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Chapter 1
Becoming a revolutionary

Mao Zedong is undisputedly the best-known Chinese of the twentieth century, an all-powerful leader
and a major figure in modern world history. He was a revolutionary activist, organizer, and military
commander for almost three decades before the communist victory, and he lived on for twenty-seven
years shaping the history of the new People’s Republic. Throughout his adult life Mao was a prolific
writer. He produced a body of work on peasant revolution, guerrilla warfare, and class struggle in
post-revolutionary society that influenced revolutionary movements both within China and in the rest
of the world. The reception for his poetry and calligraphy was no doubt enhanced by his status as a
leader, yet there is no denying his talent in these arts.

Under Mao’s leadership China was transformed from a weak, disunited country to a power on the
world stage. However, his vision for China’s social transformation failed. He did not find a way to
make China both egalitarian and prosperous and his efforts to do so visited enormous suffering on his
people. During the Cultural Revolution his ruthlessness towards his opponents or those he perceived
as opponents and his cynical exploitation of his cult of personality ultimately disillusioned many of
his followers. By the time of his death, Mao’s belief in constant class struggle and continuous
revolution had become profoundly unattractive to ordinary people and the moral credibility of the
Communist Party was ebbing away. His successors sought a new legitimacy for the communist-led
state in the promise of improved standards of living. These were to be brought about through a return
to a marketized economy, the abandonment of class struggle, and the acceptance of the development of
considerable degrees of inequality. In sum, despite its extraordinary achievements, judged by Mao’s
own standards, his revolution was only a limited success.

At the time of Mao’s birth in the last years of the 19th century, China was poor and weak. The Qing
(Manchu) dynasty had been repeatedly discredited by its inability to defend the country against
incursions on its sovereignty by Western and Japanese imperialism. In the period covered by this
chapter, anti-imperialist nationalism developed as an important political force in China, informing the
ideas of generations of young radicals. It found its strongest expression in the 1910s and 1920s in the
iconoclastic May Fourth Movement whose thinkers stood for wholesale modernization and the
rejection of China’s Confucian past which they saw as backward-looking, patriarchal, and
hierarchical. The Chinese Communist Party (CCP) of which Mao was a founder member and the
Nationalist Party or Guomindang eventually became bitter enemies, but both grew out of this
nationalism and both declared their determination to free China from imperialist domination and to
build a strong modern state.

The dynasty was overthrown by the 1911 revolution, but the republic that replaced it proved a
disappointment to revolutionary hopes. China suffered decades of political disunity, civil wars, and
corrupt and ineffective governments. The limited economic progress that took place for a few years
from 1928 under the Guomindang was quickly undone under the pressure of Japanese invasion and



world war.

When the communist government took power in 1949, it united China under the strong government for
which nationalists had yearned for so long. The remaining foreign interests in China were largely
taken over by the state. By the time of Mao’s death, largely due to the revolution that he led, the basis
had been laid for large-scale industrialization and rapid economic growth. Living standards, health,
and education had all made great progress. However, Mao’s ruthlessness and vanity also brought
catastrophe. Millions of Chinese suffered and died as a result of some of his disastrous mistakes.

Family
Mao’s background was humble. He was born on 26 December 1893 to a rural family in Shaoshan
village, Xiangtan county, in the southern province of Hunan. As a young man, Mao’s father had bought
a little land with money he had managed to save as a soldier. Through hard work and strict economy
he gradually extended his holdings and employed a farm labourer. Later he also increased the
household income by money lending and trading in grain. Ironically, had the household survived to
experience the communist land reform, its members would have been classified as rich peasants or
possibly even landlords, and suffered accordingly.

Most of what we know about Mao’s childhood is derived from the account of his life that he gave in
1936 to the American journalist Edgar Snow, who later published it in his classic Red Star over
China. Interestingly, although Snow recorded that Mao at first saw no point in recording his personal
history, the account that he eventually gave is detailed, self-reflective, and clearly intended to show
how his past had formed his beliefs and shaped his actions. It also prepared the ground for the myth of
the infallible revolutionary leader.

Mao’s mother bore seven children in all. Four died in infancy. The survivors were Mao himself and
his two younger brothers, Mao Zemin, born 1896, and Mao Zetan, born 1905. There was also an
adopted daughter, Zejian, the child of a paternal uncle. We may guess that Mao’s influence on them
was considerable as all three followed him into the communist movement. Zejian was executed in
1930, Zetan died in battle in 1935, and Zemin was killed by a warlord in 1943.

As a small child Mao lived for some years at the house of his maternal grandmother. When he
returned to Shaoshan he often quarrelled with his father whom he recalled as mean, harsh, and
demanding, yet the young Mao benefited from the comparative prosperity that his father had won for
the family. He began to help on the land when he was 6 but was also fortunate enough to attend the
village primary school and to go further afield for education in his teens. He had the privilege,
unusual in a village family, of a room of his own where he could read until late in the night.

Mao’s love of his mother was in sharp contrast to his hostility towards his father. A devout Buddhist,
she sometimes incurred her husband’s wrath by her generosity to the poor. Years later Mao claimed
that the family had been divided into two camps; ‘the Ruling Power’, i.e. his father, and ‘the
Opposition’, made up of Mao himself, his brothers, and sometimes even the hired labourer. However,



Mao’s mother was a peacemaker, whereas Mao could be confrontational. He recollected a quarrel in
which he had cursed his father in front of many guests and stormed off, threatening to drown himself
in a pond. His mother tried to persuade him to return but his father demanded an apology and a
kowtow as a sign of submission. In the end, Mao agreed to give a one-kneed kowtow if his father
would promise not to beat him. From this he claimed he had learnt that if he defended his rights by
open rebellion his father would relent.

Mao’s father, who had only had two years’ schooling, took a utilitarian view of education. He wanted
his eldest son to master the abacus and to be competent to take over the farm accounts. Later, when the
family lost a lawsuit to an opponent who produced an apt quotation from the Chinese classics in
court, he was forced to recognize the use of classical study.

The young Mao loved the great story cycles of Chinese literature, often based on the history of
rebellions, such as The Three Kingdoms, The Water Margin, and Journey to the West. Written in the
vernacular, such books were not part of the approved classical canon. Like countless other Chinese
schoolboys Mao read them surreptitiously in class. But he also showed a gift for the classics and
seems to have enjoyed them once he had got beyond the stage of rote learning. In later life, his
speeches and his writings were full of allusions to the classics and to popular Chinese culture
whereas he referred to Marxist classics rather sparingly.

By the time Mao was 13, there were six mouths to feed in the family. His father forced him to leave
school to begin full-time work on the land. At 14 he was married to a cousin on his father’s side, four
years his senior. For his parents there was nothing extraordinary in such a match. Their own arranged
marriage had taken place when his father was 15 and his mother 18. However, Mao told Edgar Snow
that he never slept with this woman nor considered her his wife. She died in 1910, when he was 16.
This experience no doubt contributed to the fierce opposition to arranged marriages expressed in his
early writings.

In the same year, bored by farm work, Mao enrolled at a modern school 17 miles away in his
mother’s home district of Xiangxiang. Although Mao recalled that his father had opposed this move,
he must in the end have agreed to finance it, perhaps because his next son, Zemin, three years Mao’s
junior, was now old enough to start working on the land. Mao, an outsider to the district, was teased
about his shabby clothes by the better-off boys, but he made some friends at this new school and was
liked by the teachers. Most importantly his intellectual horizons were expanded. He heard, belatedly,
that the emperor and the empress dowager had died two years earlier in faraway Beijing and that Pu
Yi, the new boy emperor, was on the throne. In addition to the traditional curriculum of the Chinese
classics, this school offered ‘western learning’ including the natural sciences, English, music, world
history. Mao read about figures as varied as Napoleon and Wellington, Peter the Great and the
Empress Catherine, Gladstone, Rousseau, Montesquieu, Lincoln, and George Washington in books on
‘great world heroes’. Through this filter Mao encountered for the first time the history of other
nations, the ideas of the European Enlightenment, and the spirit of 19th-century nationalism. He also
read about Kang Youwei and Liang Qichao, two classically trained scholars exiled for their advocacy
of political reform in China, and under Kang’s influence he became for a time a constitutional
monarchist. One teacher at the new school had even studied in Japan. He had cut his queue (a long



braid, the hairstyle imposed on Chinese men by the Manchu dynasty) when abroad and now had to
wear an artificial one, which earned him the nickname of the ‘false foreign devil’. Within a few years,
the modernizing new Republic of China would forbid the wearing of the queue, but in 1910 the lack
of one was interpreted as an act of defiance against the emperor and had to be concealed.

Leaving home
Soon Mao wanted more than Xiangxiang could offer. In 1911, aged 17, he journeyed the 40 miles to
Changsha, the provincial capital, to enrol in another school. It was a time of great political ferment. In
the first years of the 20th century the Qing dynasty had made some concessions to reform. These
included attempts to create a modernized army with a trained officer core, a new government
structure, the abolition of the traditional civil service examinations, the establishment of government
schools teaching a modern curriculum, and, in 1908, the creation of elected assemblies intended to
‘advise the government’. The dynasty hoped that limited change would stem the demand for more.
Instead it whetted the appetite for reform. Moreover, army officers, teachers, and civil servants in the
new institutions, as well as the students enrolled in modern schools, tended to favour reform or even
revolution.

Changsha was a thriving river port connected to the coast by a tributary of the Yangzi River. When
Mao arrived there, modernizing influences had only just begun to affect the city. Its gates still closed
at dusk. There were as yet no cars, bicycles, or motor roads and ordinary people lived in a maze of
narrow alleys and lanes without running water or sanitation. Hunan had had comparatively little
direct experience of foreign incursion in the 19th century and its scholar gentry had been considered
conservative Confucian revivalists. This had started to change in the last years of the 19th century as
provincial officials and the scholar gentry together established new schools and libraries and began
to encourage industry and commerce. The 1903 Treaty of Shanghai with Japan opened Changsha to
foreign trade. Trade in Hunan’s agricultural products grew as steamships took increasing quantities of
rice, tea, tung oil, and timber down river. Foreign consuls built western-style houses on an island in
the river with unheard-of luxuries including electric light. Missionaries arrived in the city. Modern
schools and colleges flourished. Hunan became a centre of radicalism, and the patriotic railway
rights movement which sought to recover the control and ownership of Chinese railways from foreign
interests was particularly strong in the province.

Mao would have found Changsha an exciting place. Revolutionary and republican ideas were
discussed in the radical press. Mao soon read his first newspaper and heard of the Tongmenghui, a
revolutionary secret society led by Sun Yatsen that was opposed to the rule of the Manchu dynasty. He
expressed his sympathy with the revolutionary ideas he encountered by cutting off his queue and
forcing some of his friends to do likewise. As he admitted in his interview with Edgar Snow, he had
come a long way since he had mocked the False Foreign Devil a year earlier.

On the outbreak of the 1911 revolution, Mao joined the army which was in revolt against the Qing
dynasty. He gained little military experience; instead he spent his time drilling, cooking, and reading
newspapers. He made friends with some ordinary soldiers and earned their gratitude by writing their
letters for them. One thing showed how quickly he had absorbed traditional ideas of the scholar elite.



Although he had so recently laboured in his father’s fields, he now felt it would not befit his status as
a student to carry his own water back to the barracks as his fellow soldiers did. Instead he used part
of his meagre wage to purchase water from a pedlar. (When he came to power he would condemn
such attitudes and ensure that students and white-collar workers all did regular stints of manual
labour.) Mao decided to leave the army and resume his studies after six months. By then, the emperor
had abdicated and a militarist leader, Yuan Shikai, had been installed in Beijing as the first president
of the new republic.

Intellectual influences
In his search for a future Mao drifted in and out of schools for soap making, police training, law, and
commerce, apparently easily swayed by advertisements or the recommendations of friends. His
longest stay was six months at the First Provincial Middle School where he did some serious study of
traditional Chinese ideas of governance. He then dropped out of school altogether in favour of an
intensive programme of reading in the provincial library. Here, for the first time, he saw a map of the
world. His reading included Rousseau’s Social Contract and Montesquieu’s The Spirit of Laws,
which introduced him to Enlightenment ideas of the freedom of the individual, equality, and the
compact between the ruler and the ruled. Other works he recalled were Adam Smith’s Wealth of
Nations, Darwin’s Origin of the Species, ‘a book on ethics by John Stuart Mill’, and ‘Herbert
Spencer’s Logic’. There is some confusion of some titles here, but the selection is not an improbable
one. Rousseau, Montesquieu, and Darwin had been translated from Japanese (accessible to more
Chinese scholars than European languages) around the turn of the century. In the same period, Yan Fu,
a scholar who had studied in England in the 1870s, published Chinese translations of Thomas Huxley,
Adam Smith, and Hebert Spencer. Yan Fu believed that in order to achieve wealth and power, China
needed not only technological expertise, but also political and social reform and an understanding of
western social sciences. These texts caused enormous excitement in China. Both reformers and
revolutionaries seized on the concepts of natural selection and the survival of the fittest to argue that
unless China modernized it was doomed to weakness and defeat. Such ideas formed an important
backdrop to Mao’s political development.

Mao was forced to abandon his self-study because his father refused to support him any more unless
he enrolled at a school. He then decided to become a teacher and in 1913 he entered the Hunan
Teachers’ College from which he graduated in 1918. He was clearly not a particularly easy student.
He was threatened with expulsion for taking part in a student protest against the school management.
On another occasion he grabbed the collar of a teacher with whom he was arguing. He refused to
work at the natural sciences because he did not like them. He also objected to a compulsory course in
still life drawing. For the still life exam he drew a simple oval that he entitled ‘Egg’. Fortunately his
high marks in social science compensated for his poor performance in these other subjects.

Despite such incidents, Mao’s time at the Hunan Teachers’ College was important to his intellectual
development. The courses were systematic and challenging. He was later to remember two of his
teachers with particular respect. Yuan Zhongqian, nicknamed Yuan the Big Beard, forced him to
improve his classical Chinese style. Yang Changji, the head of the philosophy department, a veteran
of ten years’ study in Aberdeen, Berlin, and Tokyo, made the deepest impression. Mao spoke of him



as an idealist who urged his students to try to be useful to society.

On Yang Changji’s recommendation, Mao read a Chinese translation of A System of Ethics by the
neo-Kantian philosopher Friedrich Paulsen. This inspired Mao to write an essay, for which he
received a mark of 100. The essay no longer exists but Mao’s copy of the book does. His marginal
notes amount to more than 12,000 Chinese characters (equivalent to around 8,000 English words),
showing how seriously he took it. Mao made many comparisons between western and Chinese
thought, seeing both similarities and differences. Paulsen’s discussion of the nature of man, and of
altruism and egotism, drew his attention. He was also interested in Paulsen’s assertions about the
relationship between the free will, the influence of the society, and moulding or self-cultivation.
Mao’s notes reflect his lasting preoccupation with change:

It is the times when things are constantly changing and numerous men of talent are emerging, that people like to read about.
When they come to periods of peace, they are bored and put the book aside. It is not that we like chaos, but simply that the
reign of peace cannot last long, is unendurable to human beings, and that human nature is delighted by sudden change.

Steeped in Confucian discipline, Mao, like his teachers, was attracted by Paulsen’s idea of self-
cultivation through self-discipline. He had already applied these ideas to his own life, studying hard,
dressing simply, and exercising regularly. In the summer of 1916 he and a classmate had even tramped
through the countryside living on what villagers would give them in order to see if they could manage
without money. Decades later, the idea that hardship and austere living were good for the character,
and for the development of ‘political consciousness’, was discernible in the way people were
exhorted to live in revolutionary China.

It was Yang Changji who introduced Mao to New Youth, which from 1915 to 1926 was a major
national forum for discussions on the transformation of society. In 1917 the journal carried Mao’s first
published article. In it he emphasized the relationship of physical education to the health and strength
of both the individual and the state, and attributed China’s weakness to the disparagement of physical
attainments in traditional culture. These were not particularly original ideas in radical circles at the
time, but publication in New Youth was a significant achievement for a young man from an inland
province. The article also reflected Mao’s preoccupation with the cultivation of a strong will without
which, he said, nothing could be achieved.

Mao began to realize the value of organizations in his student years. In 1917, he was a founder
member of the New People’s Study Society, a student discussion group. Several of its members later
joined the Communist Party. In 1918, when Mao graduated, he went to Beijing where his former
teacher, Yang Changji, had been appointed professor of ethics. Yang introduced Mao to Li Dazhao
who was the librarian at the Beijing University and a co-editor with Chen Duxiu of New Youth. Li
found him a job as a library clerk. With a post at China’s leading university, associating with the most
brilliant radical scholars, and in love with Yang Changji’s daughter, Yang Kaihui, Mao seemed to
have found the life he wanted. But all was not what it seemed and he was disappointed. His stipend
was tiny, his living conditions miserable, and worst of all, when he tried to engage the famous
radicals he so admired in conversation on political and cultural subjects, the busy men had no time
for an assistant librarian speaking a southern dialect. There has been speculation that Mao’s later
harshness towards intellectuals may have been due to his resentment of this treatment.



After a winter in Beijing, Mao accompanied some of his Hunan friends to Shanghai. They were on
their way to a work-study programme in France. Mao claimed that he had decided not to go with them
because he thought he should learn more about his own country. His lack of funds and the knowledge
that he was a poor linguist may also have influenced his decision to return to Changsha.

Soon after Mao left the capital it was convulsed by the May Fourth demonstration, a furious response
to the news of the republican government’s acceptance of the Treaty of Versailles that provided the
post-First World War settlement. China had declared war on Germany in 1917 and had sent labour
battalions to Europe to assist the British and the French behind the lines. At the end of the war China
expected that as one of the allies it would recover rights over Chinese territory previously ceded to
Germany. Instead, under the Versailles Treaty, these interests were to pass to Japan. The protest
demonstration in Beijing began a wave of protest that engulfed the country. The modernizing
movement that had been under way since 1917 henceforth became known as the May Fourth
Movement. Its demands included not only the rejection of the Treaty, but also the adoption of science
and democracy as guiding principles for government, the replacement of classical Chinese in favour
of the vernacular written language in order to facilitate mass literacy, and changes in the family and
the position of women. For intellectuals of Mao’s generation the May Fourth Movement was the
formative experience.

Back in Changsha, Mao found that his brothers had brought his mother to the city for medical
treatment (see Figure 1). When she died in October, Mao wrote a touching eulogy for her. His father’s
death from typhoid a few months later predictably affected him less. Meanwhile, he threw himself
into political activities. He wrote articles and took on the editorship of two student papers that were
later suppressed by the provincial government. In November, Changsha was disturbed by the suicide
of a young woman called Miss Zhao who had cut her throat behind the curtains of the sedan chair in
which she was being carried to a wedding forced on her by her parents. The tragedy inspired Mao to
write nine articles attacking the evils of arranged marriage. At this time educated women were still a
tiny minority. Some women took part in the May Fourth Movement, but much of the writing
advocating women’s emancipation was produced by men, many of whom, like Mao, had developed
an interest in what was called ‘the Woman Question’ because of their own experience of arranged
marriage.



1. Mao Zedong (right) aged 25 with his mother shortly before her death and his two younger
brothers

Mao became involved in Hunanese provincial politics and a movement for Hunanese self-government
at this stage. He returned to Beijing at the beginning of 1920 on a mission to campaign against the
governor of Hunan. While he was there, Professor Yang Changji died. This event brought Yang Kaihui
and Mao closer, but she soon left with her mother to accompany her father’s coffin to Changsha. In
Beijing, Mao was able to read some works about Marxism and became enormously excited by The
Communist Manifesto, newly translated into Chinese. In April, back in Shanghai, he briefly earned a
living as a laundryman and again met Chen Duxiu, the editor of New Youth. Chen had earlier been
imprisoned in Beijing for distributing inflammatory literature. On release he took refuge in the French
concession in Shanghai where he organized a small Marxist group. By July, Mao judged it safe to
return to Changsha and he became involved in another Marxist study group. He also joined one that
studied the Russian revolution. In September he was appointed head teacher of a primary school, a
post that he held for two years. Financially secure at last, he married Yang Kaihui. At this stage,
despite his interest in Marxism, Mao was uncertain of his beliefs and was attracted by anarchist ideas
of mutual aid and shared resources. Only in January 1921, in a letter to his friend Cai Hesen, who
was studying in France, did Mao finally repudiate anarchist ideas and accept Marx’s materialist
conception of history. He had found the ideology on which he would base the rest of his life.



Chapter 2
Organizing revolution

After the establishment of the Republic of China in 1912, no single national government achieved
control over the whole of China. Shifting alliances of warlords, each with their own power base,
controlled the national government at Beijing. Many provinces functioned as semi-independent
entities ruled by local warlords. Rivalries were fought out in numerous civil wars. The main power
base of the revolutionary groups and secret societies that had overthrown the Manchu dynasty was in
the south. In 1917, their leader, Sun Yatsen, set up a government in the southern city of Guangzhou and
in 1919 he reorganized these revolutionary groups as the Guomindang or Nationalist Party.

In the summer of 1921, delegates from various small provincial communist groups came to the First
Congress of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP). Representatives of the Comintern sent to China
from Moscow were in attendance. Immediately, the tensions that would characterize Sino-Soviet
relations for years to come began to appear. First, Moscow was trying to assert leadership over the
international communist movement through the Comintern. The Chinese communists resented the
Comintern’s assumption of supremacy. Secondly, Moscow, and therefore the Comintern, was
ambivalent about the potential of communist movements in underdeveloped countries. Orthodox
Marxism had created the expectation that revolutions led by communist parties and based on the
industrial working class would first occur in capitalist countries. When the October 1917 revolution
in Russia was not followed by successful revolutions in industrialized Western Europe, Moscow was
isolated. By 1924, Stalin was arguing that ‘socialism in one country’ was possible. Soviet Russia
sought to break its isolation by supporting anti-imperialist or anti-colonialist movements in colonized
countries. According to the Marxist analysis of history, these still agrarian societies might be ready
for bourgeois democratic revolutions but not socialist ones, for these required a working class. The
Comintern line was therefore that communist parties in ‘backward’ countries could survive only by
cooperating closely with nationalist movements. The CCP however required its members to break all
ties with all other political organizations. The Comintern representatives viewed this as an error and
urged the tiny Chinese Party to ally itself with the Guomindang.

Mao as a teacher
Mao, who attended the Congress as a Hunan delegate, spoke only briefly and was not elected to the
Central Executive Committee of the CCP. As yet a little known figure in the communist movement, he
would have appeared very provincial in Shanghai, in his traditional long cotton gown and cloth
shoes. When he returned to Hunan, he obtained provincial government backing to set up a ‘Self-study
University’ at which students would ‘read on their own and study together’. Its constitution contained
ideas on education that Mao would promote at other times in his life, notably during the Cultural
Revolution. For example, the university was to be inclusive, admitting students without formal
qualifications if they were capable of benefiting from the courses. It would bring together the
intellectual class and working class and have a horticultural garden, a print shop, and ironworks,



putting an end to the Chinese tradition that intellectuals did not engage in physical labour or sports.
Despite a focus on modern thought and Marxism, the curriculum also gave space to traditional
Chinese learning, reflecting Mao’s belief that Chinese should not neglect their own history and
culture.

Although Mao headed this school, most of his time from 1921 to 1923 was devoted to political
activity and labour organization. He was the branch secretary of the Hunan branch of the CCP formed
in October 1921. Less than a year later it had thirty members, a size equalled only by branches in
Shanghai and Guangzhou. Mao also worked with the labour organizations that were appearing in
Hunan in the coal, zinc, and lead mines and among railway workers and employees in the electrical,
textile, and garment industries. He was joined in this by his two brothers, his wife, pregnant with their
first child, and friends from the New People’s Study Society recently returned from France. Although
there were successful strikes in Hunan, urban workers were still a tiny minority in China and their
organizations weak. In February 1923 a massacre of forty striking railway workers in north China
carried out by a warlord highlighted the vulnerability of the labour movement and strengthened the
argument that it needed nationalist allies.

The United Front
By 1923, the Comintern had pushed the CCP into agreeing to a united front with the Guomindang. In
Guangzhou, Sun Yatsen accepted Russian advisers to help him reorganize his party. In accordance
with the new Party policy, Mao became a Guomindang member. In 1923 he was elected to the CCP’s
Central Executive Committee at the Party’s Third Congress in Guangzhou. At the Congress, he spoke
of the revolutionary potential of the peasant movement. He pointed out that peasants were far more
numerous in China than workers, and had been the main force in numerous past rebellions. After some
time in Shanghai, in September Mao returned to Changsha where a new civil war threatened. He left
again in January 1924, just after the birth of his second son, to attend the First National Congress of
the Guomindang in Guangzhou. Yang Kaihui was distressed at being left alone with two young
children. Mao reacted by writing a poem that expressed his feelings of desolation that they were
parting on bad terms.

Having been elected an alternate member of the Guomindang’s Central Executive Committee at the
Congress, Mao went to do United Front work in Shanghai where Yang Kaihui and the children joined
him in the summer (see Figure 2). By the end of 1924 he was back in Changsha on sick leave. He then
retreated to his home village with his wife and children and spent some months in the Hunan
countryside investigating peasant conditions.



2. Yang Kaihui with her two elder sons, Mao Anying and Mao Anqing, 1924

Soon he moved from investigating to organizing peasant associations. The May 30th Incident of 1925,
in which Chinese demonstrating against the mistreatment of workers by foreign factory owners were
shot by British-officered police in the International Concession of Shanghai, triggered a wave of
nationalist outrage all over China and massive increases in membership for both the Guomindang and
the CCP. In Hunan, the incident stimulated peasant militancy. Mao’s belief in the revolutionary
potential of the peasants was reinforced. When he returned to Guangzhou in October, he was made
acting head of the Guomindang Propaganda Department, a post he occupied for eight months, and his
expertise on the peasantry was recognized by his appointment as principal of the Guomindang Peasant
Training Institute.

This was a time of great tension in Guangzhou, the seat of the Guomindang government. Sun Yatsen’s
death from cancer the previous March had been followed by a struggle for succession between the
right and left wing of the Guomindang. In March 1926 Chiang Kaishek made a bid for the Party
leadership by declaring martial law, arresting a number of CCP members, and putting his Russian
advisers under house arrest. The affair was smoothed over when the Russians agreed to a military
expedition to the north to achieve national reunification under a Guomindang government. Chiang
Kaishek was confirmed as the Guomindang leader. When new restrictions on CCP members holding
office in the Guomindang were introduced, Mao lost his position in the Propaganda Bureau but
continued to work for the Peasant Training Institute.

Peasant revolution
Mao was not the only communist leader to insist on the revolutionary potential of the peasants but it
was a point of difference between him and most of the CCP leadership. The peasant question was



complicated. The Comintern advisers of course took the orthodox Marxist line that the proletariat or
industrial working class must be the leading class in a socialist revolution, but they nonetheless urged
the CCP to get involved in the agrarian revolution, insisting that in agrarian countries without a
sizeable working class, a successful nationalist revolution directed against imperialist domination
required the support of the peasants. Comintern advisers were frustrated with the CCP leadership for
ignoring the peasantry, yet they criticized Mao for overestimating the revolutionary nature of the
peasants and even alleged that his analysis seemed to give peasants the role of the proletariat. Some
CCP leaders regarded the peasants as backward, ignorant, and irrelevant to the modern revolutionary
society they wished to build. As a party, the Guomindang formulated a policy towards the peasants,
and set up training institutes for them earlier than the CCP. However, many Guomindang officials, like
many in the CCP leadership, were ambivalent about the peasant movement as violence against
landlords increased and condemned it as ‘out of control’.

One of Mao’s most dynamic pieces of writing is his ‘Report on the Peasant Movement in Hunan’, of
February 1927. This report was the result of another visit to Xiangtan and Xiangxiang where the
vigour of the peasant movement led him to argue that the countryside was the key to successful
revolution in China. He challenged revolutionaries to support the peasant movement:

In a very short time in China’s central, southern and northern provinces, several hundred million peasants will rise like a
mighty storm, like a hurricane, a force so swift and violent that no power, however great, will be able to hold it back. They
will break through the trammels that bind them and rush forward along the road to liberation. They will send all imperialists,
warlords, corrupt officials, local bullies and evil gentry to their graves. All revolutionary parties and all revolutionary
comrades will stand before them to be tested, to be accepted or rejected by them. To march at their head and lead them? To
trail behind them, gesticulating and criticising them? To face them as opponents? Every Chinese is free to choose among the
three, but the circumstances demand that a quick choice be made.

Rebuking those who feared the violence of the peasant movement and thought that it was going too far
he wrote:

A revolution is not a dinner party, or writing an essay, or painting a picture, or doing embroidery; it cannot be so refined, so
leisurely and gentle, so temperate, kind, courteous, restrained, and magnanimous. A revolution is an insurrection, an act of
violence by which one class overthrows the power of another.

Almost four decades later, this passage would be included in the ‘Little Red Book’ and studied by the
whole Chinese population during the Cultural Revolution. The memorable phrase ‘A revolution is not
a dinner party’ was frequently quoted by Red Guards to justify their own violent actions.

The report also reflected Mao’s concern for the position of women. He observed that like men in
rural Chinese society, women suffered under three forms of authority—political, clan, and religious—
but they also had to endure a fourth, the authority of men.

Neither the ‘Hunan Peasant Report’, nor the analysis of classes in rural China that Mao had written in
1926, read much like orthodox Marxism. He appears to negate the orthodox Marxist view that the
working class must be the leading class in the revolution by asserting:

To give credit where credit is due, if we allot ten points to the accomplishments of the democratic revolution, then the
achievements of the city dwellers and the military rate only three points, while the remaining seven points should go to the
peasants in their rural revolution.



This passage was dropped when Mao’s Report was tidied up for his official Selected Works
published in the 1950s, as was his advocacy of sexual freedom. But the main importance of the
Report was that it presented the peasantry as a class capable of playing a leading role in the
revolution, a vision that was fundamental to Mao’s ideas and strategies.

The end of the United Front
The political situation in China was increasingly turbulent. The Northern Expedition was launched in
the summer of 1926 to bring warlord-controlled north China under the control of the Guomindang. A
left-leaning Guomindang government was set up in the important central China city of Wuhan, while
Chiang Kaishek established his headquarters at Nanchang and prepared an advance on Shanghai.
Chinese businessmen and foreigners in the city who saw Chiang as a dangerous radical were at first
very alarmed. The labour movement welcomed him. Shanghai’s General Labour Union called for a
strike and an armed insurrection against the warlords and in support of the Nationalist army.
However, Chiang had decided to break with the left which he saw as threatening his leadership of the
Guomindang. When his Nationalist troops entered the city at the end of March, Chiang was quick to
win the support of industrialists, bankers, and secret society bosses and to reassure the foreigners that
their interests were safe. On 12 April he began a vicious campaign of suppression against the labour
movement. Many activists were shot and hundreds more arrested.

The repression destroyed much of the CCP organization in Shanghai. The Comintern’s insistence on
preserving the United Front with the Guomindang at all costs left the CCP ill prepared for Chiang’s
switch of allegiance. Forced underground in Shanghai, the CCP fell back on an alliance with the left
Guomindang government at Wuhan. But even this was uneasy and in any case the Wuhan government
soon collapsed. The Comintern advisers fled back to the Soviet Union, and Guomindang generals
began the suppression of peasant associations in Hunan and Hubei. Chiang Kaishek assumed total
control over the Guomintang and set up a new government of the Chinese Republic based in Nanjing.

The veteran Marxist intellectual Chen Duxiu was blamed for these reverses. He was accused of
opportunism and betrayal, and dismissed as secretary general of the CCP. His replacement was the
Russian-trained Qu Qiubai. In a desperate attempt to retrieve the situation, the CCP organized a series
of abortive urban insurrections, the Nanchang Uprising in early August, the Autumn Harvest Uprising
led by Mao in September, and the Guangzhou (Canton) Commune in December. This last took place
under direct orders from Moscow where Stalin wanted a victory for his policies in China to
strengthen him in his battle against Trotsky. It ended in rapid defeat and the brutal slaughter of anyone
identified as a radical. By the end of 1927, the communist movement in China was at its lowest ebb. It
had suffered heavy casualities, and its organization in the cities had gone underground.

The establishment of rural base areas

In October, Mao, who had led a small peasant army in the Autumn Harvest Uprising, fled with his
remaining troops, about 1,000 in all, into Jinggangshan, a mountainous area straddling the Hunan–



Jiangxi border. In the course of the next year he joined forces with two other communist commanders,
Zhu De and Peng Dehuai, who were similarly taking refuge with the rump of their troops. Together
they developed the Chinese Red Army. In the recriminations that followed the defeats, Mao was
censured by the Party Centre for recklessness and deprived of his alternate membership of the Central
Committee. Mao did not learn of his disgrace for some months. The lesson he drew from the disasters
of 1927 was that, as he wrote, ‘political power is obtained from the barrel of a gun’. Ten years later,
in 1938, he would expand the idea,

Every Communist must grasp the truth, ‘Political power grows out of the barrel of a gun.’ Our principle is that the Party
commands the gun, and the gun must never be allowed to command the Party. Yet, having guns, we can create Party
organizations . . . We can also create cadres, create schools, create culture, create mass movements. Everything in Yan’an
has been created by having guns. All things grow out of the barrel of a gun. According to the Marxist theory of the state, the
army is the chief component of state power.

On both occasions, Mao was explaining his strategy of using military power to build rural bases,
preferably on remote provincial borders where Nationalist or warlord control was weak. In these
‘base areas’ or border regions, also called soviets, communist local governments could be protected
by communist armies. However, Jinggangshan was not a successful base. Mao was later to comment
that it was exceedingly difficult for Bolshevism to take root there. The communist policy of land
distribution met with resistance even from poor peasants who identified with their lineage rather than
with other poor peasants, and the area was too impoverished to provide a good base for expansion.
At the start of 1929, Mao and Zhu De moved their troops south to Ruijin, a small town on the borders
of Jiangxi and Fujian. Here they developed a communist base, later grandiloquently called the Jiangxi
Soviet Republic, which the Red Army held until 1934.

In Ruijin, as later in the communist base areas in the north, the CCP leadership had a social
laboratory in which policies could be tried out. Land was redistributed. Zhu De and Mao recognized
that the behaviour of the Red Army was key to mustering local support. They worked out training
programmes designed to instil discipline and self-respect in soldiers who had been recruited in part
from bandits and vagrants. New marriage regulations gave women equal rights, outlawed arranged
marriage, and made divorce available at the request of either partner. Efforts were made to involve
women in political activities and in support work for the army.

Mao’s relations with the Party Centre remained difficult. At the CCP’s Sixth Congress held in
Moscow in 1928, he was elected to the Central Committee but not to the Politburo. The man who
emerged as the real leader, Li Lisan, was a Hunanese, known to Mao since their student days in
Changsha. Li had been a labour organizer and believed in urban revolution. He was critical of what
he called Mao’s failure to recognize the petty-bourgeois nature of the peasantry. He now began to
urge Mao and Zhu De to disperse their forces and to mobilize peasants over a much wider area. Mao
was even ordered to leave the army and go to Shanghai to receive orders.

Mao, able to prevaricate over this order partly because communications with the Party Centre were
so poor, remained in Jiangxi trying to consolidate his base. He argued that because China was a semi-
colonial country in which the imperialist powers could be played off against one another, and because
it was made up of many localized agricultural economies, it was possible for ‘red power’ to exist in
scattered bases if the army was sufficiently strong. This would be his strategy for the next twenty



years.

Personal life
At this juncture Mao’s personal life was also fraught. He had lost contact with Yang Kaihui in
October 1927, soon after she had given birth to their third son. In 1928, in Jinggangshan, he began to
live with He Zizhen, an 18-year-old teacher who bore six children in the nine years of their union.
While she was pregnant with her first daughter she took part in gruelling marches and guerrilla
warfare. The child was born in autumn 1929 when Mao was recuperating from malaria in Fujian
province. Perhaps troubled at the situation, Mao wrote to Li Lisan asking him to obtain a postal
address for Yang Kaihui from his brother Mao Zemin, who was in Shanghai. Yang Kaihui, meanwhile,
was still with her three sons in Changsha. She wrote letters and poems to Mao that were never sent
but were discovered years later, in the 1980s, hidden in the wall of her old house. These indicate that
she knew of his infidelity and was profoundly distressed.

When Mao and He Zizhen left Fujian to return to a life of forced marches and fighting, they left their
daughter with a peasant family for safety. It has been rumoured that her maternal uncle traced her in
the 1970s but she never met Mao or her mother again. He Zizhen’s second child, a boy called
Maomao, was born in 1932. In 1934 a third son died soon after birth.

Military and political ideas
In the Jiangxi period, despite constant movement and involvement in political and military affairs
Mao still found time to write. In January 1930, in a letter to a fellow revolutionary, Lin Biao, he again
put forward the case for building up red political power in small base areas where land reform could
be carried out and the communist military forces gradually built up. They would then be in a strong
position to take advantage of a revolutionary high tide when it came. Mao opposed this to Lin’s
strategy of simply engaging in mobile guerrilla warfare in the hope that the masses would be won
over and at some future point there would be a national insurrection. He accused both Lin and the
Central Committee of pessimism in their assessments. This document was originally published under
the title ‘Letter to Comrade Lin Biao’. However, when an edition of Mao’s Selected Works was under
preparation in 1948, Lin objected to the critical references to him being given publicity. They were
duly withdrawn and the piece appeared as ‘A Single Spark can Start a Prairie Fire’. When the
references to Lin were restored in the 1991 edition, the ‘Single Spark’ title was preserved.

By 1930, the strength of the Red Army in the Jiangxi Soviet had reached 60,000–70,000. These
numbers allowed Li Lisan to propose a new policy of attacks on the cities. Mao was at first reluctant,
but in the end seems to have participated enthusiastically. He and Zhu De attacked Nanchang that
summer, while Peng Dehuai took Changsha but held it only for a few days. Ultimately, the policy
proved a disaster and the communist armies retreated to their base areas. In Changsha, Mao’s wife
Yang Kaihui was among the civilians executed. She refused to save her life by denouncing her
husband. Her sister-in-law took the children to Shanghai to be cared for by the Party. The youngest
boy became ill and died. When the Party organization collapsed the older two had to live on the



streets for several years. Later, the Party found them again and they were sent to the Soviet Union.
Mao did not forget Yang Kaihui. Almost thirty years after her death he commemorated her loyalty and
heroism in a poem ‘I have lost my proud poplar’.

The disastrous failure of the CCP attacks on the cities was blamed on Li Lisan. He was recalled to
Moscow and the CCP leadership in Shanghai passed to a group who had studied in Moscow. In the
base areas Mao attempted to assert his leadership in the course of the Futian incident, which involved
a vicious purge of communist activists and soldiers loyal to Mao’s rivals. The details of this
disturbing incident in late 1930 still remain obscure; Mao claimed that the 2,000–3,000 men killed
had been members of the ‘Anti-Bolshevik League’ but in fact it seems to have been a factional
struggle within the communist movement.

Mao conducted surveys of the social and economic life of villages within the Jiangxi Soviet in 1930
and used his findings for the formulation of land and family policies. He was named Chairman of the
Provisional Central Government at the First All-China Congress of Soviets in Ruijin in November
1931. However, his status and roles diminished in the next three years. Moscow had accepted the
central importance of the Chinese soviet areas and the Red Army and Russian-returned students were
becoming more prominent in their leadership. Meanwhile, the existence of the CCP in the cities was
becoming ever more difficult. Ironically, when the CCP leadership was forced to relocate to Ruijin
from Shanghai in January 1933, its belated recognition of the rural revolution put Mao under
increasing pressure. The CCP leadership disputed his military strategy of drawing enemy forces deep
into soviet territory before engaging them. He was also criticized for the moderation of his land
policies. Until the evacuation of Jiangxi in 1934, Mao was sometimes busy with practical or
administrative work, but at other times he lived in seclusion, struggling with malaria and tuberculosis.
It seems he was also angry at his political exclusion.

The Long March
The Jiangxi Soviet was under pressure from Guomindang armies for the whole of its existence. Even
the occupation of China’s north-eastern provinces by the Japanese in 1931 did not reduce Chiang
Kaishek’s determination to eliminate the communists. He used encirclement strategies with military
and economic blockades to try to make life in the soviet areas impossible. By autumn 1934, the
Guomindang’s fifth encirclement campaign had become so effective that the decision was taken to
evacuate the soviet areas. This was the beginning of what became known as the Long March. Of
100,000 people who left Jiangxi, 85,000 were soldiers. Only 35 were women, mainly the wives of
communist leaders. Other family members, the sick, and the wounded were left behind. Some
activists also stayed to defend the rear, among them Mao’s brother Mao Zetan. Mao’s pregnant wife,
He Zizhen, was allowed to leave with the Long March, but it was out of the question to carry children
on the difficult retreat. She entrusted her son Maomao to her sister He Yi who had married Mao
Zetan. The boy was hidden by his uncle with a peasant family. Unfortunately, Mao Zetan was then
killed and no one knew where Maomao was. He Yi returned to search for him after 1949 but her
efforts were unsuccessful.

The Long March arrived in the communist base area of northern Shaanxi almost a year after it had left



Jiangxi. After the revolution, the Long March was made part of the mythology of the Chinese
Revolution and celebrated in stories, songs, and films as a great triumph. At its start, however, it was
a retreat with no clear objective. The communist forces covered about 8,000 miles over some of
China’s most difficult terrain, often forced by the movements of the enemy to change their plans. The
March involved great heroism but also the grim reality of exhaustion, starvation, and death. There
were casualties in constant skirmishes. Many dropped out or died of disease or exhaustion. Only one
in ten reached the north. Mao’s wife He Zizhen gave birth to a fourth child, who had to be abandoned
with peasants. Two months later, she suffered serious shrapnel wounds but survived.

Mao’s political standing rose during the Long March. In January 1935, at Zunyi in Guizhou province
he was named as a full member of the Politburo and chief military adviser to Zhou Enlai, previously
one of his critics. The Zunyi meeting also passed some critical resolutions that reflected Mao’s views
on the errors of military strategy in the last years in Jiangxi. The meeting was not, as it was
subsequently presented in CCP mythology, the moment at which Mao triumphed; however, it can be
seen as the first step in his rise to the leadership of the CCP. He would still have to struggle with
rivals for several more years, but he was increasing his following among the Red Army officers who
regarded him as the most successful of their leaders.

Under attack from Guomindang troops and local warlords, the Long March moved westward into
Yunnan from Guizhou and then turned north through Sichuan and eastern Tibet. Many men were lost to
the struggle with hunger, exhaustion, and frostbite. Mao himself was sick with malaria and had to be
carried on a stretcher. In northern Sichuan the Long Marchers met up with a much larger communist
group from a soviet in eastern Sichuan, led by Zhang Guotao, another founder member of the CCP.
Zhang wanted to build a new base area on the Sichuan border but Mao contended that they should
push further north to establish a base from which they could organize resistance to the Japanese. For a
time the communist forces split. Zhang Guotao and Zhu De remained in Sichuan until they suffered
severe defeats and were forced north with a much reduced force to join Mao. Meanwhile, Mao’s
group struggled on across the mountains and through the dangerous swamplands in some of the most
remote areas of China until it reached northern Shaanxi in October 1935. Here Mao would spend the
next decade developing the political organization, popular support, and military power that would
eventually allow him to take power in the whole of the Chinese mainland.



Chapter 3
Yan’an

The region in which the Red Army now settled was poorer and more backward than the communist
border regions in the south. Its yellow, crumbly loess soil gives the eroded hills their strange colour.
When the wind blows across the arid land it deposits a thin layer of dust on everything. Water is
precious and has to be conserved for agriculture by painstaking terracing. Caves are cut into the
hillsides to form dwellings that are warm in winter and cool in summer, leaving the ground above
free for cultivation. The staple food is millet, a grain the newly arrived southerners found hard to
tolerate.

From January 1937 the capital of the Shaanxi-Gansu Soviet (later the Shaan-Gan-Ning Border
Region) was Yan’an, a remote county town deep in the hills. For the next ten years, the name Yan’an
came to stand for the Chinese communist movement. In the first months after his arrival in Shaanxi,
Mao was frequently on the move, active in manoeuvres, battles, and recruitment carried out to renew
the Red Army and expand the new base. Subsequently, however, he made his home in a two-roomed
cave in Yan’an with He Zizhen and their fifth child, a girl, Li Min, born after the Long March. Here he
began a more settled life than he had known for many years.

Relations with the Guomindang
From the time of its arrival in the north-west, the CCP positioned itself as anxious to build a broad
national alliance to fight Japanese imperialism, although not necessarily including the Guomindang
Party leader Chiang Kaishek. After the occupation of China’s three north-eastern provinces, Chiang
had played a waiting game in relation to the Japanese, trying to postpone war but at the same time
preparing for it. In addition to building up the military, part of this preparation was to try to unify
China under Guomindang rule and eliminate the communists. He famously remarked that the Japanese
were a disease of the skin, while the communists were a disease of the heart. In public documents, the
communists often referred to Chiang as a Japanese lackey, yet they put out feelers for negotiations.
When, in summer 1936, the CCP established radio contact with Moscow for the first time in two
years, Stalin, whose primary concern in international policy was now the threat posed by fascism,
urged stronger efforts to conciliate Chiang Kaishek. For his part Mao sent Moscow urgent appeals for
material support. This eventually reached Yan’an in December in the form of a cash payment sent
through sympathizers in Shanghai.

At the end of 1936 a dramatic incident convulsed China. Xi’an, the provincial capital of Shaanxi, was
garrisoned by troops from north-east China under Marshal Zhang Xueliang. Though nominally under
Guomindang command, these troops and their commander were not enthusiastic about the policy of
eliminating the communists before resisting the Japanese; after all, their homeland was under
Japanese occupation. On 12 December Zhang Xueliang arrested Chiang, who had flown into Xi’an to
urge joint action against the communists. Zhang then informed Mao and Zhou Enlai that he would not



release Chiang until the Guomindang agreed to create a coalition government.

The communist leaders were ecstatic at the misfortune that had befallen their old enemy and there is
evidence that at first they considered trying to have Chiang executed. Eventually, however, they used
the situation to push for a united front. After negotiations involving Zhou Enlai, Zhang Xueliang, and
Chiang’s wife and brother-in-law who flew in from Nanjing, Chiang was released. Although he made
no public undertaking, it was implied that he would end the civil war. Thus, to the relief of the
Russians who still saw Chiang as potentially the most effective national leader against the Japanese,
the Xi’an Incident ended peacefully. It is now thought that the logic of events would soon have forced
Chiang into an alliance with the CCP, even without the Xi’an Incident. In July 1937, the Japanese
launched new hostilities against the Guomindang. A declaration of war followed and the anti-
Japanese coalition between the Guomindang and the CCP became a reality.

The war with Japan
Early in the war most of coastal China was lost to the Japanese with heavy casualties. The
Guomindang capital, Nanjing, was sacked with extreme brutality in December 1937. The new capital,
Wuhan, inland on the Yangzi River, fell to the Japanese the following October and the Guomindang
moved further up the Yangzi to Chongqing far in the west of China. The Japanese set up puppet
regimes in north and central China. Communist units engaged in bitter fighting in various parts of
China and organized underground resistance and guerrilla warfare in areas under enemy control, but
Yan’an itself was remote from most of the conflict.

In Jiangxi, Mao had been directly involved with fighting and therefore was constantly on the move. In
Yan’an, although preoccupied with Party, administrative, and military affairs, he had more time to
read and think. He acquired a young secretary, Chen Boda, who had studied in Moscow and could
help him to draft his essays. He read translations of Marxist works and prepared a lengthy series of
lectures on Marxism-Leninism for delivery in 1937 at Yan’an’s Resistance University. The lectures
later became the basis for his first lengthy theoretical works, ‘On Practice’ and ‘On Contradiction’.
Formerly, his writing had mostly consisted of reports, resolutions, military orders, letters, and
surveys directly relevant to immediate problems. These new essays staked his claim to be
acknowledged not only as a successful military and political leader, but also as a Marxist
theoretician. Even in these theoretical pieces, however, Mao insists on the primacy of experience
over book-learning, advancing one of his basic positions that ‘All genuine knowledge originates in
experience’ and that one must ‘discover truth through practice and through practice again verify the
truth’. The two essays became required reading for communist cadres in Yan’an. Decades later, after
Mao’s death, these ideas would be used by Deng Xiaoping to attack the habit of using Mao’s works as
scripture in situations to which they were not relevant.

Struggling for the Party leadership
Mao had begun his progress towards supremacy in the Party leadership at Zunyi. He continued the
struggle in the north-west. By the end of the Long March he had accumulated a considerable



reputation for making the right administrative and military decisions. Many of his earlier rivals had
been discredited by mistakes that had led to setbacks for the communist movement. The most serious
threat to his leadership in the Yan’an was from Wang Ming, one of the ‘returned Russian students’
through whom Stalin tried to exert his authority over the CCP back in 1929. Wang Ming arrived in
Yan’an at the end of November 1937 after six years in the Soviet Union. Like Stalin, Wang favoured
closer cooperation with Chiang Kaishek on terms which Mao feared would mean the loss of the
CCP’s independence. Wang quickly began to assert his authority, using his prestige as both a Marxist
theorist and a Comintern office holder. With characteristic exaggeration, Mao later complained that
after Wang Ming’s return ‘my authority did not extend beyond my cave’. Although in autumn 1937
Moscow seemed to recognize Mao’s de facto leadership over the CCP, Wang Ming’s return to China
and his subsequent appointment to head the CCP’s United Front Office in Wuhan posed a challenge to
Mao. Wang’s policies of close cooperation with the Guomindang had considerable support from the
Politburo, including Zhou Enlai.

Mao’s rivalry with Wang Ming and his determination to assert his authority is reflected in his writings
in these years. In ‘Problems of Strategy in the Anti-Japanese Guerrilla War’ and ‘On Protracted War’
published in 1938 he set out his views on military strategy, clearly opposing Wang as he explained
why China could win the war, why it would be protracted, and why guerrilla tactics should be used in
it. In November, in ‘The Question of Independence and Autonomy within the United Front and
Problems of War and Strategy’ he explained his views on the nature and limitations of cooperation
with the Guomindang, insisting on the need to retain military capacity under the control of the CCP
and repeating his famous aphorism ‘Political power grows out of the barrel of a gun’.

In 1940 Mao published ‘On New Democracy’, an essay carefully framed to rally support from a non-
communist audience. It presented the CCP as a party to be supported by all sincere nationalists, the
rightful heir to the May Fourth Movement and a force that would govern in the interests of the people
as a whole and would rid China of foreign imperialism.

Meanwhile, Wang Ming’s position was fatally compromised by the course of events. First, the
Guomindang’s prestige suffered as it conceded one city after another to the Japanese, culminating in
the loss of Wuhan in late October 1938. Wang was forced to return to Yan’an, thus losing his
independent base. Later, the United Front itself was threatened. Alarmed by the CCP’s military
successes and the expansion of its base areas, Chiang Kaishek imposed a blockade of the Shaan-Gan-
Ning base. More dramatically, at the beginning of 1941, the communist New Fourth Army in east
central China was ambushed by a superior Guomindang force resulting in the loss of 9,000 men. The
New Fourth massacre discredited Mao’s rivals and boosted his reputation. His insistence that the
CCP must preserve its independent military strength within the United Front now appeared prescient.
Despite all this, the United Front survived in name at least. Both sides needed it. Soon the entry into
the war of the Soviet Union in June 1941, and the United States in December, put both the
Guomindang and the CCP under greater pressure from international sponsors determined that they
should cooperate.

Problems in the communist areas



In north China the communists had held territory with a population of 45 million people. Japanese
successes reduced this to territory with only 25 million. Their indiscriminate terror tactics against the
civilian population in the villages created support for the CCP which in the long run built an
underground resistance capable of waging guerrilla war. However, the immediate situation for the
communists was grim. Their territory had shrunk, it was isolated by the Guomindang blockade, they
lacked military supplies, and the poverty of their territory made it difficulty to feed and support the
army and the communist bureaucracy.

Mao’s response was to try to increase production and to cut government expenditure. Village
enterprises using indigenous technology made goods that could no longer be imported from outside.
Peasant cooperatives were encouraged. The army and the bureaucracy were cut and everyone was
urged to grow their own vegetables. Solders were taught to spin. Recent research has also shown that
the export of opium grown in the base area was quietly permitted to flourish. The border regions
survived and even grew. By 1945 their population had reached nearly 100 million. Mao’s policies
after 1949 often reflected nostalgia for the successful mass mobilization policies of this era.

Rectification and Mao’s authority
In this period Mao used the Rectification Movement 1941–4 to consolidate his power within the
Party. This movement in which all Party member and cadres eventually had to participate was a
programme of intensive study, reflection, criticism, and self-criticism that prefigured political
practice after the establishment of the People’s Republic. Study materials included ‘On New
Democracy’ and various other documents that set out Mao’s view of Party history exposing the errors
of his former opponents and rivals in the leadership. A core document was Mao’s essay ‘Reform our
Study’ in which he attacked what he called subjectivism, sectarianism, and dogmatism and accused
some Party members of ‘studying the theories of Marx, Engels, Lenin and Stalin in the abstract,
without any aim, and without considering their relevance to the Chinese revolution’. Another lively
essay argues in Mao’s earthy style that shit is more useful than dogma: ‘A dog’s shit can fertilise the
fields and a man’s can feed the dog. And dogmas? They can neither fertilise the field nor feed the dog.
Of what use are they?’ (References to shit were later expurgated in the version that appeared in the
official Selected Works.) The campaign quickly gained the support of most of the leadership and was
extended to the rank and file of the Party. Everyone had to study the rectification documents, absorb
Mao’s view of Party history, and consider their own past roles. Even such a senior figure as Zhou
Enlai, henceforth Mao’s loyal lieutenant, made an abject self-criticism for his past opposition.

The Rectification Campaign established Mao’s works as a canon in which the correct application of
Marxism-Leninism to Chinese realities could be found and therefore the source of correct thought and
action for Chinese communists. Even the creative arts came under new Maoist guidelines contained in
a course of lectures Mao gave in 1942, later published as the ‘Yan’an Talks on Art and Literature’.
These basically demanded that art and literature should serve the revolution and that political criteria
should be put ahead of artistic ones in judging the quality of creative works. Until the death of Mao in
1976, the ‘Talks’ were used to impose an increasingly repressive literary orthodoxy.

Three of Mao’s essays from the Yan’an period were used for decades for political education at a



more popular level. ‘In Memory of Norman Bethune’ (1939) paid tribute to the revolutionary
internationalism of a Canadian doctor who had died caring for the wounded of the communist Eighth
Route Army. In ‘Serve the People’ (1944), commemorating the death of an ordinary communist
soldier, Mao quoted the Han dynasty historian Sima Qian (c. 145–87 BC) saying that though ‘death
befalls all men alike, it may be weightier than Mount Tai or lighter than a feather’. To die serving the
people was of course weightier than Mount Tai. Finally, ‘The Foolish Old Man who Moved the
Mountains’ (1945) recounted the story of an old man who did just that. When mocked for his
foolishness in attempting this hopeless task he argued that if he did not achieve it his sons or their
sons would. The analogy was drawn with the victory that would one day be won in China by the CCP.

For many Chinese intellectuals, Yan’an under Mao came to symbolize a modest utopia. They saw it as
a revolutionary society free from corruption and from the restrictions the traditional family imposed
on the individual, offering effective opposition to the Japanese and hope for a new China. Patriots
made their way to it from both Guomindang China and the Japanese-occupied areas. Their hopes
were not wholly delusory but Yan’an certainly had its dark side. Rectification was hard on its
victims. When the well-known writer Ding Ling had arrived in Yan’an from Shanghai in 1936, Mao
sent her a poem praising her decision to join the revolution:

Yesterday a young lady of literature
Today you have become a general.

This did not save her when she published a critique of the way women were treated in Yan’an on 8
March (Women’s Day) 1942. She was dismissed as editor of the Liberation Daily and sent to labour
in the countryside. Wang Shiwei, another young communist writer from Shanghai who published a
critique of the increasingly hierarchical nature of Yan’an society, suffered a more terrible fate. He
was put before mass criticism meetings, accused of Trotskyism, imprisoned for several years, and, in
what Mao was later to say had been a mistaken action, summarily executed in 1947. These were
well-publicized cases. The many other mass criticisms, detentions, and expulsions made people
increasingly cautious about expressing opinions.

In 1943, Mao finally attained supreme leadership of the CCP, being elected chairman of the Politburo
and of the Central Committee. In April 1945, the seventh Party Congress, the first to be held since
1928, confirmed his appointments. All members of the new Politburo were Mao’s associates. Mao
could now afford to show some generosity to his opponents—Wang Ming and two of his faction were
included in the Central Committee—but Congress records reflect Mao’s control. The Resolution on
Party History passed at the Congress reviewed the vicissitudes of revolutionary struggle since 1921,
criticizing a long list of Mao’s opponents for their ‘left and right errors’ and asserting that after the
Zunyi Conference the Party had gained strength and rigour from correct leadership of comrade Mao
Zedong. In one of many paeans of praise to Mao’s correct leadership, Liu Shaoqi called him both
China’s greatest revolutionary and statesman and greatest theoretician and scientist. The new Party
constitution presented by Liu to the Congress asserted that the CCP was guided in all its work by Mao
Zedong Thought. This was defined as the doctrine that integrates the theories of Marxism-Leninism
with the practice of the Chinese Revolution. The basis for the cult of Mao’s personality was thus
established.



Enter Jiang Qing
Mao’s private life underwent difficult changes in the Yan’an years (see Figures 3 and 4). From his
observations in 1936, Edgar Snow thought that Mao and He Zizhen were seen as an ideal couple; in
fact, there were problems. He Zizhen became pregnant yet again in 1937. She wanted to go to a good
hospital in Shanghai for an abortion and to get the shrapnel removed from her wounds. When the
Japanese occupation of the city made this plan impossible, she decided to go to the Soviet Union
instead. Influenced by her belief that Mao was having an affair, she seems to have decided to break
with him permanently. Her sixth and last child, born in Moscow in 1938, survived only a few months.
Mao then sent their 2-year-old daughter Li Min to live with her. Mao’s two sons by Yang Kaihui, who
had been rescued from a life scavenging on the streets of Shanghai, were already at school in Russia.
For a time He Zizhen lived with all three children. Later, she was diagnosed as mentally ill and
stayed in a Soviet clinic before returning to China in 1947. After the communist victory, she was
awarded a pension but not the post to which her revolutionary past should have entitled her. Only
after Mao’s death did she come back into the public eye as a member of the People’s Consultative
Congress in 1979. Her memoirs were published and, when she died in 1984, the old Party leaders
honoured her and her ashes were placed with those of other revolutionaries in Babaoshan in Beijing.
The eulogistic accounts of her life that appeared after her death implied a favourable contrast with
Mao’s fourth wife Jiang Qing who had by then been imprisoned by the post-Mao leadership.

3. Mao Zedong and He Zizhen in Yan’an, 1937

Soon after He Zizhen’s departure, Mao started to live with a pretty young woman originally from
Shandong who had been a struggling actress in Shanghai under the stage name Lan Ping—Blue Apple



(see Figure 4). Mao gave her the name Jiang Qing. Lan Ping had leftist connections and decided to try
her luck in Yan’an where she was able to use an old friendship with a fellow provincial, the
Politburo member Kang Sheng, to become a drama instructor at the Lu Xun Academy. As the CCP’s
security expert, Kang had been involved in purges of the Party both in China and in Moscow, where
he lived from 1933 until he returned to China in 1937 with Wang Ming. Although he had worked
closely with Wang, Kang soon switched his allegiance to Mao and supervised intelligence operations
not only against the Japanese and the Guomindang, but also against opponents of Mao within the
Party.

4. Jiang Qing (Lan Ping)—a Shanghai starlet in the 1930s before she met Mao

Kang was soon able to do Mao a personal favour. Mao’s new liaison gave rise to unease in the top
echelons of the Party. Jiang Qing seemed an unworthy replacement for He Zizhen whose heroic
sufferings during the Long March were remembered. Other women veterans were particularly
disapproving of the liaisons formed by male leaders with attractive young women arriving from the
cities. Rumours about Jiang Qing’s past, both personal and political, led to questions about her
suitability as a wife for Mao. Kang Sheng, who insisted that she was a Party member in good
standing, gave her security clearance. This no doubt strengthened his relationship with Mao. Mao then
defiantly insisted that he had the right to decide on his own marriage (see Figure 5). However,
probably as a result of the disapproval of old comrades, Mao kept his new wife largely in the
background running his household and his office. She did not play a prominent role until the Cultural
Revolution when Mao needed people whose loyalty he could count on. The couple had one daughter,
Li Na, born in 1940.

Photographs from Yan’an show Mao as a striking, commanding figure. He was tall for a Chinese,
gaunt from the privations of the Long March, with thick black hair worn unusually long. On his chin



was a prominent black mole, considered a sign of good fortune in China. Some of his personal habits
were and would remain less compelling. He disliked baths, preferring to be wiped down with hot
towels. He smoked heavily and spat and hawked regularly to relieve his bronchitis. He believed that
drinking tea was the most effective way to clean teeth and so never used a toothbrush. He slept badly
and was addicted to sleeping pills. These were perhaps a cause of the constipation about which he
frequently complained to members of his household. He was still fit, however, and would soon need
to be. The end of the war with Japan would bring an end to his settled life in the Yan’an cave he
shared with Jiang Qing (see Figure 6).

5. Mao Zedong and Jiang Qing in Yan’an, 1937

6. Mao and Zhou Enlai, 1937



Civil War and the establishment of the People’s Republic
When Japan surrendered in 1945, a few months of negotiations between the Guomindang and the CCP
followed. In reality both sides were preparing for civil war but neither wished to appear to initiate it.
Both were sensitive to the public’s longing for peace; moreover, their patrons in Washington and
Moscow favoured coalition government. The CCP no doubt resented the Soviet position. Mao had
become aware that at Yalta, and again at Potsdam, Stalin had received assurances that the Chinese
Eastern Railroad and Lüshunkou (Port Arthur), former imperial Russian concessions in China that had
been ceded to Japan in 1905, would be returned to the Soviet Union. Stalin had also assured
Roosevelt and Churchill that the Guomindang was the only party capable of ruling China after the war
and he signed a treaty with Chiang in 1945 acknowledging him as the leader of China’s legal
government. In exchange Chiang recognized the independence of Outer Mongolia, and agreed to the
continued Soviet occupation of Lüshunkou and control of the Chinese Eastern Railway. Meanwhile,
despite outside pressure, negotiations between the CCP and the Guomindang soon broke down and
civil war ensued.

In the civil war the CCP initially seemed disadvantaged in terms of territory, arms, and military
might, but the Guomindang was disunited, inept, and corrupt. Despite large amounts of American aid,
it lost the advantage as inflation and financial scandal made it increasingly unpopular and sapped the
will of its troops to fight. The communists by contrast had high morale and tight organization. Above
all, they had the support of China’s peasant majority, for the peasants stood to gain from the radical
land redistribution that the communists now offered. Many urbanites thought of the CCP only that that
it could hardly be worse than the Guomindang, but as the communists began to take the towns, they
gained a reputation as incorruptible and efficient.

Mao took overall command of the communist armies and switched from guerrilla tactics to a large-
scale but highly mobile warfare in which ‘luring enemy forces in deep’ and then surrounding and
isolating them was important. Having initially given ground and even evacuated Yan’an, from 1947
the renamed People’s Liberation Army (PLA) gained territory. In January 1949 it took Beijing, in
April it crossed the Yangzi, defying Stalin’s advice that the CCP should settle for a communist
government in the north and a Guomindang one in the south. By the end of the year the Guomindang
government had fled to Taiwan and the CCP controlled the Chinese mainland.

On 1 October 1949 Mao Zedong, with his characteristic talent for symbolic gestures, stood on the
rostrum of the old Forbidden City overlooking Tiananmen to proclaim the birth of the People’s
Republic. His declaration, ‘the Chinese people have stood up’, was calculated to appeal to
nationalism. His decisive control over his Party had involved freeing it from Soviet domination and
he was now able to promise a New China that would be free from all foreign interference. It was a
promise that had great appeal to his fellow countrymen.



Chapter 4
First years of the People’s Republic

Mao now became Chairman of the People’s Republic while remaining Party Chairman. As he held
leading positions in both the Party and the state, his story after 1949 is inseparable not only from the
struggles within the Party that had dominated his life for so long but also from China’s political,
social, and economic development. Mao’s very strong ideas on policy were also constantly evolving.
He had considerable constitutional power but it was not absolute. In the first years of the People’s
Republic the collective leadership of the Party was responsible for policy, and policy decisions and
disagreements were debated by the Politburo. Later, when Mao disagreed with his colleagues he
showed an increasing tendency to use his prestige to ignore or crush opposition and act on his own
authority. Mao influenced the development of all major policies in China until his death.

Now in his mid-fifties, Mao was no longer the gaunt young revolutionary whose informal manners
and bright curiosity had impressed Edgar Snow in 1936. He had put on weight and his face had filled
out. Access to him had become difficult even during the Yan’an days as the security around him
became tighter. In Beijing he was an increasingly remote and almost mythical figure. With the other
top Party and state leaders he took up residence in Zhongnanhai, part of the old complex of imperial
palaces landscaped with lakes, trees, and pavilions. Like the others he was hidden behind its great
red gates and high vermilion walls. When he left the complex he was whisked to appointments in
large black Soviet-made sedans hung with lace curtains that concealed the identity of the occupants.
He travelled around China in a private train. He had always liked to rise late and read far into the
night and to see people by sending for them at short notice. In his later years he would summon
colleagues, journalists, and even foreign statesmen late in the evening or after they had gone to bed, a
practice that emphasized his authority and put visitors at a psychological disadvantage.

The immediate policy directions of the new People’s Republic were laid down in Mao’s essay ‘On
the People’s Democratic Dictatorship’. The leadership of the revolution was now in the ‘hands of the
proletariat’, but it would rely on a bloc composed of the workers, peasants, the petty bourgeoisie, and
the national bourgeoisie. He explained that for the moment the CCP would regulate capitalism, not
destroy it. In the testing times ahead, he acknowledged that the CCP would need the help of
professional people: ‘. . . we have won the basic victory in the revolutionary war. . . . But . . . our
past work is only the first step in a long march. . . . We shall soon put aside some of the things we
know well and be compelled to do things we don’t know well. . . . We must learn to do economic
work from all who know how, no matter who they are. We must esteem them as teachers.’ Such
formulations allowed the CCP to attract support from business people, professionals, and
intellectuals who were desperately needed to reconstruct the battered economy and to bring about the
industrialization desired by the CCP. Although many educated Chinese fled to Hong Kong or Taiwan,
the majority stayed on, hoping that the CCP would be able to fulfil its promise to rebuild China.



Relations with the Soviet Union
Mao also made it clear that China would seek an alliance with the Soviet Union. He knew that this
policy of ‘leaning to one side’ would cause concern. Many educated Chinese greatly admired the
United States, conscious of its wealth and power but also seeing it as the home of freedom and
democracy. Many also felt negative about the USSR because the Soviet Red Army had pillaged north-
east China of its industrial equipment when it liberated the territory from the Japanese at the end of
the war. Ideologically and geo-politically, however, the policy of ‘leaning to one side’ was inevitable
and was adopted after tentative and probably not very serious soundings about establishing relations
with the USA had come to nothing.

Mao travelled by train to Moscow to see Stalin in December 1949. Unlike many other CCP leaders
he had never been abroad. He spent three months in the Soviet capital. He was later to say of this stay
that he had argued with Stalin for two months. It was doubtless a difficult time. Stalin wished to make
clear his continuing authority as leader of the socialist camp. Mao was prepared to respect that
position, but, formed by the nationalism of his generation, was sensitive to any suspicion that China
was not being treated as an equal. Moreover, Mao was doubtless conscious that ill-judged orders
from Moscow had cost the CCP dear in the past and had at one time threatened Mao’s own place in
the Chinese Party leadership.

Mao’s resentment must have been increased by the terms of the Treaty of Friendship, Alliance, and
Mutual Assistance that Moscow offered. Stalin exacted similar concessions on Lüshun and the
Eastern Railway to those made by Chiang Kaishek in 1945 although the concessions were now time-
limited. In an arrangement which for the Chinese was another echo of imperialism Stalin also insisted
on the creation of Sino-Soviet joint stock companies for mineral exploitation in north-west China. All
too aware of the war-shattered state of the Soviet economy, he offered financial and technical aid in
the form of credits that would later have to be repaid.

The Korean War
Soon the Korean War put new strains on the Sino-Soviet relationship. It began in June 1950 when the
North Korean army, well armed by the Soviet Union, swept south through the divided peninsula. The
UN Security Council immediately condemned North Korea as an aggressor. Troops under a UN flag,
mainly from the United States, landed in the south and pushed north with a UN mandate to unite the
country. Some Chinese leaders were reluctant to become embroiled in another war, but Mao feared
that the USA might otherwise take the opportunity to attack the infant People’s Republic, not least
because China’s main industries lay just north of the Yalu River that formed the Korean border. He
also believed that participation would bring China prestige within the socialist camp and confer on
the CCP the leading role in revolutionary Asia that the Soviet Party had in Eastern Europe.

Once the UN forces crossed the 38th parallel that had demarcated North and South Korea, Mao urged
intervention, despite the anxiety of colleagues who felt that China was too weak for a direct
confrontation with the United States. Although poorly armed, China’s army of 1.2 million ‘volunteers’
was so numerous that it was able to push the UN forces back. Negotiations based on the division of



Korea at the 38th Parallel began in July 1951 and an armistice was signed in 1953. Unbelievably, in
this short war, the Chinese suffered almost one million casualties. Participation cost China dear in
other ways. It confirmed the US adoption of Taiwan as a client state, isolated Beijing diplomatically,
and increased its dependence on Moscow. Having been branded as an aggressor by the UN, the
People’s Republic was excluded from the UN until 1971. China’s seat was instead occupied by the
rump Guomindang government in Taiwan. China’s expenditure on the war was US$10 billion. The
Chinese were disappointed that the Soviet Union did not provide the air support they had expected
and resentful at having to pay the USSR for military supplies when they felt they were fighting on
behalf of the whole socialist camp.

Working from his headquarters in Zhongnanhai, Mao relinquished day-to-day control of the war to
Peng Dehuai, the commander of the Chinese People’s Volunteers in Korea, but exchanged frequent
telegrams with him, keeping close control over strategy. Documents released by Beijing in the 1990s
show that he also oversaw relations with the Soviet Union in minute detail while pushing his vision
of socialist revolution and reconstruction in China.

At home in Zhongnanhai
Mao’s household in this period was complicated. Jiang Qing, her daughter Li Na, and Li Min, Mao’s
daughter by He Zizhen, all lived with him in Zhongnanhai. Mao Anying and Mao Anqing, the sons of
Yang Kaihui who had returned from the Soviet Union in 1946, and Mao Yuanxin, the son of Mao’s
brother Mao Zemin, who had been killed in 1941, were also part of this large household (see Figure
7).

Mao’s feelings for his two sons were no doubt mixed with his feelings of guilt and nostalgia about
their mother. After 1949 he arranged for them both to visit their mother’s grave and to meet her
mother in Changsha on the occasion of her birthday. Later he invited the nursemaid who worked for
him and Yang Kaihui to visit him in the capital on several occasions. He sent regular remittances to
his former mother-in-law, and was helpful to other members of Yang Kaihui’s family. Mao received
many requests for assistance from relatives on both his mother’s and his father’s sides and from
former classmates and acquaintances. He normally resisted suggestions from supplicants that they
should come to Beijing. He sent money to cases he thought deserving, always making clear that it
came from personal funds, but he usually resisted suggestions that he should intervene with the
authorities on their behalf, urging instead that they go through the proper channels.



7. Mao, his nephew Mao Yuanxin, and his daughters Li Min and Li Na, 1951

The Korean War brought tragedy very close when Mao Anying was killed in November 1950 aged 28
(see Figure 8). It is said that Peng Dehuai and other leaders did not want Anying to risk his life in
Korea, but Mao disagreed, asking, ‘Who will go if my son doesn’t?’ Ironically this echoes his words
to Anying a few years earlier when Anying wanted to marry a woman who was not yet 18, the
minimum age at which women could marry under communist marriage law. ‘Who will obey the
regulations if my son does not?’ he demanded. The couple married when she came of age in 1949 and
Mao gave them a heavy winter coat that he said they could sleep under. When Mao heard of his son’s
death he said, ‘It was his misfortune to be Mao Zedong’s son.’ Mao could not eat or sleep but sat
smoking all day. He continued to treat Anying’s young widow as a member of his family but urged her
to remarry, which she eventually did.

8. Mao and his son Mao Anying, 1949

Mao’s surviving son, Mao Anqing, worked as a translator when his health permitted, but was often in
hospital with a mental illness, sometimes attributed to a beating he received from a policeman when
he lived on the streets of Shanghai. Probably as a result of his disability, he did not marry until the age
of 37, yet he lived to be 84. He had a son, born in 1970. His wife, the sister of his brother’s widow,



rose to be a major general in the army.

The few photographs we have of Mao with his children seem to reflect a relaxed relationship. But
according to his daughter Li Na he was a strict father who ‘didn’t wish for us to become famous. He
only wanted us to work with our own hands. He said he would be satisfied if we could become
common labourers.’ Mao’s family life was perhaps not very warm. Like most elite offspring the Mao
daughters became weekly boarders at school. Jiang Qing brought her half-sister to live in
Zhongnanhai to care for them. Jiang herself was away in Moscow for medical treatment briefly in
1949, and for prolonged periods in 1952–3, 1955, and 1957. When she was in Beijing she was often
bedridden in a separate apartment adjoining that of Mao. The couple’s relationship is thought to have
been poor. He did not encourage her return from Moscow and he had affairs with young women from
his staff and from the military.

Economic policies
Of course Mao’s main preoccupations were with national affairs, especially economic policy. The
period 1949–53 laid the basis for recovery and development through the establishment of peace, civil
order, and regular communications, all lacking in China throughout the first half of the century. The
hyperinflation that had contributed significantly to the fall of the Guomindang was brought under
control. During the civil war, the CCP had gained peasant support by redistributing land from
landlords and sometimes rich peasant families to the poorer peasants in the areas it controlled. Land
reform continued after the Party came to national power. Mao was at first associated with a
comparatively moderate system under which the rich peasant economy would be preserved and
production levels protected. In the end, a much tougher policy prevailed under which almost half
China’s cultivated acreage was redistributed. Class struggle was emphasized in land reform, old
scores were settled, and there was considerable violence. It has been estimated that between one and
two million landlords were killed.

The Soviet-style First Five Year Plan, which ran from 1953 to 1957, brought some real successes.
There was enormous investment in infrastructure, especially in railways, bridges, and some key
heavy industrial plants. Soviet technical aid played an important role. By 1956 both industry and
trade had been brought under state control but former capitalists were compensated and the change
was achieved with comparatively little disruption. The industrial growth rate was impressive though
it started from a very small base. Economic progress was enough to raise public morale, and to create
some improvement in the standard of living. There were remarkable advances in education and health
in the urban areas but progress in the villages was more modest.

The pattern of initial moderation followed by radicalism seen in land reform also characterized the
collectivization of agriculture. In the 1940s, Mao had implied that the socialization of industry and
agriculture would not be carried out for some time. Agricultural collectivization was supposed to
start slowly relying on voluntarism. Peasants were to be encouraged to pool their efforts and
resources through mutual aid teams which would then be a foundation for small-scale cooperatives.
However, in 1955, difficulties in procuring enough grain to feed the rapidly growing urban population
led the communist leadership to put heavy pressure on the peasants to enter cooperatives. It was



assumed that cooperatives would be more efficient producers than individual peasants and would be
more easily persuaded to give up much-needed grain to the state. When the disruption and
demoralization of over-rapid cooperativization brought about falls in production, the policy was
briefly reversed and some cooperatives were even disbanded.

The reversal infuriated Mao, who saw it as a rejection of revolutionary policies. He convened a great
conference of peasant activists and edited their favourable reports on the cooperatives into a volume
entitled Socialist Upsurge in the Chinese Countryside. Bypassing the formal decision-making
process, he called for the pace of cooperativization to be speeded up. By 1957, almost every peasant
household had been pressed into higher-level co-ops in which land, livestock, and equipment were
all collectively owned and remuneration depended on labour alone. Despite the speed of the process,
production was not disrupted and this allowed Mao to claim a triumph. However, the basic problems
in Chinese agriculture remained intractable. The amount of cultivated land per head of the population
was one of the lowest in the world. Although the yield per hectare was high, labour productivity was
low and it was hard for the peasants to produce much surplus on so little land whether collectivized
or not. The state paid low prices for grain, there was too little investment in agriculture, and
mechanization was difficult in such an intensive system. Basically, agriculture was squeezed to pay
for the industrialization programme. Grain output did grow, but not as fast as envisaged in the plan.

During the period of the First Five Year Plan, every effort was made to preserve the appearance of a
unified leadership under Mao’s direction. It is now known that there were serious disagreements over
various issues including the pace of the cooperativization of agriculture and the socialization of
industry, but all this was successfully concealed at the time. The one major leadership purge that took
place perhaps foreshadowed future events, although the details remain obscure. It involved Gao
Gang, a Politburo member who had been leader of the Shaanxi Soviet before the arrival of the Long
Marchers, and his associate Rao Shushi. Gao was the top official in the North-East China Region
while Rao occupied an equivalent position in the East China Region. In 1953 both were transferred to
senior posts in Beijing. Gao Gang had already incurred Mao’s ire by conducting independent dealings
with Stalin from his north-eastern stronghold. He had even concluded a trade treaty with the Soviet
Union for his region before Mao agreed one for China as a whole. Nonetheless, it seems that Mao
liked Gao and confided to him that he thought Liu Shaoqi and Zhou Enlai were over-cautious about
the economy and collectivization. Mao also spoke about dropping some of his own frontline
leadership tasks. Possibly encouraged by such talk, Gao and Rao are said to have plotted to take the
places of Liu Shaoqi and Zhou Enlai. When this was reported back to Mao, they were challenged.
Gao committed suicide and Rao was imprisoned.

The new society: assent and dissent
In the early 1950s, the new regime was rather successful at building popular support. Life in the first
half of the twentieth century in a country almost continuously racked by war had been very difficult
for the majority. The promise of strong and purposeful government and a better life to come was
beguiling. Many people, especially the industrial workers who were enjoying considerable benefits
in the new society, were convinced by the CCP’s revolutionary message. Great effort was expended
to make people feel part of ‘New China’. Most of the population received some sort of ‘political



education’ to explain and win support for the new government and its policies. This took place in the
workplace, and in all sorts of organizations such as Peasant Associations, the Youth League, the
Women’s Federation, and even in the Young Pioneers, the communist children’s organization.

On the other hand life was becoming very difficult for certain groups. Campaigns were launched
successively against counter-revolutionaries, corrupt cadres, and businessmen accused of defrauding
the state. Intellectuals underwent ‘thought reform’, designed to break their intellectual independence
and to discredit all ideologies other than Marxism. They were made to feel guilty for their privileged
past. At regular meetings, usually held at their place of work, they were required to consider their
past actions and ideas and to make self-criticisms as well as criticisms of others. From the time of the
Korean War life was particularly difficult for those who had connections with the United States, had
been educated in mission schools, or had relatives in Taiwan. Individuals under attack were isolated,
a painful state that imposed great psychological pressure in a society that seemed overwhelmingly
united in the pursuit of economic progress, national self-determination, and socialism. Dissent
resulted in tragic consequences for the dissidents and their families.

Mao followed campaigns that affected intellectuals with particular interest and sometimes intervened
in them personally. In his 1940 essay ‘On New Democracy’ he had condemned Guomindang
censorship, its suppression of intellectuals, and its oppressiveness towards all opponents. In Yan’an
and in the first years in Beijing, his letters to established non-communist figures in the world of
scholarship or the arts had often showed great respect. By contrast, in 1954 he made a vicious attack
on Liang Shuming, a well-known liberal philosopher and writer and a friend of his former teacher,
Yang Changji. Born in the same year as Mao, before 1949 Liang had advocated the blending of
western-style democracy with eastern values. His crime on this occasion was to observe in a meeting
that the life of a Chinese peasant was very hard and that workers had a better deal. Mao snatched up
the microphone and shouted crude abuse at Liang calling him a heap of stinking bones. Although Liang
was subsequently disgraced, he outlived Mao, dying in 1988. Perhaps, although Mao had lost his
temper, he did not see him as a real threat. Later he was to say that even men like Liang should be
allowed to spread their ideas. ‘If they have something to fart about let them fart! If it’s out, people can
decide whether it is bad or good.’

Far more serious was the 1955 campaign personally orchestrated by Mao against Hu Feng, a leading
CCP writer and Communist Party member. Hu had been bold enough to complain that Mao’s ‘Yan’an
Talks’ had been used to stifle all creativity in the arts. He was accused of leading a counter-
revolutionary clique, arrested, and imprisoned. In the witch-hunt that followed, intellectuals labelled
as his followers were persecuted and punished. Their families often shared their fates. Hu was not
released until 1979, was rehabilitated in 1980, and lived until 1985.

Impact of Khrushchev’s secret speech
Khrushchev’s denunciation of Stalin at the Twentieth Congress of the Soviet Communist Party in
February 1956 had enormous repercussions in China. Mao’s attitudes to Stalin were complex. He can
have had little love for the Soviet leader, despite the formal eulogy that he had written on the Soviet
leader’s death. As Mao himself commented, the Chinese Party had more than once experienced



difficulties because of Stalin’s interference, and the Chinese revolution won victory by acting
contrary to Stalin’s will. Stalin had many times backed Mao’s rivals for the leadership of the CCP
and had not seemed to want a communist victory in the Chinese civil war of 1946–9. Moreover, Mao
harboured resentment about the terms of Soviet aid to China agreed in 1950 and Soviet behaviour
during the Korean War. But in spite of all this, Mao had recognized Stalin as the leader of the
socialist camp. He was dismayed that Khrushchev had failed to consult or even warn fraternal parties
in advance about the disclosures he would make in his ‘secret speech’ and feared that the revelations
would bring turmoil to the international communist movement.

The secret speech contained a strong attack on the cult of the individual. Khrushchev accused Stalin
of demanding absolute submission to his opinions, ignoring the norms of Party life, and trampling on
the Leninist principle of collective party leadership. There was already sensitivity about the cult of
the individual in China. The Central Committee had clearly dissociated itself from some Soviet
practices in 1949 by prohibiting the naming of towns, streets, or factories after living leaders. At
Mao’s suggestion, the Chinese leaders also made an anti-embalming pact, agreeing to be cremated
after death to prevent their bodies becoming objects of veneration like Lenin’s. Yet despite these
precautions, Mao and his colleagues could hardly have failed to see that Mao, like Stalin, might be
accused of putting himself above the Party.

The first public Chinese response to the secret speech came in a People’s Daily editorial ‘On the
Historical Experience of the Dictatorship of the Proletariat’, in April 1956, later to be regarded as an
opening salvo in the Sino-Soviet split. The editorial reflects both Mao’s ambivalence towards Stalin,
and his critical attitude to the secret speech. It was not an out-and-out rejection of Khrushchev’s
denunciation. It even congratulated the Soviet people for launching a campaign against the cult of the
individual and conceded that Stalin had made many mistakes. However, it insisted that his
achievements were primary.

The autumn brought fresh drama in the Soviet bloc. The Polish United Workers Party tried to rid itself
of leaders imposed on it by Stalin. Soviet military intervention in the Stalinist tradition seemed a real
possibility. The CCP gave notice to Moscow that it strongly supported the Polish Party’s right to
determine its own affairs and opposed Soviet intervention. However, when the Hungarian Uprising
took place in September, China supported Soviet intervention because the uprising was overtly anti-
communist and the reformers wanted to leave the Warsaw pact.

The Hundred Flowers and the anti-rightist movement
Meanwhile, in China, possibly in response to questions under debate after Khrushchev’s secret
speech about how a socialist country should be run, Mao and some other Party leaders had begun to
advocate greater intellectual freedom. In spring 1956, Mao raised the slogan ‘Let a Hundred Flowers
Bloom, Let a Hundred Schools of Thought Contend’, urging that academic debate should take place
without undue political restriction, and that the Party and officials should submit to public criticism.
This seemed like an extraordinary reversal after the Hu Feng affair. It seems that Mao feared that
economic development would be stalled if intellectuals, technical experts, and managers were held
back by conformity or fear. The movement was intended to harness their energy and enthusiasm. When



the intellectuals, mindful of the fate of Hu Feng and others, showed a very natural caution, Mao
himself urged them to overcome their nervousness. He even attacked Party leaders who did not accept
the Hundred Flowers. ‘Shit or get off the pot’ he shouted at the editor of the People’s Daily who had
been slow to publish one of the key documents of the new policy.

Chinese leaders who had opposed the ‘Hundred Flowers’ initiative felt that the Hungarian Uprising of
November 1956 confirmed their position on the dangers of allowing intellectual dissent but Mao at
first stood firm. In February 1957, he delivered a key speech to a non-Party audience entitled ‘On the
Correct Handling of Contradictions’, openly admitting that there was leadership opposition to the
Hundred Flowers campaign and setting out a theory of contradictions to defend it. A distinction must
be made, he argued, between ‘contradictions among the people’ and ‘antagonistic contradictions’. If
the former were ignored they could turn into the latter. Stalin had often confused these two types of
contradiction and had thus failed to make the distinction between the enemy and the people. He had
treated all those who made criticisms as enemies, even imprisoning or executing them. The CCP, said
Mao, had recognized that this method was ‘not suitable’, yet it had sometimes made the same error.
Mao admitted that 800,000 Chinese had been killed in drives against counter-revolutionaries but
seemed to imply that the time for violent class struggle was now over. Most shockingly of all for the
politically orthodox, Mao argued that there could be contradictions between the leaders and the led. It
was quite possible for the Party and its leaders to commit errors and Party leaders however senior
could not be immune from criticism. Party members and non-Party members had an equal right to
criticize. Only through open debate could correct and incorrect ideas be distinguished.

Encouraged by what appeared to be a sustained relaxation, intellectuals, academics, scientists,
technical experts, and managers began to attack the Party and its authoritarian role. They complained
of narrow repressiveness and of inappropriate political interference in many spheres of life including
education, research, industrial management, and construction. They also protested against low
standards of living, political repression, and the slavish imitation of the Soviet Union. Mao’s
colleagues became more alarmed than ever, and Mao himself seems to have been at first taken aback,
and then angered by this crescendo of resentful voices. In the summer, despite all Mao’s promises
about accepting criticism, a campaign of repression was launched, overseen by Deng Xiaoping, then a
newly powerful figure as Deputy Premier, General Secretary of the CCP Central Committee, Director
of the Organization Department, and Vice Chairman of the Central Military Commission. Over half a
million ‘rightists’ were identified in universities, enterprises, and government offices including
leading writers and thinkers. They were punished with varying degrees of severity, many being sent
into exile or imprisonment for years. Their family members were discriminated against in education,
job selection, and promotion.

Mao’s motives in the Hundred Flowers movement and the ‘anti-rightist movement’ that followed have
been much disputed. He has been accused of deliberately leading intellectuals into a trap; indeed, he
himself later implied that it was part of his plan to entrap the ‘poisonous weeds’. The documentary
evidence is against this. Mao had pushed for the Hundred Flowers thaw in a mood of utopian
optimism against considerable opposition. He believed that it would enable the Party to cooperate
more fruitfully with the educated people whose skills it needed in order to speed the industrialization
programme. The anti-rightist crackdown represented a defeat for this optimism and struck a blow to
his prestige both with his colleagues, to whom his behaviour seemed rash and ill judged, and with the



intellectuals, who felt that it had been treacherous. Educated Chinese now knew that expressing
independent opinions honestly was dangerous, whereas sycophancy and conformity brought rewards.
Mao’s attitude to the intellectuals, always ambivalent, also seems to have become more firmly
negative. Henceforth he frequently invoked the Petofi Circle, the group of writers who had first
demanded reform in Hungary, to express concern about unreliable intellectuals. In February 1957 he
had assured his colleagues that there would be no Petofi Circle in China; in 1963 he would warn
writers that they might become such a grouping.

Leadership questions
The Eighth Party Congress was held in September 1956 after the secret speech and when the Hundred
Flowers movement was already under way. It was the first since 1945, despite the constitutional
requirement for five yearly congresses. Its very staging has been seen as marking the ascendancy of
those like Liu Shaoqi and Deng Xiaoping who emphasized organization and legitimacy. The Congress
agreed a number of measures which appeared to reduce Mao’s role and stature. Photographic line-ups
placed Liu Shaoqi beside Mao, thus confirming him as the heir apparent. Deng Xiaoping took on the
newly created post of General Secretary of the Party. The post of honorary Party Chairman was
created, but left vacant, apparently in preparation for Mao’s eventual retirement. The new Party
constitution stated that all important decisions should be taken collectively. The 1945 constitution had
defined the Party’s ideology as Marxism-Leninism Mao Zedong Thought. This reference to Mao
Zedong Thought was dropped from the 1956 text. The Congress Documents are striking for the
absence of the phrase ‘under the correct leadership of the Communist Party led by Chairman Mao
Zedong’. Such formulaic references had been the norm in all Party documents and would become so
again from 1960, so that their omission in 1956 must have been deliberate.

In his report on the new constitution Deng Xiaoping rejected the concept of the infallible leader:

One important contribution made by the 20th Congress of the Soviet Party was to alert us to the fact that the personality cult
can lead to all sorts of disastrous consequences. Our party has always reckoned that any party or individual can have
deficiencies or make mistakes; this point is now explicitly noted in the new draft of the Party constitution. In this way our
Party also repudiates the personality cult.

It is often assumed that the Eighth Congress represented an attempt by other CCP leaders, including
Liu Shaoqi, Deng Xiaoping, and Peng Dehuai, to curb Mao’s increasingly autocratic behaviour. The
Red Guards who included this extract from Deng’s report in a collection of his ‘most criminal ideas’
clearly saw it that way. Yet there are problems with such an interpretation. The Chinese Communist
Youth League had dropped a similar reference to Mao Zedong Thought as early as 1953, presumably
with Mao’s agreement. The official CCP line supported by Mao was against the cult of the individual.
Deng’s comments merely echoed this position.

The Congress took place only months after the secret speech. It is possible that the language of its
documents reflected a heightened sensitivity among all the leaders, including at the time Mao, to the
fact that the CCP might be accused of practising the cult of the individual.

The preparations for Mao’s retirement are compatible with his often expressed dislike of the day-to-



day routines of government and his wish to retire to ‘the second line’, a term he used for the backstage
position he thought would give him the time to think about long-term strategy. Other personnel
decisions made at the Congress, in particular the appointment of the competent Deng Xiaoping as
General Secretary, may have been designed to make this possible. The implication that Mao was too
weak to fight back against Congress decisions with which he disagreed is at variance with the fact
that, as events were to show, he still had formidable control over the Party. Whatever the real
meaning of the Eighth Congress, any tensions that existed in this period were to be dwarfed by what
happened in 1958 when Mao led China into the disastrous Great Leap Forward.



Chapter 5
The Great Leap Forward and its aftershocks

Mao’s impatience with the pace of economic growth in China was increased by his second and final
visit to the Soviet Union in November 1957. He obtained a promise of help with defence, and in
particular nuclear technology, but it was made clear that other aid would be limited. Profound
ideological differences began to emerge. Khrushchev stuck to the belief that he had expressed at the
Soviet Party’s Twentieth Congress that there should be peaceful coexistence with capitalist countries,
arguing that in a nuclear age even local wars were too dangerous as they might escalate into nuclear
conflict. Mao insisted that liberation wars were still necessary and could be limited.

The Chinese position reflected an ongoing feeling of vulnerability. Much of the new industrial
development in China had been sited at great expense far in the interior to put it beyond the reach, it
was hoped, of US bombs. China faced unyielding hostility from the United States, the Americans had
given Taiwan the latest military equipment, and the American trade embargo had excluded China from
world markets. Reliant on the Soviet nuclear deterrent, China was alarmed by any indication that
Moscow might be ‘going soft’ rather than standing up to Washington. The Russians were horrified by
Mao’s bravado when he insisted that a nuclear war would not be a total disaster. Khrushchev’s return
visit to Beijing in 1958 did nothing to heal the widening breach. Three weeks later, in brinkmanship
which was perhaps intended as a lesson in anti-imperialist resolve for Moscow, the Chinese began
shelling Guomindang-held islands in the Taiwan Straits. When a direct confrontation with the USA
appeared to threaten, China backed down. After the conclusion of the crisis, belatedly in Chinese
eyes, Khrushchev informed the USA that any attack on China would be regarded as an attack on the
Soviet Union. Then in June 1959, the Soviets told the Chinese that they would not honour their
promise to assist China with the development of a nuclear bomb because it would be contrary to their
efforts to obtain a test ban treaty and bring about the relaxation of international tension. In 1959 and
1960 Mao was further infuriated by Moscow’s failure to support either Chinese action in Tibet or
China’s stance in the Sino-Indian border dispute. The developing differences with the Soviet Union
convinced Mao that China would have to depend more on its own efforts to industrialize and also
inclined him to the belief that China should not slavishly follow the Soviet model. Mao revived the
idea of an economic leap that he had first suggested in 1956. The Great Leap Forward was launched
in the winter of 1957–8 with the aim of speeding up economic growth. Agricultural collectives were
merged to make enormous new units called ‘People’s Communes’. Their size allowed them to
mobilize tens of thousands of peasants in the winter months to work on construction projects. A huge
expansion of irrigation was planned to protect against both flood and drought thus making farmland
more productive. Local collectively owned small-scale industry, often using indigenous technology,
would be encouraged. Modern industry was to be developed at the provincial level, making even the
largely agricultural inland provinces self-sufficient in consumer goods. The intention was to eliminate
transport bottle-necks and, through a dribble-down effect, to promote industrialization even in the
most backward areas.

Social revolution was another objective of the Great Leap. The remuneration system in the People’s



Communes was at first extremely egalitarian. The patriarchal family came under new attack. Drives
to get women involved in work outside the home were underpinned by the opening of communal
kitchens and nurseries. The Great Leap involved a visionary attempt to use human labour power, of
which China had so much, to replace the capital and the equipment that it lacked.

These were not necessarily irrational strategies; the problem lay in their hasty and inexpert
implementation. Early in the campaign Mao warned against trying to go too fast, saying that economic
laws exist objectively and cannot be diverted by man’s will; however, he and the country at large
soon abandoned this sort of caution. Aspirational but unrealistic economic targets such as catching up
Britain within fifteen years were adopted.

Mao bears responsibility for the rhetoric of the Great Leap which invoked the importance of human
will, enthusiasm, and dedication, and tended to condemn expert opinion as dogmatism. His desire to
win over planners and managers manifested in the Hundred Flowers movement disappeared; now he
urged that people should not ‘fear professors’. He likened the problem of achieving development to
that of fighting a war, he spoke of the necessity of permanent revolution, and his speeches reflected a
growing impatience with the sober advice of technical experts. The Great Leap was characterized by
an extreme anti-expert bias. It was better to be ‘red’ than ‘expert’, and engineers who protested that
production targets were impractical or mentioned the technical limitations of machinery could find
themselves accused of counter-revolutionary behaviour.

The coming of disaster
Great Leap policies affected everyone’s lives. The extreme egalitarianism of the remuneration system
in the People’s Communes gave peasants too little economic incentive. The massive water control
projects and the rural industries that the communes were supposed to facilitate were often ill advised,
and sometimes diverted too much peasant labour away from grain production. The naive notion that
steel was the basis of all industrialization and the determination to increase China’s output led to the
massively wasteful ‘backyard furnace movement’. People were called on to give up ‘scrap iron’—in
fact usually their precious pots, pans, and tools—which enthusiastic activists with no experience of
metallurgy all too often reduced to low-grade scrap when they attempted to produce steel.

Reliable statistics were among the first casualties of the Great Leap. Cadres feared to admit that they
had not reached their targets, and as one unit reported record outputs, another would feel challenged
to claim even more exaggerated achievements. Despite the assignment of so many male peasants to
make steel or to work in industry, it was claimed that grain outputs had doubled in 1958. Similarly
impressive figures were put forward for industry.

Analysis of revised figures for industry shows initial growth that was not maintained. Indeed growth
fell sharply away and production did not recover its 1960 level until 1965. Losses in agriculture
were far more serious. Revised figures show that what had been hailed as a bumper harvest in 1958
was in fact only 2.6 per cent greater than that of 1957. Grain output then suffered catastrophic
declines for two consecutive years. In 1960 output was 29 per cent lower than in 1958. Only in 1965



did grain output come near to recovering the 1957 level. Meanwhile the state failed to make an
appropriate response until 1961. Determined to continue to feed the urban areas and to supply
industrial needs, it took over 17.4 per cent of the crop from the peasants in 1957, 20.9 per cent in
1958, 28 per cent in the terrible year of 1959, and 21 per cent in 1960. China even remained a net
exporter of grain up to and including 1960, the worst harvest year, and began substantial imports of
food grain only in 1961. Predictably the result of this ruthless grain procurement by the state in what
was still a largely self-sufficient agricultural economy was an appalling famine. Death rates shot up
while birth rates plummeted. Between 20 and 30 million deaths—some estimates go much higher—
resulted from the direct and indirect effects of the famine.

Famine theorists have shown that large-scale famines are not brought about merely by a dearth of
food; poor governance and access and entitlement to food are also important factors. Prompt
reactions to the first signs of famine are vital if the effects of shortage are to be mitigated. In its early
years Mao’s regime had almost banished starvation by giving the poorest peasants access to land,
increasing production, and distributing relief grain. In the Great Leap period, euphoria, ignorance,
and fear inhibited ameliorative action when famine first began to strike.

Mao, as the chief architect of the policies that produced the famine and of a political culture in which
even his oldest comrades increasingly feared to bring up unpalatable truths, bears responsibility for
one of the greatest disasters in human history. Zhou Enlai, who had expressed reservations about the
Great Leap Forward at the beginning of 1958, had been forced to make an abject self-criticism for his
economic conservatism, even offering his resignation. The veteran Party economist Chen Yun, a
believer in the orthodox planned economy, was another doubter. The anti-expert ethos that had
prevailed since the anti-rightist movement weakened his position. In early 1959, he made a brave
speech asserting that economic growth required attention to safe working conditions and quality
engineering, and depended not just on political awareness, but also on technical skill. Interestingly,
although he would be criticized for the speech years later in the Cultural Revolution, it did not result
in immediate trouble. Other leaders such as Liu Shaoqi and Deng Xiaoping seem initially to have
offered Mao their support for the Great Leap. However, the heady optimism that prevailed in 1958
rapidly dissipated in 1959 as knowledge of the real situation reached the leaders.

In June 1959, in the midst of the disaster, Mao left Beijing to inspect conditions in the provinces. He
had handed over the chairmanship of the People’s Republic to Liu Shaoqi in April, although he
remained the Party chairman. His trip was perhaps understood by some to mark his long-promised
retreat to the second line. In Hubei province conditions were so bad that even the state guesthouse at
which he stayed with his entourage could serve no meat. In Hunan he went to his home village after an
absence of thirty-two years. He visited his parents’ graves and then chatted to relatives, villagers, and
local officials. Reports of these talks show that he must have had some insight into what was going
on. He chided officials who gave him favourable reports of agricultural production, telling them not
to exaggerate. In the evening the villagers complained to him that production was down and that they
had had to give up their pots and pans to the backyard furnaces.

The purge of Peng Dehuai



The following month, Mao moved on to Jiangxi province, where a Central Committee plenum had
been arranged for July in the mountain resort of Lushan. Some of the other leaders had also been
travelling in various parts of the countryside. What they had seen had made them question the Great
Leap but they were afraid to say anything that might get back to Mao. However, the minister of
defence, Marshal Peng Dehuai, had decided to speak out. Like Mao, Peng was from a peasant
background in Hunan province. Their association went back to their guerrilla days in Jinggangshan.
Peng had served with distinction in both the war of resistance and the civil war, and had commanded
the Chinese forces in Korea. He was a blunt-speaking soldier whose knowledge of military
technology had made him acutely aware of China’s backwardness. He had complained about Mao’s
personality cult and disapproved of Mao’s affairs with young women from the military. He himself
was popular in the army for his simple lifestyle.

Peng had visited his own and Mao’s home districts early in 1959. Horrified to see untilled fields and
starving peasants, he sent cables to Beijing about conditions. Just before the Lushan plenum he had
spent six weeks in Eastern Europe and had met Khrushchev. In small group discussions at the start of
the plenum, Peng criticized Great Leap policies. He also pointed out that production in Mao’s home
village had increased with the help of large loans from the state. When Mao professed ignorance of
this, Peng said he did not believe him, thus implying that the Chairman had lied. Peng also wrote a
personal letter to Mao observing that there had been more losses than gains in the Great Leap and that
steel production had been exaggerated. He condemned the ‘leftist’ mistakes of the campaign, saying
they could also be described as ‘petty bourgeois’. He averred that the collective leadership, including
Mao, should take responsibility.

Mao was outraged. He felt that Peng’s attack was directed at him personally and prepared an
immediate counter-attack. First he had the letter copied and distributed to all the delegates. The fact
that Mao himself had ordered the distribution of the letter and that the criticisms of the Great Leap it
contained were no stronger than what Mao had already said led some to suppose the Chairman would
allow an open discussion. They were soon disabused. In a furious speech Mao defended the
communes. He warned that although he never attacked first, when he came under fire, he would
always counter-attack. Then he issued an ultimatum; he would go up into the mountains and start a
new guerrilla war if the army followed Peng. The marshal exploded with anger and accused Mao of
being a despot, like Stalin in his later years, ready to sacrifice human life in pursuit of impossible
targets.

At the Politburo meeting which followed, Mao took advantage of the fact that Khrushchev had just
launched a public attack on the Chinese communes to accuse Peng of having plotted with the Soviet
leader. Mao and Peng swore furiously at each other. Peng protested that his letter had been intended
only for Mao and that he had carried out no factional activities. Mao of course prevailed. Zhou Enlai
and others joined the attack. Peng was soon isolated. Only his fellow marshal, Zhu De, tried to defend
him.

Peng was subsequently replaced as minister of defence by another marshal, Lin Biao. Both Mao and
Liu Shaoqi frequently asserted that Peng had acted as a Soviet agent at Lushan. Later in 1959, on what
was to be his final visit to Beijing, Khrushchev urged Mao to restore Peng to his positions. The



intervention was hardly likely to have helped Peng. Yet for some years Peng’s treatment was
relatively mild. He retained his Party membership but lived under house arrest on the outskirts of
Beijing. He cultivated his garden and was sometimes visited by other leaders. In 1965, Mao sent for
him again. Having grudgingly admitted to Peng that at Lushan, ‘from the perspective of today, the truth
may have been on your side’, Mao asked him to take charge of a new programme of economic
development in inland China. This partial rehabilitation did not last long. Peng was arrested by Red
Guards in 1966, tortured and interrogated, and subsequently held in prison until his death from cancer
in 1974. His posthumous rehabilitation was announced by Deng Xiaoping in 1978. Deng stated that
Mao’s vilification of Peng in 1959 as the leader of an ‘anti-Party clique’ had been ‘entirely wrong’,
and that it had ‘undermined intra-Party democracy’. Paying tribute to Peng, Deng said, ‘He cared
about the masses, and was never concerned about his own advantage. He was never afraid of
difficulties, neither of carrying heavy loads.’

Retreat from the Great Leap
Ironically, Peng’s stand against Mao made retreat from the Great Leap all the more difficult because
Mao’s pride was at stake. Moves to modify and stabilize communes in spring 1959 were replaced by
an attempt to revive Great Leap policies in 1960. A real retreat finally began in 1961, despite a
continuing rhetoric glorifying the Great Leap. By this time the true magnitude of the famine was
apparent to the leadership. Liu Shaoqi, Zhou Enlai, and Deng Xiaoping directed the adjustments,
which involved a reduction in the size of communes and considerable modification of their early
egalitarian policies. In some cases, peasant households even regained control over the land from the
collective. In 1962, Mao called an expanded Central Committee work conference in Beijing attended
by 7,000 cadres. He hoped the meeting would stop the retrenchment which he perceived as a retreat
from socialism. In the event, grass-roots cadres were so eloquent in their condemnation of Great Leap
policies that Mao was forced to make a rather perfunctory self-criticism. After the meeting Mao
withdrew to south China for several months leaving Liu, Zhou, and Deng in charge of affairs in
Beijing. The economy gradually recovered and, although rationing remained, by 1963 food was
becoming more plentiful. Even policies towards literature, the arts, and education were somewhat
relaxed.

Meanwhile the Sino-Soviet dispute, which had been festering since Khrushchev’s secret speech in
1956, finally became an open split in 1960. The Russians cancelled their aid to China and withdrew
their experts and advisers. Many were glad to go because their restraining advice had been rejected
since the beginning of the Great Leap Forward. Their withdrawal was a new blow to the Chinese
economy; some construction sites where Soviet expertise had been indispensable now lay idle.
However, the Russian withdrawal, together with some serious natural disasters in 1960 and 1961,
gave Mao a useful scapegoat for the trouble the economy was in.

From 1962 to 1965, China enjoyed comparative political calm. Yet there were rumbles of dissension.
At first, Mao accepted the retrenchment measures, but in a speech at Beidaihe in the summer of 1962,
he insisted that the collectives must be preserved and that class struggle must not be forgotten.
Contending explanations of the disaster years were an indication of tension. Liu Shaoqi said that 70
per cent of the Great Leap Forward problems were due to human error and 30 per cent to the weather.



Mao insisted that it was the other way round. A Socialist Education Campaign that began under Liu
Shaoqi’s direction in 1963 was designed to strengthen collectivization by cleaning up corruption in
the administration of collective accounts, communal granaries, public property, and work points.
Work teams of cadres and students from the cities went to the countryside to carry out the work; it was
felt that such outsiders would not be ‘contaminated’ by local interests and that the experience would
be good for their own socialist education. By 1964 Mao was unhappy with the direction taken by the
campaign. He thought too much effort was being put into unearthing the insignificant misdemeanours
of rural cadres and too little into seeking out the ‘capitalistic’ elements among the peasants. He
claimed that his injunction ‘Never forget class struggle’ had been forgotten.

The Sino-Soviet split
The Sino-Soviet split is an essential background to understanding Mao’s evolving ideas in this
period. Relations between the two parties worsened after the withdrawal of Soviet aid in 1960. Until
1963, however, they used surrogates in launching attacks on each other. Beijing blasted Yugoslav
revisionism rather than the Soviet Union while Moscow abused Albania rather than China. All this
came to an end when the Soviet Union signed the nuclear test ban treaty in summer 1963. Mao had
once proclaimed that the atom bomb was a paper tiger, but this was clearly bravado. He wanted
nuclear weapons and was infuriated by what he saw as an attempt to block China developing them.
From September 1963 to July 1964, the CCP issued a series of nine bitter letters directly attacking the
Soviet Party ideologically and politically. Written in the name of the Chinese Central Committee,
these may be taken as expressing Mao’s increasingly negative views of political and economic
developments in the USSR. In 1964 China tested its first atom bomb, a feat applauded as a great
triumph all over the country.

Mao no longer believed that a socialist revolution guaranteed a continuous advance towards
communism. Rather he argued that class struggle must continue under socialism as the only protection
against the restoration of capitalism. He came to regard the Soviet Party as a revisionist force
engaged in just such a restoration and he increasingly feared that the same fate could befall the
Chinese Party if steps were not taken to avoid it. The fall of Khrushchev in 1964 created considerable
excitement in China, but in the end did nothing to reassure Mao, who condemned the new Soviet
leadership as offering ‘Khrushchevism without Khrushchev’. The spectacle of the Kremlin coup may
also have increased Mao’s paranoia about his own position and his relationships with senior
colleagues.

The Sino-Soviet split left China isolated internationally, as all the communist countries of Eastern
Europe, except tiny Albania, sided with Moscow. The Vietnam War again brought a conflict involving
the USA close to China’s borders. Chinese propaganda claimed, ‘We have friends all over the
world’, and China began a friendship offensive with various countries in the Third World especially
in the newly independent countries of Africa. But Mao clearly felt exposed. He viewed the
international situation as unstable enough to justify massive expenditure invested in the ‘third front’, a
policy under which much strategic industry was transferred to the south-western provinces such as
Sichuan where it would be less vulnerable to foreign attack and where supplies for the Vietnamese
war effort could conveniently be produced.



Mao’s increasing isolation
Socially, Mao was now more than ever dependent for company on his bodyguards and on those who
attended to his needs and pleasures. His old comrades were nervous of him, his children had grown
up, and his relationship with Jiang Qing was volatile. She was exacting and neurotic. Her health and
his infidelities had led to an estrangement in the 1950s, yet she had flown to be at Mao’s side when
the row with Peng Dehuai broke out at Lushan. This did not produce a permanent marital
reconciliation, but their political relationship strengthened as their personal one waned. In 1966, she
would move out of his household, yet he had already by then begun to allow her some political
oversight of cultural affairs and during the Cultural Revolution he used her in many ways and
permitted her to play a major political role. In 1961, Mao made the strangely quixotic gesture of
arranging for his former wife, He Zizhen, to visit him when he was holidaying in Lushan. He chatted
to her for a while, and after she had left, he chain-smoked for a long time. He had been distressed to
see how old she looked and asked his doctor about her condition and its treatment. His reaction was
perhaps connected to intimations of his own mortality as he struggled with minor ailments and his
usual insomnia. He was more than ever addicted to sleeping pills.

Although propaganda emphasized Mao’s frugality, his life in Zhongnanhai was comfortable enough.
His bedroom was dominated by an enormous bed covered in heaps of books and papers and
surrounded by bookshelves which were also piled high with books. He received guests in a room
similarly full of books that resembled a study. He scrutinized a huge number of reports and other
documents, but also remained a devoted reader of the Chinese classics, of which he collected
beautiful editions. In the provinces he stayed in well-appointed guesthouses. Like Zhongnanhai, each
of these had a heated pool. Swimming was his relaxation. He liked to spend long periods in south
China where the climate suited him. His remoteness from the details of policy implementation now
meant that he could put forward new ideas and policies without having to grapple with the practical
problems of making them work. Moreover, having withdrawn to the ‘second line’, deliberately
distancing himself from day-to-day affairs in Beijing, he could accuse his colleagues of ignoring him
when he disapproved of what they were doing.

The cult of Mao and its uses
In 1964 the cult of Mao was intensified. His name was mentioned with ever greater frequency in
broadcasts. Chinese radio increased its output of revolutionary songs vaunting Mao’s leadership
while western classical music went off the air. His Selected Works was reissued, and a collection of
extracts from his writings edited for the use of the army by Lin Biao appeared. Later editions were
bound in a red vinyl cover and within two years a copy of Quotations from Chairman Mao, better
known in English as The Little Red Book, would be owned and carried by everyone in China as the
study of Mao’s thought became obligatory.

In retrospect, this new elevation of Mao may be seen as a response to Khrushchev’s fall and to Mao’s
concern about opposition to his ideas among his colleagues. In January 1965, Edgar Snow asked Mao
if a cult of personality was being fostered in China. Having admitted that there was some basis for
saying so, Mao suggested that Khrushchev had fallen because he had no cult of personality at all. The



implication was that Mao regarded his cult as a protection.

At this point, ordinary Chinese were not aware of differences among the leadership of the CCP; nor,
probably, did his colleagues realize how fundamentally Mao felt alienated from them. His anger and
his conviction that China was being led into revisionism would soon lead him to launch a new
campaign. For the first time, instead of trying to unite a majority of the Party leadership around his
ideas, he would strike at the Party itself. To do this he would rely mainly on the support of young
people brought up to consider him infallible. The new campaign would claim as its victims almost all
Mao’s old comrades and would thus leave him ever more heavily dependent on sycophants who drew
their authority from their relationship with him.



Chapter 6
The Cultural Revolution: it’s right to rebel

In its first fifteen years the Chinese communist government under Mao’s leadership had brought the
whole of mainland China under one effective government for the first time since 1911, established an
administration whose writ ran even into remote villages, achieved economic and infrastructural
growth, and brought about improvements in living standards and life expectancy. Literacy, education,
and health standards had all seen remarkable rises, especially in the urban areas. The regime had
survived both a direct clash with American military power in Korea, and the loss of Soviet aid after
1960. It had won considerable popular support on the basis of this record and through the patriotic
nationalism that the Party fostered in all its educational and political work. The terrible post-Great
Leap famine had been a severe setback but knowledge of its appalling scale had been successfully
restricted to the top leadership. By the mid-1960s food supplies were again adequate, economic
growth had been resumed, and confidence was returning.

However, by 1965, Mao was becoming increasingly disillusioned with the way Chinese society was
developing. He believed that socialism was endangered by the measures introduced to restore the
economy after the Great Leap disasters, in particular the introduction of material incentives in
industry and the modifications to the collective system in agriculture. In retrospect, he had become
critical even of development prior to the Great Leap Forward, viewing it as urban biased and
inclined to promote the formation of a new communist elite. His criticism found voice in his 1965
Directive on Health. He accused the Ministry of Public Health of working only for 15 per cent of the
population while the broad masses of the peasants got no medical treatment. ‘First they don’t have
any doctors; second they don’t have any medicine.’ Sarcastically he asked, ‘why not change its name
to the Ministry of Urban Health . . . or even to Ministry of Urban Gentlemen’s Health?’ In education
he urged that the curriculum should be simplified and more emphasis should be placed on practical
work. Mao’s analysis that the Soviet Party’s ideology and policy were no longer revolutionary, that
they had become revisionist, and his growing anger at the Soviet treatment of China also fed his
concern that China itself might turn away from revolutionary politics and become revisionist.

Most of all Mao resented what he saw as his colleagues’ reluctance to take his opinions seriously.
Perhaps he even worried that his leadership faced a real challenge. Stalin’s fate made clear that a
leader’s legacy could be rejected once he was dead, but Khrushchev’s overthrow in 1964 showed
that this could happen to a living leader. As the different strands of his unease came together, Mao
seems to have concluded that the idea of his withdrawal to the second line had been a mistake. He
decided to initiate one last campaign to safeguard his revolutionary legacy. This was the titanic
struggle which became known as the Cultural Revolution. Its violent and chaotic phase lasted until
from 1966 to 1969 when Mao pronounced it complete, although, to the horror of many, he sometimes
said that there would be a need for further cultural revolutions in future. The post-Mao leadership
redefined the Cultural Revolution as the ‘ten years of catastrophe’, the period from 1966 to 1976, in
order to discredit the leftist policies of the 1970s, and this periodization is now quite generally
adopted.



Although in retrospect the Cultural Revolution was clearly in part a leadership power struggle, it was
not an orthodox purge. Mao did not simply use the Party or state apparatus to get rid of those he saw
as his opponents, instead he mobilized the young people of China as ‘Red Guards’ and, astonishingly,
allowed them to attack the Party apparatus. Different factions in the leadership manipulated these
‘mass organizations’, but often lost control of them. The movement was at first characterized by
substantial spontaneity. Because Mao said that members of mass organizations should be able to write
and produce newspapers, hundreds of unofficial newssheets were produced in this period. Many of
the young activists who threw themselves into this new revolution were attracted by what they saw as
a grass-roots movement which would at last lift the heavy hand of bureaucratic Party control.

Hai Rui, an allegory?
The first salvo of the Cultural Revolution was an attack on the play Hai Rui Dismissed from Office.
This story of an upright Ming dynasty official who was sacked when he remonstrated with the
emperor had been dramatized by Wu Han, a deputy mayor of Beijing and a leading historian.
Ironically, Mao himself had inspired interest in Hai Rui several years earlier by urging that more
should be written about him. When the play was first staged in early 1961, Mao expressed approval
and dismissed Jiang Qing’s charge that it was a thinly veiled defence of Peng Dehuai.

By 1965, however, Mao realized he could use the allegation. An attack on Wu Han would be an
indirect attack on the mayor of Beijing, Peng Zhen, who was also deputy head of the Secretariat of the
Chinese Communist Party, and in Mao’s eyes associated with attempts to sideline him. Mao sent Jiang
Qing to Shanghai where she commissioned a young polemicist, Yao Wenyuan, to write an attack on
the play. Mao himself revised the draft and it appeared in the Shanghai press at the beginning of
November. Ignorant of the link with Mao, Peng Zhen blocked its publication in Beijing until the end of
the month. After an intervention by Zhou Enlai, presumably prompted by Mao, it was finally reprinted
in the People’s Daily. Peng was head of a small group that was supposed to oversee a revolution in
culture. Unwisely, in February, he used this position to try to defend Wu Han. He admitted that Wu
had made political mistakes but criticized Yao’s article saying that such a political attack was
inappropriate in an academic debate.

Mao had already told close followers that he now saw the play as an allegorical attack on his
leadership, but he waited until late March, when Liu Shaoqi had left China for a month of state visits
to other countries in Asia, to launch an open attack on Wu Han and his ‘backer’ Peng Zhen. At Mao’s
instigation, the Secretariat of the Central Committee (chaired by Deng Xiaoping) prepared the case
against Peng. In April, Peng was denounced at a meeting of the Standing Committee of the Politburo
in Hangzhou and in May he was indicted, along with three other high-ranking leaders who Mao had
decided should go, at an enlarged meeting of the Politburo in Beijing stacked with Mao’s supporters.
The charge was that they had formed ‘an anti-Party clique’. Although Mao did not attend this meeting,
it was a key event. Ranking leaders, including Liu Shaoqi, Deng Xiaoping, and Zhou Enlai, did not
attempt to stand up to Mao and allowed themselves to be manipulated into supporting charges against
old comrades which they cannot sincerely have believed.



Mao’s attack on senior colleagues broadens
The Standing Committee meeting announced the launch of a ‘Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution’
and referred to ‘people in authority taking the capitalist road’, the formulation that would later be
used to describe Liu Shaoqi. The body that emerged from it, the new Cultural Revolution Group, in
theory reported to the Standing Committee of the Politburo, but in fact was frequently to act as an
alternative power source. Its members, although prominent, were not top-ranking leaders. All were
radical Mao supporters. They included Chen Boda (a former secretary to Mao), Kang Sheng (the
secret police chief who had supported Mao’s marriage to Jiang Qing in Yan’an), Jiang Qing herself,
her Shanghai protégé Yao Wenyuan, and another Shanghai leftist, Zhang Chunqiao.

Now distrustful of his Party colleagues whom he saw as part of a new elite, Mao turned to China’s
young people, and above all to students, to bring about the changes he wanted. In late May, Nie
Yuanzi, a Beijing University teacher, put up a wall poster attacking the university president and urging
students and staff to ‘eliminate all demons and monsters and carry the socialist revolution through to
the end’. It later emerged that Kang Sheng had sent his wife to offer Nie Yuanzi’s protest high-level
support. Knowing nothing of this, the university authorities instantly moved to condemn the poster, but
on 1 June Mao endorsed it and it was broadcast by radio stations throughout the county. With this sort
of encouragement, students and young people everywhere began to protest on the streets, to write wall
posters, and to form Red Guard groups as their schools closed. All sorts of grievances emerged.
Common themes were tyrannical Party leaders, nepotism, cronyism, and poor teaching, but local and
individual issues also fuelled direct action.

Anxious that China was descending into chaos, Liu Shaoqi rang Mao in Hangzhou to ask him to come
back to Beijing and take charge of the movement. When Mao demurred, Liu and Deng Xiaoping flew
south to ask what action they should take. Mao repeated that they should do as they thought best, but
he did not oppose their suggestion of sending teams of Party and Communist Youth League members
to the major campuses to restore order. Radical students were already organizing struggle meetings
against their teachers, forcing them to kneel for long hours in dunce’s caps in front of crowds of
students and to make grovelling apologies for past ‘reactionary’ behaviour. The work teams that were
sent in to impose order held their own struggle sessions and attempted to punish the radicals. Sharp
conflicts broke out in most universities.

In July, newspapers all over China carried pictures of Mao’s latest exploit. He had swum 9 miles
across the Yangzi at Wuhan, a remarkable feat for a 72-year-old man even with the current in his
favour. The clear message was that he was still vigorous and fully in charge. The publicity was timed
to coincide with Mao’s return to Beijing. Back in the capital he announced that ‘to rebel is justified’,
a four-character phrase that the Red Guards would often use to legitimize their activities in the three
following years. Mao also condemned the record of the work teams and these were withdrawn from
all campuses.

At a plenum meeting of the Central Committee on 1 August, Mao interrupted Liu Shaoqi’s opening
speech with a public denunciation of the work teams which he accused of opposing proletarian
revolution. Liu, who must by now have recognized that he had been set up, began to make muted self-



criticisms. On 5 August, Mao put up his own wall poster outside the offices of the Central Committee.
Under the dramatic heading ‘Bombard the Headquarters’, he alleged that certain leading comrades
who had already acted against him in 1962 (over the modification of the communes) and in 1964
(over the Socialist Education Campaign) were now opposing the Cultural Revolution and trying to set
up a bourgeois dictatorship. When the plenum elected the new Politburo, Liu Shaoqi had slipped from
second to ninth in the new rank order. Lin Biao, the minister of defence who had replaced Peng
Dehuai, was now in second place to Mao.

The plenum also approved the ‘Sixteen Points’, a new document that gave some idea of the course
that the Cultural Revolution would take. It was to be a movement of the masses in which they would
liberate themselves. The target of the movement should be those in authority who were taking the
capitalist road. Old ideas, culture, customs, and habits were to be resisted and education, literature,
and art transformed. Mao Zedong Thought should be taken as the guide to action. Some points, all too
often ignored in the heat of the movement, counselled comparative moderation. Violence was not to
be used in debate. The strictest care was to be taken to distinguish between ‘the anti-Party, anti-
socialist rightists and those who support the Party and socialism but have said or done something
wrong or have written some bad articles . . .’. The great majority of cadres were ‘good’ or
‘comparatively good’. Significantly, the Cultural Revolution in the armed forces was to be carried out
under separate authority. In fact the military and nuclear weapons sites remained off limits to the
‘revolutionary masses’ throughout the Cultural Revolution.

The Red Guards
The Red Guard movement now took off. In their home towns Red Guards raided private houses and
confiscated or destroyed property defined as representing old or bourgeois culture. Often they
ransacked their own homes, burning books and photographs and smashing possessions. Having
detained, interrogated, ill treated, and even beaten leaders supposed to represent bourgeois authority,
they dragged them to struggle meetings where they were publicly humiliated. Some were beaten to
death and others committed suicide.

Between mid-August and November Mao expressed his support and approval of the Red Guard
movement by appearing at eight mass rallies in Beijing. Young people from all over China chanted
slogans and wept hysterically on glimpsing their beloved Chairman. He waved in response. From the
autumn, Red Guards were allowed free passage on the railways and many travelled from one end of
China to the other ‘exchanging revolutionary experience’ and swapping Mao badges.

Red Guard organizations tended to divide into factions and fight amongst themselves. Those with
‘good class backgrounds’, the children of peasants, workers, and old revolutionaries whose families
had benefited from the communist revolution, were usually less radical and tried to defend the status
quo. Those with ‘bad class backgrounds’—the children of the pre-revolutionary elite, landlord
families, intellectuals, and those with connections in Taiwan or abroad—resented the discrimination
to which they had been subject. They tended to be very radical. Yet they were subject to attack from
other groups precisely because their background was questionable. All groups justified their policies
and actions with reference to Mao’s works. When Mao gave a clear order they tried to obey it. Much



of the time, however, Mao was careful to hide his hand. His comments were Delphic in their
ambiguity leaving Red Guard organizations considerable room to act on their own initiative.
Communist leaders vying for power or survival whether at local or national level tried to manipulate
Red Guard groups, sometimes through their own children. Like gang members anywhere, Red Guard
organizations developed their own rivalries and antagonisms, albeit with ideological rationalizations.
In some cases, they imprisoned, tortured, and even murdered each other with disturbing brutality.

The Mao cult became more intense than ever. Between 1966 and 1968, 150 million copies of Mao’s
Selected Works and 740 million copies of the Little Red Book were printed (see Figure 9). Every
working day and every meeting included time spent reading from Mao’s works. His picture hung in
every room and every office. All newspapers and all books used Mao quotations as headers. His
picture was so ubiquitous, it became dangerous to use old newspapers to light fires or wrap rubbish
without checking for them. Disrespect for Mao’s image could be punished by imprisonment or worse.
Ignorant of the details of China’s revolutionary history, the young Red Guards idolized Mao as
China’s only saviour while they ill treated and interrogated others who also had dedicated their lives
to the revolution. Intellectuals, teachers, and old revolutionaries alike were accused of being
bourgeois and ill treated, imprisoned, beaten to death. The veteran author Lao She was one of many
driven to suicide. Victims who survived joined in the adulation of Mao in often vain attempts to
protect themselves.

9. Cultural Revolution poster—Chairman Mao is the Red Sun in our Hearts

Between 1966 and 1969, even the most senior of the old Party leaders were under pressure. The 80-
year-old Marshal Zhu De was denounced in wall posters although Mao at least forbade physical
violence against him. When other leaders such as Peng Dehuai, the veteran He Long, and the vice
premiers Lo Ruiqing and Liu Dingyi were dragged before struggle meetings, Mao left the masses to
do as they saw fit. He did not order their ill treatment but neither did he intervene to prevent it. At a
lower level few leaders escaped terrible experiences whether in government offices, factories, or
schools.

From late 1966 there were ‘seizures of power’ when Red Guard organizations took control at
workplaces including even some central ministries in Beijing. In Shanghai, the Scarlet Guards, an



alliance of industrial workers and students, organized strikes. Then their rivals, the more radical Red
Rebels, seized control of the Shanghai municipal government in February 1967 and set up the
‘Shanghai commune’ as a new government. At this point, however, Mao drew back from the abyss,
condemning the commune and the free elections it had announced. Instead, the approved model was
the ‘three in one committee’, an alliance of revolutionary rebels and representatives of the army and
veteran cadres. These were to replace old authorities such as city and provincial governments and
enterprise managements. Such committees frequently came under violent attack from the radicals but
they were gradually formed throughout the country.

Mao was not yet willing to abandon the radical Red Guard groups. When some old veterans in the
Politburo, led by Marshal Ye Jianying, were emboldened enough by Mao’s rejection of the Shanghai
commune initiative to condemn the takeovers and the attacks on senior revolutionaries, Mao
summoned them for a midnight telling off and once more threatened to start a new guerrilla war. The
veterans’ action was dubbed ‘the February adverse current’ and attacked in the media. However, only
one of the participants was actually purged. He had insulted Jiang Qing by comparing her to the
Empress Wu, a hate figure in Chinese history. This was still a step too far. With the other veterans,
Mao attempted to build bridges.

Chaos continued throughout 1967. Some Red Guard groups seized arms from the military and the
scale of violence increased. In July serious armed conflict broke out in Wuhan and there were
thousands of deaths in vicious factional fighting in many other provinces. Guangxi and Guangdong
were the scenes of terrible battles. Hundreds of bodies tossed into the river were eventually
recovered in Hong Kong, bringing China bad publicity abroad. In August, attacks on foreign
embassies and the sacking of the British mission in Beijing seriously compromised China’s already
difficult foreign relations.

A new campaign against Liu Shaoqi began in 1967. In April, Liu’s wife Wang Guangmei was dragged
from their house and taken to a struggle meeting in Qinghua University. She was forced to appear
before thousands of Red Guards in a silk dress, high heels, and a necklace made of ping pong balls, a
cruel mockery of the pearls that she had worn (against Jiang Qing’s advice) on a state visit to
Indonesia (see Figure 10). In July, Red Guards again raided the leadership compound and ill treated
Liu and his wife over several hours. Liu sent his resignation as head of state to Mao. He and his wife
were kept separately under house arrest while their children were sent to the countryside. According
to evidence produced by the post-Mao leadership, a group set up to investigate him was headed by
Jiang Qing. Liu was accused not only of having ‘led an attack on the proletarian headquarters of Mao
Zedong’ after the Great Leap, but of having betrayed the revolution long before in the 1920s and
1930s. Deng Xiaoping was also put under house arrest. Red Guards assembled a collection of his
‘criminal thoughts’ which included his 1956 condemnation of the cult of the individual. With Mao’s
cult in full flow, this was now considered counter-revolutionary.



10. Wang Guangmei, wife of Liu Shaoqi, humiliated by Red Guards

The rise of the radicals
The campaigns against Liu, Deng, and many other senior revolutionaries were largely masterminded
by members of the Cultural Revolution Small Group, notably Jiang Qing, Kang Sheng, Chen Boda,
and Zhang Chunqiao. They also instigated attacks on officials, intellectuals, and people from the
world of the arts and of literature. Jiang Qing would later say in her own defence that she had been
Chairman Mao’s dog and that when he told her to bite someone, she bit. It is true that senior veterans
could not have been attacked without Mao’s acquiescence, but the radicals certainly took the chance
to settle old scores. Jiang Qing was able to wreak revenge on those who had once denied her any
public role. She was also anxious to silence her associates from 1930s Shanghai and arranged for
their houses to be searched for old letters and photographs. One of them, a well-known film director,
was arrested and later died in prison. If made public, details of Jiang Qing’s life as a minor starlet in
her youth would have upset her remake as a revolutionary leader with a special relationship to the
Red Guards. After Mao’s death, Jiang Qing was blamed for so many of the outrages of the Cultural
Revolution that it is clear she was a scapegoat, yet most witnesses agree that she showed a particular
malevolence towards her victims (see Figure 11).



11. Jiang Qing Cultural Revolution poster with caption saying ‘Learn from Jiang Qing, pay
respects to Jiang Qing’

In the summer of 1967, Mao made a lengthy tour of the provinces. Appalled by the turmoil and
destruction everywhere, he ordered the army to restore order and called for the formation of the three
in one revolutionary committees to be speeded up. Over the next year these ‘grand alliances’ were
gradually set up to govern every province and manage every enterprise. However, clashes between
different factions of Cultural Revolution activists continued and now that many of these were armed
with weapons taken from military stores or even trains transporting arms to Vietnam, such incidents
were often bloody, with high casualties. Despite attempting to curb the worst excesses of the radicals,
Mao still vacillated and sometimes offered them support.

Mao calls a halt
Finally in the summer of 1968, faced with near civil war in various provinces, Mao decided to call a
halt. Work teams were sent onto the campuses to restore order but were sometimes viciously attacked.
Mao called a meeting of Red Guard leaders in the capital. Confronting their complaint that a ‘Black
Hand’ was attempting to suppress the campus revolution, he announced that he himself was that Black
Hand. Lin Biao, Zhou Enlai, Jiang Qing, Chen Boda, and Kang Sheng were all present to hear Mao
effectively ending the Red Guard Movement.

Young people were ordered to lay down their arms, the army was empowered to deal with them by
force if necessary, and the schools were told to prepare for the resumption of teaching. This still left
the problem of urban youth now of school-leaving age who had missed two years of school. There



were no jobs for them in the urban economy. A new programme began to send them to live and work
in the countryside. In the following two years, five million young people were sent from the urban
areas to be ‘educated by the peasants’. Cadres and intellectuals were also sent to the villages to be
re-educated in cadre schools, but while the majority of urban youth were exiled for the foreseeable
future, the programme for most cadres and intellectuals became a rotating one in which they spent
defined periods in the countryside before returning to their posts. Arbitrary arrest, imprisonment, and
execution continued at a very high rate as the new revolutionary committees cracked down on civil
disorder and on those deemed to have done wrong in the earlier years of the Cultural Revolution.

In October 1968 when the Twelfth Central Committee plenum was held to prepare for the Ninth Party
Congress, so many of the original members had been purged that a quorum was obtained only by an
unconstitutional action—Mao simply appointed an extra ten members. The meeting finally expelled
Liu Shaoqi from the Party on the basis of a string of absurd charges. However, Mao rejected
suggestions from the Cultural Revolution Group that Deng Xiaoping should also be expelled and
would not accept that moderate veterans such as Zhu De, Ye Jianying, Li Xiannian, and Chen Yun
should be demoted. Indeed, Mao defended them with the assertion—disingenuous from him—that they
had a right to express their opinions. When Liu Shaoqi learnt of his expulsion he became very ill.
Afflicted with diabetes and later tuberculosis he was an invalid for the last two years of his life. In
October 1969 he was evacuated to Kaifeng during a war scare. He developed pneumonia and died
deprived of medical care or even proper bedding. His wife was not released from prison until 1979.
Deng Xiaoping escaped comparatively lightly. He was sent to live in Jiangxi with his wife and
worked in a vehicle parts factory until recalled to Beijing by Mao in 1973.

The Ninth Party Congress held in April 1969 was supposed to celebrate the victorious conclusion of
the Cultural Revolution. The new Party constitution it adopted restored Mao Zedong Thought as the
theoretical basis for action and described Lin Biao as Mao’s successor and close comrade-in-arms
(see Figure 12). Jiang Qing, and her radical Shanghai associates, Zhang Chunqiao, Yao Wenyuan, and
Wang Hongwen, all became Politburo members, as did Lin Biao’s wife Ye Qun. The radicals kept
control of the Standing Committee of the Politburo. On the other hand, against the advice of the
radicals, Mao retained some of the old moderates on the Central Committee and even on the
Politburo. He also made two military commanders new members of the Politburo. He knew that if the
Party was now to be rebuilt and the economy restored, the army had to be kept on side, a coalition of
interests constructed, and competent people put in control.



12. Jiang Qing, Mao Zedong, Lin Biao, and Zhou Enlai during the Cultural Revolution

The army had emerged greatly strengthened from the years of chaos. Once Mao decided to end the
chaos he was forced to rely on military support. There were now army men in the leadership of every
government office and every enterprise in China. The radicals had consolidated their power in the
Party hierarchy. However, they had been weakened by the decision to disband the Red Guards. They
were divided among themselves. They had been catapulted to high office by Mao’s need for new
associates and their own willingness to indulge in sycophancy, but they lacked an independent power
base. Zhou Enlai and the central government ministries appeared greatly weakened. Apart from Lin
Biao and Mao himself, Zhou was the only veteran revolutionary leader to hold on to his position
unharmed, but even he had come under great pressure and had been unable to save some of his
subordinates. He was now charged with restoring the economy and the work of government, a
daunting task when so many senior officials had been purged. Yet his underlying position was strong.
Once Mao had decided on a return to order, Zhou’s abilities, hard work, and loyalty would once more
prove indispensable.

Mao was now 76 years old. His Cultural Revolution was claimed as a great victory. He had
reclaimed the personal power that had diminished after the Great Leap Forward. Liu Shaoqi whom he
had identified as his main enemy was dead and others who had opposed his ideas were vanquished.
His ideals seemed once more in the ascendant. The collective economy, now established in the
villages, was achieving a modest success. Schools and universities reopened after the Cultural
Revolution with revised entry standards intended to favour peasants and workers. Syllabuses were
truncated and made less academic. The expansion of rural health services reduced rural urban health
inequalities. Mao’s belief that medical training need only take two years was now to be put to the test.
Manual workers were represented on the revolutionary committees that now managed, nominally at
least, enterprises and government offices.

The costs were high. Millions had died or been humiliated. Mao had damaged the structure and
standing of the party to which he had devoted so much of his life. The elevation of the army negated
his own principle that the party must control the gun. Although agricultural production was
surprisingly little affected, constant civil disruption had affected industrial production and the



distribution systems all over China and the economy as a whole had stagnated. Mao’s regime had lost
prestige both at home and abroad.

Intriguingly, the horrors of the Cultural Revolution remain better known than those of the Great Leap
Forward and are often made more of in critiques of Mao’s record, yet if the two are compared, the
Leap with its incomparably higher death toll was the greater human catastrophe. The difference is that
the majority of those who died in the famine were peasants and quickly forgotten in the world outside
their villages. The victims of the Cultural Revolution by contrast were educated people, intellectuals,
officials, and Party leaders. Their sufferings were more visible, even at the time, and a number of the
survivors would later write moving memoirs.

After the violent years of the Cultural Revolution, the idealism that had motivated many Chinese to
work hard and to accept privations for the sake of the revolution and the progress it would bring was
replaced in many cases by cynical or fearful compliance. Living standards were little higher than they
had been a decade earlier. Housing was still more overcrowded. Life, even in the cities was rather
dismal. The few films, operas, and plays produced, like the new literature, dealt exclusively with
revolutionary themes. Jiang Qing’s model operas were not popular enough to achieve full houses.
Even Mao complained that China’s film output was inadequate and dull.

Mao had long been concerned about the problem of the revolutionary succession. Now perhaps he
despaired. He had destroyed his relationships with all his old comrades but appeared to have little
respect for his new associates. He had abandoned the idea of relinquishing the reins of power in his
lifetime. As an individual he himself was more isolated than ever. He lived separately from his wife
with whom he was quarrelling again. His children were no longer at home. For company, he was
more than ever dependent on his bodyguards, his medical team, and the attractive young women who
as secretaries, nurses, and attendants supplied him with care and sexual services in his final years.



Chapter 7
Decline and death

Two extraordinary events brought drama to the last years of Mao’s life. The first, in 1971, was the
defection and death of his heir apparent, Lin Biao, and the second was the visit of President Nixon to
Beijing in 1972. These events astonished even well-informed onlookers and explanations for them
are still a matter of dispute.

Hostilities with the Soviet Union
The Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia in the summer of 1968 was dubbed ‘social imperialism’ by
China. Beijing was not of course sympathetic to Dubček’s liberalizing regime but it condemned
Moscow’s outright claim to the right to interfere in the internal affairs of fraternal socialist countries,
seeing it as a threat to China’s own security. This concern was exacerbated in March 1969 by a major
clash on the Sino-Soviet frontier. There had been minor incidents earlier but this battle on the Ussuri
River boundary in which the Chinese suffered heavy casualties in the face of superior Soviet
firepower was on a different scale. Mao warned of the need to prepare for war. He and his
colleagues made use of talk of the external threat to demand unity and the end to factional fighting, but
their fear was real.

A further incident in Xinjiang on China’s north-west frontier in August and rumours that the Soviet
Union was considering a ‘surgical strike’ against China triggered plans to evacuate city populations,
disperse key industries, and dig air raid shelters. A huge tunnel network was constructed in Beijing,
designed to shelter half the population. (It would much later be recycled into metro lines, underground
shopping centres, parking, cheap housing, and an underground city museum.) War panic had not
abated by the autumn, and in mid-October the decision was taken to evacuate the Chinese leadership
from the capital. Mao went to Wuhan and Lin Biao to Suzhou. It was in this exercise that Liu Shaoqi,
sick with tuberculosis, was sent to Kaifeng, where he died a month later from medical neglect.

On 17 October, Lin Biao drew up a directive putting China’s forces on red alert. It was issued the
next day and an enormously expensive military mobilization took place. Mao reacted with fury and
quickly rescinded the order. It is not at all clear how such a clash arose. Lin Biao was an extremely
cautious man who had not made a move or expressed an idea for years unless he was certain that Mao
would approve. The order had been sent to Mao before it was issued to the armed forces. It is
possible that Lin took Mao’s lack of a response for agreement. Or perhaps he believed the alert was
simply a logical extension of orders that he had received. Whatever the explanation, Mao’s trust in
Lin was on the ebb. The incident had illustrated that the control of the armed forces was, in a very
real sense, in the hands of his heir. And Mao had observed long before, ‘Political power grows out of
the barrel of a gun.’



The mysterious fate of Lin Biao
After the 1969 Party Congress Mao became increasingly distrustful of Lin Biao for reasons that
remain somewhat obscure but may relate to his concern that the PLA now held too much power. The
new Politburo and its Standing Committee were split between Lin Biao’s military faction and the
radical group consisting of former Cultural Revolution Group members. One of these, Mao’s ex-
secretary, Chen Boda, soon transferred his allegiance to Lin Biao from the radicals, possibly because,
as Mao’s named heir, Lin seemed to promise a better future. Each group vied for Mao’s approbation.
In 1970, their rivalry came to a head over two issues.

The first was the problem of who would succeed Liu Shaoqi as head of state. Mao suggested that the
largely formal post could be abolished, but Lin Biao repeatedly proposed that Mao be appointed. The
Chairman, who hated the sort of protocol the position involved, refused it and suggested that if the
post was to be retained at all, Lin himself should take it. Mao may have been angered by what he saw
as a new attempt to make him retreat into an elder statesman role. He believed his 1959 withdrawal
to the ‘second line’ had enabled his colleagues to ignore his opinions and he did not intend to make
the same mistake again. According to another view, Mao’s behaviour was still more devious. He had
already decided to get rid of his close comrade-in-arms in order to reduce PLA influence. He
therefore raised the issue of state chairman to entrap Lin Biao. Had Lin, as expected, tried to get the
position for himself, he could have been accused of attempting to seize power.

The next bizarre dispute arose in the late summer, over the so-called ‘genius issue’. The second
plenum of the Ninth Central Committee was preparing a new CCP constitution and it was proposed to
include the formulation that Mao had developed Marxism-Leninism ‘with genius, creatively and
comprehensively’. This hyperbole was easily recognizable; it came verbatim from Lin Biao’s preface
to the Little Red Book. Zhang Chunqiao, knowing that Mao had already vetoed the formulation the
previous year, opposed its use in the constitution. The air force commander, Wu Faxian, interpreted
this as a deliberate attack on Lin Biao. He accused Zhang of denying Mao’s genius and thus
denigrating Mao Zedong Thought.

Lin Biao’s supporters raised both these issues at the 1970 plenum. They asserted that there were still
representatives of the Liu Shaoqi line who wanted to deny Mao’s genius in the Party. Although they
did not name him, Zhang Chunqiao was clearly their target. Perhaps because he saw Zhang Chunqiao
as an important ally in upholding the values of the Cultural Revolution, Mao was infuriated by this
attack. Alternatively, it has been suggested that Mao may covertly have encouraged the attack on
Zhang in order to obtain a pretext to move against Lin’s faction. In the event, Mao first moved against
Chen Boda, who had been the most outspoken on the genius issue and who was the weakest member
of Lin’s group. He denounced Chen as a false Marxist, an accusation made especially ironic by the
fact that, as Mao’s secretary, Chen is known to have edited and perhaps ghost-written some of his
theoretical work in the 1940s.

Through the autumn and winter Mao’s anger did not abate. He refused to meet Lin and rejected the
self-criticism produced in Lin’s name by his wife Ye Qun and three generals who were Lin’s allies as
wholly inadequate. No doubt fearing for his future, Lin became depressed and spent his time in



seclusion away from Beijing. Lin’s son Lin Liguo, an air force officer with some seniority, was more
proactive. Together with some close friends he began to discuss the possibility of assassinating Mao.
He wrote a bitter characterization of Mao in sharp contrast to the usual eulogies. It presumably
reflects what he had heard from his father and indicates why the family resorted to flight:

Today he uses this force to attack that force; tomorrow he uses that force to attack this force. Today he uses sweet words
and honeyed talk to those whom he entices, and tomorrow he puts them to death for some fabricated crimes. Those who are
his guests today will be his prisoners tomorrow. Looking back at the history of the past few decades, is there anyone whom
he supported initially who has not finally received a political death sentence? . . . His former secretaries have either
committed suicide or been arrested. His few close comrades-in-arms or trusted aides have also been sent to prison by him . .
.

On 12 September, possibly because rumours of an assassination attempt had got out, the Lin family
were panicked into action. Lin Liguo decided that they should flee to Guangzhou to set up a rival
power base. However, his sister reported on them. Lin Biao, his wife, and his son took off in a plane
just before their pursuers could stop them. Probably to minimize their time in Chinese airspace, they
made for the Mongolian border rather than flying south. Apparently, there might still have been time to
shoot the plane down, but when asked by Zhou Enlai if he wanted this, Mao replied with
uncharacteristic resignation using a Chinese proverb about accepting the inevitable, ‘You can’t stop
the rain, or stop your mother remarrying, let them go.’ Soon afterwards the plane mysteriously made
an unsuccessful crash landing in Mongolia. All the occupants were killed.

A way now had to be found to explain what had happened. The official account released gradually
over some weeks gave the bare details of an assassination plot and the fatal crash. The story was
received with incredulity; indeed, presumably because of their doubts, the Russians even disinterred
the bodies and took parts back to Moscow where they were able to confirm from old medical records
that one body was really Lin’s. Even today, all versions of this improbable drama seem
unsatisfactory. Most reconstructions of events rely on the idea that Lin Biao was power hungry. Yet he
is known to have hated the limelight and left the day-to-day affairs of office to his wife, Ye Qun, who
frequently represented him at meetings. He was also in poor health, reclusive, and according to some
sources a morphine addict.

After his death, Lin Biao became a non-person. His books, calligraphy, and even the Party
constitution were collected up and destroyed to eradicate all traces of the man who had stood a
respectful half pace behind Mao at so many rallies and meetings. In Beijing’s Qincheng prison copies
of The Little Red Book were gathered in so that Lin’s preface might be removed, leading politically
shrewd detainees to guess that Mao’s heir had fallen.

Mao made use of the Lin Biao affair to reduce the dominance of the PLA in the Party and government.
Four senior generals close to Lin Biao were arrested and the military faction in the Politburo was
removed. Over the next few years, military officers were gradually replaced by civilians at lower
levels. However, Mao’s own authority was also weakened by the affair. To shore up the
administration, he allowed many veteran cadres who had been disgraced, demoted, or imprisoned in
the Cultural Revolution to return to their posts. The fall of Lin Biao inevitably cast doubt on Mao’s
judgement and he was quietly ridiculed by some. How could the Chairman have made such a poor
choice? To lose one successor (Liu Shaoqi) might seem like bad luck, but to find that two were



traitors? Even those who had retained some idealism about the Cultural Revolution became cynical.

The US card
Meanwhile, there had been astonishing developments in China’s foreign policy. After the Soviet
invasion of Czechoslovakia, which Mao had dubbed social imperialist, he was inclined to see the
Soviet Union as the main danger to China. This focused his attention on the international scene. In
1969 he summoned Chen Yi, Ye Jianying, and two other marshals back from the political wilderness
to review international affairs and report back to him. Despite ongoing border incidents with the
Soviet Union, the marshals cast doubt on the idea Moscow posed a real threat, suggesting that its
focus was really the competition with the USA for control of Middle East oil. However, having
noticed some slight relaxation of US hostility towards China, Chen Yi raised the possibility of
‘playing the US card’. Mao was interested: he thought the Soviet threat could be neutralized, to some
extent at least, by a détente with Washington. It seemed that the Americans wished to extricate
themselves from Vietnam and to avoid entanglements in Asia in the future. In this situation the threat
from the USA which had dominated Chinese foreign policy for so long would be removed. The idea
took a long time to bear fruit. Cautious contacts were initiated at ambassadorial level in Poland and
later with Pakistan acting as an intermediary. In April 1971, the US table tennis team visited China—
the so-called ping pong diplomacy. In July, President Nixon’s security adviser Henry Kissinger made
a top secret trip, and in October, with US support, the UN finally voted that the People’s Republic,
not Taiwan, should occupy China’s place in the UN. Détente culminated with Nixon’s visit to China in
February 1972 (see Figure 13). This revolution in China’s foreign policy initiated by Mao and
carried through by Zhou Enlai improved national security and reduced the need to spend on the armed
forces but tended to weaken ideological faith.

For all that he had wished to be rid of his heir, Mao’s health was affected by the shock of Lin Biao’s
flight. He became depressed and stayed in bed for days. His blood pressure shot up, his legs became
puffy, and he developed the shuffle characteristic of his last years. At the beginning of 1972 he
succumbed to a lung infection that almost proved fatal. He was obviously ill and upset when on 10
January he attended a memorial for the veteran revolutionary Chen Yi, still in pyjamas topped by a
heavy greatcoat. Anxious not to seem too enfeebled, he practised standing up and sitting down for
weeks before Nixon’s visit. Despite such efforts his poor health made the succession issue pressing.
Who could be trusted to carry on the cause of proletarian revolution?

The battle for Mao’s favour
The remaining years of Mao’s life were characterized by a battle for his trust and favour. In one camp
were radicals like Jiang Qing, Zhang Chunqiao, Wang Hongwen, and Yao Wenyuan. These diehard
defenders of the Cultural Revolution on which their reputations had been built opposed anything that
seemed to negate it such as the rehabilitation of veteran cadres. In the other camp were the moderates,
including Zhou Enlai and other veteran revolutionaries and cadres, who would pay lip-service to the
achievements of the Cultural Revolution but who wished to get on with rebuilding the government and
the economy.



13. Mao shakes hands with President Nixon, 1976

Despite his poor health, Mao retained control over China’s destiny and over his cowed and
deferential colleagues to an extraordinary extent. He permitted less and less debate. After 1973 he
ceased to attend Politburo meetings, yet other Party leaders, though they might attempt to manipulate
Mao’s opinions, never opposed his wishes once he had made them clear. Mao performed a sort of
balancing act between these two camps. After Lin Biao’s death he was forced to rely on Zhou Enlai’s
unmatched skills in building up the new civilian-led administration and restoring China’s foreign
relations to normalcy. Yet he did not trust his cautious pragmatic premier ideologically, and would
never choose him as his heir. Under the understanding by which the two men had worked together for
so long, Mao decided on the direction of policy and Zhou worked out how to implement it. He might
seek to change Mao’s direction slightly or to modify a policy, but in the last analysis he would not
oppose Mao. In May 1972, Zhou was diagnosed with bladder cancer. As the news spread, those in
the know realized that Zhou, although younger than Mao by five years, might not outlive him,
especially as the Chairman, who distrusted surgery, at first refused permission for Zhou to have an
operation. The radicals were cheered. They increasingly saw Zhou as an enemy and a threat to their
ascendancy. In September 1972 their position was further strengthened by Mao’s decision to transfer
one of their number, Wang Hongwen, from Shanghai to Beijing to be groomed for power.

A lingering embarrassment was the 1969 Party constitution which had specifically named Lin Biao as
Mao’s successor. In order to eliminate this anomaly the Tenth Party Congress was held early, in
August 1973. It was a triumph for the radicals. They dominated the meeting and achieved a majority
on the new Politburo Standing Committee. Wang Hongwen was given a prominent role and even cast
Mao’s vote on his behalf when he was too frail to attend. The symbolism was not lost on anybody.
Wang was being considered for the succession. His meteoric rise was probably resented even by his
fellow radicals who were far senior to him.

Despite the radicals’ dominance in the CCP hierarchy, at this stage the executive was basically run by
Zhou Enlai and other pragmatists. To general astonishment, and to the horror of the radicals, in



February 1973 Mao allowed Deng Xiaoping, once condemned as ‘the number two capitalist roader’,
to come back to the capital. A month later, Mao approved his appointment as vice premier in charge
of foreign affairs. In 1974, Mao upset the radicals again by sending Deng to speak at the United
Nations. As Zhou Enlai became weaker, Mao allowed Deng to take over much of the work of the
executive, where he achieved considerable success especially in managing the economy. Mao had
probably wanted Wang Hongwen to work with Deng and benefit from the older man’s talent and
experience, but he soon realized that Wang was not worthy of his hopes. Wang, inexperienced and
inept, proved incapable of building new political alliances, and stuck close to his fellow radicals,
especially Jiang Qing. Mao compared the two men at the end of 1974, lamenting that Wang was not as
politically astute as Deng.

Although the pragmatists gained ground in many spheres, the radicals continued to hold sway in the
arts, education, and the media. They launched a series of campaigns against their opponents using
blanket coverage in the newspapers, wall posters, and compulsory study sessions. First, in 1973,
came the ‘Campaign to criticize Lin Biao and Confucius’, which made the absurd claim that Lin Biao
had been a covert Confucian. From criticizing Confucius, the radicals moved to attacks on the
misdeeds of the Duke of Zhou, a mythological statesman of the 11th century BC admired by Confucius
for his loyalty and uprightness. The target all too obviously was Zhou Enlai who had sometimes been
nicknamed Duke Zhou. This was followed by denunciations of present-day Confucians in the Party
(Zhou and Deng). In 1975, Zhang Chunqiao and Jiang Qing orchestrated attacks on ‘empiricism and
unprincipled practicalism’ aimed at Deng Xiaoping. Finally, in the winter of 1975–6, came another
attack on Zhou in arcane denunciations of Song Jiang, the rebel peasant hero of the 16th-century novel
Water Margin. Mao condemned Song Jiang for having ‘capitulated and practised revisionism’. The
unfortunate Zhou Enlai was deeply upset. Minutes before major cancer surgery, he asserted to Deng
Xiaoping, Zhang Chunqiao, and other leaders in attendance, as well as to his wife, that he had always
been loyal to the Party and was not a capitulationist.

Jiang Qing, like the others, was manoeuvring for personal power. The campaign to criticize
Confucius saw the publication of a number of studies of China’s past female rulers casting them in a
favourable light. Earlier, in 1972, she had attempted to raise her profile by granting days of
interviews to a young American scholar to whom she spoke of her life, her marriage, and her views
of literature and art. She came across as vain, impetuous, and surprisingly lacking in circumspection.
Indeed, as the meetings were arranged by Zhou Enlai, one might almost suspect that he had set a trap
for her to walk into. Mao was apparently infuriated when he heard of the interviews and prevented
the transcripts from being sent out of China. The book for which they formed the basis was
nevertheless eventually published in the USA in 1977, but stories of what Jiang Qing had said about
her taste in films and books were circulating in China several years earlier, in an apparent attempt to
discredit her. In the last years before Mao’s death, rumours of quarrels between him and Jiang were
passed around in government offices. A story that in 1974 he had told her that he no longer wished to
see her as she never listened to him was received with quiet glee.

Mao’s role in the shadow boxing was complex. Why did he allow the attacks on Zhou, who for years
had devoted his extraordinary abilities to trying to make Mao’s visionary policies work and was now
a dying man? Equally why allow attacks on Deng Xiaoping whom he had made senior vice premier
and later asked to chair the Politburo? It seems that Mao recognized that none of the radicals could



match Zhou and Deng in the conduct of day-to-day affairs or foreign relations. He knew also that the
radicals lacked wide support in the Party. He was disappointed by Wang Hongwen’s incompetence
and worried by Jiang Qing’s ambition. At the same time he suspected both the premier and Deng
Xiaoping of ideological backsliding. His solution was to allow the radicals to snipe at them,
sometimes even participating himself, while keeping the attacks within certain boundaries. From
1974 he also became impatient enough with the radicals to make biting remarks about their faults. He
warned Jiang Qing and her associates that they were behaving like a Gang of Four and criticized them
for factionalism.

Fading health
As Mao’s physical decline progressed, the battle for the succession intensified. It was not general
knowledge that he had heart trouble, still less that in 1974 he was diagnosed with motor neurone
disease; indeed he himself believed his difficulty in swallowing was due only to laryngitis. His
pathetically infirm appearance in newsreels led to speculation that the nation was being prepared for
his death. As he gradually lost muscle control due to the motor neurone disease, his face became
contorted, he dribbled, and he needed help from his attendants to walk. Prominent among them was
Zhang Yufeng, who had once worked on his special train and was later his mistress (see Figure 14).
Prior to his cataract operation in August 1975 she read documents and papers to him. As he became
frailer she nursed him, fed him, spoke for him, and even controlled access to him. In September 1975,
Mao brought his nephew Mao Yuanxin, a supporter of the radical faction, to live in his residence to
liaise between him and the Politburo. News of the outside world and in particular of Deng Xiaoping’s
activity now reached him through this filter. But even Mao Yuanxin needed Zhang Yufeng to interpret
the grunts that had become Mao’s sole means of communication.

Zhou Enlai died on 8 January 1976. The spontaneous outpouring of grief which followed caused such
alarm that it was announced that there was to be no public mourning for him. The edict was widely
disobeyed. People wore black armbands and white flowers and tens of thousands went to Tiananmen
Square to lay wreaths. Although there had been no official announcement of the event, one million
people lined the streets in the bitter cold of the evening to watch his cortège pass when he was taken
to be cremated. Zhou Enlai was popularly regarded as standing for moderation and his death gave
rise to deep unease. Deng’s eulogy at the funeral praised Zhou for the qualities that people had so
admired in the premier and that the radicals conspicuously lacked:



14. Jiang Qing and Zhang Yufeng (Mao’s secretary/mistress), both wearing dresses designed by
Jiang Qing and holding hands for the camera

[He was] good at uniting the mass of cadres, and upheld the unity and solidarity of the Party. He maintained broad and close
ties with the masses and showed boundless warm-heartedness towards all comrades and the people.

On 3 February came the news that Mao had chosen a comparatively unknown official, Hua Guofeng,
to replace Zhou as premier. There was shock that Deng Xiaoping had been passed over. In April, at
the time of the Qing Ming festival when the Chinese remember their dead, mourners again flocked to
Tiananmen to honour Zhou Enlai. They brought poems in his praise. Some even posted attacks on the
radicals. The police emptied the Square with considerable force and there were hundreds of arrests.
Mao gave his opinion that the disturbances had been ‘a reactionary event’. Deng was blamed for
fomenting them and stripped of all his posts although he retained his Party membership.

At the end of April, Hua, the new premier, had a rare interview with Mao who gave him a piece of
paper in which he had scrawled, ‘with you in charge I am at ease’. These six characters, written by an
old man no longer able to speak comprehensibly, became Hua’s claim to legitimacy as Mao’s
successor. Mao suffered a heart attack in May and a second one in late June. Marshal Zhu De died in
early July and on 28 July a great earthquake in the industrial city of Tangshan killed a quarter of a
million people. There was much talk of omens. Finally, on 9 September 1976, just after midnight, the
feverish efforts of his doctors failed and Mao died. In China many reacted to the news with grief,
some no doubt felt joy and hope; everyone was apprehensive.





Chapter 8
Legacies and assessments: the posthumous Mao

Mao’s death immediately posed the problem with which he had tussled for so long: who would
succeed him? Power first passed to Hua Guofeng, Mao’s designated heir, who had been parachuted
into the national leadership at the end of the Cultural Revolution. Foolishly, Jiang Qing and her
radical clique had made no attempt to hide their resentment of Hua or to build an alliance with him.
With the Chairman dead, they had lost their protector, yet they kept picking arguments with the new
leader. They were later accused of preparing a coup. Whether this was true or not, Hua agreed with
Marshal Ye Jianying and other surviving veterans to move against them. Ye’s support brought military
backing. Within a month of Mao’s death, Jiang Qing, Zhang Chunqiao, Yao Wenyuan, and Wang
Hongwen were arrested on charges of attempting to usurp Party and state power. The news was
greeted with excitement and rejoicing on the street. Mao had once warned his wife and her associates
that they were in danger of becoming known as the Gang of Four. This name was now used
consistently to discredit them (see Figure 15).

Hua might arrest Mao’s wife, but he still had to uphold Mao’s reputation and continue the cult
because his own legitimacy was based on his claim to have been selected by the Chairman. Ignoring
the Chinese leaders’ agreement (originally proposed by Mao) that they should eschew the Soviet
practice of preserving the body and instead be cremated, the Politburo decided to have Mao
embalmed. A huge mausoleum was constructed in Tiananmen Square. Hua soon ordered that his own
portrait should hang beside Mao’s in public places and meeting rooms. In a move that was widely
mocked, he even adopted a hairstyle that resembled Mao’s. Prepared under Hua’s direction, the fifth
volume of Mao’s selected works appeared in April 1977. To underline his loyalty, he announced a
policy that became known as the ‘two whatevers’: ‘Whatever policy Chairman Mao decided upon,
we shall resolutely defend, and whatever instructions Chairman Mao gave we shall steadfastly obey.’
At the height of his power, acting not only as prime minister but also as Party Chairman, and chair of
the Military Affairs Committee, Hua enjoyed greater formal power than Mao himself had done.

15. The leadership line-up at Mao’s funeral. In this official print, Jiang Qing, Zhang Chunqiao,
Wang Hongwen, and Yao Wenyuan have been brushed out. However, no attempt is made to
pretend they were not there. The gaps, of course, make it obvious and the characters of their



names have been replaced with xxx or xx

Deng Xiaoping resurrected
Despite all this, the new leader’s position was not secure. Deng Xiaoping began to lobby old friends
to arrange his rehabilitation. Former victims of Maoist political movements were naturally uneasy
about the two whatevers policy. As a veteran revolutionary, Deng had an extensive network of
support in the Party, the state apparatus, and the army. Those who had suffered in the Cultural
Revolution could identify with him. He also enjoyed a reputation for competence and pragmatism. In
the 1960s, justifying modifications to collective agriculture, he had famously said, ‘No matter
whether the cat is black or white, if it catches mice, it is a good cat.’ This ‘cat theory’ had been
repudiated in the People’s Daily in 1967 and later the radicals repeatedly claimed it showed Deng
lacked principle. Their attacks misfired because they made people associate Deng with a pragmatism
that they saw as positive.

In April 1977 Deng wrote to Hua Guofeng admitting that he had made mistakes and promising that he
would not try to reverse Mao’s decisions. But in May he appeared to throw down the gauntlet to Hua
by insisting that the ‘two whatevers’ policy did not accord with Marxism. He also pointed out that
Mao himself had said that he was not infallible. Deng then out-manoeuvred Hua politically. In
summer 1977 he was restored to his former posts and by the end of 1978 had effectively replaced
Hua. Deng then began to put in place the range of new policies that became known as the ‘economic
reforms’: incentive-driven household responsibility systems in agriculture, market mechanisms and
incentives in the industrial and commercial sectors, and a general emphasis on expertise and
technology. China’s international trade increased rapidly and foreign investment was welcomed,
cautiously at first, but as the years went by on an ever increasing scale. This new modernization drive
was characterized by astonishing growth rates, improved living standards, rapid industrialization, and
widespread privatization. It also involved the abandonment of the ideals of public ownership,
collectivism, simple living, self-reliance, self-sacrifice, and egalitarianism promoted in Mao’s China.

Reversing the verdicts
Deng now had to decide what to do about Mao’s political legacy. The reassessment of Mao and the
admission of his errors implied the reversal of verdicts on many of his victims. Tens of thousands of
disgraced officials, teachers, and other professionals took up their old posts. Peng Zhen was restored
to his post as secretary of the CCP Political and Legal Affairs Commission in 1980. Peng Dehuai, Liu
Shaoqi, and many lesser names were posthumously rehabilitated. Released from prison in 1979, Liu’s
wife, Wang Guangmei, was appointed to the National People’s Political Consultative Conference.

There remained the problem of the Gang of Four. Together with Chen Boda and five other surviving
associates of Lin Biao they were put on trial in November 1980 accused of attempting to usurp power
and of persecuting other communist leaders. The authorities were determined that the hearing should
not be turned into a posthumous trial of Mao; a careful line had to be drawn between the late
Chairman’s errors and the defendants’ crimes. Jiang Qing caused embarrassment by defiantly insisting



that like an obedient dog she had done only what the Chairman wanted her to do. ‘I bit those he
wanted me to bite.’ Zhang Chunqiao refused to speak. The others made confessions. Jiang Qing and
Zhang Chunqiao received death sentences, later commuted to life, while Yao and Wang and the rest
got long prison sentences. Ill with cancer, Jiang Qing committed suicide in hospital in 1991. Wang
Hongwen died in prison in 1992. The other defendants including Zhang Chunqiao were eventually
released.

Deng was ready to dump Mao’s economic and social vision and wanted a complete disavowal of the
Cultural Revolution. Yet, he would not countenance a total rejection of Mao’s legacy, indeed he
insisted, ‘We will not do to Chairman Mao what Khrushchev did to Stalin.’ Mao’s own assessment of
Stalin had been 70 percent merit, 30 per cent error. According to Deng, Mao once said that he would
have been happy if such an evaluation had been made of his own work and indeed the 70/30 ratio is
sometimes used in Chinese discussions of Mao’s record. However, the official evaluation avoided
the precision of a numerical rating. The ‘Resolution on Certain Questions in the History of our Party
since the Founding of the People’s Republic of China’ was approved by the Central Committee in
June 1981, after much redrafting, and changes made by Deng himself, The key passage read:

Comrade Mao Zedong was a great Marxist and a great proletarian revolutionary, strategist and theorist. It is true that he
made gross mistakes during the ‘cultural revolution’, but, if we judge his activities as a whole, his contributions to the Chinese
revolution far outweigh his mistakes. His merits are primary and his errors secondary. He rendered indelible meritorious
service in founding and building up our Party and the Chinese People’s Liberation Army, in winning victory for the cause of
liberation of the Chinese people, in founding the People’s Republic of China and in advancing our socialist cause.

Carefully, the resolution salvaged ‘Mao Zedong Thought’ by defining it as a theoretical synthesis of
China’s unique experience in revolution with the basic principles of Marxism-Leninism and as the
crystallization of the collective wisdom of the Chinese Communist Party to which many other leading
Party members had contributed. This system of ideas that constituted Mao Zedong Thought had to be
distinguished from the mistakes Mao made in his later years. In a clear attack on the ‘two whatevers’,
the resolution stated that it would be wrong to regard whatever Mao said as the immutable truth.
However, it averred that ‘Mao Zedong Thought will be the Party’s guide to action for a long time to
come’. As if to demonstrate the continuing respect to be accorded to Mao’s works, a considerable
number of Mao quotations were used to make points in the resolution. On the Cultural Revolution the
resolution was unambiguous:

Chief responsibility for the grave ‘Left’ error of the ‘cultural revolution’, an error comprehensive in magnitude and protracted
in duration, does indeed lie with Comrade Mao Zedong . . . [he] imagined that his theory and practice were Marxist and that
they were essential for the consolidation of the dictatorship of the proletariat. Herein lies his tragedy.

The veteran party leader and economic planner Chen Yun, who had clashed with Mao over the Great
Leap, is said to have been more succinct, ‘Had Mao died in 1956, there would be no doubt that he
was a great leader of the Chinese people . . . Had he died in 1966, his meritorious achievements
would have been somewhat tarnished, but his overall record still very good. Since he actually died in
1976, there is nothing we can do.’

Remembering Mao



Later, especially in the 1990s, much serious academic work on Mao written for a small audience
appeared in China. Those who were once brushed out of history were restored: for example Lin Biao,
though never rehabilitated, was once more listed as one of China’s ten marshals. At a more popular
level, the heroic episodes and the more presentable parts of Mao’s personal life were covered in
memoirs and in biopics such as the 1995 film about Yang Kaihui. People are not much encouraged to
remember the bad things about the past. The most extraordinary example of expurgation was perhaps
an article that appeared in the China Youth Daily (26 October 2006). It was written by Mao’s
granddaughter, whose mother, Li Min, is the only one of He Zizhen’s children definitely known to
have survived. The granddaughter wrote of the Maos and the Lius as two happy families who had
lived harmoniously in Zhonghanhai, their children growing up together. She revealed that in 2004,
Wang Guangmei had organized a reunion of three generations of the two families in a Beijing
restaurant. It was attended both by Li Min, and by Li Na (Jiang Qing’s daughter). Neither Liu Shaoqi’s
dreadful death nor Wang Guangmei’s long incarceration get a mention. The sentimental account
concluded, ‘The reunion of these two families who had such a special role in China’s experience was
of historical significance.’

Mao’s influence in China has waned, or at least changed, across the decades since his death. The
official view is now that he should still be revered as the founding father of the People’s Republic.
However, as China has reached the ‘primary stage of socialism’ and faces new and different
problems completely unforeseen by Mao, it is asserted that his solutions are not relevant to current
conditions. Surveys show that young people believe Mao to have been a great man and even the
saviour of China, but know very little about him.

Mao’s image is still used in a great variety of ways. His face is on Chinese banknotes, and his
portrait still dominates Tiananmen Square, gazing out across that great symbolic space towards his
mausoleum. Jokey kitsch in the form of key rings, cigarette lighters, and playing cards bearing the
Chairman’s likeness appeared in huge numbers in the 1990s. Along with memoirs of the Chairman
and popular accounts of his life they sold by the million. This commercialized Mao cult uses the
Chairman’s image in a far less respectful way than it was treated during the Cultural Revolution. Yet
an element of veneration remains. Taxi drivers hang Mao figures on their windscreens as good luck
talismans, and pictures of Mao accompany the kitchen god on family altars. In sharp contrast with the
commercialized cult, unofficial homage is still occasionally paid to Mao’s ideas. Laid-off or striking
workers, peasants protesting at the compulsory purchase of their land, and other losers in the process
of economic reforms sometimes carry Mao’s portrait on protest demonstrations expressing nostalgia
for a more egalitarian past.

Mao’s last legacies
If Mao’s influence has metamorphosed within China, outside China it has faded. Mao and his
followers claimed that Mao Zedong Thought was relevant not only to China but also to the struggles
of all the oppressed peoples of the world. For a time, Mao did have a considerable following outside
China. Maoist splinter groups broke away from most of the world’s communist parties after the Sino-
Soviet split, curiously often calling themselves Maoist, although the terms Maoism and Maoist were
officially rejected in China both before and after Mao’s death. In developed countries these tended to



be small fringe organizations. In some developing countries, notably in Cambodia, Peru, India, and
Nepal, Maoist groups led insurrections inspired by Mao’s theory of ‘people’s war’ in which peasants
in the ‘semi-feudal semi-colonial’ world could be mobilized for national liberation. In Cambodia and
Peru these movements were ultimately discredited by terrible violence and bloodshed. In India,
insurrections which consider themselves Maoist still enjoy some success. In Nepal, the Nepalese
Communist Party (Maoist) abandoned what are usually understood as the basic principles of Mao’s
thought when it moved from armed struggle to winning an election in 2008 and participating in a
parliamentary democracy.

Concern for the future of China and the revolution was a consistent theme in Mao’s utterances,
expressed more frequently as he grew older and realized that he would, as he put it, soon go to see
Marx. In a 1957 address to Chinese students in Moscow he said:

The world is yours, as well as ours, but in the last analysis, it is yours. . . . Our hope is placed on you. The world belongs to
you. China’s future belongs to you.

By the 1960s, Mao’s perception that the Soviet Union had become revisionist, and that China was in
danger of going the same way, made him more pessimistic about what would happen in the next
generation. In both the Socialist Education Movement and the Cultural Revolution the strong emphasis
on revolutionary renewal and educating revolutionary successors reflect his anxieties. A popular
Cultural Revolution song, sung by millions of young people, began, ‘We are the communist successors
. . .’ Mao’s desire to control what happened after his death also contributed to the peculiar
vulnerability of his designated successors. Liu Shaoqi, Lin Biao, Wang Hongwen, and Deng Xiaoping
all fell because Mao came to see them as inadequate, and feared they would not maintain China on a
revolutionary path. In his last years his premonitions grew darker. Conscious that Jiang Qing was
unpopular, he reminded her how privileged she was and asked what she would do after his death. In
1976 his last recorded remarks to the Politburo were, ‘What will happen to the next generation if the
revolution fails? There may be a foul wind and a rain of blood. How will you cope? Heaven only
knows.’

Yet despite his obsession with the revolutionary succession and protecting the revolution from
reversal, at some level Mao perhaps understood the absurdity of believing that he could influence the
future, or even imagine what it would be like. In 1970, he told Edgar Snow that ‘future events would
be decided by future generations and in accordance with conditions we could not foresee . . . The
youth of today would assess the work of the revolution in accordance with values of their own. A
thousand years from now, all of us, even Marx, Engels and Lenin would probably appear rather
ridiculous.’

How would Mao have judged China today? Much of what he feared has come to pass. Since Mao’s
death, perhaps in reaction to the grim experience of the last years of his chairmanship, the CCP has
practised collective leadership and has managed regular leadership transitions. Leadership struggles
have been partially hidden from view. But the post-Mao communist leadership is part of a wealthy
and powerful elite whose lives are very different from those of the ordinary people. This privileged
class maintains its position through its vastly superior access to resources, education, and health. The
CCP still uses ideology rhetorically, to stake its claim to legitimacy, but the stunning success of the



Chinese economy and an enduring fear of turmoil (a legacy of the Cultural Revolution) are more
important to its hold on power. Society is extremely inegalitarian; corruption and nepotism are rife.
Workers of the old state factories have been laid off, land is seized from the peasants for urban
development with miserably inadequate compensation, young migrant workers toil for grotesquely
long hours in poor conditions to produce goods for the world market. Conspicuous consumption and
ambition have replaced austerity and self-sacrifice. The commercial reprocessing of Mao’s image
reflects a dismissal of most of what the Chairman stood for. The ideological Mao would surely have
condemned the way China has developed. Yet there was also a nationalist Mao who from the time of
the May Fourth Movement had longed to see China rich, powerful, and respected among nations. This
Mao would perhaps have applauded China’s success, been gladdened by its phenomenal economic
growth, and gratified by the spectacle of developed countries vying for its investment funds.

Assessing Mao
When it comes to judging Mao, his biographers are deeply divided. He has been condemned utterly
by some biographers as a Chinese Stalin with a taste for killing. Others, while recognizing that he
showed no great concern for the ordeals of his colleagues or those he ruled over, argue that he rarely
gave instructions for the elimination of his opponents, and the deaths for which he was responsible
were a by-product of his single-minded pursuit of the transformation of China.

Mao’s life and his character are difficult to sum up because he was a complex man who behaved in
contradictory ways. He embraced an imported modernizing ideology yet remained profoundly
Chinese in his outlook. He was an idealist who produced inspirational writings but was prepared to
accept suffering and death on an unimaginable scale to achieve his aims. He was a despot who
proclaimed that ‘it is right to rebel’. He was an ideologue who wrote poetry. Mao recognized the
contradictory nature of his own character when he wrote he combined a ‘kingly’ disposition
demanding to dominate and suborn, with a ‘monkey spirit’ that urged him to run riot and throw all into
disorder. Henry Kissinger saw the kingly Mao, observing that he ‘distilled raw concentrated
willpower’ and ‘exuded in almost tangible form the overwhelming drive to prevail’. These qualities
contributed to the survival of the communist forces during the period of armed struggle and their
remarkable victory. Once China was united, however, they were often harmful. Mao used his
immense prestige to intimidate his colleagues and get his own way. He became increasingly
autocratic, refused to listen to those who disagreed with him, and stubbornly enforced bad decisions.
He bears responsibility for the horrors of the famine brought about by the Great Leap Forward, and
for the tardy response to it which produced a death toll of tens of millions. His increasing tendency to
interpret any criticism as a challenge to his leadership so intimidated his colleagues that in his last
years many feared to express opinions at all. His Cultural Revolution caused immense suffering and
social and economic disruption, yet until his death all leaders had to pay tribute to its achievements.

Mao’s linguistic legacy

Whether because Mao had a gift for a pithy turn of phrase, or because so many people had to
study his works for so long, he has had an influence on the Chinese language. Sayings and terms



attributed to Mao are familiar even in English although people may use them without knowing
where they come from. Here are some examples:

A revolution is not a dinner party.

Political power grows out of the barrel of a gun.

A single spark can start a prairie fire.

All reactionaries are paper tigers.

Dogma is less useful than dog shit.

Seek truth from the facts.

The east wind prevails over the west wind.

Great Leap Forward

Gang of Four

Cultural Revolution

The sugar-coated bullets of the bourgeoisie (corrupting luxuries)

Mao’s ‘monkey spirit’ made him conspicuously different as a communist leader. His language, at least
before editing, was lively and readable. He frequently attacked doctrine and stereotyped language. He
professed adherence to Marxism but seemed to contest its fundamental tenets by his insistence on the
revolutionary character of the peasantry. In the Cultural Revolution he challenged the basis of
Marxism-Leninism by encouraging attacks on the Party. Those whom he intended to purge were at a
disadvantage because his actions seemed so incredible they failed to read him correctly. In 1973, it
was the turn of the radicals to be aghast when he brought Deng Xiaoping, once condemned as the
number two capitalist roader, back into power. Mao’s mercurial transformations and unpredictable
moves left everyone who worked with him far behind. He was shrewd and unpredictable in political
struggle and often defeated opponents by dissimulation or by hiding his hand in order to draw them
into a trap. He knew how to make a strategic retreat without any intention of losing real control. In his
essay ‘A Single Spark can Start a Prairie Fire’, Mao wrote ‘The enemy advances, we retreat; the
enemy camps, we harass; the enemy tires, we attack; the enemy retreats, we pursue.’ He applied these
tactics throughout his life in political struggle as well as military action.

The consequences of Mao’s actions were inevitably in proportion to the prodigious power he
exercised, and the enormous population he ruled over. As a unifier and modernizer his achievements
were immense, but his errors caused appalling suffering on a scale that is difficult to grasp. His
utopian dreams, his periodic refusal to engage with reality, his ruthlessness, and his determination to
win imposed terrible suffering on the Chinese people and cost millions of them their lives. He was



ready to accept huge costs because he believed that suffering and death were inevitable in the pursuit
of his cause. Mao’s revolution improved life for those who survived it, bringing the economic
development, education, and modernization on which subsequent progress was built. It also reunified
China and made the country a force to be reckoned with in the world. He left an indelible mark on
history.



Timeline

26 December 1893 Birth of Mao Zedong.
1911 Qing dynasty falls. Mao enrols in Republican Army.
1912 Establishment of the Chinese Republic.
1913–18 Mao attends the Hunan Teachers College.
1918 Mao works in Beijing University Library.
1919 May Fourth demonstrations in Beijing.
1920 Mao appointed school head and marries Yang Kaihui.
1921 Foundation of Chinese Communist Party (CCP).
1923–7 United Front. Mao works in both Guomindang and CCP.
1925 Sun Yatsen dies.
1926 Northern Expedition.
1927 Chiang Kaishek massacres trade unionists and communists in Shanghai.
1927 Mao Zedong leads Autumn Harvest Uprising.

1928 Mao and Zhu De’s forces join up in Jinggangshan. Mao starts to live with
He Zizhen.

1931 Japan occupies north-east China.
1931–4 Jiangxi Soviet Republic, Mao largely in eclipse.
1934–5 Long March.
January 1935 Zunyi Conference.
1937–45 Sino-Japanese War.
1938 Mao marries Jiang Qing.
1945 Mao achieves formal pre-eminence at Seventh CCP Congress.
1946–9 Civil war.
1949 Mao proclaims establishment of People’s Republic of China.

1953–7 First Five Year Plan, agricultural collectivization, nationalization of
industry.

February 1956 Khrushchev denounces Stalin at 20th Soviet Party Congress.
1956–7 Hundred Flowers movement.
1957 Anti-rightist movement.
1958–61 Great Leap Forward followed by famine.



1959 Peng Dehuai criticizes Mao at Lushan conference.
1966 Cultural Revolution begins. Formation of Red Guards.
1967 Liu Shaoqi and Deng Xiaoping disgraced.
1968 Red Guards disbanded. Youth sent to the countryside.

1969 Mao announces the end of Cultural Revolution and Lin Biao officially
designated Mao’s successor at 9th CCP Congress.

1971 Kissinger visits Beijing. China recovers UN seat. Disgrace and death of
Lin Biao.

1972 Nixon visits Beijing.
1973 Deng Xiaoping recalled to Beijing, becomes vice premier.
8 January 1976 Death of Zhou Enlai. He is succeeded as premier by Hua Guofeng.

April 1976 Anti-radical demonstrations in Tiananmen. Deng Xiaoping removed from
office.

28 July Tangshan earthquake.
9 September 1976 Death of Mao Zedong.
6 October 1976 Arrest of Gang of Four.

November 1978 Deng Xiaoping reasserts himself at 3rd plenum of 11th Central Committee.
Economic reforms launched Peng Dehuai rehabilitated.

1980 Liu Shaoqi rehabilitated. Trial of Gang of Four.
1981 Resolution on Party History details Mao’s achievements and his errors.
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