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The Macat Library

The Macat Library is a series of unique academic explorations of seminal works in the humanities and social sciences – books and papers that have had a significant and widely recognised impact on their disciplines. It has been created to serve as much more than just a summary of what lies between the covers of a great book. It illuminates and explores the influences on, ideas of, and impact of that book. Our goal is to offer a learning resource that encourages critical thinking and fosters a better, deeper understanding of important ideas.

Each publication is divided into three Sections: Influences, Ideas, and Impact. Each Section has four Modules. These explore every important facet of the work, and the responses to it.

This Section-Module structure makes a Macat Library book easy to use, but it has another important feature. Because each Macat book is written to the same format, it is possible (and encouraged!) to cross-reference multiple Macat books along the same lines of inquiry or research. This allows the reader to open up interesting interdisciplinary pathways.

To further aid your reading, lists of glossary terms and people mentioned are included at the end of this book (these are indicated by an asterisk [*] throughout) – as well as a list of works cited.

Macat has worked with the University of Cambridge to identify the elements of critical thinking and understand the ways in which six different skills combine to enable effective thinking.

Three allow us to fully understand a problem; three more give us the tools to solve it. Together, these six skills make up the PACIER model of critical thinking. They are:

ANALYSIS – understanding how an argument is built

EVALUATION – exploring the strengths and weaknesses of an argument

INTERPRETATION – understanding issues of meaning

CREATIVE THINKING – coming up with new ideas and fresh connections

PROBLEM-SOLVING – producing strong solutions

REASONING – creating strong arguments

To find out more, visit WWW.MACAT.COM.


Critical Thinking and Mao’s Great Famine

Primary critical thinking skill: REASONING

Secondary critical thinking skill: PROBLEM-SOLVING

The power of Frank Dikötter’s ground-breaking work on the disaster that followed China’s attempted ‘Great Leap Forward’ lies not in the detail of his evidence (though that shows that Mao’s fumbled attempt at rapid industrialization probably cost 45 million Chinese lives). It stems from the exceptional reasoning skills that allowed Dikötter to turn years of researching in obscure Chinese archives into a compelling narrative of disaster, and above all to link two subjects that had been treated as distinct by most of his predecessors: the extent of the crisis in the countryside, and the actions (hence the responsibility) of the senior Chinese leadership.

In Dikötter’s view, ultimate responsibility for the catastrophe lies at the door of Mao Zedong himself; the Chairman conceived and ordered the policies that led to the famine, and he did nothing to reverse them or limit the damage that was being wrought when evidence for their disastrous impact reached him. Dikötter’s ability to persuade his readers of the fundamental truth of these arguments – despite his admission that his access to sources was necessarily limited and incomplete – together with the clear structure of his presentation combine to produce a work that has had enormous influence on perceptions of Mao and of the Great Leap Forward itself.


ABOUT THE AUTHOR OF THE ORIGINAL WORK

Historian Frank Dikötter was born in 1961 in Kerensheide in the Netherlands and took his first degree in history and Russian at the University of Geneva in Switzerland. From there, he won a scholarship to study in China and explored the country as it emerged from the Maoist era. Dikötter earned his doctorate from the School of Oriental and African Studies in London in 1990, and became professor of the modern history of China there. He has been chair of humanities at the University of Hong Kong since 2006. His 2010 work Mao’s Great Famine is based on information unearthed in official Communist archives that are usually closed to researchers.


ABOUT THE AUTHOR OF THE ANALYSIS

Dr John Wagner Givens holds a DPhil in politics from the University of Oxford. He is currently an Asian Studies Center Associate and adjunct professor at the University of Pittsburgh, having previously held positions as a post-Doctoral Research Associate at the Center for Asian Democracy at the University of Louisville, as Associate Lecturer at the University of the West of England, and as a Visiting Scholar at Nankai University in Tianjin.

Dr Wagner’s research interests span a range of topics including law, foreign policy, and political economy, but he specializes in ostensibly liberal institutions in nondemocratic regimes. He is currently working on a book manuscript on lawyers that sue the Chinese state.



ABOUT MACAT


Great Works for Critical Thinking

Macat is focused on making the ideas of the world’s great thinkers accessible and comprehensible to everybody, everywhere, in ways that promote the development of enhanced critical thinking skills.

It works with leading academics from the world’s top universities to produce new analyses that focus on the ideas and the impact of the most influential works ever written across a wide variety of academic disciplines. Each of the works that sit at the heart of its growing library is an enduring example of great thinking. But by setting them in context – and looking at the influences that shaped their authors, as well as the responses they provoked – Macat encourages readers to look at these classics and game-changers with fresh eyes. Readers learn to think, engage and challenge their ideas, rather than simply accepting them.




‘Macat offers an amazing first-of-its-kind tool for interdisciplinary learning and research. Its focus on works that transformed their disciplines and its rigorous approach, drawing on the world’s leading experts and educational institutions, opens up a world-class education to anyone.’

Andreas Schleicher Director for Education and Skills, Organisation for Economic

Co-operation and Development

‘Macat is taking on some of the major challenges in university education … They have drawn together a strong team of active academics who are producing teaching materials that are novel in the breadth of their approach.’

Prof Lord Broers, former Vice-Chancellor of the University of Cambridge

‘The Macat vision is exceptionally exciting. It focuses upon new modes of learning which analyse and explain seminal texts which have profoundly influenced world thinking and so social and economic development. It promotes the kind of critical thinking which is essential for any society and economy.

This is the learning of the future.’

Rt Hon Charles Clarke, former UK Secretary of State for Education

‘The Macat analyses provide immediate access to the critical conversation surrounding the books that have shaped their respective discipline, which will make them an invaluable resource to all of those, students and teachers, working in the field.’

Professor William Tronzo, University of California at San Diego



Ways in to the Text



Key Points


	Born in 1961, Frank Dikötter is a Dutch historian who specializes in Chinese history at the University of Hong Kong.


	He examines in extraordinary detail the famine caused by the Great Leap Forward* of 1958 to 1961—the Chinese Communist Party’s* campaign to jumpstart Chinese industry—showing it to be perhaps the greatest man-made catastrophe in human history.


	Mao’s Great Famine is the result of four years of research in archives across China and is an unflinching account of how this episode in Chinese history was far worse than previously thought.






Who Was Frank Dikötter?

Frank Dikötter, the author of Mao’s Great Famine: The History of China’s Most Devastating Catastrophe (2010), is a well-known scholar of Chinese history who has written ten books and speaks six languages. His early work tended to focus on difficult topics such as drugs, crime, sex, race, and marginalized populations in China. He is best known as a critic of the Chinese Communist Party, the party ruling the nation since 1949, writing a trilogy of histories that cast an unflattering light on the party’s early years. The best known of these is Mao’s Great Famine.

Born in 1961 in Kerensheide in the Netherlands, Frank Dikötter did his undergraduate work at the University of Geneva in Switzerland. There, he was a double major in history and Russian. Dikötter was “attracted to the Soviet Union* by a love of [the Russian author] Dostoyevsky and the allure of the unknown.”1 The Soviet Union was a federation of countries in Eastern Europe and Asia, founded on communist* principles, which collapsed in 1991. After studying for a summer in the city of Leningrad (the second largest city in Russia, today renamed St. Petersburg), he received a scholarship to study in China and spent two years studying and exploring there. This gave him a glimpse of a China that was just beginning to emerge from the Maoist* era (when the country was led by Mao Zedong,* chairman of the Communist Party of China from 1949 until his death in 1976).

Dikötter went on to earn his doctorate from the School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS) in London in 1990. Conducting research for his doctorate in 1988 and 1989, he happened to be present in Beijing during the lead-up to the Tiananmen Square massacre* that ended student-led demonstrations for democratic reform. He left the city for southern China before the violence broke out.

After graduating he remained at SOAS for nearly 10 years, first as a British Academy Postdoctoral Fellow and Wellcome Research Fellow, then, from 2002, as professor of the modern history of China. Since 2006, Dikötter has held the post of professor of humanities at the University of Hong Kong.2



What Does Mao’s Great Famine Say?

Mao’s Great Famine is a revisionist* history (that is, it challenges the orthodox historical interpretations) of the Great Leap Forward— Mao’s attempt to speed up China’s industrialization.
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