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Foreword

I have found that writing about Mao Zedong today after forty years of familiarity with him is a salutary exercise. On the one hand, there is the charisma, uniqueness and epic quality of Mao’s life, his influence on China and the world and the remarkable courage and determination he showed throughout his life. This was despite the adversity he faced. That was a stirring story when I first started studying Chinese and China in 1991 and remains so. The telling of it never loses its impact, no matter how often it is recounted. But on the other, I have also been reminded, many, many times, of the vast downside to his record. He presents a great challenge to anyone trying to write dispassionately about him. This is something that I have experienced in writing this book. One is constantly veering from being overawed by his resilience when almost all hope was extinguished and yet somehow he still managed to prevail, to being appalled by the suffering he brought about in the society he ruled over and the endless number of stories of grief and tragedy that his policies caused.

The extent of Mao’s culpability has been largely skirted around in China. The ‘Resolution on Certain Questions in the History of Our Party since the Founding of the People’s Republic of China’ issued by the top-level post-Mao Chinese Communist Party (CCP) leadership five years after his death in 1981 was an attempt to create some consensus in the body he had led for almost half a century about his life and what his rule had meant. That document stated that while his sins were real they were unintended, and that blame lay with those who misled and deceived him. Such a conclusion does not stand up to even the most cursory scrutiny. Mao was one of the least naive people who ever lived. He spent his whole life figuring out what mattered to others and finding ways of manipulating and using them. Even as an old man, experiencing great ill health and with greatly diminished capacity, those who met him were impressed by his powerful willpower and the penetrating clarity of his thinking. Mao Zedong was not someone who could be fooled easily, if at all. That means he bears ultimate responsibility for the things that happened under his rule.

Mao’s time in power was, indeed, one with very mixed results and the subject of varying assessments. From the vantage point of 2025 – when this book was completed and while the leadership of Xi Jinping, Mao’s most recent successor as supreme leader of the country, is still in full swing – one can see the imprint of the Chairman (as Mao was often called) very strongly. Xi has even been called a Maoist leader. But while there are many ways in which Mao’s image and influence are present in Xi’s China, the country that exists today is very different from that which Mao led. The Chairman’s power existed in the era when China hardly had any infrastructure, where 90 per cent of the people lived in rural areas and where hardly anyone even travelled from the countryside to the nearest city, let alone went abroad. But while it would be easy to say that the founding father of the country today has no real relevance in a place with more high-speed railway than the rest of the world put together, with as many billionaires as the USA and with realistic plans to put a person on the Moon by 2030, the spirit of Mao still lives on in ways to be discussed below. He may lie embalmed in the huge mausoleum in the centre of Beijing, but his ideas and influence linger, almost ineffably.

One of the main reasons for this is that the gleaming, modern, hi-tech China of today is built on the achievements of the Mao era. The unification of most of the nation, the construction of at least some elements of a modernized, industrialized economy, the shift from a population where illiteracy was common and deaths of children during or soon after birth were tragically high, were all things set in train under Mao. They have led to a place now where almost everyone can read and write, and the issue is not babies surviving through birth (happily now almost all do) but encouraging well-educated, aspirational young people to even want babies in the first place as they build their futures.

Those achievements happened, however, at the same time as massive policy failures, from the Great Leap Forward of 1957 and the chaos caused by its setting of overambitious industrial and economic targets, to the horrifying famines of the early 1960s, to the terrible convulsions of the Cultural Revolution when the country descended into quasi civil war. Rendering a full account of these offers little opportunity to exonerate Mao. He stands at the centre of all the key decision making and then the implementation of each of these. There are sound arguments to say that without him, none of them would have happened. And to complete the case against him, policies such as the Four Modernizations (to encourage better developments in the key areas of industry, agriculture, national defence and science and technology), which were initially mooted in the decades before his death but prevented by him, were resurrected after his passing and began the remarkable transformation of the country that continues to this day. Over all of this loomed the sheer number of fatalities associated with events that Mao was responsible for – figures of up to 40 or 50 million deaths, from famine, violence and unrest.

Mao was clearly not a god, but nor was he, despite the complex and harsh record described above, some kind of devil. There is no evidence that he harboured malign intent on all the people he ruled over, though he certainly put immense effort into dealing with those he saw as the country’s enemies. And in many ways the structures of power that existed in the country’s ancient political traditions before his lifetime to some extent dictated much of what he could do. For hundreds if not thousands of years, imperial dynasties in China suffered from a predilection where authority was driven to the centre and concentrated there into the hands of very few. This explains to some extent why the Chairman was able to accrue the vast powers he did. This was not due to any innovative genius on his part. It was more down to the confluence of his remarkable skills of manipulation and his desire for authority, with the structure he was operating in where there had been a long history of autocratic forms of rule. That combination of his personal qualities and the environment they were placed in ended up creating the perfect storm.

I have come to understand that the greatest issue with Mao was that he sincerely believed in the rightness of his policies and vision, and had almost preternatural confidence in this. He truly did believe he was doing the right thing, for the good of his country. He is one of the most powerful proofs that hell is indeed a place paved with good intentions. His utopian vision of a better country, and a better life for his people, was ironically the cause of much of the harm he did. There are other examples in history of someone’s achievements tangling up good and bad, right and wrong. In this respect, Mao defies easy categorization.

This book presents a broad overview of the epic story of his life and his remarkable career – remarkable, as we have just seen, for both its positive and its negative aspects. It is one that is built on a vast body of scholarship by others, inside and outside China, about this man’s life and beliefs. As with other figures who have changed the course of history, for those thinking about, studying and contemplating Mao, there is inevitably a sense of a personal link to him, a kind of relationship. I am not immune from this. This book is therefore the result of over three and a half decades of pondering, thinking through and having a dialogue with myself about Mao – and feeling from time to time that I was almost talking to him, seeking answers, trying to fathom the kind of person he was.
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Introduction


Alone I stand in the autumn cold

On the tip of Orange Island,

The Hsiang flowing northward;

I see a thousand hills crimsoned through

By their serried woods deep-dyed,

And a hundred barges vying

Over crystal blue waters.

Eagles cleave the air,

Fish glide in the limpid deep;

Under freezing skies a million
creatures contend in freedom.

Brooding over this immensity,

I ask, on this boundless land

Who rules over man’s destiny?

‘Changsha’,

MAO ZEDONG, 19251



Only a year after being elevated to the head of the CCP in December 2013, China’s new leader Xi Jinping attended a symposium celebrating the 120th anniversary of the birth of one of his predecessors. Singing the praises of Mao Zedong Thought and its ‘enduring spirit’, Xi spoke of how Mao’s ideas advanced ‘the great cause of socialism with Chinese characteristics’. They inculcated the ethos of seeking truth from facts and teaching that ‘people are the creators of history.’ Mao’s thought taught that ‘before the people’, Xi solemnly intoned, ‘we are always students.’

Perhaps the most Maoist thing he said that day, however, was the sentiment that ‘Chinese affairs must be dealt with and decided by the Chinese people.’2 For all the complexity of Mao Zedong’s impact on China, both in the past and currently, there is one thing his many detractors and admirers can agree on: that the China he ruled over for almost three decades from its foundation in 1949 was one that practised the spirit of self-determination, to the extent that it was often isolated and diplomatically alone. Mao was a nationalist to his core – a Chinese nationalist, even if he often spoke the language of Marxism and dialectical materialism with its aspirations to being a universal creed for all people in all times and places. The nation he inspired and the CCP he shaped, controlled, brought to power and, in the end, almost brought to the verge of destruction, were highly specific creations and ones that marched to their own tune, even if it was one that many felt was misguided and wrong. Mao may have made many errors but they were certainly his errors, not ones forced on him by others. In that sense, he and the China he ruled over, if they were victims, were ultimately victims of themselves, not others.

That a successor, almost half a century after his death, was still keen to bask in the light of Mao’s reflected glory shows the immense shadow that the Great Helmsman, as he was called in his lifetime, continues to cast. There never was a destalinization campaign, as there had been in the USSR after the Soviet dictator’s death in 1953. Joseph Stalin’s denunciation by his successor as leader of the Communist Party there, Nikita Khrushchev, at a secret party meeting in Moscow in 1956 was something Mao, at the time he learned of it (there were Chinese delegates at the meeting but they were not allowed into this part of the proceedings), regarded with distaste and apprehension. Not that there was any particular warmth or fondness he felt towards the deceased dictator. He had had complex and often fractious relations with Stalin. But he had never publicly criticized or undermined China’s fellow communist-run country. Far from it. Mao’s only two visits abroad were to Russia (in 1949 and 1957) and on each occasion, in public at least, everything was sweetness and light. Only in 1960 did the relationship collapse into acrimony. Actual military conflict on the northeastern border did not occur until nine years after this. Part of the reason for these fallings out was the sense by China that the USSR’s new leaders had betrayed their former boss and shown themselves to be revisionists and fake revolutionaries. China was the acolyte that had ended up purer than its former teacher, deeply disappointed in the failure of a party it had once held in such high esteem for failing to live up to its beliefs.

On Mao’s death in September 1976 there were no hints of any Stalin-style relegation or removal from his pedestal of the great dictator – or at least not immediately. And when Mao was reappraised, in the official resolution on CCP history in 1981, the judgement was carefully calibrated. Mao had made mistakes, though largely through trusting too much those who had ended up misleading him. He remained a great man, no matter what. The country had turned its back on some elements of the politics he had such a liking for – class struggle, public mass mobilization campaigns to root out counter-revolutionaries and highly centralized state planning for the economy. But he remained as the father of the nation, its founder and great leader. His role in creating the People’s Republic (PRC) and getting it through its first 27 years remained securely acknowledged. And while many of the vast number of statues of him – most of them put up in the years when the personality cult he inspired was at its peak in the 1960s and early 1970s – were removed, at the political heart of the country, in Beijing’s Tiananmen Square, the vast mausoleum containing his embalmed body and the portrait of him hanging on the Gate of Heavenly Peace stayed in place. They remain there to this day.

Fervour for Mao comes and goes. But the acknowledgement of Mao as a great leader, and someone central to the narrative of the current regime by those still in power, remains steady. Xi was not paying mere lip service to the man who, when he was alive, had presided over the persecution of his father, Xi Zhongxun, and been the cause of his own removal from a comfortable life in the capital to a primitive commune deep in the countryside for seven years from 1968.3 Aspects of Maoism, from the observance of the mass line following public opinion (or what the CCP says public opinion should be) to the need for party unity and the constant stress on self-reliance, remain core elements of the world view and practice of the ruling elite in Xi’s China. Mao means far more to Xi than Joseph Stalin to Vladimir Putin. His is a real, strong presence in contemporary China through his image, words and style, someone it is essential to understand and evaluate in order to make much sense of what is happening in the country today. Embalmed and entombed in a glass case his body might be; forgotten or neglected his spirit certainly is not.

One of the testaments to this remarkable continuing influence is the vast amount of research, in the past and ongoing to the present, into this man, his era, career and legacy. From 1999, biographies of him in English include a coruscating account by Jung Chang and Jon Holliday, a more balanced biography by Philip Short, and a painstakingly careful memoir by Alexander Pantsov and Steven Levine based on material from Russian archives.4 In Chinese, the mountain of works is unsurprisingly even larger, though much of it is of questionable objectivity. Yonglie Ye wrote accounts in the 1990s that remain useful on points of fact. Mao’s own work and associated exegesis continue to pour out. There are institutes across China whose staff focus purely on the legacy and ideas of the Chairman. Online or in print, on film or audio record, Mao Zedong must be one of the most studied people the world has ever seen. This book, therefore, cannot propose to sit beside such monuments of granular, minute scholarship. Instead, it aims to give an accessible, and often personal, account of who Mao was and why he matters today.

Mao is someone that I have been engaging with and thinking about from my first encounter with China. I even remember, very vaguely, the announcement of his death on television as a nine-year-old schoolboy in Kent, UK, in 1976. I had no idea that the face of an ageing Chinese man I stared at on the news report that night would, a decade and a half later, figure so much in my life. But from my initial proper engagement with China in 1991 Mao was part of the experience. On my first trip to the country, while living in Japan that year, I made visiting the mausoleum where his body lay a priority. Looking at the waxy face of the deceased ‘great leader’ I wondered what he had been like when he was alive. Years later, I met people who had physically encountered him. One American diplomat present at his legendary summit with American president Richard Nixon in 1972 told me of how he emanated raw power. Another, a senior Australian scholar based in the PRC in the final years of Mao’s life, made the same point, observing that despite him being unable to speak properly towards the end, his charisma and presence dominated the room when they encountered him.

Something of that comes through in the various accounts of these meetings. Former British prime minister Edward Heath, while leader of the opposition Conservative Party in 1974, had traipsed to the PRC for the first time. This was despite him being a fierce critic of the regime a decade before. Heath’s visit was a response to his upgrading relations with the country to ambassadorial status while he had been in power in 1972 (they had been at the lower level of mere chargé d’affaires before). Generous diplomatic treatment included having a guard of honour when he arrived at the main airport in Beijing. This culminated in him finally setting eyes on the country’s legendary leader, someone artist Andy Warhol had produced iconic pictures of and the Beatles had referred to in one of their songs (‘Revolution’). The combined drama of all of this almost caused Heath to swoon. Sir John Addis, the ambassador accompanying him into the rooms where Mao spent his final years in the Zhongnanhai leadership compound in central Beijing, was struck by the simplicity of the teacups and the slightly shabby look of the room. It was, he mused in his telegram back to London reporting on the event, hard to understand how the elderly man so incapacitated by Parkinson’s disease he had met that day remained by far the most powerful figure in the 800-million-strong country, someone who could eradicate whole swathes of people with a simple gesture of his hands and who was still deadly if crossed by his opponents.5

I continued thinking about the paradoxes of Mao in the mid-1990s when I lived in China for two years in the Inner Mongolian region. Just as I was preparing to come to live in the PRC, the one-hundredth anniversary of his birth, in 1993, had been marked in the UK by documentaries on the BBC. These drew on the testimony of people like his personal doctor, Li Zhisui. Based in the USA for a number of years, Li wrote an unflattering account of a man who was, at least according to him, lascivious, unhygienic and often sybaritic.6 Mao seemed more a dysfunctional sufferer of severe mental illness in this context. But there were also plenty of other events that recorded the colossal catastrophes the country had suffered under his rule. The 30 million or more who had died in the famines that gripped the country in the early 1960s. The millions more who had suffered maltreatment, some being persecuted to death, in the Cultural Revolution from 1966. There were many personal accounts of persecution and injustice experienced in the Maoist period.7 He was associated with harsh human rights abuses and endless tales of violence and misuse of state power.

But in China itself, things were not so clear-cut. It was common back then for people when they first met you at a dinner or social event to start declaring that Mao Zedong was a great leader. One of those who said this to me was a man I subsequently found out had experienced brutal treatment while Mao was alive. Mao seemed to hover like a constant presence in the environment around me, some of his sayings still daubed on older walls and his image occasionally placed in public spaces. Understanding him, too, was central to the project I was engaged in back then of researching the Cultural Revolution. Over this final decade of his life, his often cryptic words, and the iconography so closely associated with him, were unavoidable. Reckoning with Mao became part of my life from that period.

This book therefore is as much a testimony to the role of Mao in my life as it is an attempt to write yet another account of his story and his achievements. As someone who has grown to love both China the country and the amazing, rich culture of the Chinese with all its diversity and complexity, what I offer here is a case study of just how important it is to understand Mao, even today, and how difficult it is to easily capture what he did and explain his continuing influence. Ironically, Mao’s main theoretical work was on contradictions, and it is only through balancing contradictions and widely divergent attitudes that one can really hope to handle, albeit often unsatisfactorily, the legacy he left.


Mao: Monster or Hero?

The dominant image of Mao Zedong in the political West since his death is that of one of the three major despots of the twentieth century. He sits beside Joseph Stalin of the USSR and Adolf Hitler of the Third Reich in Germany, but with the distinction that he is blamed for more deaths than both combined. Controversy rages to this day, but according to the retired Xinhua news agency journalist-turned-historian Yang Jisheng in his vast account of the great famines of the early 1960s, the estimated death toll from these three years alone ranges from 47 to 53 million.8 Added to that are the figures from the land reform movement when the CCP came to power in 1950, when hundreds of thousands of those classified as from the exploitative classes were attacked, their property taken and many beaten to death. The social upheaval of the Cultural Revolution is less easy to assess in terms of fatalities that occurred over this period. But in the Inner Mongolian region alone, the Chinese government itself in the early 1980s acknowledged 16,000 deaths.9 Historians have claimed even higher figures. Extrapolated across the rest of China, these reach close to a million.10

As this book will show, Mao did not live in a gentle time and he embraced the essential role of violence as a political tool very early on in his political career. His rise to the top of the CCP involved ruthlessness, cunning and the ability to jettison anyone who posed threats to his own quest for power. It was, as the Chinese phrase used in the Cultural Revolution made clear, a ‘dog-eat-dog’ struggle. Gao Hua, the Chinese historian, in a bleakly realistic account of the rectification purges the CCP undertook once he had secure dominance of the party in the early 1940s, shows how those who were thought of as opponents to him or his mission almost invariably met a sticky end.11 Wang Ming, who at least survived this period, was one of the key rivals in the 1930s, someone with good links with the USSR who stood as a viable and credible opponent. But in the Yan’an district holdout in remote central China during the Anti-Japanese War, Wang’s links to Moscow were as much a source of suspicion as of trustworthiness. In the Party Rectification Movement of 1942, he was denounced and struggled in sessions. And while Moscow’s intercession saved him from the worst excesses of the secret police established under the sinister leadership of Kang Sheng, a man who would prove himself to be among Mao’s most deadly and effective hatchet men, he was sidelined. Largely honorific positions were handed to him once the main period of the campaign to root out enemies had passed. In the mid-1950s Wang went to the USSR for medical treatment, never to return.

To some extent Wang Ming was lucky. Mao’s prickly relationship with those defined as intellectuals (and this word has a wide meaning in Chinese, ranging from primary school teachers to university lecturers and authors of dense theoretical treatises) was to resurface throughout the rest of his life. It caused the demise of figures such as the author Lao She and the long-term imprisonment of people like the colleague of the great writer Lu Xun, Hu Feng (the pen name of Zhang Guangren), and propelled campaigns from the Three Antis of 1951, one of the earliest events waged by the regime against predominantly intellectuals and those who were regarded as disloyal to the new rulers, into the period described by another writer, Ba Jin, as China’s ‘holocaust’, the Cultural Revolution.12

On a mass scale, and at an individual level, the human cost of Mao’s time in power was tangible and colossal. How this vast loss of life can be linked to Mao specifically, however, is less clear-cut.13 The formal Chinese government judgement, at least in 1981 in the aforementioned resolution the CCP issued after much internal discussion and debate, was that Mao was a great leader but had made serious errors. Of these, launching the Cultural Revolution figured as the most significant. In 1981 this was largely attributed to the group that was subsequently labelled the ‘Gang of Four’, the radical leadership faction that appeared around 1966 with Mao’s wife, Jiang Qing, as the main member. ‘Our Party and people would have had to grope in the dark much longer had it not been for Comrade Mao Zedong,’ the resolution states early in the document, ‘who more than once rescued the Chinese revolution from grave danger.’ As for the ‘grave “Left” error of the “cultural revolution”, an error comprehensive in magnitude and protracted in duration’, blame for this, as far as the 1981 resolution goes, ‘while it did lie with Comrade Mao Zedong,’ was really down to the ‘sinister ambition to seize supreme leadership’ of his wife and the radicals ranged around her. We will hear plenty more about this group later.14

Justifying the record of someone on the grounds that they do more good than bad seems brutally utilitarian. Ontological moralists might reply that being responsible for a single death negates all the other positives. In view of his complex, mixed record, it is easy to see why Mao stirs such deep antipathy. Percy Craddock, a senior diplomat from the UK who had served in Beijing when the British legation was attacked by angry Revolutionary Groups (more popularly called Red Guards) in August 1967, and went on to be ambassador to the PRC in the 1980s, called Mao a ‘monster’ in a television interview in 1993 marking the centenary of his birth.15 Jung Chang and Jon Halliday do not hold back in their assessment of the gargantuan crimes of the Chairman in their 2005 biography.16 Jonathan Spence, a sober and measured historian who had largely written of Ming and Qing history, judged Mao to be someone whose ‘education was episodic, his talents unexceptional’, but who did have ‘a relentless energy, and a ruthless self-confidence’.17 For fellow historian Michael Schoenhals, however, Mao was ‘fiendishly clever, ruthless and unpredictable’.18

The cult of Mao at its peak saw his image present in even the most intimate of spaces, including the bedrooms and living rooms of people’s homes. The small badges portraying his facial profile became like medals for his proud foot soldiers to wear. Many hundreds of millions of these items were produced so that, long after his death, they became collectors’ objects, sometimes attracting high prices.19 Mao’s words were inscribed in special red ink on the front of newspapers and placed in bold to make them stand out from the rest of the text. As Chinese writer and literary critic Li Tuo stated, ‘Mao’s writing is very different to writing in general and has become a separate genre in itself.’20 Those repeating his ‘most high instructions’ (zui gao zhidao) often repeated the ‘most’ word repeatedly until they were exhausted. Performing loyalty dances to Mao, singing songs praising ‘the red son in our hearts’, declaring undying love for the ‘great helmsman’ – these were all commonplace towards the end of his life when he was barely able to function and almost never appeared in public.

All of these things contributed to the sense that the bond between the Chinese people and Mao was meant to be personal and close. As Geremie Barmé noted, his appeal to the imaginations of the 90 per cent of people in China who lived in rural areas was real and lasting.21 He was sometimes referred to as a ‘peasant emperor’ by people I knew in China in the 1990s. If he had a base, it was the peasantry, the people he had lived among and whom he regarded as the source of revolutionary change. Mao was no slavish subscriber to orthodox Marxism with its demand that followers had to wait for the cities to grow enough in order to provide a sufficiently large industrial proletariat to conduct the insurrection. Instead, it was in the rice fields, the farmsteads, the places where Chinese had lived and worked for generations that Mao sought his armies and from where the first batch of officials came.

Even those who suffered badly at Mao’s hands sometimes did not denigrate him. Ding Yilan, widow of the writer Deng Tuo – who had committed suicide at the start of the Cultural Revolution through fear of what was about to befall him – speaking to scholars Frederik Teiwes and Warren Sun years later, ‘gave a heartfelt verdict on the revolutionary Mao: he was the only leader capable of avoiding reckless optimism or succumbing to pessimism in the face of overwhelming odds, the indispensable architect of victory.’22 Chen Boda, a man who worked faithfully beside Mao as his assistant, speechwriter and ideological advisor, and who was ignominiously felled after the Lin Biao affair of 1971 when Mao’s chosen successor of the time was killed in a plane crash (see Chapter Five) reportedly repeatedly said to himself after his final release from prison once Mao had died that he had committed grave mistakes and let the great Chairman down. A lifetime of having to live in Mao’s shadow, second-guessing him and often being subject to punitive campaigns and demands for self-criticism did not restrain premier Zhou Enlai from almost constant assertions that without Mao the revolution, the creation of the new country and its stabilization would never have happened.23

 A Mao of many faces is the man that Sidney Rittenberg, an American journalist imprisoned during the Cultural Revolution while working for Radio Peking, saw slumped in despair backstage at one of his great rallies, overwhelmed by a feeling that everything he had worked for had failed.24 He was the figure who was idolized by French intellectuals and European savants during the Maoist craze of the late 1960s. They pored over translations of his works to seek guidance for political action in their own environments.25 For Chinese like Mobo Gao, Mao promoted policies and campaigns that finally allowed some of the entrenched injustice and inequality of Chinese life to be confronted and changed.26 American journalist Edgar Snow, who had met Mao in 1937 and penned the classic Red Star over China, which contained the first English-language material about this new and strange force in Chinese political life and its key leaders, was to give an account of his final encounter with the Chairman decades later, in 1970. On this occasion, Mao famously described himself as wufa wutian – a phrase Snow’s rendition of the interview unhelpfully translated into the iconic ‘a lone monk walking the world with a leaky umbrella’ but which is arguably better conveyed by the idea of someone without regard to laws or norms – a rule unto themselves.27

This more accurate translation to that of Snow comes closer to how Mao saw himself. Simon Leys (pen name of the great Belgian-Australian sinologist Pierre Ryckmans) said that Mao’s calligraphy was ‘strikingly original, betraying a flamboyant egotism, to the point of arrogance’.28 He was, after all, a poet as well as a guerilla fighter and political leader. According to Snow, it was not the stolid theory of Marx that attracted Mao but the romantic novels of China’s past. The rebellious Sun Wukong in the Journey to the West epic from the sixteenth century appealed to him most, with his ability to escape from impossible situations and rise from the ashes, almost indestructible. The earlier Song Dynasty classic Outlaws of the Marsh from about three hundred years before was more to Mao’s taste than The Communist Manifesto or Das Kapital, an often violent story of rebels and bandits living on the margins and harassing the corrupt and venal authorities. In the Cultural Revolution, it was not Marx or Lenin that Mao referenced but the General Mirror for the Aid of Government (Zizhe Tongjian) from the eleventh century and its detailed chronologies of history and events from the deep dynastic past, written by Song-era statesman and scholar Sima Guang.29 Above all, the Romance of the Three Kingdoms was reportedly Mao’s main inspiration for his own career as a warrior – an intricate fable from the Ming era in the fourteenth century with dozens of chapters telling the story of battles and wars between feuding principalities.

Trotskyite Wang Fanxi, a close contemporary of Mao, was dismissive of just how useful these ancient texts really were to be effective in the modern world. Wang expressed scepticism about how much they had informed Mao’s practice as a fighter and wondered if he was only ever paying lip service to them. ‘What Sunzi [sometimes called Sun Tzu, the author of the ancient classic treatise on war] said two thousand four hundred years ago cannot be applied word for word today,’ he wrote. ‘Mao’s military thinking is the product of the age of imperialism and world revolution and of revolutionary war in semi-colonial China . . . It cannot be equated with warcraft in the Spring and Autumn period [2,500 years ago].’30 As ever, Mao was a brilliant propagandist even about his own life and its sources of inspiration.

Mao unrehearsed, as the subsequent publication of his unedited and unrevised speeches shows, was earthy, often obscene and frequently incoherent. Reading him today reminds one of the ramblings of figures such as U.S. president Donald Trump. ‘Comrades’, he said in 1958 at one conference, ‘you must all analyse your own responsibility. If you have to shit, shit. If you have to fart, fart. You will feel much better for it.’31 Mao’s provocations would have suited the world of social media and Twitter/X. His shocking throwaway remark reportedly made to a Yugoslav delegation in 1957 that China had ‘a very large territory and a big population. Atomic bombs could not kill all of us. What if they killed 300 million of us? We would still have many people left,’ was precisely the sort of attention-grabbing declaration the age of Instagram and TikTok loves.32 Such nonchalance about human life, even when made in a context where there was a chance he was speaking ironically, made his interlocutors worry about his real attitude towards his fellow human beings.

Maospeak, as it has come to be called, managed to create a range of pithy, memorable phrases that have migrated into English. Americans were ‘paper tigers’, he declared in an interview about U.S. imperialism with the sympathetic left-wing American journalist Anna Louise Strong in 1956. The ‘east wind would prevail over the west wind’, he opined when speaking to students on his second visit to Moscow in 1957, predicting the time when the world’s geopolitical axes of power would shift. Officials who were not implementing new policies in the rural areas in the 1950s were like ‘women tottering along with bound feet’, a phrase he used at an agricultural policy meeting in 1955. In the Cultural Revolution, people were encouraged to ‘bombard the headquarters’, as he demanded in a short statement in mid-1966. Mao mastered the one-line put-down, castigating his chief critics as ‘Russian revisionists’, the ‘enemy sleeping at our sides’, and urging people in increasingly cryptic, snappy phrases towards the end of his life to ‘dig tunnels deep, store grain everywhere, and never seek hegemony.’ Mao’s life ended with a simple phrase, reportedly whispered to his (at the time) chosen successor, the younger official Huo Guofeng, when he was barely able to function, which Mao then inscribed unsteadily in his handwriting on a sheet of paper: ‘With you in charge, I am at ease.’33

Leys pressed home the paradox that just as Mao’s words needed to be cleansed, edited and sanitized in China before they could be published – so full of provocations and incendiary comments were they – so too his political persona needed careful control and curation.34 Mao himself had an uneasy relationship with the political party he had come to dominate from the 1930s and which he led to power in 1949. Increasingly frustrated by its becoming the sort of ossifying bureaucracy he detested, and which ran against his bandit nature, Mao prompted the literary attacks in the mid-1960s that soon escalated into the Cultural Revolution (see Chapter Five). He threatened at one point simply to leave Beijing and move to the countryside to set up a new army to usurp the party.35 Few doubted his ability to do this if forced.

Just as in life Mao was difficult to control and contain, so too has his posthumous influence and reputation been hard to channel and predict. Neo-Maoists through the last few decades in China have often been regarded as an equally great threat to the CCP as their democracy-promoting opposites.36 Utopia, a website set up in the 2000s to promote the ideas and image of a new kind of Mao relevant for China in the age of crass commercialization and worship of the market, enjoyed a brief spell of success and tolerance before being unceremoniously closed down in 2012. The official sanitized Mao, and the unofficial dangerous one, still exist and still create mutual tension. The Mao of Utopia was not the Mao that Xi Jinping was celebrating and extolling when he spoke in 2013.

With all these different layers and personae, getting a clear sight of who Mao was, and what his historic impact is, presents a massive challenge. Regardless, it is undeniable that Mao was one of the seminal, most influential figures of modern times, someone who left his mark on the world through creating a country which today has over 1.4 billion people and the world’s second-largest economy. It is one of the many paradoxes of that country that, while during Mao’s life his image never appeared on banknotes, on all denominations of Chinese currency now his face stares impassively out. Mao left his imprint deep on the China that today is so influential and creates such controversy in the world. It is important therefore to try to peer back, through the various obstructions and assumptions that exist, to get a clearer view of the man who made so much of the present situation come about.

Mao’s life was an epic. It spanned eight decades with almost every decade incident-filled and offering revolutionary change. Such a story needs to be told in episodes so that the vast amount of detail can be divided up and made manageable. This book will therefore present first a narrative of Mao’s life from his childhood in rural Hunan to his conversion to Marxism in the 1910s, and his attendance at the first ever congress of the CCP held in China in 1921. Overshadowing this first chapter will be the chaotic situation in China in the final years of the Qing dynasty up to the Xinhai Revolution of 1911–12, to the early years of Republican rule and the division of the country between north and east in the Warlord Era (1916–28). In this time, Mao was able to free himself from the expectations and restrictions of a relatively conventional Chinese rural childhood, moved to the capital, Beijing, and witnessed the growth of nationalism in the country. While at this time he had a peripheral role, he was a participant from the very earliest moments of organized communist political agitation. And he was also, from this time, writing and observing the events unfolding before him.

The second chapter will cover the crucial period from 1927 to the end of the Second World War in 1945. This marks the period of Mao’s ascendency. At the start, he was a member of a demoralized, fugitive force that had been brutally expelled from the main city where it was active, Shanghai, into the countryside of the neighbouring province of Jiangxi. As a result of harsh counterattacks by a former coalition partner, Chiang Kai-shek, leader of the Nationalist Party, the communists were reduced to basing themselves in remote and therefore relatively safe rural areas. Here Mao began his agitation for a greater role in the CCP, frequently clashing with figures like Li Lisan and returnees from the USSR who felt they had greater legitimacy because of their links with the mother party in the USSR. Mao, however, was able to articulate a specific vision of the party and of what communism might look like in China, embracing a greater role for violence and for military organization. In the 1930s, with pressure from the nationalists increasing despite the start of significant tensions with the Japanese, the CCP made its legendary Long March from its former base in Jiangxi across the country to its final home in Yan’an. There Mao sealed his dominance, undertaking rectification campaigns, setting out clear parameters ideologically and in terms of cultural expression and setting in place a whole series of practices and principles that would guide the party for the next few decades (and arguably have a deep influence even today). While the communists reinstated their coalition with the nationalists once the Sino-Japanese War began in 1937, attempts after the Japanese were defeated in 1945 to organize a sustainable governance system which included both communists and nationalists ended in failure, ushering in the Civil War.

Chapter Three will look at the decade in which Mao was most successful politically and militarily – the era of the Civil War, which the communists won in 1949 despite being regarded as the underdog, and then the establishment of the PRC and its first few years in power. Moving from a revolutionary to a governing body, the communists under Mao had a world to rebuild and one where they were more isolated than ever because of their association with the USSR and the resistance of the USA and most of its allies in recognizing this new country. China’s reconstruction after decades of strife prompted immense social and economic change, interrupted initially by the Korean War (1950–53). In this period Mao effectively worked as first among equals in a leadership that included figures such as Zhou Enlai and Liu Shaoqi. But already there were signs of the sort of practices Mao would later come to favour: mass mobilization campaigns and the encouragement of class struggle. The Hundred Flowers campaign in 1956 encouraging open criticism of the party marked the end of the initial honeymoon, with intellectuals and others who had spoken out being castigated as ‘rightists’ and subjected to a harsh campaign of criticism and reprisals.

Chapter Four covers the turbulent period from 1957 to 1966 when Mao’s social and political vision became most dominant. These years can be described as those of high Maoist socialism. While they started with the apparent sidelining of the Chairman after the failure of the Great Leap Forward to jump-start industry by creating backyard furnaces and producing cheap steel and other goods, and then the terrible famines of the early 1960s, Mao was to make a comeback in 1965. This chapter covers the machinations and causes that led up to perhaps one of the most puzzling and mysterious events in modern Chinese history, the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution.

The fifth chapter will describe the peak era of Mao worship from 1966, with the Cultural Revolution seeing the removal of almost any potential opponents and Mao returning to the centre of action, dominating domestic political life in a way that was perhaps unprecedented for any single figure before or since, at least in terms of the sheer numbers of people effected. The first two years of the Cultural Revolution saw levels of violence and social upheaval that made it appear almost as though the country was once more in a civil war. But in this era Mao’s manipulation and control of the vast ‘psychodrama’ of the period are readily apparent. He guided, shaped and used the chaos around him to embed his own unique and frequently contradictory ideas, often inspired by highly utopian aims and visions which, while undoubtedly sincerely held, ended up being disastrous. This fifth chapter will also cover Mao’s final years, when increasingly isolated and ill he was forced to make compromises, restarting the relationship with the USA and bringing back into power more pragmatic leaders such as Deng Xiaoping, who had previously been felled by the Cultural Revolution. In this later period, Mao became like a mystic or a sage. Referring to first-hand accounts of meetings with him by people at this time, from Edward Heath to American national security advisor Henry Kissinger, this chapter will look at the signs of the demise of Maoism, even as its creator still lived. It will also examine the final years of his life, when Mao was largely isolated but unable to escape the colossal reputation that had been created around him.

In Chapter Six, I will present some attempt to judge Mao’s legacy. This chapter will address the immediate post-Mao period, when much of his political approach was jettisoned. But it will also show how deeply his memory impacted on Chinese people, particularly among the 90 per cent that still lived in the rural areas at the time of his death. The initial attempts to assess and contain Mao’s huge influence by his successors will be described, along with the evidence that even today China remains a country in his shadow, with a system that is deeply influenced by him, despite all attempts to reduce this.

In the seventh chapter I will write about Mao as thinker.
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