Fujian 
province. Most of the present inhabitants of Tarn.· an are descendants of mi
grants from Fujian who crossed the Taiwan Straits in the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries. 

Contemporary ambiguities and controversies over the status of Taiwan 
derive from several fortuitous historical events. One was the Sino-Japanese 
War of 1894-95, as a result of which Taiwan was seized as war booty and 
made a colony in the Japanese empire. It remained a Japanese colony for 
half a century-isolating the people of Taiwan from the main political and 
intellectual currents of modem Chinese history-until it was returned to 
China at the end of World War II. In 1945 the government of China was 
the Nationalist (Guomindang) regime of Chiang Kai-shek, whose armies 
treated Taiwan more as a conquered territory than a liberated colony.18 The 
defeat of Chiang in the civil war with the Communists ended with the flight 
to Taiwan of the remnants of the Nationalist army and bureaucracy
almost 2 million mainlanders who superimposed themselves on a native 
Taiwanese population of 10 million. The Nationalist regime in Taipei 
claimed to be the legitimate government of all of China; it was supported in 
this claim by the United States, which had established a de facto military 



protectorate over the island with the outbreak of the Korean War in 1950 
and which generously supported Tai\.van economically and diplomatically 
as well as militarily. 

While the Nationalist goverrunent in Taiwan owed its survival to the 
U.S. Seventh Fleet, its legitimacy rested on the fiction that it was the gov
ernment of all of China. Thus it was logical (although it may seem a bit cu
rious today), that the Guomindang regime arrested, and sometimes 
executed, advocates of an independent Thiwan. Indeed, in the 1950s and 
1960s, for Thiwanese to favor the separation of Taiwan from China was no 
less politically heretical than being sympathetic to the Communist regime 
in Beijing. 

The artificial legitimacy of Nationalist rule in Taiwan could not of course 
be maintained indefinitely, and the ideological props began to crumble 
when President Nixon began the process of normalizing U.S. relations with 
the People's Republic in the early 1970s.19 The "Shanghai Communique" 
of February 1972 provided for the gradual withdrawal of U.S. military 

forces (although not military aid) from Taiwan and recognized that the fu
ture of the island was an internal Chinese affair. The full normalization of 
Sino-American relations in 1979 was accompanied by a U.S. goverrunent 
acknowledgement of the "Chinese position" that there is one China and 

that "Taiwan is part of China." However, new ambiguities and the seeds of 
future conflict were sown when Deng Xiaoping, eager to establish formal 
diplomatic relations with the U.S., agreed to the American insistence on re
taining "unofficial" U.S. political and cultural ties with Thipei as well as a 
continuing supply of sophisticated military technology to the island. 

The potential for conflict, indeed for war, in this arrangement revealed 

itself in frightening fashion almost two decades later, in 1995, when the 
Deng era was dra\\ring to a close. Beijing's policy toward Thiwan, demand
ing the reunification of the island with the mainland-by peaceful means if 
possible, by military force if necessary-remained essentially unchanged 
during the Deng era. But much changed in Taiwan during those years. 
After the death of Chiang Kai-shek in 1975, and the death of his son and 
successor Chiang Ching-kuo in 1988, democratic reforms speeded up the 
political ''Taiwanization" of the now modernized and prosperous island. In
deed, the ruling Nationalist Party itself was increasingly dominated by na
tive Taiwanese, a transformation dramatically highlighted in 1988 when the 
Taiwanese vice president, Lee Teng-hui, succeeded the younger Chiang as 
President of the Republic of China and as Chairman of the Nationalist Party 

as well. President Lee, elected on bis own in 1996 in Taiwan's first dem
ocratic presidential election, duly paid lip service to the goal of one China, 
as was demanded by the platform of the party he headed as well as by the 



international siru.ation in which Taiwan found itself. But Lee slowly began 
to abandon the "one China" policy and gradually attempted to move Tai
wan to the staru.s of an independent nation-state. He did so in part (and it 
was the cleverest part) by :improvillg relations with the Communist regime 
in Beijing-allowing Thiwanese to visit the mainland (which they did in 

large numbers), encouraging trade with the People's Republic, and allow

ing Taiwanese investment on the mainland, which soon exceeded U.S. $25 
billion. Talks were held with reptesentatives from Beijing on such practical 

matters as establishing direct air service between the mainland and Taiwan, 
fishing rights, and emigration. But trade, investment, and discussions on 
questions of common interest did less to promote "peaceful unification," as 
Beijing desired, than to project an image of Taiwan as a small but indepen

dent nation -state bravely making its way in a world dominated by large and 

powerful nation-states. 

However, Lee Teng-hui's veiled campaign for an independent Taiwan 

(which included a fruidess and embarrassing offer of one billion dollars in 

exchange for membership in the United Nations) came to a grinding halt, 

and the dangers to international stability lurking in Taiwan's separateness 
were revealed to the world when Lee visited the United States in June 

1995. Since 1972, when President Nixon began the process of nonnalizi:ng 

relations with China, it was understood by all sides that a "one China" pol

icy precluded visits to the U.S. by Taiwan's top government officials, al
though not by private citizens. That restriction had been observed by both 

Republican and Democratic administrations for more than two decades. 
President Lee, however, accepted an invitation to speak at his alma mater, 

Cornell University, on the occasion of his class reunion, and thus applied 

for a visa. Both houses of Congress, where the old China Lobby had been 
reincarnated among both liberal Democrats and consenrative Republicans, 
passed resolutions demanding that Lee be welcomed to the U.S. President 

Clinton, facing what seemed at the time a difficult reelection hid, quickly 
succumbed, and the visa was granted, despite the reservations of the State 

Department. 

Beijing's reaction to Lee's "private" visit, a journey which of course was 

very public and highly publicized, was quite predictable. An indirect dia
logue between Lee and Jiang Zemin on "peaceful reunification" was sus

pended as were seemingly promising talks on disputes over fishing rights 

and immigration. The Chinese ambassador to Washington was recalled. In 
July and August, 1996, China conducted tests of advanced missiles off the 
shores of Taiwan. The missile tests resumed in the autumn in a crude at

tempt to influence the Taiwanese presidential elections. In response, two 

U.S. nuclear-armed aircraft carrier batde groups were dispatched to waters 



near China. The potential for war was frighteningly dear to all, and both 
China and the U.S. retreated, with President Clinton and Jiang Zemin 
agreeing to exchange state visits by the year 1998 and resuming lower-level 
military and diplomatic exchanges in the meantime. 

It would not be difficult to make a reasonable historical case for an in
dependent Taiwan. During the half-century of Japanese colonial rule 
(1895-1945), the people of Taiwan were cut off from China during a cru
cial era in its modem history and developed a distinctive Taiwanese na
tional identity, one that was reinforced by the different historical 
experiences of Taiwan and the mainland after 1949.20 The case for inde
pendence, however, cannot easily be made by the ruling Nationalist Party, 
whose very presence in Thiwan is testimony to Chinese unity and an affir
mation of the principle of "one China." Moreover, an historical case for na
tionhood based on the argument that the "nation" was created as a result of 
foreign colonial rule is not likely to be a persuasive nationalist argument in 
a post-colonial age. 

In the end, however appealing the historical and moral arguments that 
might be invoked in favor of Taiwanese independence, the hard fact of the 
matter is that an independent Taiwan is not militarily or politically viable. 
Taiwan's quasi-independence thus far has been guaranteed by a de facto 
American military protectorate. But U.S. military dominance in East Asia 
will not last forever; indeed most military specialists believe that it will not 
outlive the first decade of the new cenru.ry and perhaps will be withdrawn 
well before. That China is the dominant power in East Asia is taken for 
granted by virtually all Asian countries, none of whom support Taiwan or 
the ambiguous American policy on Taiwan. As one respected Asian "elder 
statesman" replied to a New York Times correspondent's query as to why 
Asian countries failed to come to the assistance of the U.S. in the 1996 cri
sis over Taiwan: 

China has been around here for 3,000 years. The U.S. has been out in Asia for 

about 50 years. We figure you're maybe good for another 20 years. But after that 

you'll be gone, and we'll be left alone with China. We can't afford a confronta

tion. 21 

"Peaceful unification" with the mainland, in one fashion or another, is 
thus the only rational option for Taiwan. That this is the case was reinforced 
in the summer of 1998 when President Clinton, during the course of his 
state visit to the People's Republic, made unambigious what had in fact 
been America's "one-China" policy since President Nixon signed the 
"Shanghai Communique" in 1972: "We don't support independence for 



Taiwan; or two Chinas; or one Taiwan, �ne China. And we don't believe 
that Taiwan should be a member in any organization for which statehood is 
a requirement. "22 

Although the pursuit of rationality cannot be guaranteed, one must as
sume that the governments involved (in Taipei, Washington, and Beijing) 
will seek to avoid a war that could have disastrous consequences on both 
sides of the Pacific. HopefWly, the course that reunification takes (and it is 
likely to be a long-term process) will provide a meaningful measure of au
tonomy for Taiwan in recognition of its unique modern history. It might 
also be hoped that reunification will take place with a China which has de
cisively broken with its Stalinist past and embarked on a meaningful pro
gram of democratic reform. 

Capitalism, Socialism, and Democracy 

The economic results of the market-reform era inaugurated by Deng 
Xiaoping have been stunning. Since 1978 the Chinese economy has grmvn 
at an average of over 10 percent per year, by far the most rapid economic 
advance over a prolonged period of time by any major nation in modern 
world history. The Chinese economy has quadrupled in less than two 
decades-and if present rates of growth continue, China will approach the 
United States in total industrial output by the early decades of the new 
century. 

The social results of Chinese capitalism have been less salutary. Cer
tainly, the great majority of the Chinese people have materially benefited 
from the economic upsurge, and generally enjoy a higher standard of living 
than they did prior to the Deng era: better housing, improved diets, and 
greater means to purchase consumer goods, now available in plentiful vari
ety_23 These gains, for a people so long impoverished and deprived of the 
fruits of their labors, have a moral as well as material significance that 
should not be underestimated. 

Nonetheless, economic progress has exacted a fearful social price. 
Among the costs and consequences of capitalist development in post-Mao 
China has been environmental destruction on the most massive scale in 
human history, including an alanning shrinkage of cultivated land as well as 
industrialization's universal proclivity to poison the air and water.24 China's 
market-driven growth has generated an orgy of bureaucratic profiteering 
and corruption, with the extra-legal demands of rapacious officials falling 
most heavily on the poorest and most politically defenseless members of 
the population, especially in the countryside. Indeed, illegal exactions by 



corrupt local officials has been the main catalyst for the peasant riots that 

have grown in frequency and intensity throughout the 1990s.25 

Further, general material progress has been accompanied by increasingly 

insecure conditions of life for the majority of the working population as the 
market demands labor "efficiency." This, in turn, requires the elimination 
of many of the social welfare and job guarantees of the Mao period, raising 

the threat (and increasingly the reality) of mass unemployment. Those who 

are employed often suffer from physically dangerous conditions of work, 

especially young and women workers who labor in hastily constructed pri
vate and "collective" factories, where accidents and fires kill and maim 

workers in numbers unprecedented in modern industrial history The 

abuses suffered by workers in China, as summarized by the respected Aus

tralian scholar Anita Chan, include: "forced and bonded labor; control of 

workers' bodily functions and physical mistreatments; subsistence or 

below-subsistence wages; and a pervasive climate of violence."26 

Furthermore, the social dislocations that rapid economic growth in

evitably entails have contributed to a frightening upsurge in common crime 

(which increased eleven-fold bet\veen 1978 and 1990, according to official 

statistics), the proliferation of criminal gangs in both city and countryside, 

and the execution of 3,000 criminals (or alleged criminals) in 1997, more 

than the rest of the world combined_27 And the cities have suffered a resur

gence of the social evils that were chronic in pre-1949 China-prostitution, 

drug addiction, gambling, and a criminal underworld-which, it had been 

too easily assumed, the Communist regime had decisively eliminated in the 

1950s. 

The most distressing result of China's "socialist market system" has 

been the frighteningly rapid growth of extreme social and economic in

equality. In less than t\.vo decades, China has been transformed from a rel

atively egalitarian society to one where the gap between the wealthy and 
the impoverished is among the "'rid est and most visible in the world, a land 

far more inequitable than such celebrated models of Asian capitalism as 

Taiwan or South Korea. Old inequalities inherited from the Mao period

bet\veen town and countryside, between coastal and inland regions, and 

between rulers and ruled-have increased greatly in the reform period. 

But of far greater significance are sharp socioeconomic differentiations 

within localities and regions, a reflection of the new social class divisions 

that state-promoted market relations so swiftly generated. The commer

cialization of the countryside, for example, has yielded a nev.T rural bour

geoisie made up of capitalist-type farmers who control relatively large 

tracts of land worked by hired laborers or tenant farmers, private entre-



preneurs who operate a vast variety of commercial and service enterprises, 

and rural Conununist Party cadres-with whom the new rural bourgeoisie 

is closely intertwined and from whose ranks many members of the new 

class come.28 

At the same time, the workings of the new market mechanisms have 

driven from the land more than 200 million "redundant" peasants, or al

most half the rural work force. Their fate, the fate of peasants in all coun

tries undergoing capitalist development, has been proletarianization, 

undoubtedly the most massive and most rapid process of proletarianization 

in world history. A good portion, perhaps half of the displaced peasants, 

have found jobs as low-paid wage laborers in the township and village fac

tories and other enterprises. Most of the remainder have been reduced to 

migrant laborers, members of the growing "floating population" of 100 mil

lion or more peasants who roam from city to city in search of such tempo

rary work as they can find. Needless to say, they are victims of merciless 

exploitation-and their numbers are expected to increase to 200 million 

when they are joined by unemployed workers from state factories that are 

slated to be closed or sold. 
Economic and social disparities are even more glaring in the urban areas 

than in the countryside. China's cities, whose inhabitants were accustomed 
to relatively small differences in living standards and visible consumption in 

a spartan Maoist social order, are now tinder the dominion of a gluttonous 

elite made up of high and often corrupt Communist of:6.cials and their rela

rives who profit from myriad market activities, private industrial and com

mercial entrepreneurs, financiers, and highly paid technological specialists 

and managers. Substantial in numbers, but only a tiny percentage of the 
urban population, these nouveaux riches support the world's most rapidly 

growing market in luxury goods29-and some among them crudely boast 

that they can spend more on imported wine for a single dmner than the an

nual salary of a factory worker. As for those who labor in factories, mem

bers of the world's largest industrial proletariat, many are finding that their 

"iron rice bowls"-tb.e modest degree of security traditionally enjoyed by 
state workers and so long disparaged by zealous market reformers-have 

indeed been "'smashed" due to the market restructuring and sale of state 

enterprises. & a result, increasing numbers of urban workers are being dri

ven into the ranks of the new lumpenproletariat of migrant laborers, the 

world's largest and most rapidly growing army of unemployed. The social 

and economic gap between China's new urban bourgeois elite, who so os

tentatiously display themselves in fashion salons and imported luxury auto

mobiles, and the underclass of migrant laborers who live in shantytowns or 



sleep in railway stations, is as wide and disgraceful a social division as can 
be found in any of the cities of the capitalist world. For glaring extremes of 
wealth and poverty, Shanghai and Guangzhou (Canton) now vie with New 
York, London, Rio de Janeiro, Mexico City, and Calcutta. 

The inequalities that the market has generated were not entirely unan
ticipated The reform era was carefully inaugurated, after all, with a fero
cious ideological campaign against Maoist "egalitarianism," denounced by 
Deng's intellectuals as a heinous sin to which economic backwardness and 
the resulting social evils were attributed. A most prominent part of this 
process of ideological preparation for a market society, it will be recalled, 
was Deng Xiaoping's crude appeal to individual acquisitiveness and greed, 
and his a priori sanctioning of inequality, summed up in the two maxims: 
"to get rich is glorious" and "some must get rich first." But while socioeco
nomic differentiations were expected, it is inconceivable that either the 
proponents (or even the opponents) of the market foresaw the extremes of 
wealth and poverty that actually have come to pass. 

Inequality, and the other social consequences of post-Maoist China's 
economic development, are of course, not unique to China. They are typi
cal features of capitalism the world over. But in China they appear in exag
gerated form, having emerged more swiftly and on a more massive scale 
than ever before in world histot31 the products of a capitalism that is both 
more economically dynamic and more socially disruptive than any of its 
earlier incarnations. Indeed, Chinese capitalism, the latest comer, seems 
the apogee of what Marx prophetically called capitalism's "constant revolu
tionising of production, [its-] uninterrupted disturbance of all social condi
tions, [its] everlasting uncertainty and agitation. . . . "30 It is a bitter 
historical irony that this unruly process of capitalist development, and all of 
its inevitable social consequences, is taking place under a Communist 
regime whose ideological roots are to be found in a century-old Chinese in
tellectual tradition that sought to avoid the social evils of capitalism.31 

Yet amidst the savage processes of capitalist development which they ini
tiated and promote-and from which they profit-China's Communist 
leaders still feel the need to claim a Marxian socialist lineage. At the Fif

teenth Communist Party Congress, the very conclave that ratified the privat
ization of state-owned industries, General Secretary Jiang Zemin variously 
proclaimed that China was advancing along the road of "socialism with 
Chinese characteristics," announced that the country remained in "the pri
mary stage of socialism" (a phrase that had been dormant since the fall of 
Zhao Ziyang in 1989),32 placed himself in a lo:dg line of revolutionary lead
ers from Karl Marx to Mao Zedong and Deng Xiaoping, and spoke glow-



ingly (if obscurely) about "socialist democracy," the same phrase his one

time patron, Deng Xiaoping, had so artfully employed in his own rise to 
power two decades earlier. 

It is fruitless to speculate about what .intellectual and psychological sig
nificance, if any, these murky ideological terms and formulae might have 
for Jiang and other post-Deng Communist leaders. But the political pur
pose is clear enough. The appearance of some measure of ideological con

tinuity with the Marxist tradition and its main Chinese disciples provides a 
facade of legitimacy for Jiang as the guardian of the Revolution of 1949, 
which produced the state over which he now presides. Moreover, that ide
ological veneer, however thin, provides a sanction for "the leading role" 
(i.e., the dictatorship) of the Chinese Communist Party, for it was under 

the guidance of the Party that the revolution was victorious and the Peo

ple's Republic created-and it is the Chinese Communist Party that still 
claims to be the institutional repository of the revolution's socialist goals. 

Socialism and Democracy 

The revival of the term "socialist democracy" by Jiang Zemin is curious. 
After nearly two decades of intensive state-promoted capitalist develop

ment, coupled with {and intimately tied to) severe political repression, it 
would seem that even the idea of democratic socialism is well beyond the 
realm of official comprehension. Jiang Zemin, after all, has firmly tied him
self to the legacy of Deng Xiaoping. Indeed, he has raised Deng' s ideas and 
policies, what he calls "Deng Xiaoping Theory," to the status of an official 
state ideology. By "DengXiaoping Theory" he can only mean the combina
tion of rapid capitalist development and political dictatorship. In this con
ception of China's development, there is much nationalist content but little 
place for socialism. 

Nonetheless, a socialist future is still vaguely promised by the Beijing 

regime, apparently on the basis of an ultraorthodox Marxist belief that so

cialism will be the automatic result of advanced levels of economic and 
technological development. As Deng Xiaoping repeatedly emphasized
and this is presumably a principal tenet of what his successors understand 
as "Deng Xiaoping Theory"----socialism will necessarily emerge from the 
development of production, although he did not explain how)3 According 

to Deng, however, the material preconditions for the transition from '"'the 
primary stage of socialism" to a "developed" socialism would not be pres
ent until the year 2050. HiS successors have enriched the theory by post

poning the arrival of socialism for another half-century. Jiang Zemin has 
predicted that a socialist society will be built at the end of the twenty-first 



century.34 In either case, socialism is postponed to a future time that is ef
fectively severed from the hopes and actions of the present, and thus ren
dered meaningless. 

The real sources of any conceivable Chinese sociali51D are to be found 
not in the economic maturation of the Communist system at some distant 
time in the future but rather .in a democratic struggle against the Commu
nist regime .in the here and now: Sociali51D requires both a vision and a so
cial agent. The vision cannot be imposed from a hove by a Great Helm51Dan 
but will develop naturally as the struggle against the social ravages of capi
tali51D inevitably unfolds. And the social agent will likely be the proletariat, 
not because of any Marxian doctrinal orthodoxy; but rather because indus
trialization is rapidly making China's workers the most numerous, most ex
ploited, and most politically vital social class-and the class that the 
Communist regime most fears. 

It is no peculll!rity of Chinese history that the proletariat, the class that 
the Chinese Communist Party still ritualistically claitns to represent, has 
turned out to be the main threat to the Communist regime. Such, after all, 
was the case in many of the Eastern European Communist coWltries (and 
to a lesser extent, in the Soviet Union) from the 1950s to the 1980s. What 
is paradoxical .in China, a paradox which participants and observers alike 
will be forced to confront, is that any socialist movement in China perforce 
will be anti-Communist and anti-capitalist at the same time. This apparent 
incongruity grows out of the fact that Chinese capitalism is largely a cre

ation of the Communist state, and the Communist Party leaders and offi
cials are centrally involved in the workings of China's "socialist market 
economy," relying on the power of the Communist state to protect the cap
italist system from which many of them profit so handsomely. 

This seemingly strange association of Communism with capitalism 
(which perhaps is not too surprising a union when one recalls the origins of 
China's state-promoted capitali5ID) makes it mos� unlikely that the new 
Chinese bourgeoisie will be an ardent promoter of democratic change. 
Rather the challenge to the Communist state will come from the victims, 
not from the beneficiaries, of Chinese capitalism. It will come primarily 
from China's gready expanded and increasingly exploited working class 
and their allies. Thus the question of the freedom to organize independent 
trade unions emerges as one of the most crucial issues in contemporary 
Chinese politics, one central to the struggle for democracy and human 
righ"'. 

What are the prospects for democt11tic change in post-Deng China? Few 
still cling to the once popular image of the Chinese Communist regime as 
an unchanging totalitarian monolith, incapable of inner movement. While 



the economic transformation since 1978 has been dazzling, the post-Mao 

political changes are not insignificant. To be sure Deng Xiaoping, once in 

power, lost little time in betraying his promise of "socialist democracy," and 

also betraying (and sometimes jailing) his onetime allies in the Democracy 

Wall Movement of 1978-81. Nonetheless, the early Deng regime dramati

cally ameliorated the repressive and totalitarian practices of the Maoist 

state. During the years 1978-81, hundreds of thousands of political prison

ers, mostly victims of the antirightist campaign of 1957 and the Cultural 

Revolution, were released from prisons and labor camps and were "rehabil

itated" and sometimes honored. Throughout the 1980s, although the situ

ation varied greatly from time to time and place to place, the diversity of 

intellectual and cultural expression was unprecedented in the history of the 

People's Republic. While the actual numbers cannot be veri£ed, all ob

servers agree that in the early 1980s there was a "spectacular reduction" (in 

the words of a Human Rights "Watch report) in the number of people im

prisoned for political crimes)5 In all, state control over everyday life was 

significantly eased. 

Nonetheless, the essentials of the Stalinist political system were re

tained. And the system was ideologically reinforced by Deng's "Four Cardi

nal Principles,"36 which were treated as sacrosanct by Deng's successors as 

they had been by Deng himself. Rule by a single party (or, more precisely, 

by a small conunittee that stood at the apex of the Leninist hierarchy) re

mained, and no political organization of any sort was allowed to emerge to 

challenge the "leading role" of the Chinese Communist Party. The Party it

self, which claimed nearly 60 million members (still only 5 percent of the 

population), resisted any process of democratization \\':ithin its own ranks. 

At the Fifteenth Congress in 1997, there were no open debates or contro

versies over any issue of significance, no delegate criticized Jiang Zemin or 

any other leader, and all resolutions were passed by unanimous vote, as was 

customary. It was all in the best Stalinist tradition. 

The monopolization of political power by the Communist Party, its con

tinued viability as a national organization with bureaucratic tentacles radi

ating from the capital to the virtually all localities, and the undiminished 

power of the political police (consisting of myriad secret police organiza

tions), counsel skepticism about the much discussed democratic potential

ities of village-level elections. The direct election of local "people's 

congresses" was a provision of the 1979 Electoral Law promulgated at the 

beginning of the Deng era, and then modified by the National People's 

Congress in 1986. However, the experiment was twice aborted when dem

ocratic activists attempted to impart a degree of democratic content to 

local elections held in 1980 and 1986_37 The process was revived in the 



early and mid-1990s with the holding of village elections, followed by a 
promise from Jiang Zemin that the electoral process would be soon ex
tended to townships (i.e., small cities with populations up to 100,000). 
While village and township elections might serve to express popular senti
ment on local issues and perhaps facilitate a degree of citizens' control over 
local governments, local elections, hO\vever desirable, are hardly the har
binger of any general process of democratic evolution. The continued pres
ence of national Party and police organizations in the villages and 
townships ensures that local elections probablyv.>il.l be confined to issues of 
purely local significance. 

More promising than central government -sanctioned village elections 
have been unheralded local democratic initiatives quietly undertaken in 
scattered (and partially industrialized) areas of the countryside since the 
rnid-1980s. These have fostered a degree of popular supervision of local 
Party and government officials, and simultaneously have promoted semi
collective forms of economic life, developments which some intellectuals 

who have become associated with the movement have termed a "demo
cratic system of cooperation. �38 

Although the grip of the Communist state on society was greatly relaxed 
in the 1980s, the military suppression of the Democracy Movement in June 

1989 ushered in a new and prolonged period of political repression. Be
yond the massive wave of arrests by secret police agencies that immediately 
followed the PLA assault on Beijing, stringent political controls and ideo
logical orthodoxies reminiscent of the pre-Deng days were reimposed on 
society at large. Intellectuals, journalists, and college students were tar
geted by the political police, but purges also struck the Communist Party it
self, resulting in the expulsion or disciplining of thousands of cadres who 
were suspected of having sympathized with the youthful democratic ac
tivists. Workers who participated in the "Beijing Spring" were treated in a 
particularly cruel and arbitrary fashion, with summary executions and 
lengthy prison terms not uncommon. Strict censorship was once again im
posed on newspapers, magazines, and books. 

The Democracy Movement of 1989 and its violent suppression was of 
course the immediate occasion for these ultrarepressive policies in the last 
years of the Deng era and the early years of the "collective leadership� of 
Jiang Zemin. Also contributing to the repressive climate were the fears gen
erated by the disintegration of Communism in Eastern Europe and the So
viet Union. From the demise of the Soviet Union, Deng Xiaoping and 
other Chinese Communist leaders derived the lesson that it was necessary 
to strengthen the dictatorial power of the Leninist state and party, and that 
democratizing policies such as those pursued by Gorbachev were terribly 



dangerous to the surv.ival of COinmunist power. They also drew the lesson 
that it was necessary to "deepen" market reform in order to speed up eco
nomic development, raise living standards, and thereby mitigate popular 
dissatisfaction. It is this combination of capitalist development with politi
cal dictatorship that became the guiding principle of the Chinese Commu
nist regime after 1989, in some respects foreshadowed by the 
nee-authoritarian doctrines that had influenced important segments of the 
intelligentsia in the late 1980s . It was a principle that satisfied Deng 
Xiaoping's obsessive fear of chaos (/uan), which he indiscrim.ately identi
fied with both Mao's Cultural Revolution and the post-Maoist democracy 
movements. As it happened, the capitalist economic boom of the early and 
mid -1990s fortuitously arrived to prop up what Deng and his successors in
congruously insisted on calling "the socialist system." 

The most prominent of the many thousands of victims of the political re
pression of the 1990s was Deng Xiaoping's old foe WeiJingsheng, who in 
1979 had prophetically warned of Deng's "metamorphosis into a dicta
tor."39 For that and other impolitic comments, Wei had been arrested by 
public security agents on March 29, 1979, inaugurating the suppression of 
the Democracy Wall movement. 'llied on charges of criminal "countettevo
lutionary" activities, Wei, after a one-day trial, was sentenced to fifteen 
years' imprisonment. He was the first prominent victim in what was to be
come a long line of victims of a permanent witch-hunt against political dis
sent, one that was to wax and wane in intensity as the varying political 
interests and inclinations of Communist leaders dictated. 

Wei Jingsheng was released from jail in September 1993, six months be
fore the conclusion of his fifteen-year sentence. But the period of "free
dom" for the 44-year-old democracy activist in China's now frenetic 
capitalist world was short-lived. Despite new threats of a harsh imprison
ment, Wei was no more inclined to bow before the authority of the state in 
1993 than he had been in 1979. He wasted little time in publishing articles 
calling for political freedom and democratic reforms. For this he once again 
was arrested, and in December 1995 was sentenced to a prison term of 
fourteen years for having engaged in a "conspiracy to subvert the govern
ment." Wei Jingsheng served less than two years of his second sentence. 
Under growing international criticism, the Beijing regime released Wei in 
November 1997 and sent him into exile, shortly after Jiang Zemin's state 
visit to the United States. 

During the brief interval between his two prison terms, Wei Jingsheng 
wrote to Wang Dan to propose "mutual assistance" among Chlna's isolated 
dissidents, a suggestion that the state prosecutor was to cite as evidence of 



a conspiracy to subvert the government by both Wang and Wei. Wang Dan, 
the Beijing University undergraduate who had been a leader of the 1989 
Democracy Movement, had himself only recently been released from 
prison, paroled after se!Ving most of a four-year sentence for disseminating 
"counterrevolutionary propaganda." Once freed from his jail cell, Wang de
voted himself to providing humanitarian assistance to the families of other 
political prisoners. He also wrote articles calling for democratic refonn, 
several of which were published in Hong Kong and Taiwan. Wang Dan was 
accused of collusion with "hostile overseas forces in order to carry out the 
criminal act of conspiring to subvert the government. "4° He was placed 
under "residential surveillance" in May 1995 and held incommunicado for 

more than a year before being formally charged with "subversion" in Octo
ber 1996. Wang Dan was then sentenced tn prison for eleven years but re
leased and forced into exile less than two years later, in April 1998, shortly 
before President Clinton's visit to China. 

In their second prosecutions, neither WeiJingsheng nor Wang Dan were 
accused of the customary crime of "counterrevolution," as they had been at 
their first trials. Rather, they now were imprisoned on the charge that their 
activities endangered the security of the state. The terminological change 
resulted from a Communist Party decision to remove "counterrevolution" 
from the criminal code, in part to avoid the appearance of political perse
cution in the face of widespread international criticism, in part simply be

cause of a belated legal recognition that the revolution had ended long ago. 
The revision was formalized in March 1997 when the National People's 
Congress promulgated a new criminal code, which abolished the crime of 
"counterrevolution" but created a new category of prisoners called "state 
security offenders." The change was little more than semantic. Those who 
were already imprisoned as "counterrevolutionaries" remained in jail wlille 
the new "state security" laws were interpreted in sufficiently broad fashion 
to include all those who previously would have been charged with "coun
terrevolutionary activities." 

Thls legalistic change did not alter the long-standing practice of jailing 
political dissidents for alleged common criminal offenses, especially on 
such vague charges as "hooliganism" and "theft." Nor did the removal of 
"counterrevolution" from the criminal code lessen the number of political 
prisoners jailed through administrative procedures without the dubious 
benefit of a trial. Such wa' the fate of Liu Xiaobo, the well-known literary 
critic who had negotiated with PLA commanders for the safe passage of 
5,000 students from T:tananmen Square in the early morning hours of June 
4, 1989. 411his had earned him nearly two years in prison for "counterrevo-



lutionary incitement." In the mid-1990s, Liu was active in writing petitions 
and open letters calling for democratic reforms, peaceful unification with 
Taiwan, and negotiations \vith the Dalai Lama over the status of Tibet. As a 
consequence, on October 7, 1996 he was arrested at his Beijing home and 
sentenced by the Public Security Bureau to a three-year term of "reeduca
tion through labor," which is to say, he was dispatched to a labor camp. 

Many dissidents fled into exile to avoid imprisonment, especially after 
June 1989. One exile was Wang Xizhe, who had aJready endured almost two 
decades in prison before he escaped to the U.S. in late 1996. �g v.ras one 
of the three young intellectuals, using the acronym "Li-Yi-Zhe," who in the 
early 1970s wrote the influential treatise "Socialist Democracy and the Legal 
System" which provided much of the intellectual inspiration for the Democ
racy Wall Movement of 1978-81 . But before that came to pass, the three au
thors of the work were arrested. In March 1975, caught up in the byzantine 
factional political struggles of the last years of the Mao regime, Wang Xizhe 
and his two colleagues were shipped off to a penal colony. 

In February 1979, \vith Deng Xiaoping now in power, the "Li-\'i-Zhe" 
were released and rehabilitated. Two of the three members of the group ac
commodated themselves to the post-Maoist order of things, taking advan
tage of the new opportunities the Deng regime offered. But \'Q.mg Xizhe 

continued on his independent course as a democratic Marxist, his volumi
nous writings critical of the absence of socialism as well as democracy in 
both the Mao and the post-Mao periods. After the arrest ofWeiJingsheng, 
Wang became increasingly critical of Deng Xiaoping and soon arrived at 
the conclusion that the Chinese Communist Party had transformed itself 
into a new bureaucratic ruling class. His conclusion was the most heretical 
of the ideological sins of the Deng era. He was arrested as a "counterrevo
lutionary" in April 1981 and sentenced to a fourteen-year term in jaiL His 
health broken by the harsh conditions of his imprisonment, Wang Xizhe 
was paroled in 1993. Fearing rearrest because of his continuing expression 
of democratic socialist ideas, although his views struck few responsive 
chords in an increasingly depoliticized China, he went into hiding and 
eventually into exile, fleeing to the United States in late 1996. 

The post-1989 political repression fell hardest on the urban working class. 
Throughout the 1980s, China's political leaders were haunted by the "Pol
ish fear," the prospect of a Solidarity-type alliance between workers and in
tellectuals that might pose a serious political threat to the Communist 
regime. Although precious few intellectuals harbored thoughts of such an 
alliance, the government was quick to take repressive actions against work-



ers at the first sign of dissent or unrest. Workers who participated in the 

1989 Democracy Movement were treated far more harshly than student 

activists. A good many workers were summarily executed in June 1989 for 

alleged acts of violence.42 And workers, who were arrested in far greater 
numbers than students, were invariably sentenced to far longer jail terms 

than students tried on si.milar charges. Even students on the government's 
"most wanted" list were treated with comparative leniency. For example 

�'aug Dan, who headed that much-publicized list, was sentenced to four 

years in prison, whereas workers arrested as Democracy Movement ac

tivists were usually condemned to terms from fifteen years to death.43 
The state was especially ruthless in punishing workers who had taken 

part in the abortive effort to organize trade unions during the Democracy 

Movement. Several organizers were publicly executed in June 1989, and 

others who had engaged in entirely peaceful union activities were charged 

\vith violent criminal acts and sentenced to lengthy jail terms. In some 
cases, union organizers were jailed without formally being charged with any 

offense. Such was the case "l.vith Han Dongfang, a maintenance worker at 

the Beijing Railway Bureau who was one of the organizers of the Beijing 

"Workers Autonomous Federation. Imprisoned in June 1989, Han was held 

\vithout charge until April 1991, when he was released for fear that he 

would die in jail of tuberculosis. Following his release, although he suffered 

chronic illness, economic deprivation, and police harassment, Han Dong

fan continued his campaign to organize workers. He explained that it was 

Deng Xiaoping's economic reforms that made the establishment of free 

trade unions necessary: "If China now allm.vs all these capitalist organiza

tions to spring up, how can it not allow free trade unions to arise to protect 

the workers' interests? I "\vish the party unions could protect the workers, 

but their actions have left me disappointed. They have not done their job 

well."44 

In May 1992, the Beijing regime, having gained a good deal of adverse 

international publicity; granted Han Dongfan an exit visa to study in the 
United States. But when Han attempted to return to China in the summer 

of 1993, he was turned back at the border, in effect condemned to perma

nent exile. 

In no area of basic human rights has the Chinese Communist state been 

more ferociously vigilant than in the suppression of labor activists who 

strive (thus far unsuccessfully) to organize free trade unions. Vital political 

and economic interests are involved in the special attention that secret po

lice and state security organs have devoted to "the labor question." The po

litical concern is an old one, namely the Leninist fear of any group that is 

not under the Party's organizational control. From this obsessive anxiety 



there springs the determination of Conununist leaders to crush any poten

tial threat to the monopoly enjoyed by the official All-China Federation of 

Tiade Unions, which is fumly controlled by the Party. The economic inter

est derives from Deng Xi a oping's market reforms, which have made the 

Communist state dependent on the success of the bureaucratic capitalist 
system it has created. Chinese capitalism, in tum, relies on the Communist 
state to provide an ample supply of labor, to keep wages low, and to disci
pline the workers. These functions are the essence of those "special Chi

nese characteristics" that make the People's Republic so attractive to both 
domestic and foreign investors-and fuel rapid economic growth. These 
"special characteristics" are not compatible \Vith free and independent 
labor unions--and thus labor activists are treated as the most dangerous of 

dissidents. 
In all, the Communist state has served well the interests of Chinese cap

italism (and the pecuniary interests of entrepreneurial bureaucrats) by out
lawing independent trade unions, suppressing such embryonic labor 

organizations that appear, and jailing (or sending into exile) labor activists. 
The assault against labor comes at a time of great distress for China's 

urban working class. It is a time when the precepts and realities of a capi

talist economy dictate a smaller and even lower-paid work force. It is a time 

when government plans for the partial privatization of state industries 
threaten to add as many as 40 million additional workers to the already bur
geoning unemployment rolls. It is a time when "the market" demands the 
dismantling of most of what remains of the old Mao-era social welfare sys

tem, leaving economic enterprises and the government with increasingly 

meager resources to fund unemployment relief, pensions, and health care. 

It is a time when the income of many urban working-class families are 
shrinking, due in part to draconian layoffs suffered by female members of 
the family, especially women over age 30.45 Moreover, adding to the bur
dens of working-class families are new bureaucratic exactions, such as the 

imposition of tuition fees at public elementary schools. And a glut of office 

space in modem buildings has slO\ved construction in the big cities, result
ing in fewer jobs for migrant laborers even as the "floating population" 

grows into the largest "reserve army of labor" in world history. 

The economic distress of the working people in both urban and rural 
areas, growing for several years due to the inevitable sl0\1.ring of the domes
tic economy, has been exacerbated by the financial crisis that so suddenly 

engulfed the world in the last years of the rnill.enium. Having joined the 

world economy in the early 1980s to gain the economic advantages of for

eign trade and capital, the People's Republic must now also experience 

some of the less pleasant vicissitudes of the world system. The crisis of 



global capitalism, which was first manifested in Thailand and South Korea 
in the spring of 1997, soon reached China's shores. Faced with declining 

exports, cuts in direct foreign investment, and competition from ever 

cheaper goods produced by other Asian countries, economic growth fell to 

a per annum rate of7 percent in the first half of 1998, and further declined 
thereafter.46 This was still a high rate by world standards but a far cry from 

the 12 to 14 percent increases recorded just a fe\v years earlier-and signif

icantly less than the 8 percent rate that Zhu Rongji and other Chinese lead

ers have repeatedly said is the minimum needed to mitigate the effects of 

unemployment and preserve social stability. 

Faced with this triple onslaught-from China's domestic "market," its 

Communist state, and the fluctuations of the world economy-China's 

workers, deprived of the freedom to build their own organizations, are vir
tually defenseless and can offer only spontaneous and sporadic resistance. 

Such resistance has grown rapidly over the 1990s, taking the form oflocal 

strikes, work slowdowns, and street-comer demonstrations by the growing 

number of unemployed, those threatened by loss of jobs, workers owed 
wages, and retirees owed pension payments. Whether these thus far scat

tered expressions of discontent ·will coalesce into an organized movement 

of opposition to the Corrununist state remains to be seen-and indeed re

mains difficult to imagine. But it is clearly the urban working class that 

Corrununist leaders fear most as the gravest threat to their profitable mo

nopoly of political power. Perhaps they dimly recall from their youthful 

readings Karl Marx's prophecy that capitalism creates its mvn gravediggers 

in the form of the modern proletariat. It would be supremely ironic if that 

now seemingly ancient and half-forgotten prophecy, having failed to come 

to pass in the Western capitalist countries, were to be ful£11ed in China-in 

opposition to a ruling Communist Party that still claims to embody the in
terests, the aspirations, and the historical mission of the modern industrial 

working class. 
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